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      This book was written in Canada, by a Canadian, about Canadians—so yes, the spelling is a little different. We do things like add “u” where others wouldn’t, use “fibre” instead of “fiber,” and don’t blink twice at a “cheque.”

      Canadian English is a glorious mix of American, British, French-Canadian, and Indigenous influences. It’s quirky, it’s correct—and it’s completely intentional.

      So if something looks odd, just blame the maple syrup and carry on. We’ve got mysteries to solve.

      

      - Maisie

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Steam curled from sturdy mugs of coffee, folding chairs creaked against the floor, and the northern lights waited on the horizon—ready to put Balsam Bay on the map, whether we liked it or not.

      I sat at the long table in the community centre on Friday morning, Des curled at my feet like she was the only one here not bracing for battle. Which, considering the committee members assembled, wasn't far off. Mabel Whitfield had commandeered the head of the table, flanked by a clipboard, a water bottle, and enough sticky notes to wallpaper the moon. The former town librarian—and the unofficial keeper of every story Balsam Bay ever told—had been steering the event since the astronomy club first dreamed it up five years ago, equal parts civic cheerleader and logistics wrangler.

      What started as informal stargazing gatherings at Aurora Point had exploded into something none of us had planned for. Between Callie's blog coverage and the unfortunate media attention our town had received from the summer's events, we were looking at six to seven hundred visitors in a community of just under four thousand. The hundred-campsite facility was already at capacity, the Lantern Inn was booked solid, and cabin rentals were up.

      "I'm just saying," Mabel announced, stabbing a pen toward the paper in front of her, "if we don't finalize the vendor layout today, I'll be forced to make the executive decision to put the donut hole stand beside the axe-throwing booth again—and we all remember how that went."

      "That guy signed the release form," someone mumbled from the back.

      "You still owe me a first aid kit," added Kelli Bough from across the table. She ran the little wellness shop near the museum and had become a surprisingly steady presence in town, despite arriving barely a year ago with two Himalayan salt lamps and no winter boots.

      Next to me, Callie clicked away on her tablet, managing volunteer signups while simultaneously documenting everything for her blog. She'd been quietly turning the festival into a social media darling for weeks now, and the results showed—hashtags like #BalsamBayBlazesBright and #AuroraNightsVibes were trending in tourism circles. My daughter had a knack for spotting opportunity, especially when it involved a camera or a cause.

      "I do want to flag something," said a new voice, quieter, with the careful tone of someone who expected to be ignored. Arlo Trent—science teacher, amateur astronomer, and Balsam Bay's official northern lights forecaster—adjusted his glasses. "Solar activity is unusually high right now. The auroras might be visible for most of the week, not just the peak nights. That's going to bring in a lot more people than usual."

      "That's the idea," Callie said brightly, never looking up from her tablet.

      "Yes, but—" Arlo hesitated. "There's a difference between a nice crowd and a... surge. I've already had three calls from out-of-province tour operators asking if we offer shuttle access to Aurora Point."

      The room stilled.

      Bertha Wise, who’d kept the general store running with more efficiency than some government offices, cleared her throat. "And what did you tell them?"

      "That it's protected Crown land, and the last thing we need is busloads of people stomping all over it," Arlo said. "Which is true. But I think we should be prepared. The trail access is challenging enough without dealing with crowds who don't know the terrain."

      A sharp click interrupted him. Charlotte Bugle—seated near the end of the table like a potted plant with a spreadsheet—had finally decided to weigh in.

      "Well," she said with a smile sharp enough to cut glass, "the mayor's office has actually anticipated the possibility of increased interest in Aurora Point."

      The mayor’s office. As if they’d been involved from the beginning instead of swooping in at the last minute with premium packages and media coordination. And of course Charlotte—Mayor John Bugle’s niece—was here now, the first Bugle ever to sit on the festival committee. Mabel might hold the title of committee head, but Charlotte had been introducing herself as festival coordinator since the day she arrived, and no one had found the nerve to correct her.

      "Which is why," Charlotte continued smoothly, "I've invited Dawn Kessler to document the festival. She's a travel and science blogger with a podcast that reaches thousands of people interested in natural phenomena, and she's developed quite a following with her travel segments documenting unique Canadian destinations. She'll be capturing the authentic community experience."

      “Dawn Kessler?” Fern Carrick—our resident astronomy enthusiast and museum staffer, normally the last person to raise her voice in a crowd—called from the coffee urn, mug suspended mid-pour. “The Dawn Kessler from Canadian Cosmic Conversations?” Her face lit up with genuine excitement. "I can't believe you didn't tell us! I've been following her work for years—she did that incredible series on light pollution and its impact on wildlife migration patterns."

      Across the table, I noticed Arlo's pen freeze mid-note, his eyes widening for just a moment before he looked down at his papers with sudden, intense focus.

      "Dawn specializes in making science accessible," Charlotte explained. "Her work bridges the gap between academic research and public understanding. Exactly what we need to position Balsam Bay as a serious aurora destination."

      "I'm particularly interested in how communities balance preservation with tourism," said a new voice from the back of the room. Dawn Kessler herself had quietly slipped into the room, notebook in hand, observing with the careful attention of someone already working. "Especially when there are... competing interests about land use. Economic development versus environmental protection. Old families versus newcomers. Those tensions make for compelling storytelling."

      At Dawn's sudden appearance, Fern's coffee mug tilted dangerously, sending a small cascade over the rim that she hastily dabbed with a napkin, her cheeks flushing with what looked like a combination of excitement and nerves.

      The woman was maybe in her late thirties, with the kind of confident bearing that came from asking difficult questions for a living. She'd already found her way to the back corner where she could observe without disrupting—professional instincts, probably.

      "Welcome, Dawn," Charlotte said, undoubtedly enjoying Dawn's timing. "Dawn's brought her travel trailer," Charlotte added. "She'll be staying at the festival campground for the full experience—really immersing herself in the community story."

      "Why don't I get perspectives from multiple people?" Dawn suggested diplomatically. "The more voices, the richer the story."

      "Perfect," Callie said, finally looking up from her tablet. "I've been documenting a lot of the festival prep on my blog. Happy to share insights from the social media angle."

      And just like that, my daughter had inserted herself into whatever media circus was brewing. It wasn't surprising—Callie had inherited my curiosity along with my stubborn streak.

      "Wonderful," Dawn said, making a note. "This is exactly the kind of authentic community engagement I was hoping to find."

      Authentic. The word was starting to lose all meaning.

      Across the table, Charlie Campbell sat quietly beside Charlotte, the picture of devoted attention. Museum volunteer, occasional handyman, and, according to local gossip, Charlotte's boyfriend. Sean Patrick—Balsam Bay’s unofficial geologist-in-residence—had mentioned that Charlie had been spending time at the museum this week, apparently eager to help with everything from display arrangements to cataloguing mineral samples.

      "I could help coordinate anything you need," Charlie offered suddenly, addressing Dawn directly. "Museum access, transportation around town, whatever would be useful."

      I caught the brief, restraining touch of Charlotte's hand on his arm—a gesture that looked affectionate but carried the unmistakable weight of a leash. "That's sweet of you, but I'm sure Dawn and her team have everything under control."

      Charlie's eager expression dimmed slightly, but he nodded. "Of course. Just wanted to offer."

      The dismissal was so smooth he probably didn't even realize it had happened. But I caught the flicker of disappointment in his eyes before he covered it with another obliging smile.

      "Right then," Mabel said, clearly wanting to regain control of her meeting. "Should we get back to vendor layouts? We still need to finalize the food court setup and coordinate with the fire marshal about the lantern walks."

      "Of course," Dawn said, settling back with her notebook. "Don't mind me. I'm just observing."

      Sure she was. And Des was just a dog who happened to be uncannily good at reading people.

      The meeting lurched back into logistics mode—vendor permits, volunteer schedules, the eternal question of portable toilets versus the community centre washrooms. Someone mentioned coordinating with LANTERN for campground management, which earned a few eye rolls from people scattered around the room.

      “Sorry,” Dawn piped up from her observer’s perch, pen hovering over her notebook. “What’s LANTERN?”

      “Local Alliance for Nature, Tourism, and Environmental Resilience,” Fern explained brightly. “They’re focused on conservation and making sure the festival stays sustainable.”

      “And CLAIM is the opposite,” Arlo muttered. “Citizens for Local Access, Industry, and Mining. They want development back—especially the mine.”

      CLAIM supporters weren’t fond of LANTERN’s environmental restrictions, especially when they slowed down practical festival logistics. Even during festival planning, the town’s competing land-use groups couldn’t seem to avoid their disagreements.

      But I kept catching glimpses of Dawn making notes during seemingly mundane discussions. What was worth documenting about the debate over whether to use battery-powered or solar string lights?

      And why did Charlotte look like she'd won something every time Dawn wrote something down?

      Sean caught my eye from across the room, that familiar half-smile playing at the corners of his mouth. He’d been around long enough to blur the line between visitor and neighbour. Officially, he was writing a book about Balsam Bay’s geology. Unofficially, his private contract work in the area kept a small distance between us that neither of us quite knew how to cross.

      "Can you give us some specifics on the aurora forecast, Arlo?" Sean asked.

      Arlo brightened immediately. "Exceptional conditions this week. The geomagnetic storm that's building should give us displays visible even through town lighting. Aurora Point itself..." He paused, glancing around the table. "Well, it's going to be magical. That elevated amphitheatre effect makes the lights seem like they're dancing just for you."

      "Life-changing moments," Fern added softly, her voice carrying the reverence of someone who'd spent years sharing that experience with visitors. "That's what people remember. That's what brings them back."

      "Which is exactly what we want," Charlotte said. "Sustainable tourism built around our natural advantages."

      The Bugles had always been more interested in resource development opportunities—reopening the mine, expanding commercial ventures—than following the tourism-focused direction that Balsam Bay founder Sam Melvin had established decades ago. It aligned them perfectly with CLAIM's development agenda. But her tone suggested something different—tourism that could be managed, controlled, monetized. The kind that came with infrastructure and development and all the things that made places like Aurora Point less magical and more profitable.

      Dawn looked up from her notes. "How does the community handle access to Aurora Point? It sounds like there are capacity concerns."

      "We've worked out a rotation system," Bertha explained. "Everyone gets one special Aurora Point experience during their visit. Managed access to Crown land with minimal environmental impact. Everyone takes turns, everyone respects the space."

      "Though this year the mayor's office has approved a 'premium viewing experience' for select guests," Charlotte added smoothly. "Limited numbers, for those who want a more... curated experience."

      There was a beat of stunned silence. Curated. Like the magic of Aurora Point needed editing.

      "You added a what?" Kelli asked.

      "Exclusive guided transportation, light refreshments, private viewing area. It's all being handled professionally."

      I sat forward. "And how exactly are you planning to keep the 'exclusive' guests from trampling all over an unsupervised stretch of protected land with documented erosion issues?"

      Charlotte's smile didn't falter. "The same way we do everything else, Ms. Lafleur—with the town's best interests at heart."

      I didn't trust anyone who used that phrase. Especially not someone with the last name Bugle.

      "Is this really what the festival is about now?" I asked. "Private upgrades and tourist targeting? Or are we still pretending this is a community event?"

      Charlotte's expression cooled by a few degrees. "Your concerns are noted."

      Which, in Bugle-speak, meant "watch your step."

      Callie paused her typing. Bertha raised an eyebrow at me. Des gave a sigh that sounded suspiciously like, "you poked the bear again, didn't you?"

      "Interesting," Dawn said, writing furiously. "Balancing preservation with access—that's always a fascinating challenge."

      By the time we wrapped up—vendor layouts finalized, Des officially dubbed "festival mascot" after Callie's enthusiastic lobbying, and promises to reconvene tomorrow—I had more questions than answers.

      "That was productive," Callie said as we gathered our things. "I like Dawn. She seems really interested in getting the story right."

      "Mm," I said, watching as Charlotte approached Dawn near the door, already deep in conversation about interview schedules and "key messaging opportunities."

      Des stretched and padded toward the exit, pausing to sniff at Dawn's boots as she passed. Dawn bent down automatically to give her a quick pat, the gesture natural and unthinking.

      "Friendly dog," Dawn said, smiling up at me.

      "She's got good instincts about people," I replied, studying Dawn's face for any flicker of reaction.

      If there was one, I missed it. Dawn just smiled and returned to her conversation with Charlotte.

      Outside, the autumn sun was warming the streets, casting everything in that golden light that made even mundane committee meetings feel like the beginning of something important. The festival banners strung across Main Street fluttered in the breeze, and volunteers in matching t-shirts were already setting up the information booth.

      But as we walked toward the car, I found myself thinking about the morning's dynamics. Something felt off-balance, though I couldn't quite put my finger on what. Maybe it was just the way Charlotte had positioned herself as Dawn's primary contact, or how smoothly she'd managed every interaction.

      Or maybe it was simpler than that—just the unsettled feeling that came with watching your hometown get repackaged for outside consumption, even with the best of intentions.

      The festival was happening. The question was: whose version of Balsam Bay would end up in Dawn's podcast?
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      Outside the community centre, the committee members scattered to their various afternoon plans. Fern was already deep in conversation with Arlo about scouting locations for the telescope setup, their voices animated with excitement about the week's forecast. Sean caught my eye and nodded toward his truck with a questioning look—probably wondering if I wanted to grab coffee and catch up.

      "Rain check?" I called to him. "Callie and I are grabbing lunch."

      He smiled and waved, heading off toward the museum.

      "Actually, speaking of lunch," Callie said, pulling out her phone to check something, "I should respond to a few comments on the blog post first. People are already asking about festival parking and whether pets are allowed at events." She leaned against the car, fingers flying over the screen. "This'll just take a few minutes."

      I watched the last of the committee members drive away while Callie worked. Charlie had lingered near the community centre steps, apparently waiting for Charlotte, but she'd walked straight past him toward Main Street without a backward glance. He'd stood there for a moment, looking uncertain, before finally heading to his own truck.

      "Okay, done," Callie said, tucking her phone away. "Want to grab lunch at The Lumberjack's Daughter? I could go for one of Mandy's grilled cheese and tomato soup combos."

      "Sounds good," I said, but my attention was already drifting toward the warm glow spilling from the café windows across the street. Through the glass, I could see the familiar lunch crowd settling in for coffee and conversation.

      "Let me just grab my charger," Callie said, opening the car door. "Phone's dying, and I want to post about Des's official mascot status while people are still talking about the meeting."

      Des trotted alongside me as we crossed toward the café, her tags jingling softly in the crisp air. Early October had that perfect edge promising cooler temperatures—ideal aurora weather, according to Arlo's forecasts.

      I was adjusting my jacket against the autumn chill when movement through the café's front windows caught my eye. Three figures at the corner table, heads bent together in conversation. Charlotte sat with her back to the street, perfectly composed even in casual discussion. Across from her, Dawn leaned forward with her notebook open, nodding at whatever Charlotte was explaining. And beside Charlotte sat a third figure—Mayor John Bugle himself, looking more engaged than I'd seen him in weeks.

      The full Bugle operation, apparently.

      "Mom?" Callie appeared at my elbow, charger cable in hand. "You coming in?"

      "In a minute," I said, still watching the scene unfold. My SAR training had taught me to observe before acting, to read the landscape before making assumptions. Right now, the social landscape inside that café was telling me a story I wasn't sure I liked. "Just trying to figure something out."

      Through the window, John was talking now, gesturing with the kind of animated enthusiasm he usually reserved for town council meetings when discussing economic development. Dawn smiled politely, but her attention clearly remained focused on Charlotte. Charlotte, for her part, managed the conversation with the smooth efficiency of someone accustomed to controlling information flow.

      As we pushed through the door, the bell announcing our arrival, I caught the tail end of their discussion.

      "—really important for people to understand the broader context," John was saying. "This festival represents more than just tourism. It's about positioning Balsam Bay as a destination with real economic potential."

      "Absolutely," Dawn agreed, making notes. "The intersection of community identity and development pressures is fascinating. How do you balance growth with preservation?"

      "Carefully," Charlotte said with a practiced smile. "That's why bringing in the right voices is so important. People who understand the vision."

      The vision. Not the community's vision, apparently, but something more selective. Something curated.

      The café door chimed, and Charlie entered, scanning the room until he spotted Charlotte's table. He approached with the hopeful expression of someone who wasn't sure if he'd be welcome, but was willing to try anyway.

      "Mind if I join you?" Charlie asked quietly, already pulling out the chair beside Charlotte.

      "We were just discussing the media coverage angle," Charlotte said, patting his hand briefly. "Nothing you haven't heard before."

      Charlie nodded, settling into his seat with the careful movements of someone trying not to disrupt the flow of conversation. He listened intently as John continued explaining the town's development vision, occasionally glancing at Charlotte as if seeking approval for his presence.

      "That's fascinating," Dawn said, making notes. "The balance between preserving character and encouraging growth—it's a challenge every small community faces."

      Charlie brightened, clearly seeing an opening. "The museum displays really show that evolution. We've got mining artifacts right next to astronomy equipment, old logging tools beside recently-collected geological samples. It's like the whole town's story in one building."

      Charlotte's smile tightened almost imperceptibly. "Charlie's been very... enthusiastic about the museum work."

      The subtle emphasis on 'enthusiastic' carried just enough condescension to sting, though Charlie's eager expression suggested he'd missed the barb entirely.

      "Tilly!" Dawn looked up as we approached their table, her face brightening with genuine warmth. "Perfect timing. I was just telling Charlotte and John how much I'm looking forward to exploring everything Balsam Bay has to offer."

      "It's a special place," I said carefully, nodding to the assembled Bugles and Charlie. "I hope you get to see all sides of it."

      "That's exactly what I'm hoping for," Dawn said. "The more perspectives I can gather, the richer the story becomes. Charlotte mentioned you used to be involved in search and rescue? That must give you a unique view of the landscape."

      "Among other things," I said, aware of Charlotte and the mayor’s sharp attention. "There's a lot of territory to cover around here. Different people know different pieces of it."

      "I'd love to talk to anyone willing to share their perspective," Dawn continued. "Local historians, business owners, longtime residents. The whole spectrum."

      John leaned forward. "Well, you're talking to the right people for that. The Bugle family's been here for generations. We've seen this town through a lot of changes."

      "That's wonderful," Dawn said, making another note. "Generational perspective is so valuable. But I'm also interested in newer voices—people who've chosen to make Balsam Bay home more recently. How that changes the community dynamic."

      Charlotte's smile tightened almost imperceptibly. "Of course. Though it’s important to separate those who are truly invested in Balsam Bay’s future from those who still keep one foot elsewhere. If you’re not fully committed, it shows.”

      A pointed comment—everyone knew I still had a condo in Victoria. The remark landed like a quiet warning, and Charlie shifted uncomfortably beside her.

      "Speaking of community," John said, turning his attention to me, "Tilly, I wanted to mention—tomorrow's memorial service for your father—just wanted to confirm everything's still on schedule. The whole town's looking forward to paying their respects." His tone carried the satisfied weight of someone who'd finally gotten his way after months of gentle pressure.

      The way he said it—like it was his event to coordinate—made my teeth itch. "Yes, everything's arranged."

      It was true, though tomorrow’s service weighed on me more heavily than I cared to admit. Between Charlotte’s maneuvering and Dawn’s eager questions, my mind kept circling back to what it would feel like to stand at the lakeshore with the whole town watching, pretending to say goodbye.

      Dawn looked between us with the careful expression of someone who'd just realized they'd walked into something personal. "I should probably focus on the festival coverage," she said diplomatically. "I'd love to talk to anyone willing to share their perspective about the community's relationship with the landscape.”

      "Actually," I found myself saying, "you should definitely talk to Sean Patrick. He's a geologist who's been doing interesting work in the area. Really understands the landscape that makes Balsam Bay so special."

      "Sean's work is rather... technical," Charlotte said quickly. "I'm not sure it would translate well for a general audience."

      "Actually, that sounds perfect," Dawn said, making a note despite Charlotte's obvious displeasure. "I love incorporating scientific context. Helps listeners understand why these places are genuinely special, not just pretty."

      "Sean would eat that up," Charlie said suddenly, his face lighting up with the chance to contribute something useful. "Guy's been teaching me about mineral compositions at the museum. Really knows his stuff about the local geology."

      Charlotte looked less than thrilled by this development, but covered it smoothly. "Well, if you think it would add value to the story..."

      "Definitely. Tilly, do you know how I could reach Sean?"

      "He mentioned he was planning to spend the afternoon at the museum working on some festival displays," I said. "Fern could introduce you."

      Which would give Fern more time with Dawn—something that clearly didn't sit well with Charlotte judging by the way her fingers drummed against the table.

      "Perfect," Dawn said. "This is exactly the kind of authentic detail that makes a story come alive."

      There was that word again—authentic—polished smooth by overuse. And it wasn’t Dawn I was worried about so much as Charlotte… her version of authentic versus what the rest of us might consider genuine community spirit. I’d spent enough time around media attention to know the difference between authentic and “authentic,” packaged and presented for easy consumption.

      From the look on Charlotte's face, I was pretty sure I knew which version we were dealing with.

      "Well," Charlotte said, gathering her purse with decisive efficiency, "we should let you enjoy your lunch, Tilly. Dawn, shall we continue our discussion at the hotel later since you said you’d be getting your crew settled in there? I can arrange for you to speak with some key community figures."

      Key community figures. Translation: people Charlotte could control.

      "Sounds great," Dawn said, closing her notebook. "And Charlie, thanks for the geology tip. I might take you up on that museum tour."

      Charlie practically glowed at the acknowledgment.

      As they filed out together, John and Charlotte flanking Dawn like an honour guard while Charlie trailed slightly behind, I found myself thinking about access and control. Aurora Point was Crown land—public space that couldn't be owned or sold. But that didn't mean it couldn't be managed, marketed, and packaged for the right kind of visitor.

      The question was: what kind of visitors did the Bugles want? And what were they willing to do to ensure they got them?

      "Interesting dynamics," Callie murmured, sliding into the seat Charlotte had vacated.

      "Very," I agreed, still thinking about the way Charlotte had orchestrated that entire interaction. Dawn might think she was conducting interviews, but Charlotte was clearly managing the narrative.

      Mandy appeared at our table with her usual warm smile. "Afternoon, ladies. I heard you had quite the committee meeting."

      Callie laughed. "At least Des finally got her moment in the spotlight."

      "About time that dog got proper recognition," Mandy said, bending to give Des a scratch behind the ears. "She's been the unofficial town ambassador for months. Half the tourists who come through here ask about her after seeing Callie's blog posts."

      “She does love the attention,” I said, giving Des a pat. “And it’s nice to see the town in such good spirits, especially with the festival ramping up.”

      Mandy nodded, glancing toward the window where volunteers bustled past. “That’s the best part of this time of year—everyone pitches in. Reminds you why small towns work. Now, what can I get you two for lunch?"

      As Mandy headed to the kitchen, I found myself studying the scene outside the window. Festival volunteers continued their setup work, tourists wandered with cameras and coffee cups—everything looked perfectly normal for a town preparing to welcome hundreds of visitors.

      But normal had a way of hiding complicated truths. I'd learned that lesson thoroughly this summer, when Dad's disappearance had revealed layers of community secrets I'd never suspected.

      The difference this time was that I wasn't starting from scratch. This time, I knew to look for the currents underneath the surface—and I was pretty sure Charlotte Bugle was counting on no one bothering to look that deep.

      Des stretched under the table and looked up at me with those knowing brown eyes, as if she could sense the direction of my thoughts.

      "Don't worry, girl," I murmured, scratching behind her ears. "Just keeping watch."

      After all, someone had to.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      The morning of Dad’s memorial service arrived grey and still, the kind of day that felt like the world was holding its breath. I’d barely slept, my mind cycling between festival logistics and the impossible weight of pretending to grieve someone who wasn’t dead. Now, with two hours until the church service, our kitchen had become command central for the final arrangements.

      My brother Jason sat at the table nursing his second cup of coffee, already in his RCMP dress uniform out of respect for Dad. The formality of it looked strange in our familiar kitchen, but it felt right for today. Callie moved between the counter and the stove, making sandwiches we probably wouldn’t eat but that gave her something to do with her hands.

      Bertha stood in the living room over the memorial box Joe Charles, Dad’s closest friend and a seasoned dog musher from the outskirts of town, had made. Her hands moving with practiced efficiency. Joe had carved it from planks salvaged from the old canoe he and Walter once fished from—the grain still holding the faint scent of lake water and forty years of summer mornings. Inside, she’d arranged Dad’s reading glasses, folded on top of his favourite flannel shirt, and a faded photo of him and Jason grinning over a northern pike. In one corner rested a small coin box—what had begun as Walter’s casual hobby had grown into a collection worth several thousand dollars, the kind of legacy the museum would prize.

      “Found these in his desk,” she added, tucking a thick manila envelope and a smaller cream-coloured one alongside the keepsakes. “Old photos and papers—seemed right to keep them together.”

      I turned away from the box, my chest tightening. “Whatever you think is right.”

      Bertha glanced up, her expression soft with concern. “Tilly, maybe you should⁠—”

      “No.” The word came out sharper than I intended. Two hours until the memorial; by the end of today everything would be packed away in the museum, Walter officially part of Balsam Bay’s history. Bertha believed she was helping us say goodbye, but I couldn’t pretend to grieve someone who was still alive.

      Des whined from her spot by the door, the soft anxious sound she made when too many things changed at once.

      “I know, girl.” I scratched behind her ears. “Almost over.”

      Bertha lifted a small wooden carving from Dad’s desk—a loon he’d whittled the summer after my mother died. Her thumb traced its smooth surface before placing it carefully beside the photos. “Said keeping his hands busy helped with the quiet.”

      My throat tightened. I needed air, movement, anything but standing here watching Dad’s life get arranged for display.

      Callie appeared in the doorway, car keys jingling in her hand. “Jason’s ready. We should head to the church early, get everything positioned.”

      Bertha closed the box with deliberate care, running her hands along Joe’s precise joints like she was sealing something sacred. “Your father would be proud. Both of you, handling this with such grace.”

      Grace. If that’s what they wanted to call the numbness that let me function, fine.

      I reached for my jacket. “Ready?”

      The drive to Balsam Bay United Church passed in silence—Des’s head resting against my shoulder in the back seat. Jason followed in his cruiser, the memorial box secured beside him.

      The church smelled like lemon oil and decades of Sunday mornings as we carried the box inside. Walter’s memorial had drawn the entire community, their voices rising in familiar hymns that would have made him smile.

      The hardest part wasn’t grief—it was pretending. Every testimony, every tear, every gentle touch on my shoulder pressed down like a weight. Dad was safe, hidden away after the Bugles’ threats had made staying in Balsam Bay impossible. His canoeing accident was the cover story—his death, a necessary lie that only Jason, Callie, and I carried.

      But the grief in this room was real. We weren’t mourning Walter. We were mourning our ability to tell the truth.

      Beside me, Callie sat quietly in her dark sweater, chosen for today’s performance. Jason occupied the seat on my other side, his uniform crisp and formal, his presence both supportive and appropriately official. Des pressed against my leg, her warm weight a steady reminder that some loyalties transcended understanding.

      The pews were packed with neighbours, shopkeepers
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