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To my grandfather, J.W.L. Scruton.
This all began with you.
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“There are no accidents in salvation. Those who are to meet will meet, because together they have the potential for a holy relationship. They are ready for each other.”
A Course in Miracles (M7)

“Your heart and my heart are very, very old friends.”
Hafiz








CHAPTER 1

There is a place in the world where the wind can cut you and lift you at the same time. I have lived there forever it seems. You feel harmed and inspired all at once…vulnerable and yet safe. It exists at the tip of a peninsula bordering two bodies of water that merge into the most serene and crystal blue. One side is harsh, the other calm. Love and fear collide here and yet only one can be true.

I like love.

Tobermory is a Canadian town, small and thin, that beckons divers of the deep and roamers worldwide. And yet those who live here year-round are few. It takes a strong soul to suffer the silence of the North. Silence beats of truth. It conveys all the things we’d rather not hear. And that is why we like the noise.

Tobermory bears the bruises of its history. Shipwrecks are easily spied and tales are readily told to anyone willing to listen. Its people bear bruises too. Those of us, whose families have lived here for generations, have seen many harsh winters and an equal number of hard times. Those who are newcomers are here for escape, for peace. Peace is expected among the quiet, but rarely found.

I like it best here in November when the shops close down, and it’s too soon for ice fishing. I like the uncompromising chill in the air. During this time my town bears little resemblance to the sunny, tourist-ridden destination of summertime. There is an empty trill, as if the symphonies of voices that collect here in the warmer months have faded, albeit reluctantly, into the background…haunting us. We walk among it, barely aware, going headlong into the long, dark cold ahead. We exist there.

I have lived in Tobermory my entire life. My name is Suellen Scarlett Stewart, but everyone calls me “Ellie”. My mother was seventeen when she gave birth to me and at the time she had been more than a little obsessed with the movie Gone with the Wind. I once asked her why she had named me after the whiny, bitchy sister and not the beautiful heroine. Her response: “Don’t kid yourself, Ellie. Scarlett was a real bitch too.” Neither of us have ever been south of Owen Sound. I’ve never left the Peninsula. While Frances had always lamented her sheltered life, I’ve always kind of brushed it off. In my mind I’ve been everywhere.

I have struggled with a few things in my twenty-two years, but the quiet was always there, waiting in the backstage of my mind with a serene smile and peaceful brow. I have had visions since I was small. These visions have comforted me and overwhelmed me depending on what I see. I’ve seen flashes of columns with crowds of people, a horse-drawn sleigh scaling a snow-covered hill; a dense jungle filled with men armed with spears…the list goes on. I see them bright and quick and then it’s gone.

When I was a child, I would tell my mom in excited detail what I saw and thankfully, she always believed me. The first vision I remember describing to my mom took place at a river bank with reeds that towered over me, thick as bone and just as strong. I saw myself as a teenager, sending a doll on a raft down the river.

“What did the doll look like, Ellie?” she asked patiently.

“It almost looked like a real baby, but it didn’t move so it must’ve been a doll. I’m crying though. I don’t want to send my doll away,” I told her, recalling the sadness of that moment as if it were happening again right then.

Frances’ amusement shifted into anxious concern right before my eyes. The next day she broke down and took me to see Mrs. Dawes, a local psychic who also happens to be the owner of the health food store, The Natural Touch. I was eight years old.

The residents of Tobermory call Mrs. Dawes many things: gypsy, psychic, fortune teller, but she accepts none of these. She claims that everyone can “see” and that she has merely done more “seeing” than most. She would work at the store during the day, and in the evenings she would take people into the back room and offer her insight, healing hands or just a friendly ear.

I remember the day we went to the health food store and instead of buying bulgur or kale or carob chip cookies, we continued on to the rear of the shop. I resisted the urge to grab a licorice as we walked past the bulk bins. To me, The Natural Touch would always smell like patchouli, honey and wheatgrass, but that day it was different. There was something lighter and yet heavier in the air. The atmosphere felt dense with possibility, as if I was walking into something that had already been carefully laid out for me. I felt protected, though I had no notion of what I needed protection from.

It seemed more like a visit to a doctor than anything. I was eight; I had no context, no comparison.

Mrs. Dawes was kind and she smiled wide. Her eyes were calm, expectant. She never showed any sign of surprise or even boredom, just pure patience. When my mother told Mrs. Dawes about the visions, she simply nodded her head and smiled. She was slightly shorter than my mother and rounder too. Her curves were comforting, almost as much as her soothing voice and the way she called me “Love”. With Mrs. Dawes there was something to cling to. She would never let you drop.

Turning to me she crouched down a bit so as not to look down on me. And with her big blue eyes bright against her long, fuzzy red hair she stared straight into me. “Are you finding it frightening, dear?”

“No not really. It’s not too bad. Sometimes I see people crying and stuff, but I don’t know why. That’s when I turn it off,” I answered shyly.

“Oh? You can turn it off, can you? Interesting,” she remarked quietly. Her bangle bracelets jingled as she brought her index finger to her mouth in contemplation. I was a puzzle and yet it seemed that, in mere moments, she figured me out and has understood me ever since.

“What’s interesting? What? What is it?!” asked my mother in agitation, her wavy blond hair flitting about her heart-shaped face.

“Calm down, Frances. You’ll scare the girl. I can’t say for sure, but it seems as though your daughter is having visions and if I were to venture a guess, I would say they are visions of past lives.” Mrs. Dawes’ voice was gentle. I remember my mom just staring at me for a moment, her mouth open with a look on her face halfway between impressed and horrified and all I could think was, ‘What the heck are past lives?’

“Past lives? I just thought they were like daydreams or something. How can we be sure?” she asked.

“I would say it’s not really a matter of being sure, Frances. These visions are coming up for Ellie for a reason. Something needs to be healed. She is meant to learn something from this and she is also meant to teach.”

My mother considered that for a moment. Biting her lip and glancing at me she asked, “Who is she meant to teach?”

“That will just have to be shown to her now won’t it?” said Mrs. Dawes giving me a wink. “In the meantime, I’m giving you a flower remedy to administer any time she feels anxious. It’s perfectly safe.”

Frances seemed relieved, if only a little. She combed my hair with her fingers as if reaffirming I was her child, thanked Mrs. Dawes without looking her in the eye and asked if there was anything else she should be doing.

“Just pay attention. And Ellie, there’s nothing to worry about. What happened back then cannot harm you now. Now is when the healing is done. Now is where the miracle happens.”

She patted my blonde head and swept a freckled hand across my cheek. I appreciated her kindness, but I still don’t understand what’s going on. Did these visions make me special or weird somehow?

“Am I weird?” I mumbled.

“What’s that, love?”

“She asked if she was weird,” Frances clarified.

Mrs. Dawes threw her head back with a laugh as if to communicate that she should have told me this sooner. “No, Ellie, not at all! We all receive different gifts in different lifetimes. This is just one of yours. It makes you no better or weirder than anyone else. It is merely a tool, something to help you through life, and if you choose, to help others. Do you understand?”

I nodded and in that moment, decided to trust her.

“You know, my dear, I could use some assistance around here. How would you like to help me out on Fridays after school? You could sweep the floors and help me unpack my deliveries, if it’s okay with your mother of course.”

I looked up at my mom with hopeful eyes. She smiled at me and told me I could as long as I went there straight off the bus and then came right home when I was done. Hugging her hips, I thanked her. The thought of a grown-up lady like Mrs. Dawes needing me made me feel so good. Mrs. Dawes helped me believe I was normal. I felt safe with her, at home somehow. I remember thinking to myself: Why couldn’t she be my mother?

As we left the store my mother said to me, “You’re going to have to be patient with me, baby girl. I don’t know what the hell I’m doing at the best of times, never mind this stuff. You just…you’re just growing so fast. I feel like I’m losing you again.”

“Again?” I asked.

“Hm?”

I looked up at her. “You said ‘again’, mommy. You said you feel like you’re losing me again.”

She screwed up her nose at this and dismissed my comment with a wave of her hand, “I didn’t mean that. I don’t know why I said that.”

A flash of an older woman, my mother’s mother, swept through my mind’s eye. “You look like grandma when you do that.”

Frances looked at me with mock severity. “For the love of God, Ellie, please don’t ever say that again.”

I don’t remember my grandparents too much because they moved to Florida before my second birthday. My Uncle Hamish went to university and medical school in Toronto and did his residency in Sarasota. It eventually set in that he was unlikely to move back so Frances’ parents up and moved to be close to him. When my mother asked why, my grandmother replied “He’s a doctor, Frances. He can take care of us. Besides, what’s for us here in Tobermory but wind and winter?”

My mother said she wanted to offer herself and I as reasons to stay, but didn’t. After all, anyone could have a baby. Becoming a doctor took brains and talent. Hamish held more promise than Frances ever could.

John and Judy Stewart became images to me…people who would send and request pictures of me through the years. I would listen to their thick Scottish accents on monthly phone calls and feign interest in people who never saw fit to visit me or my mother. I never really felt their absence, but Frances did and for that, I felt badly.

My grandmother’s sister, Deborah, left the Bruce a few years after. She moved to Sauble Beach with her boyfriend and never looked back. Frances wasted no time in buying Deborah’s home, gladly leaving her parents’ bat-infested farmhouse behind. My only memory of that place was the high-pitched squeals of the bats between the walls and floors and how it drove Frances insane.

Our new home was a lovely old house with a grey board and batten exterior and a garnet-coloured door. The stairs squeak, but light streams in effortlessly through every window throughout the day, as if the sun decided each should have its turn. It overlooks the bay, and one can watch the boats come and go.

I have always loved looking out across the lake to the lighthouse and have, since I was a little girl, imagined a kindly old man there, keeping watch, keeping us safe. He doesn’t exist, mind you. There hasn’t been a lighthouse keeper there since the 1950s, but I like the idea that someone kind watches over me all the same.






CHAPTER 2

After that first meeting, I helped her every Friday after school for six years. It was my time spent with Mrs. Dawes at her store that I attribute to my sanity. As long as I had Mrs. Dawes to speak with, I didn’t need anyone else. In her I had a friend, sympathetic and unwilling to judge. The kids at school were like background noise, ever-present and begging to be ignored.

I showed up to work the very next Friday and the first words out of my mouth were the ones I had been holding all week long: “What the heck are past lives?”

“Oh Ellie!” she exclaimed with a laugh. “You do like to get right to the point don’t you?!” It sounded to me like a question that didn’t really need to be answered so I kept quiet, waited. “You, my dear, have not always been Suellen Stewart. You have been born and have died many times. You have been men and you have been women. Each time you come back, you are given what seems to be a different situation and yet it is always the same. You are always on a fruitless search for what is yours already. We all are and we all will be until we remember. In the meantime, we die and we get born, over and over again.”

I remember blinking at her several times and then seeing her laugh at me good-naturedly. It was clear she was saying something important, and I remembered the gist of it I think, but I had no idea what it meant. I wondered if I ever would.

The visions kept coming in what seemed to be a random fashion. I was young, I was old. I was a handsome man, a haggard woman. The pictures shifted and changed; the settings and times never the same. One time when I was riding in the car with my mother, I looked over at her and saw a man in a turban praying silently. Instantly I knew this was my mother somehow, in some distant time and place. I kept it to myself though, not because I thought she’d be upset, but because I didn’t like talking about it too much. I didn’t like feeling different.

I would, however, confide in Mrs. Dawes about what I saw. Mostly she would just smile and say: “That’s nice, dear.” Or at times she would ask for more detail with pursed lips and a knitted brow.

Her questions helped me to softly work past the fear around my visions. Though they remained brief, over time I was able to interpret what I saw more easily. Instead of trying to figure them out, I let them wash over me and comprehension came effortlessly. I remember seeing a quick flash of a woman making bread in a stone fire oven. In an instant I knew the year was approximately 1600 and the woman was me. There was a little boy playing at my feet and I had a strong sense he was my mother, Frances.

Another time I saw myself in a tent sitting around a fire with a group of men. I was a young man and I saw myself passing a pipe to an elderly man. I knew that he was Mrs. Dawes. I told her about this memory and I could tell that she was intrigued.

“Was I dressed in feathers?” she asked immediately.

I squinted tightly, trying to recall. “Yes. You were. The feathers were all around your head, like the chief in Peter Pan. I thought you were really smart. I was wishing you were my father because you were so much wiser and kinder than he was.”

She smiled and quietly replied, “I know, love.”

I remember wondering how she knew, but then deciding not to ask. Somehow I figured that one day I would know what she meant.

During this time, my mother shopped at the health food store less and less. She would drive all the way into Owen Sound and stock up on all the grains, vitamins and incense she needed. Frances never had an unkind word to say about Mrs. Dawes, but I could feel that something wasn’t quite right. Not having a father around, I revelled in having both my mother and my “boss” to look up to. I innately knew that Frances would never begrudge me that.

The more time I spent with Mrs. Dawes the more relaxed I became about everything I saw. It wasn’t long before I started having glimpses of the present and future.

Once when I was nine I remember dreaming soundly. I dreamt I lost my breath. My left arm went numb and the right clutched my chest. Gasping for air I tried to scream, but no sound escaped my lips. I remember feeling terrified and then suddenly calm. The last thing I saw was the cuckoo clock in front of me striking three, mocking me.

When I awoke the following morning, Mrs. Fisher, our next-door neighbour, was sobbing with my mother in our kitchen. Mr. Fisher had died during the night. He had gone downstairs for a glass of water at three in the morning and never made it back to bed.

For a few moments I was awash with guilt, as if I had killed him with my mind. I felt tears forming in my eyes and a sudden sense of panic. I was just about to run to Mrs. Fisher and confess what I had seen the night before when I heard a voice: You know better than this Ellie. You saw it; you didn’t do it. I shook my head as if to force the voice flying out of my ears. I thought to myself that I had spent so much time with Mrs. Dawes that she now lived inside my head.

I took a deep breath, wiped my eyes with my sleeve and ran to feel the comforting embrace of my mother.

“It’s ok, baby. I know it’s sad, but mommy’s here,” she said in a whisper, tucking my hair behind my ear.

I would see Mrs. Dawes later that day and she would tell me everything was ok, but for now I only wanted my mother. I wanted her scent, her feel and her soft, reassuring voice. With my mother, words were not necessary. I could just cry. That was enough.

Mrs. Dawes was the one who introduced me to meditation. Even though my mom had been meditating for as long as I could remember, there was something cooler about Mrs. Dawes doing it. She taught me to sit up straight and to focus on my breath. It took me a lot of tries before I could do it with ease. I kept hearing distracting noises, or thoughts about what I had done at school would pop into my head. Mrs. Dawes told me to gently brush them aside and again focus on each inhale and exhale. At first I thought it was boring, but then I began to feel so calm and loved. It felt like arms were hugging me tight and mouths were whispering that I was ok. I had never felt so safe in my life. Mrs. Dawes said that is how we are meant to feel all the time. She would often say that the feeling of love and security is who we really are.

When I was twelve I had a vision as I was filling up the herb bins. I caught the smell of kelp and suddenly, I experienced a flash. I was floating above everything. Below me was a cloak strewn about the rocks. There was a great big dog pawing at it and then I heard a loud bang. At that, the vision was gone. It shook me for a moment and I had to take more than one deep breath to recover.

I had been caught off guard by a vision before, but this was different somehow. I was more a part of that scene than the others, as if I was closer to it in time or in being. I was able to communicate none of this, but the feeling was there all the same. That vision lingered, as though something about it could no longer be ignored.

Mrs. Dawes happened upon me and my confusion was written all over my face.

“What’s the matter, Ellie?” she asked pulling up another milk crate to sit beside me.

At first I hesitated, but eventually explained to her what I saw. For a moment I thought I saw tears in her eyes, but they were never shed. She simply nodded, gave me a hug and reminded me to record it in my journal. I did as she instructed later that night and I often thought about that scene. It looked so much like Tobermory and yet I knew somehow that it wasn’t.






CHAPTER 3

When I was fourteen, I gave up working at the store. I never told Mrs. Dawes that I was quitting. There was a silent understanding between us that once I started high school, I wouldn’t come around anymore. After getting off the bus that first Friday, I walked past her store and stared straight ahead. I could feel her watching me walk by, could sense her silent resignation. She was letting me go. She understood.

I was almost angry with her for not asking me to come back and work for her. I wanted the opportunity to tell her that I no longer needed her. It bothered me that she would not give me the satisfaction. I hated that she “just knew”.

Reaching high school in Tobermory was anti-climatic. I had to transfer to the school in Lion’s Head, a town fifty kilometres south, starting in the fourth grade because there weren’t enough students to continue locally. Lion’s Head Public School wasn’t even a proper high school since kids as young as four go there too. I suppose I didn’t know any different, but TV and movies showed me that I was missing out somehow.

My teenage years were awkward to say the least. While most of my classmates drank beer and got high, I tried desperately to hide the visions and attempted to block them out. I was successful for the most part. The tender understanding I had felt with Mrs. Dawes suddenly became silly.

All these doubts I had about past lives and the relevance of what I was seeing began to surface. I started to think I was crazy. I even asked my mom to put me on medication so I wouldn’t have to deal with it.

She refused.

It made me try to wish away my time in high school. Nothing seemed right. My mother began dating a local painter named Jack Bailey and all she wanted to do was paint. Who did she think she was? As if just anyone can paint. It was ridiculous. Jack was undeniably himself; flamboyant, honest, unapologetic and talented as hell. I had to hold back tears when I glimpsed a portrait he had done of a local fisherman, pensive and pained. The yellow rain hat, the lines in his face, the cigarette in his mouth: each brushstroke spoke of compassion, respect.

Jack mostly left me alone. Though he once quipped “If you had something intelligent to say, I imagine you would have said it by now. We’ll talk once you’ve had your heart broken…once you’re interesting.” I had an inkling of what he meant, but I resented him nonetheless. He was taking my mother from me. I felt rejected and even though I was pushing her away, I didn’t like to feel pushed back.

“What’s so amazing about Jack anyway?” I asked her as we were putting groceries away.

“Amazing? I suppose there’s nothing so amazing about him. I just like him…a lot. He challenges me.”

“Whatever that means…” I said, rolling my eyes.

Frances grabbed the almond milk from the bag and bent down to put it in the fridge. “It means he helps me learn more about myself, about what I’m capable of. You’ll have that one day, Ellie. Someday, someone will show you who you are and all that you’re meant to give to the world.”

She stopped to look up at me and gauge my reaction, but I wouldn’t give her the satisfaction. I was too annoyed. Really, there was nothing she could have done to change my teenage attitude. It was unfair to her and I knew it, but I didn’t care.

I turned on my heel and walked away muttering, “Whatever.”

I was lonely. I resisted all the visions my mind attempted to show me. As soon as one would pop up, I would force myself to black it out. High school was no time to be strange. I wanted to fade out and float along. Then soon I would be an adult. Then I could deal.

Everyone at high school was nice enough. I didn’t get picked on, but I also barely spoke unless spoken to. It’s possible that drugs and alcohol would have helped me fit in, but no one ever offered me any. Frances is a vegan health-freak and so stealing anything mind-altering from home was out of the question too. Unlike my peers it very seldom occurred to me to get drunk or high. There was a part of me that feared it would only make the visions worse and that was the last thing I wanted.

My saving grace during this time was Tynan. Tall, white-blonde hair and perpetually clad in denim, he had an aura that drew you in. Kind, witty and unafraid, I watched him tease without insulting and convince people to do things that, only two minutes earlier, they had no intention of doing. You know you’re getting swindled, but you endure it just to see him smile and to know that for a moment, his attention is for you and you alone.

I admired Tynan from afar for a month during ninth grade before I worked up the courage to talk to him. Flashes came every time I looked in his direction, flashes of bodies he’d been. I tried, unsuccessfully, to wish them away. The one that was relentless was of him as a hunter in Mongolia. His jaw square, determined; riding his horse proudly over the plains as a rainbow chased his form. He owned each moment, even then.

One day during lunch, I spotted my chance to talk to him. He was standing against a tree, smoking a cigarette and I felt that he was awaiting my arrival. My eyes must have spoken my wonder and admiration, because the second thing he said to me after ‘hello’ was, “I think I should tell you up front that I’m gay. It’s nothing personal, of course. Men are just beautiful, you know?”

Yes, I knew.

“That’s ok,” I said, nervously tugging on the straps of my backpack. “I just wanted to say hi.”

He smiled at me widely, came to my side and put his arm around my shoulders, “Well hi, Ellie Stewart, I’m Tynan Malpass.” Offering me his cigarette casually he asked: “Do you smoke?”

I shook my head.

“Gotcha. You’re smart not to start, you know.” He took a long, sweet drag. “Tell me, Ellie, why haven’t you talked to me before? I mean, I moved here two years ago. It’s not a big school. Why now?”

I considered how to respond to that for a moment but decided to be honest. “I’m lonely,” I said simply. It turned out to be the right tactic. Tynan is big on sincerity.

“Uh-huh, well, not anymore you’re not. Ok?” He bent his head towards mine and willed me to look at him. His blue eyes full of sympathy beneath feathery white lashes, I nodded lightly. I tried not to betray how happy I was to hear those words. He would be my protector.

If there is one thing that Tynan is good at, it is accepting people for who they are. He once said to me: “It’s not like you’re ugly or even plain. It’s more like you exist simply to fade into the background. Is that your aim? There’s nothing extraordinary about your looks, but you’re clearly pretty. I don’t know how you do that. You must work hard at appearing to disappear.”

He was right. I wanted to skate through life unnoticed, unquestioned.

Another time a teacher had described me as shy and Tynan piped up right away in my defence: “She’s quiet, not shy. There’s a difference.”

There is a difference, subtle though it may be. Shy implies I have something to say but I keep it to myself out of fear. I am quiet, waiting for the words. Whatever it is that needs to be said by me is lying dormant somewhere, holding still until it is stirred.

I feel a stirring coming on.






CHAPTER 4

Ellie

I walk past Stokes’ Fish ‘n’ Chips up the hill along Little Tub Harbour. It’s the first week of November, two weeks after my twenty-second birthday. The chill in the air is biting and yet reassuring; reminding us all that winter will once again invade and dominate.

My blonde hair is flying in the wind so I reach a gloved hand up to sweep it over my left shoulder. Clad in my autumn uniform of a Nordic sweater, black tights and hiking boots, I hug myself tightly. I am safe.

I work at the local dive shop. I’ve been here two months and am amazed at the breadth of knowledge I’m expected to have regarding diving and diving equipment. I was hired as a favour to my mom. The owner of the shop, Dave, is in her drumming circle and after hearing my mother complain for months about my unemployment, he finally broke down and offered me a position. I have a sinking suspicion that Frances described me as a “quick learner”. The thing is, learning how to properly bag groceries is a far cry from gleaning the seemingly impossible intricacies involved with diving in Northern Ontario.

Living in Tobermory all my life however, I do know that divers are an interesting bunch. Misfit daredevils, bored mommies, overconfident tourists, Tobermory sees them all and they come from all over the world. This is another reason I tell myself that I have no need to travel. The world truly does come to me.

On any given day there are travellers from places like Germany, Japan and Joplin, Mississippi. For the past two months I’ve been pretending to know what I’m talking about to all of them. Thankfully, there is usually an instructor around for questions that could result in life or death.

Today a group of men in their fifties are in the shop looking around and laughing with each other. Dave is explaining something about oxygen tanks to them and every so often I feel him look in my direction, waiting for me to come over and learn something, or hoping I’ll take on the knowledge through osmosis.

A couple of the men wander from the tank discussion and begin to look at the dive suits. Over and over in my mind I tell them not to approach me and not to ask any questions. Unbelievably though, one of them dares to ignore my silent plea.

“What’s the temperature rating of this dive suit?” he asks from behind a rack of suits. He has a bit of what sounds like an Irish accent, muddled over time by years in Canada perhaps.

“Uh, I’m pretty sure it indicates the rating on the tag there,” I say. I’m not sure at all, but I pretend otherwise hoping my guess is correct. Thankfully it is.

“Oh yes! Thank you, of course,” he says with a laugh as though it’s impossible I could have offended him.

It never ceases to amaze me how happy people are to be here. I mean, I like it here, but I have to. They like it because of its beauty, its promise. There is something so untarnished and real about this place. We adapt to the land. We don’t expect it to adapt to us. It wouldn’t in any case.

The man takes a step towards me and then turns to look me in the face. For a second, he looks surprised. I can only surmise that he didn’t expect me to be so young, but he remains quiet for another thirty seconds, just staring at me. “Is everything ok?” I ask, finally.

“Yes, of course,” he laughs self-deprecatingly. “I didn’t mean to stare.”

“Are you Irish?”

Again, he laughs. He puts his hands in the pockets of his down-filled vest and shifts closer to me. “I am. You’ve got a good ear. I lived in Limerick until I was twenty and then moved to London. Ontario, not England. I’ve lived there ever since.”

“Ah I see, that would explain the muddle,” I reply, hoping to sound more confident than I feel.

He appears charmed by my cheekiness. “Do you dive, my dear?”

“Oh God, no!” I shout in spite of myself. “I mean, I’ve never been able to muster the courage.”

Now he laughs loudly. “You live in the diving capital of Canada and you’ve never gone diving?” He’s doubtful and yet amused.

I wave a hand in front of my face, “Don’t get me wrong, I love the lake. I love water! There’s just something about diving into the unknown that frightens me. And all those shipwrecks? They freak me out. I’m sure you’ll hear all about our town’s history during your stay here. People love to talk about it.”

“I see,” is all he replies with a gentle smile. He steps closer to me and I think I notice what looks like a flicker of sadness in his clear blue eyes. It’s there for a millisecond and then it’s gone. I wonder for a moment if I’ve said something wrong.

“So you must be part of that private charter group, eh?”

“Yes, exactly. We’re here for one week of diving and then next week, we’ll just hang out…maybe do some hiking. Our plans aren’t too firm.”

“Are you going to the Fathom Five?” I ask him. It’s a National Park and a favourite dive site for tourists because of all the islands and shipwrecks it holds.

“I’m ashamed to say that I haven’t really looked at the schedule. I’m actually afraid of chickening out. My son thinks I’m crazy for doing this in the first place. I suppose I figure the less I know ahead of time, the better.”

Laughing, I nod. I can totally understand that logic.

He pauses for a moment and then says, “Could I ask a favour of you?”

Older men have asked me this question before and the favour in question has left me nauseous so I’m cautious, “Um, sure.”

“I’m here in Tobermory with the son I just mentioned. His name is Declan. He accompanied my friends and me here because…well, he needed a change of scenery. He doesn’t know anyone here obviously, but he’s about your age. Would it be okay if I told him to come by here one time to meet you? Maybe you could show him around?”

I am momentarily relieved and then realize that this will mean hanging out with a complete stranger. This man seems genuine though and I cannot bury the feeling of wanting to please him. “I’d like that,” I say with a smile and then reach my hand out to him. “I’m Ellie by the way.”

“Alistair O’Shea,” he says bringing a hand to his heart and offering me the other. “It’s nice to meet you, Ellie.” In that moment I realize how handsome he is. He has salt and pepper hair cut short and the loveliest creases that appear around his eyes when he smiles. He is also nearly a foot taller than me. As he steps closer, I notice that he looks familiar and if he had reached out in that moment to hug me to him, I would not have been taken aback at all.

I’m nervous thinking that he can tell I’m analyzing his appearance. Fumbling for words I offer: “The store closes at five. He can meet me outside if that works.”

“I think that will be perfect, Ellie. Thank you.” He studies me for a moment and sighs, “Hmmm,” and then turns to leave.

Was there something about me he didn’t like? But then why would he want me to meet his son? I had questions, but I just let them all go. Maybe everything would be answered when I met Declan. One could hope.






CHAPTER 5

For the rest of my shift I can’t think straight. Why did I agree to this? I don’t do things like this. I don’t agree to show strangers around a town as wide as my toe. It’s ridiculous! We could run out of things to talk about in ten minutes flat. Could I make a break for it? Could I just leave a sign in the window saying I had to leave early because of a family emergency? Damn this living in a small town! He’d just ask around and in a heartbeat he’d know I was lying. I bite my lip and look up at the ceiling…I’d have to go through with it.

In a flash, a movie starts in my mind’s eye. I don’t block it out. I let it play.

A man walks toward me and I can tell he is angry. It is dark, the sky is clouded over and the rain is pouring down in buckets. His clothes, now soaked through, consist of an overcoat, gloves and a top hat…as if returning from a long journey. He is tall, with dark hair and he is carrying a letter. I can see that he is scowling, and yet I am overcome with desire for him. Even though I know he is angry with me, my head spins with anticipation.

“Louisa! How could you?”

And then it’s gone.

“Oh!” I inhale sharply. That was the most vivid vision I have had in a long while. It shakes me up and reminds me of why I had repressed these for so long. I could see someone clearly; there was fluid movement and emotion. I had almost forgotten how overwhelming my visions could be.

I reach for the phone to call my mom and knock over a cup of pens in the process. My hands are shaking. Before I can begin to dial the numbers, the door to the shop opens. I look over and time stops for a moment.

It’s him.

I know him. By sight and by soul, I know him.

“Uh, hi…are you Ellie?” he stammers.

I recognize him as the same man in my vision and yet different. He is tall with a strong and yet apprehensive presence. His hair is light brown and messy in a way that makes me want to run my fingers through it. But it’s his eyes that draw me in. They are a crystal clear blue. I could be reborn in his eyes.

He’s waiting for me to answer.

“Yeah, that’s me. You must be Declan,” I say shakily. He’s so goddamned familiar. It’s leaving me light-headed and breathless. What’s more is that I can tell in an instant that I am having a similar effect on him.

He walks toward me and sets down the backpack he’s carrying.

“Sorry I’m so early. I wasn’t sure how long it would take me to walk here. This place sure is small. I mean…you know…not that that’s a bad thing of course.” He is definitely nervous. Placing his hands in his pockets he sways slightly back and forth and stares at the floor.

“Oh yeah, it’s really small. We like it that way though,” I say trying to reassure him. Something about his anxiety puts me at ease. I am thankful to be the calmer one for once. “I just have to balance the till and then we can go. Five minutes tops.”

I see him pull his phone out of his pocket to check the time and let my gaze linger on him a moment. I feel like I would have recognized him even without the vision. It’s as if there is a rope from my chest to his. We are unknown and yet bound. There is something safe and lovely about him. My head is light with pockets of air where reason and critical thinking should be.

I take a step and just like that, I see another scene in my mind’s eye.

It’s an assembly room and it seems to be around the year 1800, maybe a few years earlier. That is how it feels. There are candles above and beside me. I am surrounded by light and heat. The people are dressed in the most beautiful clothes, formal and elegant. It’s a party…no, it’s a ball. I am here with my father. The music is divine and so is the wine…

“Ellie? Ellie! Are you ok?”

I open my eyes to see that somehow I am now on the floor and that Declan is holding me, worry plain on his face.

“Oh, I’m sorry. Did I fall?” I ask bringing a hand to the back of my neck and pushing myself up with the other.
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