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            Chapter One

         

         The first time Nora Walsh saw Jake Ramsey, he was getting his hair braided.

         He was sitting in one of the chairs at Curl Up and Dye reading a copy of Field & Stream while a stylist did some kind of elaborate Maria von Trapp cross-scalp braiding thing to his long brown hair. The image was almost comical: this giant, beefy man sitting on a chair that looked like a piece of dollhouse furniture compared to him. It was like Jason Momoa’s paler twin had shown up to play beauty parlor.

         “Can I help you, hon?”

         Nora transferred her attention from Aquaman to the older woman behind the reception desk. “Yes. Hi. I don’t have an appointment, but I was hoping to get my roots touched up. Or to make an appointment for later, if you can’t take me now.”

         “Come on in.” The woman led her to the salon’s unoccupied chair—there were only two in the small space. “Carol Junior can take you after she’s finished with Jake.”

         “Almost done.” The younger woman was a carbon copy of the older one, minus the wrinkles. “I’m just playing around.” She grabbed a hair elastic from her workstation, tied off the braid, and stood back to assess. “Well, that’s not going to win any awards.”

         The man lowered his magazine, leaned forward to examine himself in the mirror, and shrugged. “Looks fine to me.”

         The stylist patted him on the shoulder. “You’re such a good sport, Jake. Take that out, and we’ll get you washed.” She turned to Nora and gave a little shriek. “Oh my God! I love your hair.”

         Nora had a pixie cut. A very short, very platinum pixie cut. She’d wondered if it would stand out in Moonflower Bay, and it did. Pretty much all the women she’d seen so far—though admittedly, she’d only been in town a day—had long hair. She was afraid she would come off like the city girl who thought she was all that. But it wasn’t like she sported piercings or tattoos or anything. She just had really, really short hair.

         Unlike the big dude next to her, who had started raking his fingers through his hair to undo his braid. She wondered why he bothered getting it done in the first place if he was just going to take it out.

         He transferred his attention from his reflection to Nora, and as their eyes met in the mirror, there was a record scratch in Nora’s brain. It was like there was the normal, unremarkable, white-noise soundtrack of life unspooling as it always did, and then it just stopped.

         She wondered if he felt it, too, because he blinked a few times and paused in undoing his hair.

         His eyes were green. A green so intense that, together with his long, dark hair, it brought to mind something not quite human. If he had told her that he was part wolf, she might have believed him.

         Or maybe he was Aquaman? Some kind of sea god or something? They were on a Great Lake.

         She examined the rest of his features, trying to decide if they were mortal or otherwise. His jaw was clean shaven, despite the thick, lustrous hair on his head. His lips were full and pale pink. A stark-white scar ran over his upper lip on one side, so deep it pulled the lip up a little.

         The stylist laughed, and the record in Nora’s brain started playing again. The man returned to dismantling his hairdo, and Nora willed her suddenly hot cheeks to chill out.

         “Look at you two! We’ve got a long-haired boy and a short-haired girl.” Nora was about to fire back—she was primed for these small-town folks not to approve of her—when the woman added, “Not that there’s anything wrong with that.” Standing between the chairs, she put her hands on her hips and examined both of her customers in the mirror. “Because you both have totally amazing hair.”

         Nora didn’t know what to say. Maybe this town wasn’t going to be as small-minded as she’d feared?

         The stylist wiped her hands on a towel before sticking one out in front of Nora. “Carol Dyson Junior. Folks call me CJ, though, to differentiate me from my mom.” She hitched a thumb toward the front of the salon, where the older woman had retreated to the reception desk. “I don’t think I’ve seen you in here before.”

         “Nora Walsh. I just moved to town.”

         CJ’s mom—that would be Carol Senior, Nora reasoned—suddenly reappeared. “Oh! You’re the new doctor!”

         “I am.” Word sure got around. Four weeks ago, she had been a physician in the emergency department at St. Michael’s Hospital in downtown Toronto, a job she walked to from a twentieth-floor apartment a few blocks away. Today, she was the doctor in the small Lake Huron town of Moonflower Bay and was renting a house twice as big as her old apartment at a fraction of what she used to pay.

         Also: four weeks ago, she’d had a boyfriend named Rufus. Now she was single.

         “We’re so glad you’re here,” the older woman said. “It’s been a real pain having to drive to Grand View or farther to see a doctor since Doc Baker retired.” She leaned in. “Did you buy the practice from Ed?”

         Nora had not bought the practice from Dr. Edward Baker. She’d responded to a classified ad in Ontario Medical Review, just out of curiosity, once she’d started toying with the idea of a total life reset. Before she could even blink, Dr. Baker had responded with a more-than-fair price to buy him out. But there was total life reset, and there was total insanity.

         She hadn’t quite crossed over into insanity yet.

         So she had counterproposed that she lease the practice for two years, Dr. Baker had agreed, and here she was. New town, new specialty, new life. And, most importantly, the government offered medical school loan forgiveness to people who did time in places with doctor shortages. Worst-case scenario, she spent some time professionally unfulfilled, treating ear infections and writing referrals for joint replacements, but she’d make some money and be back in Toronto in a couple years, ready for the Walsh Sisters’ Real Estate Adventure.

         Moonflower Bay was a palate cleanser, basically. Once cleansed, she could go back to Toronto with a mended heart, a clear head, and a little bit of cash.

         She could go back to Toronto a woman in control of her own destiny.

         “Dr. Baker and I worked out a rental agreement for two years,” she said to both Carols.

         “Why only two years?” Carol Senior asked.

         “My sister and I are planning to buy a house together, but the Toronto housing market is through the roof.”

         “So I hear. What a world we live in when a doctor can’t afford a house.”

         “Not even close. These days, I think you have to be a Russian oligarch to afford a house in central Toronto.” She explained about the loan forgiveness program. “So my sister and I are both going to save aggressively and start shopping in two years. In the meantime, I’m going to try my hand at small-town doctoring.” Wait. Had that sounded patronizing? I’m just gracing you with my sophisticated, big-city presence for a couple years?

         Neither seemed offended. Carol Junior pointed at Aquaman. “This here is Jake Ramsey.”

         “I like your hair, Jake Ramsey.” Now that it was down, it came past his shoulders. It was the kind of hair women coveted. Nora might even grow hers, if it was guaranteed to end up looking like that. A mixture of naturally thin hair and long shifts at the hospital had always meant short, low-maintenance hair for Nora, but it was even shorter than usual these days, because she and her sister had shaved their heads five months ago in solidarity with their grandma, who’d lost hers while in treatment for breast cancer.

         Jake made a sort of noncommittal grunt. So maybe he wasn’t part wolf so much as part pig? Aquapig? She smiled. That sounded like it could be a spinoff of the British show about the pig family that her youngest nephew was obsessed with.

         Carol Senior excused herself, saying she needed to make a phone call, and CJ ran a brush through Jake’s hair. “I’m trying to learn more about updos and braids. There never used to be that much demand for them, but Moonflower Bay has gotten popular with tourists in recent years. I’m finding myself doing more weddings.” She patted Jake on the shoulder. “Jake is nice enough to let me practice on him in exchange for a weekly wash and the odd trim.”

         He shrugged. “They do some kind of thing to it that gets the tangles out.”

         “Deep condition.” CJ chuckled as she fastened a smock around Nora’s neck and handed her a magazine. “Let me just wash Jake’s hair real quick and get the conditioner in, and I’ll start on you. Sound good?”

         Nora nodded, suddenly not trusting herself to speak. Because the view in the mirror was all wrong. She had been going to the same salon in Toronto for years. Sitting in the same stylist’s chair. Because her hair was so short, she’d logged a lot of hours in that particular chair, looking at that particular view. It had been nothing special—the busy, big-city salon had featured two rows of chairs parallel to each other, deep inside the space, so all she’d ever seen in the mirror was other people’s cuts and colors in progress. Here she could see a slice of Main Street through the large plate-glass window at the front of the salon. The graceful, historic redbrick buildings contrasted sharply with the deep-blue sky.

         This view was, objectively, nicer. But it was different.

         She was ambushed by the notion that this was it. This was the view from the salon chair for the next two years.

         She had actually done it. She was here. It was day one of the life reset.

         The past month had been filled with logistics: quitting her job, doing the banking stuff required to get out from under shared bills, disentangling herself from the man she’d thought she was going to spend the rest of her life with.

         There hadn’t been time to stop and think. To feel.

         But now that she was here, she realized how totally alone she was. Not just boyfriendless but colleagueless. Friendless. One hundred percent on her own.

         But that was okay, she reminded herself. That was the point. She had let herself grow way too dependent on—and deferential to—Rufus. Somewhere along the way, she’d lost herself.

         She was jarred from her maudlin thoughts when the door opened and two women came rushing in.

         “That was fast,” Carol Senior said.

         Both the women were older, and in a flurry of introductions, she learned that they were Pearl Brunetta, who owned a bakery, and Eiko Anzai, the editor of the town newspaper. Pearl, who had blue hair—and not old-lady blue but screaming electric blue—wanted to know when Nora was going to open the clinic. Eiko wanted to know if she’d do an interview with the paper.

         They peppered her with questions about her plans until CJ elbowed her way in. “Ladies. Don’t overwhelm her. She just got here. And I gotta do her hair now, so skedaddle.”

         “Sorry, sorry,” Pearl said. “You come by my shop for some pie real soon, Dr. Walsh. On the house.”

         “And you let me know about that interview, okay, hon?” Eiko said.

         Nora agreed to both demands and smiled as she listened to them bicker on their way out.

         “You shouldn’t call her hon,” Pearl admonished.

         “I call everyone hon.”

         “Yeah, but she’s a doctor. You should be showing respect. We want her to stay, Eiko!”

         “Okay, I’ll start calling her Dr. Hon.”

         CJ winked at Nora in the mirror. “All right, Dr. Hon, let’s get started.”

         
              

         

         As Jake sat under one of the dryers with his conditioner-slathered, plastic-wrapped hair piled on his head, he listened to the women talking about the new doctor’s hair. It was, apparently, a “pixie cut.”

         That seemed appropriate given that Dr. Nora Walsh could pass for a pixie herself. She was short, but not just that—she was small all over. She had small features—a wee, slightly upturned nose, a bow mouth, and small hands. Her grayish-blue eyes and almost-white hair added a kind of cool, supernatural icing on what otherwise would have been cuteness.

         She was really something.

         “You getting settled in okay?” CJ asked.

         “Yeah. I traveled light, so…yeah.”

         It sounded like there was a story there.

         “Where are you living, if you don’t mind my asking?”

         “I’m renting a house in Southbank Pines. I wanted to get something closer to downtown so I could walk to work, but to be honest with you, this whole move was kind of a last-minute thing, so I took what I could get on short notice.”

         “Oh, that must be Harold Burgess’s place.” CJ met Jake’s eyes in the mirror.

         “Yes. Harold is my landlord. I haven’t met him in person, though.”

         Harold Burgess owned a few buildings in town, and they were, to put it frankly, shitholes. But maybe his own house would be okay. After twenty years of wintering in Florida, he’d recently moved there full-time.

         CJ and Dr. Walsh started conferring over the hair-color plan. Dr. Walsh rattled off some kind of code, and soon CJ was shaping little squares of tinfoil around chunks of her hair. He chuckled to himself. He had plastic wrap; she had tinfoil.

         After working in silence for a few minutes, CJ asked, “Your place seem okay?”

         The doctor’s brow furrowed slightly. “Should it not?”

         “No, no!” CJ said—a touch too quickly, probably, because the furrow deepened.

         “It’s a bit musty, but I put that down to it being closed up for so long—I gather it’s been empty for six months. Anyway, I’m sure it will be fine. I just need to get some furniture in there. And dishes. And everything.” She laughed in a way that struck Jake as false.

         “You didn’t come with anything?”

         Dr. Walsh huffed a sigh that seemed partly self-deprecating. “Nope.”

         “Why, if you don’t mind my asking?” If you don’t mind my asking was kind of CJ’s signature phrase.

         Dr. Walsh paused for a long moment before answering. “Have you ever looked around and suddenly thought, ‘What am I doing? What is all this crap? This is not how I thought my life was going to turn out’?”

         Yep.

         CJ paused with one of the foil doodads in her hand, her head tilted. Jake could pretty much guarantee that CJ had never asked herself those questions. When you were Carol Dyson Junior and you loved doing hair, which CJ legitimately did, and your mom, Carol Dyson Senior, owned the town salon, life unfolded pretty much according to plan, he suspected.

         CJ laid a hand on the doctor’s shoulder. “Honestly, Dr. Hon, I can’t say I know what that’s like.”

         Jake did, though. Did he ever.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Nora left the salon feeling lighter than she had in a long time. New hair always did that. And CJ had done a bang-up job. Nora had been a little apprehensive, but CJ had had the same brands of bleach and dye her much pricier Toronto stylist used.

         She paused on the sidewalk and took a deep breath of the lake air. Toronto was on a Great Lake, too, but it didn’t smell like this, like…plants and earth. Which made no sense because it was a lake. Water. She laughed at herself, the city girl trying and failing to describe nature.

         All right. It was Sunday morning. She was going into the clinic tomorrow to start getting organized, so she should spend today furnishing her house.

         She wanted to get the bare bones, at least. A bed, a table, a few chairs. Some dishes. She smirked. She was going to be living like a bachelor, at least initially. She kind of liked the idea. She didn’t need a Kitchen-Aid mixer she never used, a shelf full of art books she never read, or an ugly, uncomfortable sofa that cost more than she made in a month.

         No, Rufus needed those things. He needed specific things. The right things. He was forever throwing away perfectly good things—her ancient hand mixer that was more than sufficient for the one or two times a year they baked anything; her sofa, which, yes, was a little worn, but a slipcover would have done the trick—and replacing them with newer, shinier models. “Upgrading,” he had called it, and because she didn’t really care about mixers and sofas, she’d been happy to go along with it.

         She had even let him talk her into “upgrading” during her residency from her planned specialization in family medicine to emergency medicine—which had added a year to her studies—so they could be colleagues in the emergency department at the hospital where he was already a staff physician.

         And then he’d upgraded her.

         And by “upgraded,” she meant “screwed a first-year resident on the ugly, uncomfortable sofa that had cost more than she made in a month.”

         Tears prickled at the corners of her eyes, but she forced them back. She was done crying. He wasn’t worth her tears.

         Maybe if she told herself that enough times, she would actually start believing it.

         He also wasn’t worth losing the new-hair-don’t-care feeling she was rocking—she did believe that—so she got in her car and went shopping.

         Three hours later, she owned a bed, a sofa, and a kitchen table and chairs, all of which were being delivered later, and was schlepping bags of dishes and groceries inside from her car when a pickup truck came vrooming down the road.

         It was going way too fast for this quiet, residential street. This was more her stereotype of small towns: dudes in trucks with something to prove. Probably the sizes of their trucks were inversely proportional to the sizes of other things.

         To her astonishment the truck screeched to a halt at the foot of her driveway and Aquaman got out. His hair was in a messy bun now.

         “Dr. Walsh, there’s an emergency. A woman has gone into labor on the village green. She says it’s too early.”

         Nora blinked, “Labor-labor?” Labor-labor being the technical term, of course.

         “Seems like. She’s screaming bloody murder. Someone called 911, but I remembered you said you were living at Harold’s place.”

         She dropped her bags on the driveway. “Let’s go.”

         
              

         

         “Do you have any more information?” Dr. Walsh asked as she scrambled into Jake’s truck. “Who she is? How far along she is? If the pregnancy is high risk?”

         “No. I don’t think she’s local, though.” Jake hadn’t recognized her, but he would freely admit that he wasn’t the most social guy, so that didn’t necessary mean anything. “I came out of the general store downtown, and she was writhing around on the grass on the village green. She was shouting about it being ‘too soon.’ There’s a crowd, but everyone’s milling around in a not-very-useful way.”

         “And here I thought practicing medicine in Moonflower Bay was going to be dull.”

         “Do you have a phone?” he asked as he peeled down her street.

         “Yes.”

         “I’m going to give you a number. It’s for the lift bridge operator. We have to cross the river to get downtown. We need to tell him to have it down.” Dennis had called Jake in as backup so much in recent weeks that Jake had his number memorized.

         Nora introduced herself to Dennis, and they had a brief conversation while Jake drove as fast as he reasonably could, his tires squealing as he hung a right on Huron. She disconnected the call. “He said he’s heard already and the bridge is down. He also said that someone named Sawyer has shut down the bottom end of Main Street, so there won’t be any traffic, so you can—I’m quoting here—‘drive like you just told Pearl that cake is better than pie, and she’s coming after you.’”

         “That means drive fast.”

         “I gathered that.”

         Dr. Walsh was out the passenger-side door before he had fully screeched to a halt next to the town green. He could hear the sirens closing in on them. He’d reasoned that he could get Dr. Walsh to the scene before the ambulance from Grand View would arrive, and he’d been right but only just, from the sound of things.

         Dr. Walsh was small, but as she strode toward the emergency, she took command. She started pointing to people and saying things like, “You. Find me some clean towels or blankets. As many as you can get.” And “You. Get me some hand sanitizer.”

         He was following her, though he wasn’t sure why. His contribution to this event—get the doctor—was done. He had the odd compulsion, though, to hang around. To stand by and watch over things. Like a bouncer. An emergency-birth bouncer.

         “Make way, please,” she said as she approached the woman. People shifted around, but they didn’t know her yet, so they didn’t really get out of the way.

         “This is the doctor! Get out of the way!” he yelled. Several dozen startled faces turned toward him. Several dozen startled people got out of the way. He wasn’t much of a talker, generally. An unintended side effect of that was that when he did talk, forget yell, people tended to listen.

         He stopped walking alongside Dr. Walsh once he was satisfied she had a clear path. But after two steps without him, she turned. “Will you stay? Keep people away?”

         So she did need an emergency-birth bouncer. “Yep.”

         As she approached the woman, who was lying on her back on the grass, Dr. Walsh’s demeanor shifted. She’d been barking orders, but she spoke now in a low, gentle voice. “Hi there. My name is Nora Walsh. I’m a doctor. I’m trained in family medicine and emergency medicine. Everything is going to be okay. Can you tell me your name?”

         “I’m only thirty-seven weeks! It’s too soon. I feel like my back is breaking!”

         “That’s an unusual name, but it’s nice to meet you, I’m Only Thirty-Seven Weeks.” Dr. Walsh took hold of the hem of the dress the woman was wearing. “May I?”

         “Colleen,” the woman panted, and she nodded. She smiled at Dr. Walsh’s joke.

         “Okay, Colleen, thirty-seven weeks is a wee bit early, but it’s nothing to worry about. Some babies just like to jump the gun. I need to ask you a few questions—”

         A contraction hit, and the woman screamed.

         “Just let them come. We’ll talk between them.” Dr. Walsh took Colleen’s hand but looked at Jake and jerked her head toward the crowd of rubberneckers that was reassembling. “Can you get rid of these people? And it sounds like the paramedics have arrived. Can you get them over here?”

         He swallowed the lump forming in his throat—now that Nora was safely in control of the scene, emotion was seeping in around the edges of his consciousness—and nodded. When he returned with the paramedics, Dr. Walsh was talking quietly to Colleen. Another contraction hit, and she turned to the paramedics. “Nora Walsh, MD. She’s fully effaced, and I’m estimating nine centimeters dilated. So we’re going to have to do this here. First baby. Water broke an hour ago. No known complications. She’s thirty-seven weeks along. Do you have some gloves and sterile sheets and pads? And umbilical cord clamps?”

         One of the EMTs nodded, and the three of them went to work getting things ready. Colleen wasn’t freaking out like she’d been before, but she still seemed pretty agitated.

         Jake had left Sawyer, the town’s chief of police, doing crowd control. He jogged back over. “Give me your phone, and show me how to do that video call thing.” Back at the birth, he crouched near Colleen’s head. Waited through a contraction that sounded excruciating.

         “Eighty-one seconds,” one of the paramedics said.

         “Colleen, my name is Jake. I was wondering if there’s anyone you would like me to call or…” He couldn’t remember the name of the app Sawyer had just shown him. “Facetalk?”

         “Yes! My husband! FaceTime my husband! Thank you!”

         “Good idea,” Dr. Walsh said.

         “You can use my phone! It’s in there.” Colleen nodded at a bag that was half-spilled on the grass. He scrambled for her phone and entered the code she gave him. “He’s under husband—not very original.” She cracked a smile, but only for a second before another contraction hit.

         “He’s under husband.” Sawyer had just shown him how to use FaceTime, but he didn’t exactly know what to do with “He’s under husband.”

         “There should be a gray app called ‘Contacts,’” Dr. Walsh said, apparently reading his mind. “Open it, and there will be an alphabetized menu. When you find him, there will be a little icon of a camera as an option—press that.”

         “Thanks. I’m not a phone guy.”

         After some fumbling he connected the call, and he soon had a strange dude on the phone in front of him. “Dale!” Colleen burst into tears.

         “Turn the phone to me first for a sec,” Dr. Walsh said. She introduced herself to Colleen’s husband, briefly explained what was happening, and ended by saying, “Everything’s going to be fine, and you’re going to end up with one hell of a story to tell this kid when it’s older.”

         “She,” Dale said, and Jake could hear the emotion in his voice. “It’s a girl.”

         It’s a boy. Jake was abruptly pulled from his memories as another contraction hit Colleen. “Oh my God, my back!” she moaned.

         “You’re having back labor,” Dr. Walsh said when the contraction passed. “Can you roll over onto one side? That might take some pressure off. And if it’s okay with you, one of the paramedics can apply pressure to your lower back. Some women find that helps.”

         Colleen nodded as she hefted herself to one side. “But can this guy do it?”

         Wait. Jake looked around. Was he “this guy”?

         Nora raised her eyebrows at him. “That okay with you?”

         “Uh, sure.” It was weird that Colleen wanted him, and the last thing he wanted to do was touch some stranger’s back, but he didn’t feel like he could say no. He even kind of remembered some of this. Massage for labor. He and Kerrie had had a lesson as part of their prenatal classes.

         He handed the phone to one of the EMTs, and they all shifted around. Every time Colleen had a contraction, he pressed down on her back. It seemed to help. And her husband had the ability to calm her, even through the phone. He spoke quietly to her between contractions, which were getting closer together.

         Soon Dr. Walsh had her pushing. Like the other birth he’d been present at, it was awesome. In the literal sense of the word: it filled him with awe. Jake knew with his brain that childbirth was something that happened every day—thousands of times a day, probably. But to see the raw power this woman was harnessing as she tried to get a small person out of her body—well, it was awesome.

         “I see the head!” Dr. Walsh said. “You’re doing great.” The next contraction came, and she said, “Push, push, push.” She had a way of exerting authority without raising her voice. She was clearly in command, but she was calm about it. “Here she comes!”

         Jake was not a crier, but he had to blink back tears. Because there was a baby. A slimy, wriggly, tiny human who hadn’t been there five seconds ago, and now was.

         It was funny how new humans came into this world, like it was no big deal—but at the same time it was a Big Freaking Deal for everyone around them.

         Which was also true of how people left this world.

         Dr. Walsh spent a minute examining the baby using a stethoscope and some tools the EMTs had on hand. “Everything looks good. First Apgar is nine.” She clamped and cut the umbilical cord. “Let’s get them onto the rig before the placenta delivers.” She put the baby on Colleen’s chest and covered them both with a blanket. “Colleen,” she said, her smile lighting up her silvery-blue eyes. “You have a beautiful, healthy little girl. And you did such a great job.”

         Soon Colleen and her daughter were on a gurney, and she was tearfully thanking Dr. Walsh as the bystanders, who had returned, broke into cheers and applause.

         Sawyer moved in to try to disperse the crowd again. He shot a glance at Jake, but Jake wasn’t having it. This was not the time for that. Sawyer, thankfully, turned to Dr. Walsh. “Sawyer Collins, chief of police. Welcome to Moonflower Bay, Dr. Walsh. I think I speak for everyone when I say how glad we are to have you here.”

         
              

         

         Well, hot damn.

         That had been far from a genuine emergency. It had been a low-risk, if early, birth. But Nora’s adrenaline had been pumping all the same. Unlike at the hospital, she’d been on her own, with minimal equipment. And they’d been sprawled on the grass, for heaven’s sake.

         She waved to Colleen and took a deep breath as the ambulance doors shut. She could feel herself starting to crash. She needed…what? To figure out how to get home, for one thing.

         “Hey, Dr. Walsh.” Jake appeared. She was glad to see him. He had a steadying presence. He pointed across the street at a bar called Lawson’s Lager House. “I’m thinking maybe you could use a drink?”

         Yes. Great idea. That was exactly what she needed.

         But…she was covered in amniotic fluid and blood and vernix. She gestured at herself.

         His eyes slid down her body, and one corner of his mouth turned up. “Well, he probably shouldn’t, but Law does let Tigers fans into the bar.”

         There was a blob of blood on the s in the Tigers logo on her T-shirt. “Even Tigers fans who are walking biohazards?”

         “Come on. I’ll take you home.”

         “I’m kind of gross,” she said when he opened the passenger-side door of his truck for her. “I should have asked the paramedics for a clean sheet.”

         “It’s okay. This truck is a piece of junk.”

         “And here I had this idea,” she said once he’d come around to the driver’s side and gotten in, “that men with trucks were really territorial about them.”

         “Nah.”

         She glanced around the cab. The upholstery on the seats had holes in a few spots, and there was a lot of crap lying around. Not garbage—tools mostly. But also map books and CDs—he hadn’t been kidding about not being a phone guy. And the outside of the truck had been rusty and dented in a few places. “Not a truck guy, either?” she teased.

         “Nope. This is just a means of getting myself and my stuff from point A to point B.”

         They lapsed into silence. She tried to think of something to say. Usually sitting in silence with strangers was awkward. Probably because in her boisterous family, someone was always talking. And Rufus. He had always been talking. And the emergency room at St. Mike’s was all about talking—and shouting.

         People talking: that was the default soundtrack to her life.

         Or it had been. But maybe the Moonflower Bay palate cleanser could come with a new soundtrack—or a lack of one. Because silence, it turned out, was kind of nice. Or at least this silence was. It was companionable. Jake didn’t seem like the type of guy who minded being quiet.

         Which, ironically, made her want to know more about him. “So what do you do, Jake Ramsey? What kind of stuff do you haul from point A to point B in this truck?”

         “I guess technically I’m a fisherman.”

         “Technically?”

         “Well, my dad was a fisherman until he retired recently. I went into business with him when I graduated high school. I still have the boat and the license. I just don’t go out that much anymore.”

         “Why not?” He darted a glance at her. It wasn’t an annoyed glance but more of a blank look. “Sorry. None of my business.”

         “I also co-own a carpentry business with Sawyer Collins, who’s the chief of police—you met him back there. It keeps us pretty busy, so I don’t fish much these days. So mostly the stuff I’m hauling is wood and tools.” He pulled into her driveway and turned to her as he cut the engine. “You were, uh, really great back there.”

         “You were really great.” He had been. Solid and steady and thoughtful. “That idea to call her husband was genius. And you were cool and collected. Most people aren’t like that in emergencies.” Most bystanders, in her experience, fell somewhere on the spectrum of minorly panicked to utterly useless.

         He looked out his window, so his face was turned away from her as he spoke. “I had a son who died. His mom was determined to have a natural childbirth, so we took a lot of classes, and I read a lot of books.”

         “Oh,” she breathed. “I’m so sorry.” That was the last thing she’d expected this gruff man to say. “What was your son’s name?”

         He turned to her, his eyes slightly wide—like he was surprised? That couldn’t be right.

         “His name was Jude.”

         They stared at each other silently for a long moment. “Do you want to come inside for a drink? I have bourbon.” She looked out the window for her abandoned shopping bags. “I think.”

         He kept looking at her, his expression impossible to read. What if he thought she was hitting on him? That was the last thing she was going to be doing during her palate-cleansing sojourn in Moonflower Bay. He’d been the first to suggest a drink; she was just suggesting a different location.

         Just as the previously easy silence between them was starting to morph into a more uncomfortable variety, he finally spoke.

         “I can’t.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         On Friday, Nora hired a receptionist named Wynd. “Wynd with a y,” the woman had said, coming in carrying the Moonflower Bay Monitor, in which Nora had run classified ads all week. She hadn’t been sure that anyone actually read the classifieds anymore, but she’d figured it couldn’t hurt.

         Wynd with a y looked exactly like Nora would have expected someone named Wynd with a y to look. She was wearing a floral romper thing, and her blond hair was twirled into two messy buns on the sides of her head. She looked like a young Gwyneth Paltrow going for a Princess Leia–at-Coachella look.

         But she was also an experienced administrator, having been the manager of a small law firm in Grand View, the next town down the lake. She was at the end of maternity leave for her second daughter, who was almost one, and her older child was starting kindergarten in the fall. “I liked the law firm, but I think a job right in town is going to be a better fit at this phase of life.”

         Wynd was also a certified yoga teacher and “energy worker,” whatever that was. But she seemed genuinely interested in health and wellness.

         In other words, Wynd was dippy but qualified. Though that wasn’t really fair. Dippy was in the eye of the beholder. It wasn’t like they had to be friends. Nora stuck out her hand. “You’re hired, but there’s a catch. I’m only planning to be here for two years. My hope would be to find someone to buy the clinic from Dr. Baker, which might mean you could stay. But I can’t promise that this will be a permanent job. If you accept, we’ll be signing a two-year contract.”

         “That actually suits me. My husband and I are hoping to move to the countryside sometime in the next few years to start farming. We have some land already, and we’re trying to save enough to build a house there and get things going.”

         “Well, great. That sounds like an adventure. What will you farm?”

         “Alpacas.”

         “Wow.” She’d been expecting something more along the lines of sunflowers or organic heirloom tomatoes. “I didn’t know there was demand for alpaca meat.” She didn’t even know what alpacas were, actually. Maybe they were tasty?

         “You don’t eat them.” Wynd looked horrified. “You raise them for their wool. But we’re also going to have retreats where people can come and commune with them.”

         “Ah. Of course.” Well, she’d stepped in it there. Moving on. “When can you start? I’ve hired a nurse. Amber Grant—maybe you know her?” Nora couldn’t quite believe her luck. Amber the nurse had been okay with the two-year clause as well. She was interested in surgical nursing, but she needed additional training for that, so she was happy to gain some general experience at the clinic while she went to night school.

         “I know of her,” Wynd said. “She used to work at Lawson’s Lager House, I think?”

         “Right. Part-time while she was in nursing school. She graduated this past spring.” Amber had driven to Toronto for an in-person meeting with Nora after they’d had a great phone interview, and they’d clicked immediately. While on paper Nora might have preferred someone with a little more experience, it had been immediately clear that Amber was going to make a great nurse, and that she would be a useful link to the local community.

         “I only drink biodynamic wine,” Wynd said, “so I don’t go to Lawson’s. So I don’t know her–know her.”

         “Well, you’ll meet her soon enough. I’m aiming to open two weeks from Monday, but she’s going to start next week, helping me get things ready. Maybe you could join us. We can learn the ropes together, basically. We also need to send letters to all of Dr. Baker’s old patients notifying them that the clinic is reopening.”

         “That sounds great—in theory. I just have to get some care lined up for Parsnip.”

         “You’d be welcome to bring Parsnip in. Not once we’re open, of course, but that would be fine in the run-up to opening. I love dogs.” The thought of dogs made her heart pinch, actually.

         “Parsnip is my younger daughter.”

         Oh. Nora coughed to cover a laugh. Wynd had talked about having day care already set up for her little one, so she’d assumed Parsnip was a nonhuman creature. “Right.” She needed to stop putting her foot in her mouth here. “Okay. Well, same logic applies. I love kids, too.”

         “I have her enrolled at a day care center,” Wynd explained, “but her spot doesn’t open until after Labor Day. I wasn’t expecting to get a job offer this quickly.” She scrunched her forehead like she was thinking. “My mother is going to take Cicada in the afternoons after school in the fall, and I’m sure she could take her for this last stretch of the summer, too, but I think giving her the baby as well will be too much.”

         “Cicada is your older daughter?”

         “Yes.”

         Don’t laugh. Don’t laugh.

         The door opened and Nora turned, grateful for the distraction. It was the police chief. She’d met him after the birth yesterday. He wasn’t wearing a uniform today, though, so he must be off duty.

         “Dr. Walsh. I thought I’d stop by and see how you’re doing. But I can see you’re busy. I’ll come back later.”

         “No, no! We’re nearly done here.” She turned to Wynd. “Let’s say two weeks from today will be your official start, if that works for you. That will get you in here a bit before we open the day after Labor Day. No pressure, but if you’re able to put in some hours before that, that would be great. Feel free to bring…” She couldn’t say it. “Feel free to bring your daughter. I’ll appreciate any help you can offer, and you and Amber and I can get to know each other. I have your contact info, and I’ll text you mine. If you can bring in a social insurance card, we’ll do the tax forms. Sound good?”

         Wynd smiled widely, and Nora felt herself returning it. She waved goodbye to her receptionist—yay! She had a receptionist!—and turned back to the chief.

         “Nice to see you again, Mr. Collins.” Was that right? She wasn’t sure what to call him. “Chief Collins?”

         “Call me Sawyer. I have a feeling we’ll be seeing a lot of each other.”

         “Sawyer, then.” She hesitated. She wasn’t in the habit of telling people to use her first name. She was young and short and female, all traits she had learned contributed to people sometimes not taking her seriously as a physician. At the hospital, she had learned from senior women colleagues to announce herself as “Dr. Walsh” and not even let her first name be known.

         But what were total life resets for if not to shake things up?

         “Sawyer,” she said again, “call me Nora. What can I do for you?”

         “Well, mainly I’m here to invite you for drinks. I meet a couple buddies on Friday nights at Lawson’s Lager House, just across the street. My girlfriend and a friend of hers will be there tonight, too. You want to join us?”

         “I’d love that, thanks. Now?”

         “The others come around five, but why don’t we head over now if you’re ready? I have a few professional things I want to talk to you about.”

         A few minutes later they were settling in at one end of a large, gleaming wooden bar, and Nora was shaking hands with Benjamin Lawson, the proprietor, who seemed to be quite friendly with Sawyer. “Nice to meet you, Benjamin.”

         “We’re glad you’re here, Dr. Walsh. Call me Law. Nobody calls me Benjamin.”

         Should she tell him to call her Nora, too? It was an odd thing, living and working in a small community. She didn’t know yet who she was going to be friends with. In the city, if she was friends with someone, she would never treat them. But as the only doctor in town, she supposed she didn’t have that luxury.

         “Glad you’re here, but I am annoyed you stole Amber from me.” His twinkling eyes telegraphed that he was kidding.

         “She seems like she’s bound for great things. I’ll be lucky if I can hold on to her for the two years I plan to be here. So technically, I think life stole Amber from you.” Nora smiled to show she was teasing, too.

         Screw it. She was just going to go with her gut here. So what if she had to perform a testicular cancer screening on this guy at some point? She would worry about that later. “And you call me Nora.”

         “Well, kidding aside, we are truly glad you’re here, Nora.”

         “Everyone keeps saying that. You all must really miss Dr. Baker.” The clinic had been closed for almost a year, but it seemed that its former owner loomed large in town.

         Sawyer answered as Law was hailed by another customer. “We miss having a doctor, anyway.”

         “But not him specifically? Hmm. The plot thickens.”

         “Dr. Baker was fine, but from the town cop to the town doctor, he was a bit old-school.”

         “What does that mean?”

         “He refused to face the fact that we have a fentanyl problem, for one.”

         “Ah. You’re not alone there, unfortunately.” The emergency room back in Toronto had been well acquainted with that problem.

         “Right. And I get that it’s a wider public health problem. It’s not like I expected Doc Baker to single-handedly solve it, but just last week we had a kid OD on some kind of street cocktail. Thankfully, the paramedics arrived in time to save him, but honestly, it didn’t look good there for a while, and I could use some advice on naloxone. Should my officers and I be carrying it, do you think? Dr. Baker told me not to open the force to potential legal liability, but I’m not sure that’s right. I can’t keep just standing there doing nothing.” His voice had risen, and he rolled his eyes. “Sorry. I’m getting intense.”

         “No, it’s worth getting intense over. My first reaction is yes you should be carrying it, but let me look into it some more and get back to you.” She’d read a bit about police forces across the country debating whether officers should carry the overdose-reversing drug. But there might be legal and liability issues she wasn’t aware of. “And that’s not me blowing you off,” she added. “I’ve never had to think about the intersection of medicine and law enforcement. So give me a couple weeks to do a little research, and we can put our heads together?”

         He smiled. “I’d appreciate that.”

         “You said a few things? What else?”

         Sawyer glanced over his shoulder. Someone was approaching. She followed his gaze.

         Aquaman.

         He was wearing jeans and a weathered gray T-shirt, and he had his hair in a messy bun.

         “Hey,” Sawyer said. Jake gave a slight nod. Sawyer was sitting on the last stool on the long side of the bar, and Jake took the next stool over, the first on the short side, putting them at a ninety-degree angle from each other. “You know Dr. Walsh.”

         Nora gave a little wave. “Yeah, Jake turns out to be a talented birth attendant.” Also, is he or is he not some kind of man-god hybrid? Asking out of scientific curiosity.

         Sawyer chuckled, and Law showed up and set a beer in front of Jake. Jake remained silent.

         Sawyer turned back to Nora. “We have meth, too. There are some dealers in town. Though it hasn’t been quite as prevalent since a lab was busted in Grand View last year. But I’m not sure how long the reprieve will last.”

         “Oh. Right.” She had assumed that since Jake had arrived, the professional confab would come to an end, at least temporarily. “Fentanyl and meth. Got it.”

         “I have one more for you, though maybe less dramatic: measles.”

         “Yes, I read about the outbreak around here, and I know it’s a growing problem in a number of communities.”

         “I had to drive a kid to the hospital in Zurich a couple years ago,” Sawyer went on. “He was having seizures.”

         “Encephalitis?”

         “Yep. Never want to see that again.”

         “So,” she said, “fentanyl, meth, and measles. You sure know how to make a girl feel welcome.”

         “Yeah, sorry.” He winced. “We also have amazing sunsets, a main street covered in moonflowers—and the lake, of course.”

         “Don’t forget the mermaids.” A woman appeared behind Sawyer, and she wrapped her arms around him from behind.

         “Evie.” His voice went all low as he leaned back against her.

         “Happy Friday,” she said, her voice going husky, too.

         Wow. These two were into each other. They were practically oozing pheromones.

         “Nora, this is my girlfriend, Eve Abbott. She owns the Mermaid Inn—we both live there. Eve, Nora Walsh.”

         Eve greeted her warmly, and Nora said, “I hear this town is a little mermaid crazy.”

         “You heard right,” Sawyer said. “Wait until you see the Mermaid Parade.” He rolled his eyes. “There’s some kind of collective insanity that takes over—maybe you can diagnose it.”

         “Oh, you love the parade,” Eve teased.

         Soon they were talking easily, but an idea was starting to brew in Nora’s mind. She was going to honor her pledge to look into the issue of whether the local police force should carry naloxone, but beyond that, she wasn’t kidding herself that one cop and one doctor could do much about meth or the opioid crisis. But measles? At least locally? That might be a different story.

         Her attention was drawn by a woman settling herself on the stool on her other side. She was— Nora shot off her stool. The newcomer was covered in blood. What was it about this town and medical emergencies? “What happened? Where’s the wound?” She turned to Law, who’d been drawn by the commotion. “Call 911.”

         “It’s fake blood!” The woman held up her hands. “Oh my God, I’m sorry! It’s all fake!”

         Nora sat, though her adrenaline was still pumping. But yes, upon further inspection, the blood was not quite the right color.

         “Are you the new doctor?” the woman asked. Nora, still buzzing, nodded. “I’m Maya Mehta. I’m the owner and artistic director of the Moonflower Bay Theater Company. I run a theater camp for kids. We did stage combat today—the final swordfight scene from Hamlet. So sorry.” She waved her hand at the others. “These guys are used to me showing up in all kinds of disarray.”

         Law reappeared with a wineglass and set it in front of Maya. He uncorked a bottle of white wine and silently poured her a glass. She must be a regular. “Maya.”

         Her eyes narrowed. “Benjamin.”

         Nora wondered what had happened to “Everyone calls me Law.”

         “I need to talk to you about your monstrous pizza oven,” Maya said.

         “You have pizza here?” Nora asked. She loved pizza. Rufus had not loved pizza. Therefore, Nora had had very little pizza in the last few years. But Nora was the mistress of her own destiny now, and that destiny, she decided right then and there, was going to include a lot of pizza.

         Law slid her a small laminated menu. “I just built a wood-burning pizza oven out back.” He glanced at Aquaman. “Well, Jake built it.”

         “And it’s belching smoke everywhere,” Maya said.

         “It is not belching smoke everywhere. It’s properly vented and is one hundred percent to code.”

         “My costumes are in the back of my building. The kids are doing The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe next week, and Aslan’s head smells distinctly like smoke. And Aslan has asthma.” Then, seeming to forget her beef with Law, she leaned forward and slapped the bar. “Jake! Your stepmom found me a great old wardrobe, but I need to rip out the back of it for it to really work on the whole gateway-to-Narnia front. Can you help me?”

         Jake answered without looking up from his beer. “Yep.”

         It occurred to Nora that that was the first word she’d heard Jake speak since he’d arrived.

         
              

         

         The thing about the new doctor was that she asked good questions. After Maya was done talking at him about her wardrobe, Jake listened to the doc talking to Sawyer and Eve about the town’s public health challenges. She’d listened intently and asked intelligent questions.

         And the question she’d asked him last weekend was still rattling around in his head.

         What was your son’s name?

         Also, a question he had been asking himself: What the hell had possessed him to tell her about Jude? He never talked about Jude, and Nora Walsh was a complete stranger.

         It was just that she was so competent. She had reacted to the chaos of the birth, and to Colleen’s fear, with the perfect mixture of detachment and compassion. Briskness leavened with dry humor. She seemed like the kind of person to whom you could say, “I had a son who died,” and she wouldn’t overreact. Usually people responded one of two ways. They made him feel like he was drowning in an avalanche of pity. They brought their casseroles and asked their hushed-but-entitled questions, as if they had a right to know what was in his soul. Or, worse, they stood there with their intact families and their not-dead children and told him that God worked in mysterious ways, utterly oblivious to the fact that he was often this close to punching their lights out.

         But not Dr. Walsh. She just looked at him like a dead kid was a thing that happened—a sad thing, but a thing—and asked, “What was your son’s name?”

         Not “How did he die?” Or “How old was he?” Those were the things people seemed to want to know. The salacious details. The things that would allow them to answer their real question: “How tragic is this, actually?”

         “What was your son’s name?” though. That was a real question. Who was this person you had but now don’t have? It was a question about Jude rather than the circumstances of his death.

         “Oh, I have a question for you guys.”

         He jerked his head up. Was she including him in “you guys”?

         “So I’m living in Southbank Pines. In Harold Burgess’s house.”

         Sawyer glanced at Jake. “Yeah. How’s that working out?”

         “Fine, except the major draw was supposed to be a deck out back. I’ve spent the last several years living on the twentieth floor of a high-rise, and I was really excited about a deck. But it turns out that what I actually have is a vaguely deck-shaped collection of rotten wood that disintegrated when I tried to stand on it. I know it’s just a rental, and it should be Harold’s responsibility, but I’m going to be here for two years, so I’m ready to throw some money at the problem. Jake said you guys have a carpentry business. Any chance I can hire you?”

         “Of course,” Sawyer said quickly. Jake tried not to roll his eyes. They didn’t do decks. They did fine carpentry. As in bookshelves. One-of-a-kind pieces of furniture. Canoes for rich people with more money than sense. “But no charge.”

         “You can’t not charge me!”

         “Consider it a welcome-to-town gift.”

         She started to protest, but Eve chimed in. “Sawyer and Jake are basically this town’s fairy godfathers. Sawyer in a professional capacity, of course, but Jake is always fixing stuff or building stuff.”

         “Yeah,” Maya agreed. “Like, if you ever need the back of a wardrobe surgically removed, Jake’s your man.”

         Well, busted. He figured he had the time and he had the skills. And he hated seeing a job that needed doing sit undone.

         Which was how he found himself signed up to build a deck for Nora Walsh, aka Dr. Hon, aka the pixie doctor.

         It occurred to him that he sure had a lot of names for someone he barely knew.

         
              

         

         As she unlocked her car, Nora’s head was spinning. So many new faces and names. So much talking. Well, except for Jake. The interesting thing was that everyone accommodated his silence. It was like they expected it, like it didn’t register as out of the ordinary. Maybe it wasn’t. Maybe he’d just always been that way.

         This head spinning was not necessarily a bad thing, though. Nora felt…not happy exactly, but hopeful. Like maybe she’d turned a corner. This week she’d made huge progress on the clinic, gotten most of the important furniture into her new place, and finished things by hanging out at a bar with a bunch of people who seemed like they might become friends.

         And she’d discovered that Law and his smoky oven made the best pizza she had ever tasted. Even Maya, who clearly was not a fan of Law’s, agreed, judging by how she’d kept stealing pieces off Nora’s plate and making secret little moaning noises when Law wasn’t looking.

         Nora thought back to last weekend, after her haircut, when she’d been hit with a wave of loneliness. 

         What was loneliness, really? She didn’t mind being alone. She often enjoyed it, in fact, and sometimes craved it. And if the alternative to loneliness was the kind of sublimation of the self she’d gradually done the last few years, eating sushi instead of pizza with  Rufus, taking his shifts when he had a concert he wanted to go to, nodding in agreement when he suggested it was vital that they spend eleven thousand dollars on a sofa, she’d take loneliness any day.

         All she knew was she felt better for her night of conversation at the bar. She was starting to wonder if what she’d missed, after a week of working around the clock, was caring about other people’s stories. Having them care about hers. For example, she had listened to Maya talk excitedly about how a kid in her summer camp had overcome his stage fright. And Maya had laughed her head off when Nora whisperingly told her why she had decided to order the night’s special pizza, which was prosciutto, ricotta, and…shaved parsnips.

         “Usually I’m a sucker for Hawaiian pizza, which I notice is on the menu, but I couldn’t pass on the parsnips,” Nora had said.

         Maya had made an exaggerated choking noise. “Oh no! I was starting to like you, and then you went and ruined it by wanting pineapple on pizza!”

         Nora liked Maya. Her expansive theatricality was amusing, and she offered a kind of friendly intimacy that was sudden but seemingly genuine.

         So yeah, maybe Nora was a little less lonely tonight as she was taking her first tentative steps into the next phase of her life.

         Her phone, in her back pocket, buzzed. It had been on silent, but she’d set it to vibrate, and her butt had been buzzing a lot while she’d been at the bar. She slid into the car and had a look.

         Rufus. A bunch of texts and a voice mail.

         Nice. Just when she’d been thinking maybe she’d started to turn a corner.

         The maddening thing about Rufus was that even though he was the one who’d nuked their relationship, he kept wanting to talk about it. And not even in a groveling I’m-sorry-please-take-me-back sort of way. Not that she would have. It was more him constantly wanting to explain how he felt. They’d met during their residencies—he’d been in his final year, and she’d been in her first. But now that they were staff physicians and had less demanding schedules, he felt neglected. He felt the need for a partner he had more shared interests with. He felt they spent too much time with her family. He felt, he felt, he felt.

         And, worse, he wanted to explain how she should feel: “You deserve more than I can give you.”

         He wanted to regulate her reaction to the whole thing, was what it came down to. He wanted to get away with it, but he didn’t want her to hold a grudge.

         How had she loved such an insecure, manipulative man?

         Because she had loved him.

         Did she still love him? She didn’t even know anymore. It didn’t feel like she did, but she also questioned if it was possible to stop loving someone at the drop of a hat—even if they did something terrible.

         But that wasn’t even the worst of it. Hearts were vulnerable. People gave them to the wrong people all the time. It wasn’t pleasant, but it happened. But she had done more than that. Done worse than that. She had gradually migrated her tastes, her interests, her free time, to align with Rufus’s. Not on purpose. Mostly because she genuinely hadn’t cared about the hand mixer or the sofa, so it had been easier to go along with what he wanted. So the whole “We don’t have shared interests” thing was kind of rich.

         But she did care about pizza. And about which medical specialization to go into, for God’s sake.

         If everything went according to plan, the Moonflower Bay palate cleanser would work on both broken hearts and subsumed selves. She surveyed Main Street as she got in the car. Most of the merchants had moonflowers growing in pots, and many of them had Little Free Libraries as well. It was almost too adorable.

         She just had to work, enjoy the lake and the beach, and not die of cute overload, and, by the end of her time here, she would be herself again.

         As if on cue, a text came through from her sister. I know it’s too soon, but I went into this open house. Fact finding. Only $1.4 million, lol.

         The text was accompanied by a picture of a typical Toronto redbrick semidetached house.

         
            Nora: Oh “only” 1.4, eh? How many bedrooms?

            Erin: Four! Three on the second floor for the boys and me and a fourth-floor master that could be your retreat.

            Nora: I told you I don’t need the master! I’ll be coming into this with less money than you will be.

            Erin: Yeah but I’ll be coming into this with more humans than you will. Anyway, you need privacy. What if you’re entertaining gentleman callers?

            Nora: Not happening.

            Erin: Oh, come on. It will happen eventually. Maybe we should look for a duplex so you don’t abandon me when you find a proper man.

            Nora: First things first. Let’s talk bedrooms AFTER we have a down payment together. Besides, we talked about this.

         

         They had. They’d agreed that if Erin ever remarried and wanted to expand her family, or if Nora’s domestic circumstances changed, they would sell the house and split the proceeds, each of them ideally walking away with a nice chunk of equity. That part had been important to Nora, despite the fact that she felt certain she was never dating again. But according to Erin and the therapy-industrial complex, eventually that feeling would go away.

         
            Erin: You and your logic. Sheesh. I gotta go pry the boys away from their screens. Night-night.

            Nora: Hang on, one more thing. How is Grandma?

            Erin: Pretty good! As stoic as ever, anyway. Her new fave topic is how she never liked Rufus.

         

         Nora smiled and, buoyed by the exchange with her sister, deleted Rufus’s texts without reading them and his voice mail without listening to it. Grandma was right. He was exhausting. Which, actually, was a relief. Being exhausted by Rufus, rather than hurt by him, felt like progress.

         All right. She’d had a lovely evening with new friends, and the clinic would open in two weeks.

         The reset button had been fully and firmly pressed.

         She typed the last text she would ever send Rufus. I don’t want to talk to you. Here’s my mailing address in Moonflower Bay. If there’s anything we *need* to talk about, legally or whatever, send me a letter. I’m blocking you now. Have a nice life.

         That should do it. They hadn’t been married. She had happily left him all the joint possessions they had accumulated. There was nothing left to bind them together. If she was overlooking something, and if it was important enough, he could send her a damn letter.

         When she got back home, she went out back, gingerly poked at the rotten deck with her toes until she found a chunk that seemed like it might not collapse under her weight, sat on it, and listened. The ad for this place had said you could hear the lake from the yard.

         And she could. Just barely, but yes, there was the sound of waves.

         She was alone, and it was okay.
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