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    For my wife and grandchildren. Adventure awaits.

      

    


Thank you for joining me on

this writing journey!

Before you start, 

by solving the wee puzzle in

“Your Ancient Egyptian Substitution Cypher”

at the end of the book,

you can access photos and more

hidden on my website.

Enjoy! 
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Stunned Spirits
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A hush washes over the North American Indian gallery, the predawn light catching the only activity—three captive spirits.

B’e is pacing between a wigwam and the campfire. See’Saw is meditating cross-legged atop the wigwam. Dee is reading the description on the museum display for the fifteen-thousandth time.

It’s B’e that breaks the hush. “Do you think we’ll ever escape? Seven years! We’ve been tethered to this vessel seven years, trapped in a sixty-cubit by sixty-cubit space . . . and surrounded by these dull mannequins.” B’e’s head shakes. “What thief leaves their treasure so long? Being without a human host is dull, boring, tedious.”

Dee laughs and spins with her arms stretched out. The hem of her full-length white linen dress dances below her hands, her blue cape thwacking B’e on the nose. “The police were after her, and she knew she couldn’t smuggle it back out of the country. So, she left it hidden in the first finished display she found.”

She stretches her neck and continues. “What of her? She’s not exactly the person we want to spend any time with or to entwine ourselves with. Evil. At least we’re not still stuck in that crate with no view of the world as we were for the first few months.”

B’e drifts out of reach and growls. “But in that crate, we were ensconced with Egyptian art. Not with this inferior stuff: wood, feathers, shells. Not a single jewel.” B’e huffs. “Made by savages.”

Dee stops cold, fists on her hips. Light flashes on the jewels in her wig. She jabs her finger toward the plaque. “How many times have you read that sign? ‘Sauvage’ in French means ‘wild’, so when they called them ‘les sauvages’, they meant ‘the people of the wilderness’. The English grabbed the word and twisted it to their own use: primitive, uncivilized, ruthless, lacking intelligence.”

She huffs. “The English mistranslation dismayed the French.”

B’e sings while marching around the campfire, “Pack up your troubles in your old kit-bag . . .”

Dee stalks around the wigwam, her hands flaying the innocent air around her. “And they applied it to every new culture they came across in the Americas, Africa, Australia . . .”

“And smile, smile, smile . . .” 

Dee spreads her arms. “Then to everyone outside their borders: Asia, the Scots, the Irish . . .”

She stops short and blinks. “B’e, did you . . .” She clears her throat. “Did you say seven years?”

B’e, the Spirit of Being, has chosen the form of a man today, dressed like his friends in clothing from their first home, ancient Egypt. The spirit quips, “I don’t know why men in this society wear long trousers, jackets, and ties. So cumbersome.” B’e’s fingertips run from shoulder to shoulder across a broad blue collar, then down the spirit’s bare midriff to a white linen kilt.

Gripping the kilt in both hands, B’e grins. “The English are wrong about the Scots—they’re the only irresistibly dressed modern race we’ve come across. And the men carrying a knife in their sock, that’s genius.”

Dee stomps. “B’e . . . my question . . .”

B’e’s spinning, multicoloured eyes fix on Dee, and they ignore her query. “Why should I question the English people’s wisdom? Until a few years ago, they had the world’s largest empire ever. And they won this ‘Great War’, didn’t they? That should say something.”

Dee shakes her head; the tips of her wig’s heavy dark braids barely move. “They did—with much help. But B’e: did you say seven years?”

“And it isn’t as if every person who comes through the exhibit says something like ‘The Indians are a backward people . . .’”

“B’e!” she yells.

The Spirit of Being flips their hands about. “More or less. If you want precision . . .”

Dee thrusts her head forward so far that it appears it will fall off her shoulders.

B’e huffs and shakes their head dramatically like an upper-class girl being dragged through the museum against their will. “Seven years at sunset today.”

Dee gasps.

B’e rolls their eyes, muttering, “What does it matter?”

“This binding, this curse.” She gulps. “You won’t remember—being so angry about her ritual—because it was drawn from when the magicians gave us life. You were ranting, didn’t listen to the spell’s words.” Dee quivers. “To the thief’s intent.”

B’e stops and floats toward her, curious.

Dee crumbles into herself. “The spell—it only lasts seven years, the longest she could muster at the time, being on the run. But she was to be here by now—years ago, in fact, off on the first boat, then back again—to release us and . . . and do whatever it is she wants to do with us.” She shivers at that thought, but the current situation cuts through.

Tears fill her eyes, and she moans. “At sunset, the binding will unwind, snapping the vessel in two. It will release us as if she were here. But if there’s no one to link to, no one to host us . . .”

Her trembling worsens, and she drops to her knees. “We’re so far from the desert, from the pyramids . . . that magic here is so weak. We’ll be lucky to remain uncontained for a minute. Sixty seconds. If we’re not in the process of tying ourselves to a human by then . . .”

A rap startles the two spirits, their heads jerking toward See’Saw.

His fist bursts open, and sparks explode from his fingertips. “Poof. We’re gone. No route back to the Field of Reeds. No linking to a human.

“We won’t be here. We won’t be anywhere. It will be as if we’ve never existed.”
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Journey into the Dark 
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“Up, Emily. Now!”

I jerk upright, startled, my eyes wide open. That was the third time Mom had woken me this morning. Usually, I’m first up.

Gulping, the boredom and annoyance of my restless night washed over me. Sleep didn’t find me last night until four. Then, my usual nightmare took over . . . running from locked gate to locked gate in Halifax Public Gardens, trapped inside, knowing that two ships had already collided and their explosion was moments away.

Much of the city would be flattened, including my friends’ homes.

I cannot escape, cannot warn anyone. The exploding ships are far enough away from me that I will not evaporate or be hit directly, but the flying debris could be deadly. Or it might blind me.

I spin and look at the town clock. Thirty seconds. Twenty seconds. Tick. Tick. Tick . . .

I yanked on the gates. They won’t open. Aargh!

According to the papers, that part of the city is largely unscathed. But . . . what if the force of the ballast goes in a different direction? What if it creates another blast, close to me?

And floating through the dreams this morning, I saw the Mi’kmaq encampment. They were on the Dartmouth shore, about to be washed away, and all the people with it. I was terrified for them.

I breathed out. Maybe I could learn more about them today at the museum.

This nightmare had not been so vivid until November, when my friend Barbara Orr’s letter arrived. We discovered the blast had knocked her almost half a mile. Her incredible story, and that she survived it, haunts me, even when I’m awake.

Barbara lost her family and her home. That loss must plague my parents, too. I’m so relieved she survived and has a safe place to live. But still . . .

Mom had woken me from my dream before the explosion took place. When that happened, everything went black and became frightfully silent.

I shook those thoughts from my head. On with my day. That’s what I must do. I pushed the blankets from my chest but stayed sitting on my bed.

We had been twelve hundred miles away when the Halifax explosion took place; it was more than a year ago. I clenched my teeth, seething. I should not be having such dreams. But it had been hard to shake it.

I shivered, thinking, If it affects me so much, what are the soldiers returning from the Western Front going through?

Closing my eyes and drawing deep breaths through my nose, I listened to the calming activity of my parents outside the door.

The door creaked open on a breeze, bringing light, warmth, and oh . . . the scent of fresh bread from the ancient bake oven. It wrapped me in ease, warm air rushing across my cheeks. With that, the nightmare and the annoyance of the night’s poor sleep left me.

The corners of my eyes crinkled, and my lips pulled into a smile. Mom must have risen when I fell asleep—she’s already baking. Yum.

A shadow formed in the doorway, and I opened my eyes. My father was poking his head in. “Ah, good. At least you’re sitting up. I’m on my way to saddle Vesper. Can you be ready in a few minutes?”

My jaw dropped, and I gulped. Yes. To Toronto I go. By myself. That was why I couldn’t sleep. And I was to take the first electric trolley there. It’ll be departing soon. And we still must get to the station.

I glanced at my blankets. I hadn’t dressed yet. Yikes.

My hand whipped to my growling stomach. Breakfast, too. I nodded, my breath quick. “Yes. Okay. Thanks, Dad.”

When he turned to hurry up the stairs, my door remained open. In the half-light, I threw the blankets aside and whipped my feet to the floor. I was thankful they landed on the rag rug. The bite of the cold concrete floor was nasty.

Yanking my nightgown up and over my head, I crossed to the small dresser. I plunged my hands into my ablutions bowl and tossed the chilly water on my face. I rubbed my body with a soaked washcloth and towelled myself down.

My freedom without clothing was glorious, with nothing but my Celtic cross necklace borne by my body. But brief it must be—time to dress.

I turned and faced the pile of clothing on my chair. Mom and I had laid out the many layers the night before, their number a vain attempt to balance warmth with elegance.

The trip to Toronto will be chilly. But once I arrived, I was going to a fancy luncheon with the city’s elite.

“Sure, I can be stylish,” I muttered to myself, rolling my eyes. “Ghost of a chance, that.”

Sighing, I dragged on layer over layer—undergarments and warm layers before squeezing my best winter dress over it all.

I untied my loose nighttime braids and dragged the hairbrush through my tangles.

Mom leaned against the door while wrapping a Mason jar with newspaper. “What was that you said, honey?”

“Just mumbling to myself. Is that for me?”

She smiled. “Tea. Fresh-baked biscuits. A wedge of cheese and a chunk of sausage. Think that will fill the hole?”

“Oh, yes. Thank you.” My flipping stomach eased a mite, knowing food would come eventually.

This was not my typical day. I yearned to pull off the fancy garb, to wrap myself in my warm, comfortable, boring school dress. Then to sit in front of the cook fire, sip on warm sweetened tea, and read for an hour: Ancient Greek or Latin. I didn’t even read Ancient Greek. But certainly, I thought, that would be better than this torture.

I blinked. I was going to Toronto by myself. I should be excited, I thought. But my breathing sped up, and I was shaking.

I firmed my shoulders, muttering to myself, “I’ll be fine.”

Mom plunked the jar on the rough kitchen table and bustled over, her long grey woollen skirt brushing the floor. “Let me help you with your hair.” She took the brush and ribbon from my hands. Humming, she braided my hair from both sides into one and tied it with a navy ribbon.

While she packed the food into my valise, I stood by the window, listening to the snapping fire, sipping sweet tea, and munching on a warm biscuit with butter and jam. This measly breaker of my fast would have to keep me until I was settled in the trolley.

The fireplace flames danced on Jack Frost’s handiwork. Thick with the sub-zero temperatures outside and the warm, damp air from the baking, cooking, and our breathing, Jack’s jaunty, swirling waves and stars painted the window.

I drew in another calming breath; this natural painting’s beauty stroked my soul. The words of his song from our school music book drifted into my head:


“Jacky Frost, Jacky Frost,

Came in the night

Left the meadows that he crossed

All gleaming white.

Painted with his silver brush

Every windowpane,

Kissed the leaves and made them blush,

Blush and blush again.”






I set the cup and the last bite of biscuit on the saucer and placed it on the far side of the deep window sill. Taking a breath, I placed my hands on the wooden sill and threw my hips high onto its edge. There, I reached and pressed my palm against the window. It melted the frost. I moved my hand back and forth, clearing a small area, then let my feet drop back to the floor.

Though my head cast a shadow on the white outline, my face reflected faintly. The winter had stolen the garden-earned tan from my face, emphasizing the freckles on my white cheeks. Brown eyes, brown hair. I gave myself a toothy grin.

Beyond the reflection was darkness.

Even in the summer, that window provided little light as it sat under the verandah. In early January, before predawn light, there was nothing to see.

In the warmer seasons, we slept upstairs in the East Wing. Those bedrooms had beautiful views of the grounds and lake. But we had returned to the Centre House’s basement ten days before, when Miss Bessie had left for her winter retreat in the city.

Down here, life was simplified. The old cookfire—for this was once the kitchen and staff living quarters for the house—provided the heat and much of the light. The single cookfire was far more efficient than fireplaces burning in each room above, and the basement walls were less cold. I missed my tiny summer bedroom, with its lovely view over the lawn and lake.

What was out there in the dark? I shivered.

A muffled thumping on the outside door above stirred me. That was Dad’s call, not wanting to bring snow into the house by entering the door.

It was time to leave.

I pulled my knee-length winter wool coat over my shoulders. Mom yanked the sides together, buttoned and belted it, the clothing underneath making it snug. She turned up the collar and wrapped me in a thick scarf.

She pulled the rim of my toque’s fur trim over my ears. It wasn’t the prettiest, but city-fashion winter hats were less practical here in the country.

My mother’s usually unflappable face was damp with tears. After a hug and “This is supposed to be fun,” she turned me toward the stairs. Carrying a lamp and a blanket, she followed me up the narrow stairs, carrying the heavy valise, through the basement door into the front entry.

With a turn of the handle, frigid air rushed by my cheeks, and the end of the second verse came to me.


“Up jumped Jacky Frost

And pinched her little nose.”






Grinning at the image, I turned my head to Mom. My neck was so ensnarled with fabric that I had to twist my body toward her.

She kissed the bridge of my nose, for little other skin was exposed, and whispered, “Love you.” I responded with the same while soaking in her scent of wood smoke, baking, and cinnamon.

I stepped outside. She followed, coatless, despite the severe bite in the air.

Vesper was prancing in the cold. Seeing us, Dad leaped into the saddle and waved me to hurry. He handed his lamp to Mom and hauled me up in front of him.

Mom tossed the blanket across my lap. My valise followed it.

Last, she handed me the lamp, for the waxing half-moon was long abed. Miss Moon had been hanging in the sky on my way home from school the day before, and her twelve-hour reign of the night was long over. Though the starlight sparkled on the snow, darkness pervaded beyond the trees’ looming shadows. The Milky Way washed across the inky blackness above. I winked at Ursa Major, Cassiopeia, and Orion—bear, queen, and hunter—three guardians of the heavens above. Stay with me today, oh mighty spirits.

The lamplight pushed back the night’s dark veil, giving me a sense of adventure. Vesper must have felt it, too. Like a dog preparing its bed, he did a complete turn on the spot, full of spit and vigour, then galloped past the West Wing. Dad pulled the reins to slow him, to keep our valiant steed from sweating or tripping in the darkness.

I twisted past my father’s bulk. Mom was standing in the shadows, lit only by the candle in the door-side window. She waved before wrapping her hands in her apron. I struggled to wave back and sensed her eyes watching until we and our lamp disappeared as we reached the road.

We turned west toward Jackson’s Point. On my left, lamplight came through one of the Lodge’s windows. Mr. Eames, the farm manager who lived in this house by the Briars gate, and his wife must be up. He’d be readying himself to check Miss Bessie’s farm animals.

I snuggled further into my father’s chest. Leaving the reins in his left hand, he put his right arm around me and squeezed, wrapping me with the smells of warm wool, horse, and chopped wood.

Beyond the Lodge, though, Hedge Road stretched into the blackness. The snow silenced Vesper’s steps. The quiet and deep darkness evoked Hades, but a glance up at the starlit heavens proved us still earthbound.
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The Radial Station
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Woods loomed on both sides, blocking the fields on my left and the lake on my right. Stars poked between the bare branches.

At the Ninth Concession, we turned left toward the dark village.

In summer, during the night’s first hours, gas lamps lit the crossroads, and electric lights lit the two rail stations and the post office. Now, being winter, power to the post office was cut. The trolley and train stations were not yet open. Nothing was visible.

In the Briars Wilderness—the property’s woods—a barred owl hooted.

My fingers started to tremble. With each of Vesper’s silent steps, the shaking extended to my hands and up my arms to my shoulders, until my whole body had joined in. A few hundred yards from the trolley station, just shy of where the train station should be, I pulled away from my father’s embrace.

A distant train horn sounded. Dad said, “It’s okay. We’re in good time. They turn the power on just before they’re leaving Sutton.”

My nose ran from the cold. I wiped it with my mitten and coughed. A hum filled the air, and at the York Radial Railway Metropolitan station—the trolley platform and our destination—four electric bulbs burst to life.

But we could barely see it.

The silhouette of the freight train loomed between us and the trolley. Vesper wouldn’t have walked into it, but me . . . I would have been mighty surprised to walk into a wall if I’d been on my own.

To my right, the train extended to the lake wharf where they loaded ice. I craned my neck, looking to my left. “It goes on forever. Why so long?” That’s when I heard cows lowing and pigs snuffling, for the lights’ flickering on had disturbed them. Today, they were shipping south not only ice, but also animals for market.

I sucked in a breath. “How are we going to get around it?”

Dad flicked his mittened hand toward the building. “We have, maybe, three minutes before it arrives.” He gulped. “I don’t want to dash along the railroad to find a place to cross; it’s so uneven. You’d better go there directly. And hurry.”

He hopped off Vesper and took the lamp, valise, and blanket from me. After setting them on the packed snow, he helped me down. One of my undergarments caught, and I fell into his arms. “Oomph. There you go,” he said as he stood me on my feet. Thrusting the valise into my hands, he turned me toward the train. “Go. I’ll hitch Vesper at the railway station and be right behind you.”

Despite my desperation to run, I approached the train with caution; the lifelong warnings of “Stay away from the moving train” rang in my ears. It wasn’t moving yet, but who knew when it would start?

I crept between two freight cars, my shuffling further agitating the cows. Their scent increased, their well-deserved nervousness amplified by our stress.

I placed the valise on the car link and grabbed my knee to get it high enough to go over it.

The train shifted, and the valise toppled. No. The tea jar would shatter.

I reached out, thwacking my elbow on the Janney Coupler’s knuckle. Pain seared up to my shoulder. 

But I grabbed the bag with the other hand. I stared at it an inch from the ground. Whew. I would have had no dry clothes or breakfast.

Rubbing my elbow, I stood back and eyed the train. Were they about to move it in or out?

Shivering despite the warmth of my heavy clothes, I set my jaw. Seeing the streak of black on my mitten, I realized it was a bad idea to slide the skirt of my best dress over the dirty coupler. I shoved the bag under it so I could follow. Crouching, I manoeuvred my thick wool coat between the gravel and my dress and crawled between the rail ties. A rock jabbed my knee, and I jerked, bashing the back of my head on the coupler just below my toque, and biting my tongue. “Ouch!” I scowled and cursed, “Gosh darn it,” under my breath, tasting blood.

The train rolled backward.

I threw the valise across the rail and spun forward. The rail was in the way.

Watching the giant wheel move slowly towards me, I grabbed the rail and yanked myself up and over it.

My woollen mitten, damp from wiping my nose and sweaty palms, stuck to the steel.

I lunged for it. Shwick. I snatched it back. The train halted with a crack, right where I had been lying moments before.

Puffing and in shock, I was unsure how much time passed.

Vesper neighed, and a glint of movement from the corner of my eye shook me from my immobility. The trolley’s headlight had emerged from the trees in the distance, rushing toward us.

I rolled onto my knees to face the station, its lights poking between the post office and Grant’s Livery. Deep shadows stretched toward me, leaving haunting images on the Village Hotel to my right. I stood, rubbing my knee and head, for my sore elbow was already forgotten amid the other injuries. I swallowed—no time for bruises.

Glancing each way, I muttered, “Bye, cows.” Knowing mine was likely the last pleasant voice they’d hear before their impending doom, in my friendliest tone, I bid them farewell. “Must go. Thank you for being here.”

With the valise over my shoulder, I raced along the railroad tracks past the post office, dodging barely visible debris and hoping not to turn my ankle on the slanted ground. Every three or four steps, my right foot side-slipped on ice. Twice, I fell to my knees. But I struggled up and kept going.

The trolley had entered its final turning loop and hurried toward me. I turned and dashed along the track, the trolley gaining on me. The electrical guideline buzzed overhead.

The conductor, in his freshly pressed uniform, jumped out before the trolley reached the platform. He threw a lever, putting the car onto the right track.

Leaping onto the platform, I bent over and panted, trying not to drop the valise and smash its fragile contents. After several quick breaths, I straightened.

Dad jumped onto the raised area, just seconds ahead of the trolley.

With a final puff, I glanced about.

Winter was not a time for visitors in Jackson’s Point. Like the station, the Trolleyrest Hotel across the road was silent. If cooks and other staff were preparing for the few winter guests, their activity was not visible.

But the village was not empty of activity.

In a few minutes, ice cutters would walk by on their way to or from their dangerous work in the harbour. Whatever lake ice they cut that was not loaded on the freight train bound for Toronto and beyond was stored in the seven immense barns at the water’s edge.

Dad crouched beside me. We rubbed noses, followed by a scratchy kiss on my flushed cheek. “Good job, honey,” he said, his words thick with the cold on his cheeks and lips. He pulled me tight beside him. “Say hello to Miss Bessie from your mom and me. You can tell her your mother is excited about their trip next weekend.”

I nodded. The motorman pressed on the air compressor brakes. The trolley slowed and came to rest, the door right in front of me.

Having risen and laid his hand on my shoulder, his body jerked. “You have the Isaacs’ present, right?”

I nodded and laid my hand over his. “Yes. That’s the first thing I put in my bag.”

“Phew.” He pulled me to him once more.

The trolley was only one car this early in the morning, ferrying us few passengers and a mailbag or two. The next trolley would need at least one more car, to carry canisters of fresh milk for processing, before it returned as butter and cheese. Ice and cattle were too heavy for the electric trolley, so they travelled south on the freight train.

Mr. Beechum, the conductor, bounced onto the platform. “Good morning, Mr. Twillum. Emily. A fresh day, this is.” He squinted and pointed at my satchel. “Are you travelling alone, sweetheart?”

I nodded.

“Well then, let’s settle you up front, by the heater and away from the cigarette smoke.”

Dad handed something to Mr. Beechum, who winked and hoisted the bag to his shoulder.

I started. “Oh, careful! There’s glass in the top.”

“Tea?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Thanks for the warning. You must have heard of my habit of throwing passengers’ belongings helter-skelter.” He winked, and my face blossomed into a smile. With a roguish smile, he continued. “Besides, I don’t want to mop up a mess.” I laughed, some of the nervousness lifting away.

Tipping his hat to my father, he stepped on board. I turned and bear-hugged my father, then made my way into the brightness and warmth.

Mr. Beechum pointed me to where he had set my bag. He pulled the door closed.

I turned to wave, grabbing a post as the trolley eased away. Dad blew me a kiss as we slid out of the station.

My face went flat, and I bit my lip. I hadn’t heard of any twelve-year-old child travelling to the city from here on their own, not of their own volition. Last fall, parentless children—their mother taken by flu and their father still at war or lost to it—had become a frequent occurrence. They went south and did not come back. 

I breathed in and closed my eyes. I gave a prayer of thanks, for that had not been my fate.
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Southbound


[image: ]




Mr. Beechum had placed my valise on the right-hand front rack. He gestured to the seat against the front wall.

“So, now, Emily. Seated on this side, the lake will be visible as the sun rises. And facing backwards, you can study everyone in the car.” He raised his eyebrows. “Most of the lads coming aboard are rascals like my son, so you know what to expect.” I was baffled, for his son and I got along like gangbusters at school—but I nodded.

He took my blanket and folded it over my lap, tucking it in, fussing like an old hen. “Are you comfortable, Missie? That coal heater is slow to start, but soon you’ll be warm enough.”

“Thank you, Mr. Beechum.”

He touched the side of his nose like Saint Nicholas. “I won’t be far away.” Swaying slightly with the motion of the carriage, he said, “We’ll be at the next stop in a jiffy.” He turned to survey each seating area, brushing one with his white glove to remove some dust.

I grasped my hands together and shoved them under the blanket, between my knees.

Today, I appreciated that extra attention. Perhaps a young girl on her own in her best clothes deserves attention, even if the clothes aren’t that fine. Or maybe it was the tip my father gave him. I giggled and wiggled in my seat.

But already sweating from running, I shoved the blanket to the side and stripped off my mittens. After two minutes, the air was warming, a good balance against my cooling body. I removed my hat, shoved my mittens into it, and scanned the trolley as I unbuttoned my coat.

There were two passengers besides Mr. Beechum and the motorman. These two scruffy men sat in the back seat, facing me, smoking. I flinched at their firm gaze, for they were scrutinizing me, too.

I narrowed my eyes at them. So did Mr. Beechum. They turned away.

With a village of only a thousand souls, I found it odd I didn’t recognize them.

I peered through the windows on the far side of the car. The Lakeview Golf Club’s vague outline, its vast layer of snow, stretched out before me.

Little showed on my left. Lamplight gleamed in homes where families rose for school and work.

But within moments, dark cottages took over. The properties were wrapped by cedar trees and leafless elms and maples, vacated for the winter—forlorn skeletons of another season. With the moon abed and the only light cast from the trolley, the cottages were hard to pick out, buildings painted white against white snow.
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