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        If you thought adventure and magic stopped at forty, guess again, it’s just the beginning.

        

      

      Ever wish life had a do over button?

      I never expected I’d be one of those people who had a midlife crisis. Sure, I’m over forty, and married,  but my kids are grown and moved out. Life is steady, if predictably boring.

      That all changes when my husband asks for a divorce and my whole world crashes. Everything I thought I knew, everything I am, gone in an instant.

      But I am not about to give up. After all, at my age, technically, I’m only halfway there.

      I am ready to tackle my do-over; my chance to become the me I’ve always dreamed of. Starting with moving into my late grandma’s cottage and adopting a new kitten.

      However, my new life is a little odder than expected. Old books suddenly appearing in my house. Neighbors going missing. A supposed lake monster, and a strange man who likes to skulk around with an axe.

      I’m going to need to lean on my friends, new and old, to help me navigate my midlife crisis. Together maybe we will find a way to beat the family curse ruining my second chance at life.

      For more info and a full listing of books see, EveLanglais.com
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      “I don’t want to be with you anymore.”

      The declaration hit me, a hammered fist to the heart. I stopped breathing as I stared at my husband of more than twenty years. Married straight out of college, we were supposed to grow old together.

      “I don’t understand.”

      I really didn’t. Where had this come from? I’d been the best of wives. Having seen my parents going at it from a young age, I’d decided early on in my relationship that I would be the peacemaker, meaning I tended to agree with anything Martin said—even if I didn’t agree. It wasn’t worth the fight, especially since he didn’t like to lose.

      “What’s not to understand, Naomi? It’s quite simple. I want a divorce. You know, that thing you file for when a person doesn’t want to be in a marriage anymore.” He spoke tersely. Not for the first time.

      Usually, I let it slide right over me. A long time ago I’d made sure his insults couldn’t touch anywhere important. It wasn’t working this time. He’d said the one word I couldn’t ignore.

      “Did you say a divorce?”

      When had he decided this? Because I’d had no inkling when I woke up that morning—at the same time as him because he didn’t like it if I slept longer than he did. As per our routine, he said not a word as he rolled out of bed and went to the bathroom. While he did his business, I slipped on some slippers and headed downstairs to make his coffee with freshly ground beans. Once it started percolating, I tackled the toast. Not too dark, slightly buttered with the real stuff, not margarine—which he held in low regard. By the time he came downstairs, his routine precise down to almost the minute, I’d plated it along with his sausage and sunny side up eggs. Martin was particular about his meals, and I’d had more than two decades to perfect them.

      I stared at this man who let me make him a freaking breakfast, knowing he was going to tell me he wanted out of our marriage. A spark of anger lit inside, but I ignored it.

      For now.

      “Yes, I said a divorce.” His voice held a hint of impatience. “You can’t tell me you didn’t see this coming.”

      Actually, I hadn’t. Martin was always unhappy. About everything. It might have gotten worse in the last few years, but I’d attributed it to him turning fifty. He had a few years on me, which might seem odd since we met in college, but he didn’t go to school right after he graduated.

      “I never thought about us ever separating.” A lie, actually. I had, more than once, imagined a life without his miserable comments and attitude. On many occasions, I’d cursed his existence in my head. I’d wondered what it would be like if he didn’t come home from work one day. He wasn’t in the best shape. Men his age died of heart attacks all the time.

      The moment the thought even crossed my mind, I’d feel guilty. How dare I wish for his death! So what if he didn’t make me happy like the heroes in my romance books? This was my marriage, my reality, and unlike so many other couples, I would make our relationship work. ‘Til death do us part.

      I kept my gaze from straying to the wooden block of knives.

      “Well, I have thought of leaving for a while now,” Martin declared, and I was offended.

      What did he have to complain about? The spark of annoyance flared brighter. “I’ve always done everything you asked of me.” Ironed his clothes. Made his meals. Cleaned his house. Had sex once a week. Blew him if I was on my period. I took care of everything but wiping his ass and doing his job as a real estate agent.

      For a moment the words of my best friend, whom I’d not talked to in over ten years, played inside my head, ”You’re a doormat. A slap in the face to feminists everywhere.”

      My cruel reply at the time? ”You’re just jealous I’m married and got out of small-town hell and you didn’t.” A horrible thing to say, and I’d burned with shame after. I couldn’t have said why I didn’t apologize.

      Most likely because she’d told the truth and I didn’t want to admit I was wrong. How long since I’d last spoken to Tricia? Too long. Because of the man currently expounding on the reasons why he didn’t want me.

      “Even you can’t be so stupid as to realize we have nothing in common.”

      I simmered, and words I rarely dared speak aloud spilled forth. “And whose fault is that?” I’d tried everything they told me to do in the books, setting up date nights with dinner followed by an activity. Except it didn’t quite work as planned.

      Bowling was a failure. Martin refused to wear the shoes that other people had worn. Just like he’d outright said no to painting because it was dumb, pottery was messy, escape rooms were juvenile. He had a reason to hate everything, meaning date night most often failed, if he even bothered to come home. Since his promotion a few years ago, he’d been working longer hours. When I dared to say something, he pointed out he was the breadwinner in the family.

      Not entirely true. I had a part-time job that brought in some extra money, but mine didn’t pay the larger bills, and I hadn’t always worked.

      Martin put in the long hours so I could stay home with our children. I appreciated it when the kids were growing up. Felt the guilt that because he worked so hard, he missed the pivotal moments in their lives. But because of his sacrifice, I’d been there for them with every milestone and every hurt. The one thing I could never fix was their obvious pain at their father’s indifference.

      When they were young, Daddy came home, ate dinner, and sat in his chair. It didn’t change much as they got older, except the yelling got louder and more frequent.

      I consoled myself with the reminder that at least they had two parents living together and a home. According to many books, I did the right thing.

      Yet the moment Geoffrey and Wendy graduated high school, they moved out. Not just out of the house but out of the state. Some days I lied to myself and blamed it on the fact they wanted to go to college somewhere cooler than a small town in Vermont. The truth was they left because they couldn’t stand being part of our family.

      Being near Martin more specifically. With me, as they entered their teen years, they became indifferent. As adults, we were almost strangers.

      I heard from them occasionally, but those conversations were short and stilted, painful beyond belief, so I was almost relieved it didn’t happen more often. The guilt would hit me that I didn’t reach out. Then the pity party would start because my own children hated me.

      Could I blame them? I also hated myself.

      I hated Martin, too. However, panic at the thought of him leaving made me say, “If you’re unhappy, we can get some counseling. Fix things.” Because as much as I disliked him, now that he’d offered me an out, I suddenly didn’t want it.

      The thought of being alone…

      I tried vainly to think of something, anything, to cancel out the roaring in my ears. The heavy sensation pressing on me from all sides. The debilitating dismay as I saw my life, my future, being flushed away to make room for what Martin wanted.

      It was always about what he wanted.

      For a half-second, a rebellious thought overcame my anxiety. Why is everything always about him? What about me?

      The ember of rage flared brighter than ever, yet I remained cold.

      “I don’t want to fix things.” His short, clipped words brimmed with anger. “Get this through your thick skull. I don’t want to be with you anymore. You’re boring. Fat. Stupid. I mean look at you.” He waved a hand, and his face twisted in disgust. “You don’t even try to look nice anymore.”

      Another verbal slap and a part of me wanted to argue, and then I glanced down at my outfit. An oversized shirt to hide the bulging middle and stretchy leggings in a soft faded cotton. I’d stopped wearing denim a long time ago due to chafing. I’d gained a lot of weight during my pregnancies. Even more in the past few years as boredom put me on the couch.

      While I’d gotten a job once the kids hit high school, Martin had refused my request to go back to work full-time. He said it would make him look bad. I was secretly glad, given the idea of working more than twenty hours a week for minimum wage meant I’d have a hard time keeping up with the housework. Perhaps had I gotten a better paying job I might have splurged and hired some help. Except, as Martin liked to remind me, I wasn’t qualified to do anything. I was a wife. A mom. A homemaker.

      “—a slob. Why do you think we don’t have sex anymore?”

      I bit my tongue before I said what first came to mind. I wasn’t allowed to speak about his problems below the belt. “I’ve offered.”

      I had, out of some sense of obligation and because sometimes my books had some steamy parts that reminded me of how I used to like sex when I was younger.

      “And I said no to those offers because you disgust me. The sight of your body turns me off.”

      The cruelty of his statement stole my breath. Martin had always possessed an acerbic manner, and it only got stronger as we got older. But this level of meanness… When did the hating begin?

      The cold in me intensified as my rage overflowed. How dare he speak to me like this? Something in me rebelled. “I thought we stopped having sex because you couldn’t get it up anymore.”

      It was mean. Horrible of me. Making fun of a condition that came with age and a relief that I no longer had to pretend.

      The smirk on his lips should have warned me. “A limp dick only with you. Turns out I just needed the right woman. A real woman.”

      Okay, that sucker-punched me even more than the body insults. I barely had any breath to speak. “You’re cheating on me?”

      “I’ve moved on, and so should you.”

      “To do what?” I practically yelled. I’d revolved my whole world around him. As miserable as it was, I had nothing else.

      “Do whatever you want, but do it somewhere else. I want you out of my house. Take your stuff and go.”

      “Where?” This was my home. This couldn’t be happening.

      “I don’t really care so long as you’re gone by the time I come back.”

      Hold on a second. “Where are you going?

      “None of your business.”

      My lips trembled. “You can’t just leave me.”

      “I can. And don’t you dare start your crying. This is your fault.” With those final words, he slammed out of the house.

      And I broke.

      I sat down on my immaculate kitchen floor and sobbed. It wasn’t pretty. Or quiet. Or even dry.

      Snot ran down and dripped from my chin, mixing with my salty tears. I took great, hiccupping gulps as my body shook and I cried. Cried hard.

      If asked, I’m not even sure I could have said why I was so sad. In many respects, Martin was right. Our marriage hadn’t had any kind of true intimacy or love in a long time. Yet, it existed. It gave me purpose and meaning. A reason to get up early every morning.

      Did it matter if I was happy? I wasn’t even sure what happiness looked like. How did one define happiness? I had a roof over my head, clothes, food, my own car. But those things came at a cost. My dignity. My self-worth.

      When was the last time I’d truly smiled? Laughed? I didn’t even have my children anymore. Martin had chased them away, and I, too meek to confront him over it, allowed it.

      Allowed that man to guide my every move and thought. He was right about one thing. I was dumb. In one fell swoop, he took my life and my future away from me.

      I am nothing.

      I was a nobody. No one needed me. Not a single person I could turn to or count on because I’d driven them all away.

      Would anyone really care if I were gone?

      My children would mourn me, but not for long. They’d escaped, and I knew they blamed me for allowing Martin to be Martin. As a father, he was the hockey dad on the sidelines, screaming obscenities at referees and other parents. Every year he was escorted from an arena and I got pitying looks. I wasn’t surprised when Geoffrey stopped playing.

      As for Wendy, his little girl, she wasn’t so little. A chubby girl growing up, she’d retained some of the weight as a teen, and her father mocked her. “You’d need a dozen of those fairies with magic dust to make you fly.”

      It was one of the few times I stood against him. Where I tried to protect my daughter.

      “Don’t call her fat.”

      “Don’t tell me what to do in my house with my kid,” he’d sneered. “Do you want her to end up looking like you?”

      Rather than fight, I’d buried myself in a room with a book and a pint of ice cream. I did that a lot. Hiding from the ugliness in the hopes it would go away.

      It never actually worked, and yet I couldn’t break the cycle. I still recalled how I’d hated it when my parents split up. I couldn’t do that to my kids. Then, once they were gone, I stayed. Why?

      I actually knew the answer to that. Fear.

      I was a fat, middle-aged woman with no job skills, nothing. Where would I go? What would I do? I couldn’t start over.

      Except now Martin had left me no choice.

      He’d told me I had to pack up and go. The very idea had me hyperventilating. Where would I go?

      My first thought was to call the kids, and I immediately dismissed it. I couldn’t ask Wendy or Geoff. They didn’t deserve to have their lives disrupted, not to mention I didn’t think I could handle the “I told you so” from my daughter.

      But if not them, then who? My family had died a long time ago.

      I’m all alone. There was no worse feeling in the world.

      I fixed my gaze on the gas stove. I’d heard it didn’t hurt. What would it be like to go to sleep and never wake? At least then I’d stop being a disappointment to everyone, most of all myself.

      Without even realizing I’d moved, I found myself standing in front of the stove, my hand on the knob. The scent of gas filled my nostrils.

      Dring. Dring.

      My phone, with its old-fashioned ring tone, broke me free from the depressed mood that gripped me. I smelled the rotten egg of the gas and snapped the valve shut.

      Never would I kill myself. In that I was certain.

      I stepped away from the stove—and my moment of insanity—and rubbed at the hair straggling across my face, stuck to damp, snotty cheeks. Gross.

      Dring. Dring.

      I chose to rinse my face with cool water rather than run for the phone. It would hit voicemail before I reached it. Besides, I didn’t want to talk to anyone.

      They might hear the shame.

      And if they asked if I was all right—

      Well, that was a question I’d rather not deal with right now. Only once I’d patted my face dry did I peek at my phone. Unknown. Damned telemarketers.

      I shuffled from the kitchen into the living room, catching sight of myself in the mirror. Halting, I stared long and hard. Stared at myself in a critical manner that I’d not dared for a long time. I hated the woman looking back at me.

      A woman who had let herself go. When was the last time I had my hair cut? The wispy ends of it were dry and split. Gray lined the brown. And it was thin. So thin compared to my youth when I could barely put my fingers around it.

      Look at the state of my brows! Shaggy caterpillars that only narrowly missed joining. Just call me Bert.

      My shirt probably wouldn’t even make the repurpose bin if donated. It was little better than a rag. In my defense, I’d not expected to get up this morning and get dumped on. But at the same time, I couldn’t recall the last time I’d bought myself something because it looked pretty. It had been a while since I’d bothered trying to doll myself up to look attractive.

      For that I blamed Martin. He didn’t care, so neither did I.

      And now look at me. The old lady in the mirror had a trembling lower lip and her skin was blotchy.

      It would have been easy to start crying again. Just as easy to forget my previous vow of not giving up and go straight for the pills Martin kept in the upstairs bathroom. Wash them down with some booze and then a nice soak in the tub and I wouldn’t have to deal with this…nightmare.

      My gaze strayed to the stove again. I knew all the ways I could go. Easy, painless methods, unlike what I’d have to deal with today, tomorrow...

      Scratch. Scratch.

      It came from the living room. The strange noise drew my gaze to the back of the house. A curtain covered the sliding glass door because Martin hated sunlight in the morning. For once, I didn’t actually mind it, as the gloom suited my mood.

      I heard it again, a strange noise coming from outside. I crossed the room in an instant. Yanking the curtain aside, I saw a little furry face. The ears on the smoky gray fluffball were bent. Its fur was matted and wet as if it had spent time in the rain. It had one blue eye, one green, the mismatched set gazing mournfully at me. It raised a paw, and its sharp little claws dragged on the screen.

      How had a kitten gotten into the yard? The fence was too high for it to climb.

      “Meow.” The cry emerged soft and muffled.

      I still slid open the door and then pulled mesh along the metal track before kneeling. “Hello there, little one. Where did you come from?” I saw no collar. Nothing to identify whom it belonged to.

      I reached out and stroked a finger over its head. It trembled. Poor little thing.

      “What am I going to do with you?” It probably belonged to someone. Maybe they’d come looking for it.

      “Meeee-uuu.” The long, plaintive sound tugged at me, and I scooped the wet thing, cradling it to my own damp chest.

      “Don’t cry,” I soothed, the gesture and comforting of the trembling body reminding me of my kids when they were little. A time when I used to be if not happy, then content. Back when they still loved and looked up to me.

      The little head bumped into my chest. I stroked a finger over its damp head, and the kitten broke into a ragged, rumbling purr.

      “Let’s get you warm and dry.” I brought the kitten into the house, ignoring the inner voice that said Martin wouldn’t like it. He hated animals. Forbade us from having any.

      Martin could stuff it.

      “I wonder if someone is looking for you,” I murmured, bringing it into the kitchen.

      I only briefly thought of going and asking door to door if someone had lost it. The thought of facing that many people…I couldn’t do it.

      Instead, I created a small poster and stapled it to the fence out front with its peeling paint. It had been years since Martin gave a hoot about anything pertaining to the house. Probably too busy giving his attention to another woman.

      Jerk.

      With my civic duty done, I made a quick trip to the store, bought everything I needed for the cat and myself, paid for it on a credit card. Then I went and gassed up, where the same card was declined.

      I frowned at the machine. Perhaps it had malfunctioned. I went inside and the cashier gave me a bored look as it was declined again.

      A good thing I had a few dollars to pay for my gas. I got back into my car, hot with embarrassment, which turned to fury once I got off the phone with the credit card company. Martin had cancelled my credit card.

      Glancing at my phone, I wondered if it would be the next casualty. I had no doubt vindictive Martin would try to take everything from me. He’d leave me with nothing.

      Then what would I do?

      Starting my car, I found my spine and yanked it out of hiding.

      If Martin wanted a divorce, I’d give him a divorce, but I was done bending over backwards for him.

      He wanted a fight. I’d give him a fight.
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      “I can’t believe the judge is letting you stay in the house,” Martin hissed.

      It was a few days later, after my lawyer—who assured me Martin would be paying for her services—got a court order that said it was mine to live in until the divorce was final. My lawyer also got me back a portion of the money Martin had cleared out of the joint account, which was good, because my puny paychecks didn’t go very far. I’d not yet asked for more hours. I’d been too busy digging out every single piece of paper I could find to give my lawyer, Mrs. Salvatore—who specialized in ensuring spouses didn’t get screwed during separations.

      I could thank my new kitten for finding Mrs. Salvatore—"Call me Rosy”—given I’d almost thrown out the flyer with her name and number on it. My little furball had attacked the piece of paper when it fluttered to the floor on the way to the recycle bin. The headline had grabbed me with its bold statement. You deserve more.

      I did.

      One phone call to the lawyer and some of my anxiety had lessened. Today, winning in court, a bit more eased. I still had a home.

      Martin didn’t like losing, though. “You’ll regret not leaving.”

      I’d regret even more letting this man tell me what to do. I angled my chin. “Don’t worry. I don’t plan to stay in it forever.” I hated it with a passion and couldn’t wait to abandon it. “Once we sell it and I receive my half—”

      “Half? I paid for it. It’s mine!”

      Maybe in his mind, but according to the law, I was still entitled to at least half of it. And given Martin had been spending his nights with his girlfriend—another kick in the face—the judge had no sympathy for him.

      “I’ll have your things boxed and placed on the front porch.” No point in mentioning the fact there might be a little spit mixed in.

      Now that I’d had a chance to really mull things over, I’d gone from crying to fighting. Not to save our marriage but to salvage my part in it.

      I’d come into it with a small inheritance from my grandmother, who’d died while I was away at college. After I graduated and we married, I was the one who paid the down payment on the house, and while I didn’t contribute to much of the mortgage afterwards, my role at home was recognized by the courts. I was entitled to half, which angered Martin to no end.

      “I should have killed you.” The spittle almost hit me in the face.

      “Is that a threat?” My heart raced, and I almost trembled with fear, but I wouldn’t let him intimidate me. It turned out standing up to him was easier than expected, if ugly.

      So very ugly.

      A good thing I had Grisou to keep me company. I’d chosen that name for my kitten because the French Canadian endearment reminded me of my grandmother.

      Thinking about her reminded me of the discovery that I still owned her cottage. Kind of. It was held in a trust that passed down to me after her death. I’d completely forgotten about it. I’d only gone once after she died. Martin said it was too far, and he hated the rustic nature of it.

      It was a strange offer that arrived in the mail with an offer to buy it that inadvertently reminded me of its existence. My lawyer had immediately researched it and was confident I’d get to keep it. Something about a legal trust and some clause saying it had to stay in the family. Meaning Martin couldn’t touch it. Even if I died, it would go to Wendy and Geoff.

      I wondered how it fared. Probably not too well given how long it had been since my last visit. Guilt filled me at the thought. I’d spent happy times in that cottage with my grandmother. It was even my home in high school after my dad disappeared—presumed dead—yet, I’d abandoned it.

      So many things I’d given up for Martin, and for what? Other than the children, who barely spoke to me, what had I gotten out of it?

      Low self-esteem. An extra hundred or so pounds. And the loss of my youth.

      At forty-six, it was too late for a do-over. If only life came with a mulligan like it did in golf.

      Arriving at the house I’d shared for much too long with Martin, I parked in the driveway and grimaced. I didn’t want to go inside. I hated everything about it. The taupe color of the walls. The set of leather furniture in the living room. Martin’s idea, not mine. Cold in the winter and sweaty in the summer. I preferred something with fabric that I could sink into, like the big chair my grandmother positioned by her fireplace. From it, she used to tell me stories while I drank hot cocoa, fantasy tales about how the woods were home to fairies and other impossible creatures. About the monster in the lake and the elves that roamed the woods.

      I’d loved her fiercely and still remembered how hard I cried when, after my mother died, my father moved us far enough that it became hard to visit. I went from seeing her all the time to once or twice a year. Then Dad didn’t come home, and she was the only person I had left. Not that I cared. By the time I went to live with her as a teenager, I was a moody thing, prone to depression.

      She left everything to me. Her only granddaughter.

      Funny how I couldn’t stop thinking of her lately. Her and the cottage. I recalled the tranquility of the woods surrounding her place and the gentle sound of waves lapping the shore of the lake.

      It had been too long since my last visit. Way too long. I doubted it was still the same.

      As I entered the house, Grisou came bolting out of nowhere and flung himself at my calf. Four legs and too many teeny-tiny claws clamped onto my pants, penetrating fabric and digging into skin.

      Ouch. I winced, but I didn’t shake my leg to fling him off. I’d learned my lesson. He would only cling tighter.

      Instead, I gave him my sternest gaze. “What did I say about climbing my leg?”

      “Miii-ooo.” His happy sound as he inched up me until his head butted into my chin. He instantly started to purr.

      How could I be mad? I couldn’t. On my darkest day, he’d appeared like some kind of guardian angel and saved me. Or at least gave me something to smile about.

      I rubbed at his ears, and he purred so lustily his whole body vibrated. I laughed, a sound that was less and less rusty by the day. “You are such a cutie.” I forgave him the pinpricks on my leg.

      With him clinging to my shoulder and neck, I headed for the kitchen. After the afternoon I’d just had, I needed a drink.

      Whereas only days ago I would have gone for the soda in the fridge—the sweeter, the better—I now aimed for water. Ever since Martin dumped me, I’d been resisting the temptation to eat my anxiety away. It hadn’t worked for more than two decades.

      Time for a change, even if it was painful—like the hour I’d spent plucking my brows. Not something I’d recommend. My skin still hadn’t forgiven me.

      My phone rang, which was startling given I’d only gotten it a few days ago. As expected, Martin had cancelled the other line. So far, only the kids and my lawyer had it.

      It wasn’t them calling.

      I frowned at the number. Unknown. Just like the call I got the day Martin left me. Probably a telemarketing scam. Like that guy who told you he worked for the IRS and you’d better send money or the cops would be knocking down your door. Maybe I should answer and given them Martin’s number to call instead.

      Tempting.

      I ignored it.

      It went to voicemail, and the notification went off. I’d check it later. First, I changed clothes and got on the treadmill, which had been gathering dust in the basement for years.

      I huffed and puffed as I quick-marched on it, hating every minute. Those people who talked about the euphoric high they got from exercising? Liars. But I was determined to stick to it. Not because Martin had called me fat but because I was fat and it was time I did something about it.

      When we’d married, I’d weighed one hundred and fifty pounds. By the second kid, I was over two hundred and never came back down. Over the years I crept up. Two twenty. Two forty. I got depressed. Two sixty…and my husband left me.

      I didn’t want to be a sad, overweight divorcee who stayed in the house and never did anything except collect cats. Although I now understood why you would. There was something very satisfying about having Grisou around.

      “Next week, I’m going to learn how to throw axes.” I’d seen a flyer in the grocery store a few months ago. It seemed the most frivolous skill I could learn, and yet, I tingled with excitement at the idea of trying. If the apocalypse came, I’d be ready.

      “I am also going to try belly dancing at the rec center and eat at that new sushi place,” I informed Grisou, who’d followed me to the basement and curled up in the blanket on the chair I’d set up for him.

      The cat stretched and blinked in reply. It was nice having someone who agreed.

      Off went my phone again just as I finished my wretched bout with the machine of leg torture. Seeing a number I recognized, I almost dropped the cellphone as I tried to answer.

      “Hi, Wendy.” I tried to act casual. My daughter rarely called me, but this would be the second time this week. The first being the day after I told her Martin and I were separated.

      “Hey, Mom. Just calling to see how you were doing.”

      The first time she’d done this, I’d gaped in surprise. Now, I had a reply. “Doing fine. You?”

      Look at me acting calm and collected. Meanwhile I wanted to jump for joy. My daughter cared what happened to me.

      I’m sure Geoff did, too. Hard to tell, given my son took the news of the divorce with his usual aplomb. “That’s cool.” Not exactly encouraging, but at least he didn’t freak out.

      When I’d told Wendy, she turned quiet as I babbled, “…it happens all the time to couples who’ve been married a long time. You know. They grow apart. And, um, want to move on.”

      “Are you having an affair?” Wendy had asked.

      “What? Of course not!” I’d exclaimed.

      “Is he?”

      At the time, I’d said no, not wanting to be that woman who turned her kids against her ex. But I had a feeling Wendy knew.

      “Mom?”

      My daughter snapped me back to the present, and I stuttered, “Sorry, I got distracted by the cat. What did you say?”

      “Wait, cat? Since when do we have a cat?”

      “I found him, and no one has claimed him.” Nor did he show up on any lost pet networks for the neighborhood or have a microchip. I’d checked, worried I’d get attached and that someone would take him from me.

      “Hunh. I always wanted a cat.”

      “I know.” What else could I say? We both knew why we never could have one before.

      Rather than address it, Wendy said, “Weren’t you supposed to attend court today?”

      “I did.”

      “And?”

      How to explain her father had turned into a giant douchecanoe that painted me to be the stupidest of cows? And that the judge saw through his less-than-rosy words to grant me some modicum of support.

      “I’ll be staying in the house while things get settled.”

      “Ha, I’ll bet the prick didn’t like that.”

      The exclamation had me almost gasping in surprise. “Your father was understandably upset.”

      “My father is an ass.”

      “Wendy!”

      “Please, Mom, we both know it’s true. I’ve said it for years.”

      She had, and I’d stubbornly rejected the statements and told Wendy to respect her father. No wonder she’d moved away from me.

      I found myself blurting out, “I’m sorry for how he treated you.”

      There was silence. Had I gone too far?

      Then a whispered, “He treated you way worse.”

      Tears filled my eyes because, in that moment, I grasped just how much my daughter had seen. How had I ever fooled myself into thinking otherwise? Of course, she saw. It was right there every time Martin opened his mouth and berated me. Every time I catered to one of his whims.

      My stupidity hit me like a piano to the head. I’d been so determined to keep the family together at all costs that I’d ignored everything else. In my mind, the kids being shuffled between households was the most horrible thing because I’d remembered it being terrible for me. It didn’t get better when I was stuck with my single dad. Surely having parents who were together was the right choice.

      Wrong. In staying, I’d made my children’s lives worse.

      “You must hate me,” I stated, the truthful claim raw. I should have protected her better. Her and Geoff.

      “How could I hate you when you hate yourself so much already?”

      My lower lip trembled, and I might have truly started bawling had Grisou not nudged my hand. My words emerged choked. “I don’t hate myself.”

      “Really?” There was a sarcastic lilt to it.

      I closed my eyes and sighed. “Okay, maybe a little. I should have been stronger.”

      “Kind of hard when someone keeps beating you down.”

      “Your father never hit me.” I couldn’t have said why I defended him.

      “Abuse doesn’t always come from fists.”

      When had my daughter gotten so wise? Please tell me she’d escaped soon enough to not be the weak mess I turned out to be.

      “I’m working on getting better.” I didn’t say how much it scared me.

      But she somehow knew. “It won’t be easy. Especially since you’re still living in that house.”

      “I don’t have a choice. Where would I go?” The moment I said it, I saw the corner I’d backed her into. “I’m fine. I don’t need to move anywhere. Not yet at least.”

      “Please don’t tell me you’re planning to live in that house forever.”

      “No!” I almost shouted the word. The idea seemed too much like a prison. “I’m just going to stick around long enough to handle the legal aspects of the divorce.”

      Martin was pushing hard for it to happen fast, and that worked for me. The sooner I could distance myself and start over, the better.

      “You don’t have to be in that house to do that. Your lawyer can deal with most of it.”

      “I’ll be fine.”

      Which wasn’t a complete lie. Was everything one hundred percent perfect? No. But I could celebrate the small victories. Every day I got up counted as a good thing. Every decision I made on my own was a step in the right direction. I would get past this bump in my life.

      We spoke a little longer about Wendy and her job, which she hated—"I feel like I’m going nowhere.” I refrained from saying she was right. She was venting, and I’d read enough books on being a better me by this point to know she just needed me to listen.

      She spoke of her roommates and the fact they were stealing her milk again. “Like I won’t notice it went from full to barely enough for my cereal.”

      I listened and sometimes had some words of wisdom to give, such as putting dish soap and a fabric softener sheet in a pot that had burnt crud on the bottom.

      We chatted more than we’d talked in…ever, I guess. I’d never realized how much we’d tiptoed around the house, fearing Martin’s wrath. I’d allowed myself to miss out on having a relationship, a true one, with my kids because of fear.

      I wanted to duck my head and hide in shame. But I wouldn’t. Hiding was how I’d gotten to this point. No more. I was done being a doormat. I could and would survive this and emerge stronger.

      If only being alone wasn’t so damned scary. I reminded myself that thousands, probably even millions, of women managed to live independently. Many, like me, had to start over. If they could do it, surely, I could too?

      I can do this.

      As pep talks went, it bolstered me when the panic wanted to set in. Each time I went to submit a job application to somewhere that might pay me more, I would stand outside the building, take a deep breath, and remind myself people did this every day.

      Then I walked in.

      On day two of pounding the pavement—so to speak—I got a full-time job as a cashier at a local big box store, the kind small businesses railed about when really they should be getting mad at the consumers. The buyers chose to go where their dollars stretched furthest. It was human nature. I now worked for the enemy of all small towns, but I was getting forty hours a week instead of twenty. I went to work, and I came home. I couldn’t say I did much more. All the pep talks in the world wouldn’t let me try the things I kept saying I’d do.

      I didn’t go axe throwing because anxiety convinced me I’d drop the blade on my foot.

      I almost went painting, arriving at the restaurant early enough to have a meal, a salad with grilled chicken. My healthy food choices were at least sticking, but my resolve didn’t.

      As I saw people arriving in twos and threes, smiling and in chatting groups, I realized how pathetic I’d look. Me, all alone, surrounded by strangers.

      I fled. I couldn’t stand to sit there and feel judged. Or worse, pitied.

      I was a mid-forties woman with no friends.

      None.

      And I didn’t have the slightest clue how to make any. At work, things were busy. The employees rarely got time for more than hellos and how are you doing. I lied a lot. “Doing fine. How are you?”

      Technically, I was fine. I got up, I exercised, fed the cat, fed myself something diet approved. I’d found a few low carb books at the local Salvation Army and, after studying them, found that was the diet that kept me the most sated.

      As the weeks passed, the weight came off. I found my energy rising, enough that I started getting a little stir crazy. It had been since before my kids were born that I didn’t want to flop onto a couch at night. Now, eight o’clock hit and I got restless.

      Pacing the living room, not able to find a show that kept my attention, I decided to go for a walk. At night. By myself in the dark.

      Bravest thing ever.

      Maybe the stupidest. My mind had a list of bad things that could happen if I walked out that door.

      Grisou eyed me as I put on my shoes.

      “Don’t worry. I won’t be gone long.” I feared the dark. However, my need to move outweighed that anxiety.

      I locked the front door behind me and began a quick walk down the front walkway onto the sidewalk. I shoved my hands into the pockets of my sweater, my pace rapid, meaning I soon huffed. Yet I noticed I didn’t breathe as hard as before. In just a few weeks, I’d already become fitter. Climbing the stairs didn’t make me pant or set my knee to aching. Getting up in the morning didn’t involve as much groaning.

      I’d even noticed the improvements in the mirror and in the way my clothes fit looser. Enough that if it kept up, I might soon have to buy some pants—which I couldn’t afford but I’d find a way. Dropping a pant size was exciting to me. After all, it indicated I’d accomplished something.

      Count the small victories, or something along those lines. I’d read that in some self-help book.

      My sneakered feet hit the pavement with solid, rhythmic slaps, but in between them, I heard an echoing scuff. Someone else was out. No biggie. People were allowed to walk. That didn’t make them predators out to harm me.

      Still, I couldn’t help but quicken my pace, arms swinging, my face turning hot and the sweat running. The only glow I got from exercise was the kind that stank and made me moist. So gross. I’d shower when I got home.

      As I turned the corner, cutting my planned square of a walk into a rectangle, I listened intently to see if the other person kept going straight or away from me. I heard nothing. They must have moved on.

      The next half a block was lined with front yards, some lit with lights planted in stakes or as posts, illuminating short grass and tended shrubbery. Cars were parked at random, some people either not home judging by darkened windows or their vehicles in the garage. I didn’t see anyone else ahead of me, merely glowing windows that often flashed as if someone watched television. While I didn’t look behind, I heard no signs of pursuit. I relaxed.

      Too soon, apparently.

      Scuff. The soft noise alerted me to my mistake. My slackened pace picked up again, and I practically ran to the corner. If I turned left, it would bring me back to the house.

      In between my pants of breath, the sound almost a whistle as panic set in, I glanced over my shoulder. Something loomed on the sidewalk, dark and hulking. I saw no face, nothing distinct. I wasn’t even sure I saw a person, yet I felt an incredible chill.

      Terror filled me. Danger. It stalked me. I was convinced of it.

      Sobs tore from me as I kept running, trying to pull my phone from my pocket. I should have had it in my hand. It jiggled as I ran. How was I supposed to call for help if I couldn’t see to dial?

      I dropped it then almost ran away and left it.

      But I couldn’t afford another phone. I had to stop running and crouch to grab my cell. Tears pricked my lids as I noticed the cracked screen. The pounding of steps approached, and I pressed at the power button then tried to log in.

      Nearer and nearer.

      Invalid passcode. Try again.

      I couldn’t get the passcode right; my shaking hands kept getting it wrong.

      Nearer and…

      The person went past, their feet moving in a smooth cadence, their head angling to look at me, questioning, yet not stopping.

      For which I thanked him silently in my head. I think if the jogger had spoken, I might have screamed.

      Instead the man went on his way, soon disappearing from sight, and I walked with my cracked phone, feeling so stupid.

      The peeling fence of the house appeared. The yard was less overgrown than the week before, as I’d gotten outside with some shears and taken care of stray branches.

      As I turned onto the walkway, the hairs on my neck rose. The temperature dropped suddenly. A chill puckered the skin of my arms, and when I exhaled, I could have sworn I saw mist.

      Halfway up the walk to my house, I stopped and pivoted. I looked behind me to the street, dark because the light across from my place had stopped working. The night was quiet. Not even the sharp bark of a dog broke it.

      My breath emerged cold again, as if a sudden frost draped the land. Possible given it was mid-September.

      I’d have to dig out the warm stuff and see what I had. In previous years I’d stayed in the house a lot. Not this winter. Maybe I’d go skating on an outdoor rink.

      Turning, I walked to my door, and the cold deepened, as did the sense of menace. My walk turned to a sprint, and I ran for my door, key emerging from my pocket with fluid grace and sliding into the lock. I turned it. Click.

      Relief flooded me. I thought for sure it would fail. The door opened and I fell inside, quickly flipping to slam it shut. I turned the dead bolt then stood there waiting.

      I swear if I’d heard a knock, I would have peed myself.

      Nothing happened other than Grisou meowing at my feet. As I bent over to grab him, he darted sideways with a growl. He faced the door and his body arched, his fur rising in bristles.

      Another deep sound emerged from him, and I stopped breathing. I stared wide-eyed at the door and saw my breath misting again.

      Inside the house.

      I might have wet myself a bit. Grisou stalked a few cat-sized paces to the door, still uttering that low rumbling noise.

      I prepared to die. I imagined the door slamming open and something killing me. Bullets coming through it. Perhaps an explosion ramming splinters into my body.

      Instead, the air lost its chill and my cat calmed down. He turned his back to the door and began twining around my ankles, purring.

      I scooped him up and noticed everything felt fine. No more misty air. The hair on my neck behaved, and all apprehension had fled. It was the only reason I dared approach the door and look outside. Not much to see with the street still dark. I nuzzled my cat and murmured, “We’re both paranoid, I think.”

      He made a tiny noise that made me laugh.

      I cast one last glance outside and frowned. “Would you look at that. The light is working again.”

      It should have been reassuring to see the illuminated sidewalk, and yet I couldn’t help but wonder why the light had failed to shine before.

      Bulbs didn’t just start suddenly working again. Not unless you re-screwed them in.

      I walked away from the door, heading into the kitchen and the table with its daunting pile of papers. Income records, a listing of our assets, everything I could find in the house.  I was sorting them into piles for my lawyer in case she needed them.

      The letter, with its offer to buy my grandma’s cottage, sat by itself. The third one I’d received at this point from a company called Airgeadsféar. Never heard of them and I wasn’t interested in selling. My lawyer said I didn’t have to reply. I just wished they’d stop sending me offers since I couldn’t stand seeing them. Not because they wanted to buy the place. It was weirder than that. The logo on the top corner, some strange symbol, made me uncomfortable. Stupid, I know. Yet every time I saw it, my skin crawled.

      Snatching it from the table, I marched to the stove. It didn’t take much to ignite a corner, but I didn’t expect the noxious black smoke.

      “Idiot!” Was I trying to set off the fire alarms? I tossed the sheet into the sink and turned on the water, which made things only worse. I opened a window before the alarm started chirping at me then leaned against the sink and closed my eyes.

      What was wrong with me? Freaked out by a piece of paper. Why hadn’t I just tossed it or shredded it? Ignored it like an adult?

      A cold breeze came through the open window.

      I slammed it shut and glanced into the sink at the burnt mess. Wouldn’t you know that stupid symbol was the one thing to survive and taunt me?

      I rammed it down the garbage disposal and then set it churning.

      My phone rang as it gargled. Unknown number. Probably the same one that kept leaving me blank, staticky messages.

      The garburator choked and whined. Then stopped.

      Great. Just another broken thing in my life.

      Thanks to my anxiety, I took a sleeping pill that night.
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      The forest snagged at me. The sharp tips of branches reached out to scratch bare arms. My breath came in hot, fast pants, the air so cold the mist fell like tiny icicles.

      I had to escape. Move faster.

      My legs ached. I saw no refuge. Nowhere to hide.

      It came after me. I couldn’t have said what. I could hear it, though, taunting me even though there was no actual sound.

      Run, run as fast as you can. If I catch you, I’ll—

      It never finished the horrible rhyme. A chill rushed through me, tickling my skin, whispering icily on flesh.

      “Leave me alone!” I yelled, stopping my mad dash to whirl and yell at nothing.

      Little bitch. Little bitch. Let me in.

      The awful words ended in laughter.

      “Go away!”

      Never. A hand fell onto my shoulder, digging in sharply, and I screamed—

      It was the nudging of a cold wet nose that woke me.

      “Grisou,” I grumbled, not entirely angry. The terror of the nightmare clung to me, and I was glad to be shed of it.

      My kitten nudged me and let out a bossy growl. The kind that said I really should be up and paying attention. I’d really rather not. The sleeping pill I’d taken wanted me to shut my eyes.

      “Mee! Uuu!” The cat uttered a strident cry, unlike any I’d heard.

      As I opened my mouth to speak to him—never mind the folly of a cat understanding, let alone replying—I knew why he’d woken me. I smelled smoke.

      My eyes popped fully open. Despite the slight odor of smoke, the fire alarms in the house were silent, making me wonder, was there truly a fire? Then again, could I say with certainty we’d even changed the batteries? It used to be we did it religiously when the clocks moved forward and sprang back. But then we invested in those that came with built-in ten-year batteries. How long ago?

      Didn’t freaking matter. Alarm or not, smoke seeped into my room. A glance at my shadowy closed door made me wonder what I’d find on the other side. The smoke filling my room made wonder if I’d caused this. Me and that stupid letter I’d burned. But surely I’d doused it thoroughly?

      I glanced to my nightstand. Three a.m. My phone sat in the charging dock, and yet I didn’t see the little green light indicating it was charging. Nor did I hear the hum of the ceiling fan.

      A power outage and a fire? Or had the fire caused it? Let the experts figure it out. I snatched my phone, and there was only one number to call.

      It took two rings before anyone answered. “Nine one one, what’s your emergency?”

      “I think my house is on fire.”

      “Think, ma’am?”

      “There’s a lot of smoke in my room.”

      “Ma’am, are you inside the house?”

      “Yes.”

      “Have you seen any flames?”

      “Not exactly, but my bedroom is getting pretty smoky.” A part of me realized I should be more panicked, and yet I couldn’t help a surreal feeling. This wasn’t happening.

      “Ma’am, you need to exit the premises if possible.” The voice remained calm.

      “Okay, but what about the fire? I don’t even have a working hose.” It leaked something horrible, so I’d tossed it to the curb and not yet replaced it.

      “I’ve already notified the fire department. You need to leave the premises.”

      “Right. Should I bring anything?” I tried to remember the fire drill lessons I’d done with the kids.

      There was a hint of impatience in the dispatcher’s next statement. “Ma’am, you can’t delay. Please get out if you can now.”

      “What if I can’t?” I knew I was being dumb. Stalling. When I didn’t get a reply, only silence. I glanced at my cellphone. The screen showed no signal. How did that happen? I lived in suburbia, not the boonies.

      “Seriously?” I grumbled. At least the fire trucks were on their way. “Come on, kitty. Let’s get out of here.”

      Having no idea what I’d find, I took only a moment to put on a robe and slide my feet into slippers. A hand on the doorknob had me hissing in pain. Hot. So very hot. I wouldn’t get out that way.

      I glanced to the window. Located on the second story, it wouldn’t be easy getting down to the ground. Still, I moved to the glass and struggled to open the sash. It had been a while since it had to creak its way up the track, and it protested every inch of the way. I welcomed the fresh air that immediately poured in.

      There was no screen. Glancing out, I bit my lower lip. How would I get out? If I jumped, I’d break something for sure. My mattress would never fit through the opening. But maybe I could soften my landing?

      Moving quickly, I yanked the comforter off the bed and tossed it outside. In the distance I could hear sirens. Would they get here in time?

      The smoke in the room thickened, and I could have sworn I heard the crackling of flames. I quickly tossed pillows outside, only to stare in dismay as they flopped to the side.

      It was then I had the brilliant idea to use a sheet and climb down. It worked in the movies. I yanked it from the bed and, given it wasn’t very long, knotted the flat sheet to the fitted one. Then I scrambled to tie it to the doorknob of my closet. There was nothing else nearby that would work.

      I coughed even as my eyes watered, stinging with the smoke and heat. Time to go.

      I tucked the kitten into my robe pocket, tossed the makeshift rope out the window, and then sat myself on the ledge. It still looked like a long way down. I gripped the sheet and gave it a tug.

      It didn’t move. I yanked it harder, and it pulled free.

      Horrified I stared at the loose end. I’d have to tie it again. Looking back, I saw the door to my room glowing, the outline of it a terrifying orange.

      Just then the first emergency vehicle arrived. I sighed in relief.

      Rescue was here.

      They even brought the trampoline which, as a big girl, I’d been avoiding my entire life. With good reason as it turned out because when I hit it, I bounced. Arms and legs splayed, I flew from the protection of it, right into a fireman, knocking him to the ground.

      My hefty frame squashed him, with my robe riding up over my copious ass, showing off my granny panties. It was the picture that made the local paper.
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      I had to find a new place to live and not just because of the embarrassment of having an image of my ass distributed to everyone in the town. The house had burned to the ground. A complete loss, along with everything in it.

      Overnight, I became homeless. Quite literally. It came as no surprise my soon-to-be ex-husband had cancelled the insurance on the place to save a few dollars. The property was practically worthless now. Sure, we’d get something for the land, but the real value had been in the home.

      The realization hit me as I sat on the sagging motel bed that while the judge had ruled Martin had to pay me alimony, between it and my low-paying job, I still couldn’t afford to stay here long. I had to find somewhere else.

      The question being, where?

      I didn’t have more than a few hundred dollars and the car to my name, which thankfully had been parked in the driveway, a spare key hidden in one of those magnetic boxes stuck inside a wheel well.

      All my clothes, personal effects—especially pictures of my kids growing up and my grandma—were gone. I’d gone from thinking I’d lost everything to truly losing everything. Was this a sign I should just give up?

      Despair had me hunched in on myself.

      Why did life have to kick me in the face when I was already down?

      I’d been trying so hard. And now this. I couldn’t handle it. I couldn’t—

      “Meee-uuu.” Grisou sat at my feet and cocked his head.

      I glanced at the furball that saved my life because had he not woken me I would have succumbed to smoke inhalation. For a moment, that evil monster inside me said maybe it would have been better.

      “Shut up,” I mumbled. I wasn’t giving in to that nasty voice. Yes, this was a setback, but I’d survive. I just needed a plan.

      “What are we going to do?” Again, a question my cat couldn’t exactly answer.

      I had a list, starting with calling my daughter and begging a place to stay. Our conversations had been getting better of late.  We were off to a promising start, closer than we’d been in years. So why did I dread calling to tell her about the fire? Why didn’t I want to ask for help?

      Easy. I didn’t want to ruin what had blossomed. It was too fragile to handle my midlife crisis. I couldn’t turn to her. Leaving who?

      Martin was aware of what had happened. He’d shown up while the house burned, fully dressed and none too pleased when he saw me. He’d not been concerned about my welfare one bit but more how this would affect the divorce.

      “I can’t believe you burned it down,” he’d snapped. “Half of that house was mine, and now it’s worthless.”

      Did he seriously think I’d done this?

      I didn’t dare admit I thought it might be my fault. Surely the letter I’d set on fire hadn’t caused the fire.

      “If you ask me, I think you did it. Couldn’t stand the fact the judge was on my side, so you tried to burn it down with me inside of it,” I snapped, overcome by guilt. It seemed ridiculous until I said out loud. Had Martin tried to kill me?

      Once I would have said no, and yet the ugly side of him had only grown since our separation. Who knew what he was capable of? After all, he’d told me it would have been easier if I’d died.

      For a second after my statement, his eyes widened and his mouth worked, but no sound came out. Eventually he spat, “Is this how you think you’ll win in the divorce? Accuse me of trying to murder you so you can walk away with everything? Think again, bitch.”

      “Don’t call me names.”

      Rather than listen, he streamed a litany of nasty things at me, including the C word.

      As he ranted, weariness tugged me. My eyes still stung from the smoke, my lungs ached, and my spirit was bruised. “Go away, Martin.”

      “Oh, I plan to but not before reminding you that this changes nothing. You’re not getting more money out of me because you’re homeless. As a matter of fact, I’m going to ensure my lawyer takes the value of the home you ruined into consideration when we settle.”

      “Go suck on a cactus.” I leaned my face on my knees and ignored him.

      Thankfully he left before I really lost my mind. I wasn’t feeling kind. As a matter of fact, I finally understood why some people resorted to violence when frustrated. I wanted to break something. Martin’s face would have been satisfying. Instead, I remained sitting on the edge of the ambulance until the drivers kicked me out. Since I wasn’t going to the hospital, they were needed elsewhere.

      Standing on the curb, I felt like an island with my wool blanket around my shoulders. Neighbors hung out in clusters on their lawns. A few had tried approaching, but I’d hidden my face each time to make sure they went away. Only one got close enough to say, “Can I help?”

      Rather than scream, No one can help me, I silently shook my head.

      The fire crew tamed the fire, and hoses got wound up and put away. The lone police car remained, lights strobing, the pair of officers already done with me. They’d file a report, and that was that. No crime here as far as they were concerned unless the investigation into the cause of the fire said otherwise.

      Squirming in my pocket, a rather impatient kitten poked its head out. He uttered a plaintive meow.

      “I know, little one. I’m kind of lost, too.” What should I do? Dawn peaked on the horizon. I’d soon be able to call my daughter and say what?

      Hey, Wendy, the house burned down and I have nothing to my name but dirty slippers and pajamas. But don’t worry. I’m fine.

      Except I wasn’t. Why did life keep crapping on me?

      My phone, tucked in the cat-free pocket, vibrated as a call came in. It apparently had decided to start working again. Stupid, glitching piece of crap. Pulling it out, I noted, once more, an unknown number on the screen. Seriously?

      I’d been getting one or more a day. Annoyed, I’d answered a few times, only there was never anyone there. Just static on the line. Super annoying. I blamed the phone company that recycled numbers much too quickly these days. Obviously, I was on some kind of telemarketing call list.

      The phone stopped ringing, and I sighed as I eyed the ruin of my home. “Now what?”

      Help came from a local charity group, who arrived in a rusted minivan bearing a bag of clothes. Mismatched and ill-fitting but better than my smoky ruined robe and pajamas. They also set me up and paid for a week at the hotel, plus offered me a box of groceries and the address to the local food bank.

      They’d given me a small respite. My boss proved less than impressed I showed up late. Some sympathy was shown when they heard of circumstances, and yet it showed what value I had to them. None. Still a nobody.

      I spent the next few days looking for a low-rent apartment when I wasn’t working. I didn’t have many requirements. Didn’t matter. It proved harder than expected to find a place I could afford in a tight economy.

      By day four I was getting worried. Which was when my daughter called.

      “Have you found a place?” she said before I had a chance to finish saying hello.

      “No.”

      “Have you looked into basement apartments or one room rentals?” she asked.

      “I haven’t found any I can afford.”

      “If I had the room, I’d have you come stay with me.”

      Wendy had already offered—bringing me to tears. But I refused. To save money, she shared a house with two other people, which meant having me stay more than a night or two would be imposing. She’d suggested we share a new place, but without a decent job, I didn’t dare. Not to mention, what if I said yes and us living together destroyed the fragile bond forming between us?

      Best I say no.

      “What about the cabin?”

      I blinked. “What cabin?”

      “Great-grandma’s.”

      That cabin. It hadn’t even occurred to me. It had been over two decades since I’d gone to see it. Twenty years. I doubted anything was left.

      “Leave here and go back to Canada?” Over the border into my home country. I could technically do it. I had dual citizenship.

      “Why not? I thought your lawyer said you owned the place no matter what.”

      “No way is it still standing.”

      “So you’d rather live in your car?” was her sarcastic retort.

      I winced. I might have jokingly told her I could sleep in it until I found a place. Not such a joke as my time at the motel neared its end.

      “But my job and—”

      “Mom, I don’t mean to be a bitch, but you’re a cashier. They have cashier jobs in Canada. Or maybe you’ll find a better one.”

      “Or it could be I won’t find one at all.”

      Wendy didn’t say anything. She didn’t have to.

      My anxiety and pessimism were getting in the way of common sense. “You’re talking about me leaving the only place I’ve known for over twenty years.”

      “I didn’t realize you loved the shit hole so much.” Her sarcasm shone.

      “You’re bossy.”

      “I prefer to think of it as giving a damn about you.”

      Tears pricked my eyes. “I don’t know why you do.” The guilt at the things I should have done for her made me wonder why she bothered at all.

      “Because you’re my mom, and even if you’re a dumbass, I love you.”

      “I love you, Winnie.” My nickname for my round-cheeked girl with the brightest smile.

      “Yeah, well.” She cleared her throat. “About the
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