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      “Why did I say I’d do this?” Sylvia Tremblay muttered as she readjusted her scarf to better protect her neck from the chilly spring breeze. She peered up at the steel-grey clouds that covered Sunshine Bay and hoped it wouldn’t rain.

      Because the doctor insisted that you try walking, the taskmaster in her head answered in a voice that sounded remarkably like her late mother’s. A voice that was practical. Bossy. You must try something. The pills and talk therapy don’t seem to be working anymore. Do you want to live like this for the rest of your life?

      As if walking among daffodils and the first buds of spring was going to help her get over this. Mark was gone, and she was alone. She would always be alone.

      Stop that. He’s gone, and you need to move on. You need to find your old self… the Sylvia you were before this dark cloud settled over you. Before Mark.

      Sylvia nodded in agreement with her mother’s voice, squared her shoulders against the breeze, and continued to walk.

      She had promised the doctor, and now that she was here in the gardens of the city park, she would try to enjoy the morning. It was a normal thing, to take a morning stroll. And it was safer to walk now than in the afternoon. She was less likely to run into people in the morning. She wasn’t ready for people yet. Especially men. She hadn’t been comfortable around people since Mark’s illness and death two years earlier. Since the black…

      What was that? Something caught her eye. Small and…

      Black.

      Sylvia paused in the middle of the path to take in the sight before her, and a small sigh of contentment escaped her lips. How long had it been since she’d smiled? It felt like two long years. And yet here she was, smiling over a little black cat napping in the first rays of warm spring sunshine that had penetrated the clouds above.

      Sylvia lowered herself to the bench nearby, happy to find this quiet spot away from people. People made her nervous. But animals, especially this cat…

      The cat startled from its sleep and leaped to all four feet. Sylvia jerked in surprise.

      “You scared me,” Sylvia said. The cat faced her, eyes wary, as it backed toward the underbrush near the path.

      “Oh, don’t rush off so soon. Here, kitty, kitty.” Sylvia rose and stretched out her hand, willing the cat to approach her. The cat turned and ran to the safety of the tangled underbrush, pausing to turn, frozen in place, watching Sylvia.

      “You won’t get that one to come out,” a deep voice said from behind her. Sylvia whirled to see a tall man dressed in overalls, smiling at her from under the brim of a conductor’s cap. “That cat’s been here for years,” he continued. “I see it in the mornings when I come to work. She doesn’t like people much. I’ve tried to be friendly, but she runs away.”

      “Perhaps she’s always been feral.” Sylvia’s heart pounded. The anxiety that had been her near-constant companion in recent months rose in her chest. She was surprised she could even get the words out.

      “I don’t think so,” the man said. “I was told she belonged to an elderly couple who used to live across the street. They died in a fire a few years back, and she’s been here ever since.”

      “How sad,” Sylvia said. She glanced at the cat, feeling a sudden kinship with it. They’d both been yanked from their old world and forced to find their footing in a new one.

      “She gets a lot of mice, though. We don’t see many at the train station.”

      “Train station?” Sylvia asked, congratulating herself on her nearly normal-sounding voice as she fought to relax and breathe as if she talked to strange men every day.

      “Yes, behind there.” The man pointed to a wall of boards painted to appear like a stone fence. “There’s a train that runs all summer for the children. I drive it and do some of the maintenance. The season starts in two weeks, so I’m here getting ready for our spring launch.”

      “The children must enjoy that,” Sylvia said, mentally kicking herself for continuing to engage with this man. She wanted to be alone to commune with the cat she was watching. The cat was watching her in return.

      “Oh, yes, the children seem to like it. I enjoy it too. Always wanted to drive a train, so I took it up after I retired.” He smiled.

      “Uh-huh.” Sylvia nodded. He didn’t look old enough to be retired. He looked about her age.

      Was she noticing a man? What would Mark say?

      “My name’s Jack Robertson.” The man extended his hand toward her, interrupting her thoughts.

      Sylvia looked at it before slowly shaking. “Sylvia Tremblay.” She looked into his hazel eyes that, for an instant, seemed to reveal pain. For a moment Sylvia got lost in that pain. Was Jack feeling as hopeless as she was? Wondering, like her, if that feeling would ever go away?

      Maybe he was like her. Alone.

      Or…

      Lonely.

      “I haven’t seen you around before. Are you new to the area?” Jack asked, breaking into an easy smile in a face lined from a lifetime of laughter. Sylvia found herself returning his smile, hoping hers appeared genuine.

      “No, I’ve lived here for years,” Sylvia said. “I don’t get to the park often, though.” Could he hear her heart pounding? The loud bongo beats in her ears made her momentarily dizzy, and she felt heat rise under the collar of her coat; her face was surely flushed. She felt the heat in her cheeks deepen. Jack glanced at her, then at the cat, and raised his arm to read the time on his watch.

      “Well, I should be getting along. Good day to you, Sylvia.”

      “Yes. H-have a good day.” The cold sweat that had begun to climb up her back receded as she watched Jack walk toward the back of the garden and disappear through a door in the fence.

      “Well, that was embarrassing.” Sylvia seated herself shakily on the bench again and turned her attention back to the cat. “I haven’t talked to a man in a while. Except doctors, of course, but they’re not the same. Not in their professional capacity anyway.” And she would know. She’d encountered an assembly line of medical professionals after the accident and during Mark’s extended illness. Sylvia shook her head, pulling herself back to the present. Going down the rabbit hole to the past always led to pain.

      Remember the objective, Sylvia. She needed to find her way back to the world, not drift rudderless in a sea of old memories. The cat looked at her, an unblinking statue.

      “But enough about me. Tell me, how do I get you to come out of your shell, little one? You look a bit lean. Haven’t you been eating well?” The cat blinked, turned, and walked deeper into the underbrush.

      Sylvia sat, staring at the spot where the cat had disappeared, until she became aware that the cold spring air had seeped through her too-thin jacket.

      “Well, I guess that’s that,” Sylvia mumbled. “Time to get moving.” She stood and began to walk the path that wound its way through the gardens, glancing into the underbrush intermittently to see if she could find the cat.

      When she got to the little bridge that crossed the creek at the centre of the grounds, she paused a moment to watch a mallard duck and his mate drifting in the slow-moving water. Her heart lurched. It was hard to be single when she had so long been part of a pair. She would need to get used to it; there weren’t many men interested in a plump sixty-year-old, particularly one with dark clouds invading her every thought. She thought of Jack then quickly dismissed the memory. Just because he was the first man she’d spoken to in months didn’t mean he was interested. Maybe he wasn’t even suitable. Though he did have a kind face.

      At least she wasn’t alone in her misery. The online support group she’d found had women from all corners of the Western world bemoaning their new fate. They logged into the chat room or discussion threads, each sharing her story, each one worse than the last. But in some ways, it was a comfort to know other women shared her fate. She was a member of an exclusive club with the ultimate hazing ritual: all you had to do was be the surviving spouse.

      Sylvia strolled past an oval track where several men and women walked in a random yet organized pattern, some alone, some in groups, some clockwise and others counter-clockwise, all coexisting despite their different rhythms. People smiled as they passed, and she forced herself to turn toward them and smile in return.

      Her doctor would be proud. She’d done what she promised she’d do.

      But what now?

      Sylvia pulled the bus schedule out of her pocket. If she hurried, she could be home by ten thirty. Where she’d…

      Spend time locked in a chat room with other women who were dealing with grief through pills and pity?

      No. Today she’d made the effort to come out, and now that she had succeeded, she wouldn’t go home right away. Today she would go to the store and buy some necessities: milk, eggs, fresh vegetables, perhaps some cat food.

      Resolved, Sylvia walked out of the park toward the small supermarket she normally called to deliver her groceries. It was early on a Monday morning, and there were few cars parked outside.

      “You can do this,” Sylvia told herself under her breath. “You’ve shopped here for years.” But she knew it was more than that. This was the first time since Mark’s death that she had ventured out to do her own shopping. The bongo beats were back in her ears. Breathe, Sylvia. She walked toward the long line of shopping carts, pulled one from its nest, and manoeuvred it toward the automatic doors at the front of the store.

      The aisles were almost empty, and she soon located the milk and eggs. As she walked past the dairy section, she paused a moment to read the yogourt containers. She had seen ads on television for Greek yoghurt, and before she could talk herself out of it, she picked up a small container. Time for the vegetable aisle.

      Sylvia stopped for a few minutes, taking in the colours of the vegetables: red peppers and orange carrots bright against the green beans beside them. Rows of root vegetables and mushrooms—shitake, white, and portobello. Her stomach gurgled, but she stopped herself from loading her cart. She couldn’t be bothered to try new recipes for one. When Mark was alive she had enjoyed cooking for their many visitors, but now…

      She took a long, steadying breath and willed the wild bongos to silence. She would stick to the easy food, though she did sneak a bunch of spinach and some lettuce into the basket, along with carrots and red beets to make a fresh salad. Her doctor would be happy to hear that she was attempting to eat healthier. Satisfied, she made her way to the pet food aisle.

      There, the bongos returned, and she felt dizzy as she scanned the array of cat food. How would she ever choose? What did a cat like to eat? Pausing a moment to breathe deeply and count to ten, she waited for the anxiety to recede and then examined the options again. Why did she come here? She wasn’t ready to be out shopping.

      “But what about the cat?” she mumbled. “It’s all alone, and skinny from so few meals. You can do this.”

      There were four different varieties, and she took one of each, placing them quickly into the cart before steering it toward the checkout. Soon she was back outside, holding two newly purchased cloth bags full of groceries.

      “You did it,” she said, turning toward the street and walking to the nearest bus stop.
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      Jack walked into the shed where the trains were kept. After his winter break, it was good to be back amidst the smell of engine oil and the tools he loved. The train hadn’t run since the Christmas season, when he’d driven it through the winter garden brought to life by the lights decorating every branch. He smiled as he thought of the children enjoying the holiday rides. It was one of the joys of his job, listening to them ooh and ahh over the scene and then cheer when they were herded off at the end to enjoy hot cocoa.

      He walked over to the chest and laid out the tools he needed to tune up the engine. Jack loved this part of his job. He used to enjoy tinkering on the weekends before he’d retired from his job as a bank manager two years earlier.

      “Hey, Jack.” His co-worker, Tyler, greeted him as he stepped through the door. “You’re here early.”

      “Well, I like to get an early start.”

      “Really? Or is Cassie still smothering you?” Tyler smirked.

      “She means well. And it’s not as bad as when she first moved back to town.” Jack’s grown daughter, Cassie, had arrived about two summers earlier, a few weeks after Emma, his now ex-wife, left him.

      “Well, it’s good to see you and great to be back on the train,” Tyler said. “Plus, it beats the landscaping they had me doing the past few months.”

      “Still planning to take the mechanics course?” Jack asked.

      “I’ve been saving for it since we talked at Christmas. Should have enough by September.”

      “Good for you, Tyler.” Jack slapped the younger man on the back. “A man’s got to go after what he wants in life.” Or who he wants.

      Jack thought back to his encounter with Sylvia. Her hair was a mass of long blonde curls, so unlike Emma’s dark red bob, and she wore ordinary clothes, not the high-fashion outfits that Emma had worn the two years before she left him.

      Jack tried to focus on what Tyler was saying. Why was he even comparing the two women?

      Emma had left. Just like that.

      And Sylvia? Pain was there, in her words and expressions. Maybe she was like him, searching for the missing piece that had been missing for far too long.

      “I forgot the best part,” Tyler said, bringing Jack out of his reverie. “I talked to the boss, and he says there may be a job with the city once I’m done.”

      “That’s great news.” Jack was pleased for his young friend. “Now let’s get this engine oiled and ready for the summer.”

      “All right!” Tyler rubbed his hands together and walked over to where Jack had already laid out the tools. They began to plan the work that needed to be done.
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      Jack walked home, glad to have put in a good day’s work. As he passed through the gardens, he saw the little black cat crouched low to the ground, watching a robin. The bird strutted around the lawn, pausing every few steps to peck at the ground. Jack stopped to watch the cat creep toward the bird, her belly close to the ground, ears forward, focused. Jack held his breath as the cat increased her pace and pounced, then shook his head when she landed at the spot where the bird had just been.

      “Too bad,” he said as she picked herself up and looked at the tree where the robin now perched. The cat turned and walked in the direction of the train station. Hopefully she would find a mouse tonight. She looked skinny after the long winter.

      Jack looked around the clearing, half hoping there was someone else who had witnessed the failed attack—a woman with blonde curly hair, someone he could share his thoughts with. The clearing was empty except for the robin that had flitted back to the ground to resume its hunt for worms. Jack brushed away the thought. He might never see Sylvia again, and continuing to think about her was fruitless.

      He resumed his walk home, and as he approached the small rancher where he had lived for nearly thirty years, he could already smell the roast beef that Cassie had promised she would make to celebrate his first day back at work.

      “Hi, Dad,” Cassie said as he entered through the kitchen door. “Dinner’s almost ready.”

      “Thanks, honey.” He smiled as he moved past her to the bathroom to wash his hands and change out of his work clothes. He listened as she moved around the kitchen. She was in a good mood. Maybe today they could have a nice meal without all the drama.

      Jack joined her at the table as she placed plates heaped with food onto flowered placemats he hadn’t seen in ages. Emma had bought them in Hawaii four years earlier, when they had celebrated their thirtieth wedding anniversary. He hated those placemats and made a silent vow to dispose of the things.

      “How was your day?”

      “We got quite a bit of work done. Tyler’s back helping again.” Should he ask her the same? What the hell. “How was your job interview?”

      “Fine, I think.” Cassie didn’t look him in the eye. “Not sure I want that job, though.”

      “What kind of job do you want?” As if he didn’t already know. Why couldn’t he just shut up? He knew this line of conversation wouldn’t end well, and he had just wished for no drama.

      “They posted the jobs for kids’ summer day camps. If I do that along with the fitness classes I’m teaching, it will give me more experience before…” Cassie took a deep breath, and Jack braced himself. “Dad, I contacted the university and told them I’m coming back in September.”

      “I see.” Jack’s heart sank. “So you still have your mind set on this.”

      “What did you expect?” Cassie looked at him as though he had two heads. “I have to get a career going sometime. I can’t just look after you. I’m twenty-two years old.”

      Jack took a deep breath and counted silently to ten before speaking again. “You don’t have to look after me. I’m not a child.”

      “No, but you did have a heart attack.” Her voice softened. “And I know it’s in the back of your mind all the time.” Jack couldn’t deny that. Though he put up a brave front with Tyler and pretended that Cassie was overprotective, he was afraid of what would happen if she left.

      “Isn’t there any way you can finish here?”

      “Dad, we’ve been over this a thousand times. I need to move back to Kelowna to finish my courses, or it will take forever. I only have one more year, and if I don’t go in September, I’ll have to repeat a bunch of classes.”

      “You say that, but we both know you’ll leave and never come back.” Jack’s voice rose, and he was already ashamed of where this was going.

      “Could we just have dinner?” Cassie waved her hand back and forth between them. “Let’s just eat.”

      “You’d probably be happy to move me into a home,” Jack muttered.

      “Now you’re being ridiculous.” She sawed off a piece of roast beef, put it into her mouth, and chewed.

      But for the sounds of cutlery scraping against china, they ate the rest of their meal in silence. When they were done, Cassie collected the plates and cleared up.

      “I’ll be back later. I’m going for a run.”

      Jack nodded as he went to the living room and settled into his recliner. Taking up the TV remote, he flipped to the news and saw pictures of the familiar face of the TV anchor he had watched for decades, while the young woman now sitting in his chair talked about the anchor’s long career.

      “He’ll be missed as he moves on to another chapter in his life.”

      “Like hell he’ll be missed,” Jack grumbled. “He’ll be forgotten inside a week.”

      He looked around the familiar room, the walls feeling too close, too confining.

      Nothing in this house was comfortable since Emma had left. What used to be a sanctuary now felt like a prison.

      The shelves nearby held photograph albums full of memories he no longer wanted—memories of a life shared with the woman who’d broken his heart.

      “I’m going for a walk,” he said to the empty room.

      Outside in the fresh air, Jack puzzled over what to do about Cassie. He wasn’t ready for her to leave, but he felt like a heel trying to get her to stay. He hadn’t raised her to be his nursemaid, but he wasn’t sure what he would do on his own. The house was too much work for him. Bloody Emma. How could she leave them the way she had? He still felt the punch in the gut as though it were yesterday.

      Only six months after the heart attack that had forced him into early retirement, he had come home, excited to land a new part-time job working on the trains at the park.

      Emma was there, dressed to go out, sporting a new coat and a new haircut and colour. She had been going to the gym and wearing clothes that took years off her appearance. He was proud of this new, radiant Emma, and his heart swelled, knowing this beautiful creature was his. Then he saw the two suitcases he’d purchased for a trip to Europe. They had been planning the trip for months, but now the suitcases were sitting beside the door.

      “Jack. You’re home early.” She looked past him at the closed door, a frown on her face.

      “What’s going on?” His heart began to pound.

      “We’ve talked about this.” She walked past him to look out the window and checked her watch.

      “What are you talking about?” But he knew, had known for some time, that things weren’t good between them.

      “I left you a letter.” She waved at the envelope sitting on the mantel. “But since you’re here, I’ll tell you in person.” She took a deep breath and looked him straight in the eye. “I’m leaving you. I realized a few months ago, before you got sick, that I wouldn’t be happy retired with you.”

      Jack felt dizzy. “What are you saying? We’ve been planning our retirement for years. You wanted to volunteer at the museum, play golf, maybe take a trip or two. We had our life laid out. Together.”

      “No, Jack. We’ve been over this many times. You know I want more than golf and a local volunteer job. I need to spread my wings, see how far I can fly. We’ve grown apart, and I’m sorry, but I must do this.” She was shaking her head at him in… was that pity?

      “You haven’t even noticed, have you?”

      “Noticed what?” He was about to say more when the sound of a car horn interrupted him.

      “I have to go. Lorenzo is here.”

      “Lorenzo Baldonado? Your boss?”

      “Yes. Don’t look so surprised. You must have known that I haven’t been invested in this marriage for a long time. And now that Cassie’s in college… I can’t go on like this, pretending there’s something between us. Lorenzo asked me to go with him to Spain for a few months, and I said yes.”

      “You’re having an affair with Lorenzo?” He grabbed the back of a nearby chair and steadied himself. Damned if he would crumble in front of her, but it was tough to stay upright with the floor swaying.

      Emma looked at him for a few moments and then spoke slowly and deliberately, as if she was speaking to a child—or even worse, a frail old man. “Don’t be difficult. If you think it through, you’ll realize this is for the best. We don’t have anything in common now that Cassie is grown and gone.”

      “How long?” How could he not have known? And why wasn’t he able to do anything but ask questions?

      She moved toward the door now, opening it and putting the suitcases outside on the porch. “I’ll be there in a moment,” she called and turned to face him. “A couple of years.”

      “A couple of years?” There he went with another question.

      “I have to go. Everything else is in the letter.”

      “What did you tell Cassie?”

      “I phoned and told her that you and I had grown apart—that we both love her, but that we don’t love each other any longer.”

      “How did she take it?” His little girl had finally returned to school after missing a semester after his heart attack. Now she would be thrown into the emotional soup again, and nothing he could do would stop it.

      “She sounded surprised, but she’ll be fine. It’s not like she needs her mother anymore. I told her I’d send her a ticket once we get settled, so she can come and visit. Lorenzo is looking forward to showing her around Spain.”

      “You know how much she relies on you—on us. She’ll be crushed.”

      “Don’t try to make me feel guilty. Cassie isn’t a child anymore. She’ll get over it.” She turned toward the door, pausing for a few moments to look around the room. “I don’t know if this will help you make sense of it all or not, but I think of this as a completed marriage, not a failed one.”

      He stood and stared at her, his mouth open. No more questions. No more words. No more sound.

      “Goodbye, Jack. I wish you a good life.” And then she was gone. He collapsed onto the sofa, staring at the closed door, and without conscious thought, the sounds trapped in his throat erupted in a howl of anguish that reverberated around the room, continuing until he collapsed from exhaustion.

      Over the following months, he discovered that Emma had been planning her escape for a while. She’d cleared out their savings accounts and sold off some of their assets, leaving him with the house, his pension, Cassie’s education account, and a small account that he had been using to secretly save for a gift for Emma: ironically, a three-month vacation to Spain. The note had spelled out her plans in detail, including her assumption that he would sell the house, which amounted to half of their assets.

      Jack shook his head to chase away the memories, bringing himself back to the present, where he found his steps had taken him to the park.

      As he walked around the gardens, he breathed in the spring air and began to relax. He’d always loved this place and wished he had someone to share it with. Emma had been right about one thing. They didn’t have a lot in common anymore.

      He couldn’t remember the last time Emma had walked in the gardens. She much preferred to walk in the mall, on the city streets, or on the treadmill at the gym. Even when they visited Hawaii, she refused the option of walking in a fern grotto to see the Akaka Falls, missing the scents of fresh hibiscus flowers in favour of sunning herself poolside at the hotel.

      As he passed the bench where he’d last seen the cat, he was mildly disappointed not to see Sylvia, who had taken the time to try to coax the wild cat out from the shadows. Something about her stuck with him. Perhaps he’d see her tomorrow. For now, he needed to get home and see that Cassie was all right. She would be home from her run soon.
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      The following morning, Sylvia lay in bed. Her right leg ached, and she felt miserable. The sun peeked at her through the slats in the window blinds, urging her to come out and play.

      Time to get up, her mother’s taskmaster voice said. Her mother had kept moving through life despite losing her first child, her home, five siblings, and two husbands. She had never understood her eldest daughter’s infrequent but severe bouts of depression.

      “Snap out of it,” her mother would say.

      Sylvia didn’t want to.

      That’s the depression talking. You need to get up, or that cat will go hungry again.

      Sylvia got up. She moved her legs toward the edge of the bed, reluctant to leave the warmth of the covers.

      Move it!

      “Okay, okay,” she muttered, forcing herself to rise, dress, and eat a healthy breakfast. She chose a warmer coat than the one she’d worn the day before and searched her closet until she found a good pair of walking shoes.

      She hadn’t worn those shoes for three years—not since she was wrenched from her former life by someone who sped through a red light and slammed into her car. She and Mark, who had been driving, were rushed to the emergency room.

      Sylvia had awoken in the strict, sterile surroundings of the critical care unit, trying to identify her location, feeling nothing but the fog and extreme thirst that came after a general anesthetic. She felt pain in her right leg. It had been broken in three places, requiring surgery and a full leg cast. Mark was there, waiting for her to wake up. He had walked away with only a few scratches and a dull, persistent pain in his back, something he had felt occasionally before the accident.

      She healed quickly and hadn’t experienced any ill side effects other than a ghastly scar. Better a scarred leg than no leg at all, her no-nonsense mother would have said. Snap out of it.

      “If only I could,” Sylvia said aloud.

      The simple song of a thrush pulled Sylvia from her musings, and she focused on the path she had followed the previous day. She breathed in the gentle scent of cherry blossoms and smiled. When she arrived at the bench where she’d noticed the cat, she sank down and leaned forward to scan the bushes, straining to see or hear any sign of movement. Sylvia sat, watching and waiting, and then pulled a can of cat food and a little tin dish from a bag. She opened the can and dumped the contents into the dish, placing the food just under the low-hanging branches of the bushes.

      She returned to the bench, her mind wandering. She and Mark had been grateful for their close call.

      “I could have lost you,” he’d whispered to her as he sat beside the hospital bed, holding her hand.

      “I’m not so easy to get rid of,” she answered, you aren’t going to get out of taking me to France.”

      He grinned. “Do you want to hear about the catacombs? I found a tour that will take us there for only a few euros.”

      “As long as you find something cheerful to end the day with,” she said. “They buried millions of people down there.”

      His eyes sparkled with mischief, and he pressed her hand between both of his. “We could go out to Normandy afterward. To see the battlefields.”

      She shook her head.

      “Seriously, I’ve been looking at the shows as an option. The Moulin Rouge?”

      “That sounds lovely,” she’d said, before drifting back asleep.

      When she returned home from the hospital, they continued to plan. They were to work only thirty-six short months before retiring and embarking on a year-long trip to Europe, Asia, and South America. They’d begun to downsize their house, selling off their bigger belongings, giving away old clothes, books, and gadgets with a forgotten purpose, making room for their new life.

      Sylvia shivered as she remembered what came next.

      It was August 18 when the doctor’s office called to say it was urgent that Mark come in for his test results. Mark came home from work after lunch, and she accompanied him to the doctor. “You’re better with details,” he’d said, but she knew he was concerned. The pain had been getting worse.

      Neither of them returned to work. Their days became a whirl of visits to labs for more tests, to doctors for second opinions, and finally to the oncologist, who confirmed the grim prognosis of cancer.

      Come on, snap out of it, the taskmaster urged.

      “Yes, I know, life is for the living,” Sylvia said. She sat a few minutes longer, watching the leaves and waiting for a sign of movement. Disappointed, she walked around the gardens and down the path toward the oval track. There she leaned against a chain-link fence and watched people stroll around the track. Some of them she’d seen the day before. Gathering courage, she walked through the gate, stepped onto the outside ring of the track, and began to walk, smiling at those passing in the other direction. When she’d walked the whole oval, she went back to where she had left the little dish. The food was gone. She sighed happily.
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      “Hello again.” Jack stepped onto the path behind Sylvia, startling her. He nodded toward the empty dish. “It looks like you’re making progress with the cat.”

      “It’ll take a while yet,” she replied, turning briefly to look at him before shifting her attention back to the bush. “But I have patience.”

      He glanced at the hands clasped together behind her back. No rings. Funny, he hadn’t tried to determine a woman’s marital status in years, not since before he met Emma. After Emma left, he avoided reaching out to women. The young ones scared the devil out of him with their energy and ideas. The older ones scared him too. They were even more complicated with their past lives and relationships.

      He watched Sylvia now as she peered under the leaves. “The cat’s lucky you’re feeding it.”

      “I’m lucky she needs my help,” Sylvia said. “I haven’t had a reason to venture out much in the past few years.”

      “Have you been ill?” he asked, then mentally kicked himself. Was he prying too much?

      “My husband died.” She was still looking at the bushes but turned her head to look at him. “I’ve been finding it hard to begin again. I don’t really know where to start.” Her sky-blue eyes welled up with tears.

      “I’m sorry for your loss,” he said gruffly.

      “Thank you,” she answered, looking away toward the bush again. “I know people think I should be long past it. In some ways, it seems he’s been gone forever. In other ways, well, it seems like yesterday.”

      “Everyone has to grieve at their own pace.” Jack found himself quoting the many people who had told him that when he had lost his parents.

      “I suppose they do.” She turned again to look at him. Was that gratitude on her flushed face? “I… I had best be going home,” she stammered.

      He didn’t want her to go and searched for a reason to make her linger a little longer.

      “Listen, the train will be ready for the spring season in a couple of weeks. Would you like to be the first passenger?”

      She nodded tentatively. “I would like that.”

      “If you meet me here on Monday the week after next around ten in the morning, I’ll come and get you.”

      “Okay,” she said. “I’ll be here.” She turned and began to walk away, then paused and turned back. “Th-th-thank you.”

      He watched her go, pondering what he had just done. Did a train ride count as a date? Maybe. She looked like she needed a friend, and he was being friendly. He wasn’t really interested in a woman who seemed afraid of her own shadow. He stood a little longer, watching her walk away, noticing the way her hips swayed.

      “What is it about her?” he asked no one in particular.

      “Meow,” came a reply, and he turned to see the little cat sitting under the leaves not far from the empty dish. She was licking her paw and washing her face, content after her meal.

      “Well, it appears someone agrees with me,” Jack said to the cat.
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      Sylvia walked quickly away from Jack. Had she just accepted a date? No, he was just being friendly. Like those times when people say, “Let’s do lunch.” He would probably forget all about it by next Monday. But what if he didn’t forget?

      Well, she would just have to go on a train ride. Where would the harm be in that? So what if she was a grown woman? She told herself to relax and take it one day at a time. If he was there at ten that Monday, he was there. If not, no hard feelings. Meanwhile, she’d continue to feed the cat.

      She hoped he would be there. He had kind eyes.
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      “It’s definitely a date,” Sylvia’s sister Alice proclaimed when Sylvia phoned to tell her about her day. “What are you going to wear?”

      “I hadn’t thought that far ahead. Who knows if he’ll even remember?”

      “I think you should wear that blue T-shirt. The one we got last fall. The one that makes your eyes pop.”

      “It’s only a train ride.”

      “And go out and buy a good bra. One that shows off the girls.”

      “Alice!”

      “Don’t Alice me. You know I’m right. It isn’t as though eligible men are falling from the sky. Oh, and make sure you get some condoms. It’s not like when we were young. Lots more diseases out there now.”

      “What would you know? You’ve been married forever.”

      “I have friends. I hear stories. Anyway, think about making a bit of an effort. Maybe get your hair done. When was the last time you took the time to pamper yourself?”

      “I’ll think about it. And… Alice? Thanks.”

      “Anytime, Syl. I’ll talk to you in a few days. I’m glad to hear you’re getting out again. I’ve been worried about you.”

      When she hung up, Sylvia grimaced. Trust her sister to make a big deal about a little thing. She picked up the phone again and dialled Elaine. She hadn’t heard from her stepdaughter in weeks. In fact, Elaine rarely called anymore. She had called more often when she first began to get gigs and sing professionally, to share her successes and her failures. She had a steady job now, singing in a band that travelled a circuit, performing in venues in Vancouver and sometimes Toronto or Montreal.

      Elaine was living and loving her life, and Sylvia was proud of her, though she did miss hearing from her. She was playing in Toronto these days, and with the time difference, it was more difficult to connect.

      Maybe, she thought, Elaine didn’t really want to hear from Sylvia anymore. Elaine had once been very close to her, before Mark died. Before her mother came back into her life. Oh, go away, the taskmaster answered. And she was right. There was no need to jump to conclusions. Elaine was probably just busy…

      The call went to voicemail, and Sylvia left a brief message. “Just thinking about you and thought I would see how you’re doing.”

      Forcing thoughts of Elaine out of her mind, she wandered to her office to log in to the depression chat room, but she soon found herself surfing the Internet, reading customer reviews of nearby hair salons. An hour later she made an appointment for a cut and colour the following week. Alice was right. Although she hadn’t said it directly, Sylvia knew she had let herself go over the past few years. It was time to put some effort into her appearance, to look after herself again.

      Sylvia travelled to the park over the next few days, bringing cat food and emptying it onto the little tin dish. Every day she moved the dish closer and closer to the bench, and every day the dish was empty when she returned from walking the oval track. Her stamina was increasing, and she was now walking five times around the oval and looking forward to her new routine.

      On Sunday, she noticed a folded piece of paper under the tin dish. It was probably from Jack. Cancelling their train ride, she assumed. She had been looking forward to it. Glancing around to see if anyone was watching, she opened the paper and read the words that had been written in perfect cursive.

      Hello, I notice that you feed the cat every day. I just lost my cat after many years and have cat food that I’d like to donate. Could I arrange to meet you and give you the food?

      Sylvia glanced to her left and right but saw no one watching. Carefully she refolded the paper and pushed it into her pocket.

      She opened a can of cat food and emptied it onto the dish, placing the dish slightly behind the bench. She sat again
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