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Chapter 1


Early morning wasn’t the best chance of reaching her daughter, but it had been weeks without contact of any kind, so now Gwen was trying—literally—morning, noon, and night.

“Come on, Lily. Come on. Pick up,” she whispered.

“We’re sorry. Your call did not go through. Please try your call again.” The robotic voice pushed Gwen’s heart, already weighed down with ever-present grief and worry, even lower. It was impossible to tell what getting the robot meant. That Lily’s phone was turned off? That she was out of minutes or battery? That she no longer had her phone? Those were the only options Gwen let herself contemplate—No, wait. That wasn’t quite true. She also let herself think that maybe Lily had a text-only plan.

Acting with a hopefulness she didn’t truly feel, Gwen texted—opting for short and to the point this time, since in her last series of texts she had tried, by turns, imploring, heartfelt, and newsy—and each failed to yield any type of response. “Just let us know you’re OK.”

She waited a moment, then slid her phone into the pocket of her hooded sweatshirt and exited the washroom. She needed to shake a leg or the kids would be late. Taking a deep breath and putting a smile on her face, Gwen got on with things.

The snow had finally melted, and the outside world was slowly turning green, but the early March mornings were still frigid. She always felt badly that schools in the north had “spring” break at such a cold time of year—and now, just as everyone was heading back to class, the temperatures would rise. Gwen made sure the three kids were zipped into their winter jackets, then planted a kiss on Zena’s strawberry blonde crown and one on Zach’s ear. She’d been aiming for the top of his auburn brush cut, but he’d wiggled away. Pillar tilted her forehead up, too, waiting for her turn, which made Gwen blink away tears. Nine years old and still so sweet. She gave Pillar two kisses—one above each eyebrow, where her baby-soft skin was pulled tight from double French braids that the little girl had carefully plaited all by herself.

“Have a great day, sweetie.”

“You too, Grandma,” Pillar said in her quiet, serious way. Then a small furrow knit her brow. “Grandma?”

“Yes, hon?”

“How sick do you have to be to stay home from school?”

Gwen, distracted by a search for Zena’s boots, threw her full attention back to Pillar. This was strange. The three kids were never ill. Physically, they were as healthy and active as little goats. “Don’t you feel well?”

“No, I’m fine. I’m just wondering.”

Gwen rested the back of her hand gently on Pillar’s forehead. She didn’t feel warm, and she’d eaten a hearty breakfast with no complaints... “If you even feel a little bit sick, you can stay home, okay? Just call me.”

Pillar nodded and looked... relieved. A niggle of worry squirmed in Gwen’s stomach, but she forced herself to not overreact. It wasn’t healthy for her—or the kids—to constantly assume something terrible was coming. Besides, classrooms were germ factories. It would be more abnormal if the kids didn’t feel subpar occasionally.

Confirming Zena was still holding her lunch kit, Gwen grabbed Zach’s backpack and passed it to him—for the third time in as many minutes. Then she handed Pillar a sealed envelope with cash for a month’s worth of hot lunch Fridays. She suspected most people used e-Transfer these days and made a mental note to check with the school to see if that was something she should do in the future.

“Have a good day, guys. Walk fast, so you’re not late.”

The trio nodded in unison.

“Zena, I’ll pick you up after kindergarten. Pillar, hon. It’s swimming lesson day. Come straight home, and—”

“Make sure I bring Zach with me, I know. I won’t forget. I promise,” said Pillar in her earnest, serious way, without even a hint of impatience, sarcasm or cheek—and Gwen wished for about the billionth time the little girl hadn’t had to grow up being so responsible, yet at the same was supremely grateful that she was.

And then the kids were out the door in a rush, eager to meet up with their friends.

Gwen shut the door and leaned against it, closing her eyes briefly. Really, it was all going smoothly. Not that much different than—

A panicked rap-rap-rap jolted Gwen from her thoughts. She opened the door to find Zach, his elfin face pale with stress and his beautiful gray eyes pools of concern.

He launched himself into her stomach, wrapping his skinny arms around her waist like he was holding on for dear life. “I forgot to say I love you.”

Gwen staggered a little with the impact but hugged him back just as tightly. “Oh, sweet boy. I love you too.”

He released her, still looking close to tears. “I just don’t want you to forget,” he said in a small voice, quite unlike his usual boisterous one.

Gwen smiled, though her heart felt like it was cracking. “I won’t, I promise—and you don’t forget what I said either.”

Zach nodded, and then, in the way of small children, rallied quickly—or so Gwen desperately hoped was the case; let him, let them, rally quickly—and ran to catch up with his sisters. He turned back for a second as he reached the sidewalk, and Gwen gave him a cheerful wave.

Oh, yeah, Gwen thought sarcastically as her moment-ago thought came back to her. Not that much different than before—except this time around, she was Grandma, not mom. Plus, she had no husband to help her and way less confidence with the whole kid-raising thing. She and Mick had always been such a united team—on all fronts, work and play. How could she manage this new development in her life without him? She wanted to sink to the floor, but the memory of Zach’s desperate grip held her up. She didn’t have time for self-pity. She had two and a half hours before she needed to leave to pick up Zena and about five hours of chores to do in that time.

Going over her mental list, she decided laundry, bills, bathrooms, and groceries were the top priorities. On her way to grab the kids’ dirty clothes—reminding herself that their swim stuff was the critical load—Gwen paused by the bedroom Lily had claimed before she’d taken off this last time.

For a breath, she pretended she wasn’t going to give in, but then she realized that charade would only waste more precious seconds.

She pushed the door open and stepped into the shadowy room, then flicked on the light, though it wasn’t necessary. She had every detail committed to memory, from the small burn mark Lily had left in the carpeting by the window and the immaculately made bed with its sea glass coloured duvet and pillow set, to the collection of framed pictures that always made Gwen feel like her heart was bleeding.

Gwen walked over to the set of framed pictures, the way she always did every single time she entered this room, despite the pain. Her ritual.

In one photo, Lily, Pillar, Zach, and Zena sat on a driftwood log by the river. They were all beaming, and Lily’s pretty, apple-cheeked face, so like Zena’s, gave no clue of the troubles plaguing her thinking or the addictions slowly consuming her. Gwen pressed a hand to her chest, trying to calm her now-racing heartbeat. What clues had she missed when Lily might have been more open to help? How had she failed her so badly?

In another picture—from just three Christmases ago—Lily, plus Gwen’s other two children, Ryan, her eldest, and Sage, the baby, pulled funny faces, each decked out in “ugly” Christmas sweaters that Gwen had secretly thought were adorable. It was a heartwarming picture that always made her smile, even as she sighed. None of them had a clue then that Mick, their healthy, happy-go-lucky father and Gwen’s husband of nearly thirty years, would be stolen by an aneurysm less than a week after taking that picture. Even more shocking to Gwen’s unsuspecting self would’ve been the knowledge that, hard as it still was, it would be the least of the heartbreak she’d soon face.

Last but not least, the third picture: newborn Lily in Mick’s lap staring up at him with that intense, studious way babies have—and young Mick’s face soft with awe and love. Gwen inhaled sharply, stabbed with a vicious double-sided blade of happiness and sorrow at seeing them both unguarded, healthy, whole, full of love.

Suddenly, Gwen couldn’t bear it for one more minute. It was time to clear out this room and let one of her grandkids have it. She gathered the three framed treasured-and-despised reminders to her chest.

Bring them back to me, she prayed in her in head, holding the pictures close. Bring them back. But Mick was gone. And Lily? She was too, and Gwen, if she was honest with herself—something she tried to be—was losing hope that her middle child would ever truly return in any meaningful way. Sometimes Gwen, as much as she missed Mick, thought it was a mercy he had died before they’d ever known how bad Lily would get.

That laundry isn’t going to wash itself. The practical thought, her mind’s usual bent, popped into Gwen’s head and she latched onto it. It really wouldn’t. Slipping back across the hall, she stashed the framed photos in the top drawer of her dresser—not bothering to pretend to herself that she wouldn’t still look at them every day—and got busy.

Load laundry with swimsuits and towels. Check.

Make a grocery list. Check.

Pay bills. Check.

Pare down grocery list. It would be good to use up some of the weird things she had in the pantry and freezer, anyway. Check.

Water new seedlings and check the trays’ temperatures, etc.—without dawdling over them this time. Check.

Wipe down bathrooms. Check.

First load of laundry into dryer. Second load on to wash. Check and check.

Gwen glanced down at her Fitbit, but not to monitor her steps. She wasn’t worried about that. She always got her minimum in. No, it was the time she was after. Shoot! It was good she’d checked. She’d have to shop after she picked up Zena. She’d cut it too close otherwise. Zena was an easygoing, patient kind of kid, but she panicked if she couldn’t see Gwen waiting for her outside the classroom door before the bell even rang—and Gwen didn’t blame her, so she made sure she was never late.

Still, having to push back the grocery shop wasn’t all bad. It left her with enough time to wet mop the kitchen and dining room’s espresso brown flooring—an almost daily necessity. The duplex’s flooring was a feature that caught her eye when she was looking to buy a place for her and the kids. Now she was less enamoured with it. It was pretty, yes, but wow, did the dark, glossy surface ever show dust and dirt of every kind. She set a timer on the stove, so she wouldn’t get caught up in something else and forget to leave in time for Zena, then grabbed the mop.

Truth was, Gwen welcomed chores of any and every kind. Busywork helped distract her from all the fears that she couldn’t quite hold at bay these days. Fears that she couldn’t do this. Couldn’t raise three kids again—three kids hurt and traumatized by their mom’s desertion and who knew what all else they’d experienced or been exposed to. And raise them by herself, at that. On a limited income... And then there was the obvious fact that she’d clearly failed Lily somehow—and failed her when she had a lot more energy for parenting and was much more “in the loop” with current issues and other parents. What if she failed her grandkids, too? And how could she not when she couldn’t even narrow down what she and Mick had gotten so wrong? Okay, perhaps chores weren’t a successful distraction today, after all. It would help, maybe, if she had someone to talk to about any of this. But there was no-one.

She couldn’t put it on her other two kids. For one, they were both in Vancouver—so a good sixteen-hour drive or expensive flight away. For two, this was their time to build their own lives. Ryan was just out of law school and putting in crazy hours articling at a downtown firm. Sage was in the last year of her undergrad and juggling full-time work because she wanted to do her Master’s right away. Gwen was proud of them—and they were close, texting almost daily and calling every other weekend at the very least. But their nieces and nephew weren’t their responsibility. Full stop.

And she couldn’t burden her sister Patricia, who also lived in the lower mainland—too far away to offer more than an ear, but even that felt like too much for Gwen to ask for. Trish was up to her armpits in stress of her own as she juggled her career, issues with her two teenage boys, and a rocky patch in her marriage, all while also bearing the brunt of caring for her and Gwen’s aging dad. He was still living on his own and was generally healthy enough but had given them a scare recently. He’d been hospitalized for what they thought was dementia but turned out to be dehydration—so not life threatening exactly, though the fact that he hadn’t been making sure he ate or drank enough day-to-day was very serious in itself. If anything, Gwen should do a better job of being there for Trish.

Her best friend had moved recently—to Costa Rica, of all things! And though they kept up via social media, it wasn’t the same as when they could just pop over to each other’s house for coffee. Her other friends, most of whom she’d known since elementary school, were lovely and kind—but in totally different places in life than she was. They were where she and Mick had been—anticipating empty nests, second phases of life, and retirement. They expressed sympathy about Gwen’s new role but didn’t really get it—something that might be her own fault. After all, she hadn’t really spelled anything out for them. She didn’t want them to judge Lily or think less of her. If Lily came back, got her act together, Gwen didn’t want her to have to overcome gossip.

You’re supposed to be being honest, Gwen’s brain inserted. She flinched. Okay, okay. All that was true about why she hadn’t told her friends every little detail. It was also true, however, that if the phone calls and invitations to “girls’ nights” and “wine Wednesdays” hadn’t pretty much stopped cold turkey once word got out that Gwen had three kids under ten at home again, she might’ve been more likely to share the intimate details of her life.

The stove’s timer shrieked. Gwen jumped, then relief at being yanked out of her pity party poured through her. Raising your grandkids in Lily’s absence is your choice, she reminded herself, and in a strange way, even a privilege.

As she grabbed her grocery list from the counter and her purse from the console table in the entranceway, Gwen did what she always did when sadness over Lily and accompanying doubts and insecurities tormented her. She called Pillar, Zach, and Zena’s sweet faces to mind. Doing so always gave her comfort and bolstered her resolve. She would never stop hoping that Lily turned herself around, but in the meantime, she’d be the rock in the storm that her grandkids needed. She would do her best for them and hope and pray that this time it was enough.

Hitting lock on the keypad by the front door, Gwen headed out to claim Zena.


Chapter 2


Daniel grunted with annoyance as he climbed out from behind the steering wheel of the over-packed minivan and surveyed their new home. Ben and Ashlee had bolted from the vehicle the minute the tires stopped rolling, unlocked the front door as asked—then unhelpfully dumped the keys outside the door and disappeared inside. They were champing at the bit to explore their new digs, or—more likely—eager to fight over the three nearly identical bedrooms upstairs. Daniel would have appreciated his eleven-year-old twins to at least have offered to help bring in boxes from the van, but then again... After a fifteen-hour drive from Prince George that should’ve only taken seven or eight hours max, except that they’d blown a tire and had to get a tow because the spare was a dud too, they were all a little cross from too much together time.

“Chill, man. Chill,” he muttered under his breath. “It’s all gonna be okay.” And it really was. Because it had to be. He pushed his hand through his hair—and doing so reminded him he’d wanted to get a haircut before starting his new job on Monday. Rats, but nothing he could do about it now. It was a good thing most people expected IT guys to be a little more casual in appearance.

He took a deep breath, exhaled through his nose, and started hefting boxes from the van and dumping them into his newly acquired house—or half a house? What did you call owning half a duplex? Hopefully not the biggest financial mistake in his life. He could see the pros of sharing roof maintenance, etc. with someone else, and since the place was brand-new—the only finished and sold one in a brand-new subdivision that was still mostly dirt and vacant lots—hopefully, there wouldn’t be any serious maintenance needed for a while.

But what if the person who owned the other side was a nut job, an utter slob, or even just a totally nice person but one whose lifestyle didn’t jibe with his? Oh, well... He’d just have to wait and see and hope for the best. He’d considered renting, but rent in Greenridge was astronomical—and the vacancy rate was near zero. Besides, with all the recent changes in the kids’ lives, the sooner he could give them a sense of stability again, the better. Detached dwellings’ prices were also through the roof here. Buying the duplex was the only thing that had made financial sense, especially with his other expenses. And if his neighbor was a nightmare? Well, it wasn’t like he hadn’t lived with a nightmare before. At least this time, there’d be soundproof walls and exterior doors with locks separating them.

The bitter, inner joking brought him no pleasure. All it did was slam Erin to the front of his thoughts. The truth was that he’d loved the life they’d built together and thought she had, too. The only people more stunned and heartbroken by her double life and seemingly over-night decision to up and leave once it all came to light were Ben and Ashlee. Once his initial shock had worn off, that was what had bothered him most—and that was still what bothered him most.

Daniel could understand his wife falling out of love with him. He could even understand the lure of a new romance—okay, he couldn’t, not personally. But he intellectually comprehended that adultery was statistically responsible for twenty to forty percent of divorces in North America. Erin hated when he referred to statistics—so doing so now, even just in his own head, gave him a grim sort of satisfaction. What he couldn’t wrap his mind around—and never would—was how Erin hadn’t just left him. She’d abandoned Ben and Ashlee. For some creep on the Internet—after she was found guilty of embezzling almost a hundred thousand dollars from the non-profit she worked for. It didn’t matter how many times Daniel thought about it, it was always... a shock.

So yes, he mourned their old life together even as he fought to come to terms with the fact that it had never really existed the way he thought it had. Fourteen years together—twelve legally married—and he’d never truly known her. She was a completely different person from who he’d thought she was.

Daniel reached into the van’s back bench; it was empty. He went around the back of the vehicle again. Not a box to be found. He’d cleared the whole van already. Sadness and disappointment were good for something, at least. He got chores done like a workhorse these days.

Fighting to clear his head so that he’d be able to maintain an outward front of calm optimism for his kids, he paused on the front stoop before entering the house and studied his adjoined neighbor’s front entrance and yard.

Deep breath in. He’d heard Ashlee casually refer to him as “Sad Dad” the other day, like it was his actual name, and he wanted to nip that in the bud.

Deep breath out. Whoever lived next door had already made some small personal changes. Unlike the plain gray exterior door on his own unit, the neighbor’s was a vibrant turquoise. He didn’t hate it.

Deep breath in. Also, where his front yard was a small dingy rectangle of winter-dead grass, next door’s was vigorously raked and already looking green.

Breath out. Most surprising of all—and despite the fact that winter was barely past and there was every chance they could still face another snowfall before it was truly gone—tiny shoots of brilliant celadon green showed in patches in a carefully turned flower bed and around the base of a currently leafless, dormant tree. Daniel wasn’t much of a gardener himself, but his mom, dad, sister, and brother—so his entire family—were obsessed, and he couldn’t help picking up a few things. This house was barely a season old, yet the neighbor had already established crocus and narcissi. Bizarrely—and maybe a little pathetically—it made him feel a small burst of affinity for the unknown someone living next door. Was it too much to ask that in this one little thing, he’d be right? That his neighbor wouldn’t be terrible?


Chapter 3


Ten a.m. on a Saturday, but the house was uncharacteristically quiet, with the kids already out and about at various activities. Gwen hadn’t taken time to eat before dropping them off, so now she sat at their heavy oak dining table—one of the things she and Mick had put in storage, knowing they’d want it again eventually—drinking a green smoothie without enthusiasm. Normally, her smoothies were so fresh and delicious—and amazingly energizing. Today’s wasn’t her best effort though. In the natural gray light filtering in through the bay window overlooking the backyard, it appeared muddy and tasted that way, too. Oh, well. You win some; you lose some. It was still good for her, at least.

From the other side of the duplex, despite the supposedly “soundproof” walls, there was a series of muffled thumps—then a crash and a muted curse word. All this was followed by a round of yelling. Gwen couldn’t make out what was said—the walls dampened that, at least—but could discern at least three different voices. She hoped this wasn’t a sign of more bad things to come. It was a risk she’d considered when buying her side of the duplex: that she might end up with a neighbor she didn’t like. But she wouldn’t write them off yet. It was early days. Plus, a small part of her was kind of cheered by the grouchy sounds of a day gone awry. At least she wasn’t the only one having a—well, a day that wasn’t the best, let’s say.

She’d forgotten the car needed servicing, an oversight that was going to blow her very tight budget. Thinking about finances made her stomach hurt. Things weren’t desperate. She and Mick had planned for their retirement, after all—but they both had simple, inexpensive tastes and a modest lifestyle in mind. And they had never in a million years planned for two stays in a recovery house for Lily. If they’d helped her daughter, Gwen would’ve happily mortgaged her soul, but each lengthy stint of rehab had failed, and the cost had been staggering. Now Gwen needed to stretch her remaining, heavily depleted savings to raising the kids all the way up through the years—and to still have enough to support herself in her old age. Frankly, it didn’t seem possible. And they’d paid for each of their own kids to get a bachelor’s degree post-secondary, which was a good financial start in life, they’d thought—better than either of them had. Gwen would like to do the same for Pillar, Zach, and Zena, but if just having enough to cover their basic care for next thirteen years or so seemed impossible, that hope seemed as likely as unicorns making a home in her front yard. And back to Lily again—as if her thoughts were ever far from her. What if she wanted to try to get clean again? Gwen wished money was no object, but she didn’t know what she’d say if Lily approached her for funds again. She had to be practical, even if it broke her heart. She had to aim to do her best for everyone depending on her, not just Lily. She sighed heavily.

Something, or someone, thumped next door again. The noise was exactly what Gwen needed: an interruption. What had her own mom used to say all the time? The evil of the day is sufficient unto itself, which was just the biblical way—Matthew’s maybe—of saying each day had enough trouble of its own, without adding to it by worrying about things that might or might not happen in the future.

Gwen got to her feet, rinsed her glass, and put it in the dishwasher. Then she spotted the cookies she and the kids had made last night, a tin for them and a tin for their new neighbors. Her eyes darted to the now-quiet shared wall of her domicile. She took two, knowing the protein-powder enhanced goodies, full of fibre and bursting with nutrients, would fill the gap the smoothie had failed to.

Ruminating on her problems instead of actively seeking to fix them had become a problem, she realized as she munched the first cookie. She’d never been the most forceful person, it was true, and she could be a worrier—but there was a lot to worry about when you had kids! However, she also used to know her own mind and had been confident that the choices she made were, at the very least, well thought through. She’d felt that most, if not all, personal “problems” could be resolved through attention to detail and the right combination of hard work and patience at the right time.

This new personality—indecisive, insecure, waffling... It wasn’t serving her or those she loved very well. It didn’t matter if the roots of her crisis of inner faith—Lily’s struggles—weren’t resolved. It was time to face up to the unhappy fact that they might never be—and to push past it and get on with things. This tiny nod to her old self was more energizing than the cookies, even. She washed the crumbs off her hands and wiped down the counter in a rush, suddenly eager to get her day started.

With both Pillar and Zach busy at an intramural sports day at school and little Zena at an all-day birthday party, Gwen had a rare weekend day to herself. She knew exactly what she was going to do with it—the same thing she did every time she had a free moment: head over to Greenridge’s newest store, The Second Chance Shop.

She debated putting on real clothes, but now that she spent so much time in sweatpants and T-shirts, she had to admit—almost to her shame—she preferred them. Besides, she didn’t want to waste a minute of her free time fussing with an outfit—that would then make her feel like she needed make-up. And make-up would make her feel like she should do something with her hair. No, she’d come to embrace sweatpants life pretty hardcore. Hardcore. Pillar and Zach’s new favorite description of everything under the sun that they remotely liked. Having it pop into her own thoughts made Gwen grin and shake her head at herself. She looked down at her apparel again, then nodded. At least today’s pants-that-could-double-for-pyjamas didn’t have elastic cuffs, and her heather blue sweatshirt was a tunic-style—the black tie of leisure wear. She was even wearing a bra. What more could a person ask?

She imagined how Mick would’ve responded if he’d heard that thought—how he’d laugh and make some comment like, “You’re a fancy, high maintenance woman, all right.” She sighed. Of all the things she missed about her husband, sharing a laugh over things that probably wouldn’t be funny to anyone else was one of the biggest.

Remembering to grab the welcome gift for the neighbors, she headed out—only to realize their van was gone. They must’ve slipped out while she was lazing around. She put the tin with the homemade card on the brand-new, immaculate welcome mat—a rubbery one featuring colorful paw prints. Did that mean they were animal lovers? Would a dog or cat move in next? That would definitely give Pillar, Zach, and Zena ammunition in their let’s-get-a-pet campaign. And Gwen wasn’t opposed. She just wanted to adapt to the current changes and upheaval before adding another thing.

It was lovely to be able to walk without shortening her stride or slowing her pace for the kids, and Gwen took the long route to the shop, using the extra minutes to call her dad. It was a funny quirk of his; he loved nothing more than getting a tour of his “old stomping ground,” as he referred to Greenridge, via Gwen’s descriptions of her walks. Today’s chat was cut short, however, because he had a “doggone busy” day of appointments.

“But call me again soon, Gwennie. I want to bend your ear about something.”

Gwen’s heart ached as she promised she would and said goodbye. It was so good to hear him clear and with it—but it also reminded her of the fear that had consumed her since the time she’d called him last month, and he hadn’t known who she was. She wasn’t ready for her dad to go. She still needed him. It was only a small relief that his doctor felt he was out of immediate harm’s way; he was eighty-two, and Gwen was a realist.

Pocketing her phone, Gwen continued along, letting the luxury of noting yards with flowerbeds starting to show life—something the kids, even Pillar, had limited patience for—soothe her as she daydreamed about her own future plantings. That was an unexpected pleasure about her and the kids’ new dwelling. She’d been sure, doing the full-time parenting homebody thing again, that she’d miss her big garden, greenhouse, and well-established beds—and part of her did, absolutely. But another part of her was delighted by the blank-canvas her new property presented and the challenge of working in a more confined space. Her long narrow backyard flashed in her mind. She guessed it made sense that the developers had fenced the property in the back to give the homeowners’ privacy for barbecuing or sunning themselves, but the huge privacy fence completely blocked the sun and limited what she could do. If the yard was a shared space, she could grow a big vegetable patch. For a moment she wondered if her as-of-yet-still-unmet neighbors would want to take the fence down and share space—but then she came to her senses. Why on earth would they? She took a big inhale, relishing the sweet—finally warm—air. She was eager for March to move into April—and even better, May. She’d done all she could in the yard in the fall and her basement was filled to overflowing with utility racks of seed trays and grow lights. Without a greenhouse, that was the best she could do until spring in the north really took hold. That’s all she wanted. To protect and nourish her grandkids and play in the dirt. Unfortunately, however, she had to be practical and look for a job. Embarrassingly, she’d never worked out of the home before. It was hard to believe—no, enough. She had resolved to move from over-thinking to tackling her current issues head on and she would—soon. For now, however, it was her day off.

And just like that, her destination came into view. As ever, seeing the cozy heritage house, lovingly restored and painted a cheery, buttery yellow with cream trim, brought a smile to her face. Imagine little old Greenridge having a marvel like this! Hanging from a wrought iron post near the stone walkway leading to the old-fashioned wraparound verandah and entranceway, a sign announced, The Second Chance Shop. A line below added, Whimsical gifts for the practical heart. Beneath that, hanging as separate entities linked by delicate chains, was a vertical row of creamy placards, forming the following list: New~ Used~ Antique~ Vintage~ Upcycled~ Recycled~ Consignment.

Gwen paused by the shop’s yard for a bit, like she always did. It was extraordinarily large for a town lot, especially one so near the downtown core. It might even be a full acre. Gwen knew some of its history. In the fifties, this whole part of town had been a market farm worked by a family fresh from Holland. The dirt was probably amazing—and there were still perennials that harkened back to those early homesteading days.

It wasn’t the first time Gwen had ruminated on this parcel’s potential, of course. Like Mick used to tease... She had a gardening “problem.” She looked at every patch of grass with an eye toward what it could be—plus, she and the kids had visited the yard plenty because Madeline, the shop’s owner, had not only invited them to, she’d given Gwen the sweetest little vintage tin picnic set a person could ever imagine and demanded Gwen use it to treat her grandkids to picnics here. The generous gift had filled Gwen’s heart—and eyes!—and utterly delighted the kids, who loved anything miniature or matching. There was no way Madeline could’ve known when she gave the spontaneous gift how encouraging it would be for Gwen, such a critical reminder that while life had doled out some hard surprises recently, there were good surprises ahead, too.

Madeline. Earlier in the week, when Gwen had been having her pity party about her lack of real friends, she’d forgotten about her—a realization that made her cringe. Probably because Madeline was out of her league, though Madeline never acted that way. She seemed to genuinely like Gwen and find her interesting—something that completely mystified Gwen.

And for her part, Gwen was slightly in awe of her. How she’d picked herself up after losing her husband, daughter, and sister, who, in Madeline’s own words, was also her best friend. How she’d built a brand-new life for herself, starting over from nothing at the same age as Gwen. Not that fifty was old, not by any stretch—but it was an age when most people’s lives were settled and organized. Madeline was so... brave and such an inspiration. That was what had brought Gwen to The Second Chance Shop when it first opened. She’d heard rumors about this “quirky” woman who had moved to a brand-new town, sight unseen, to start a new life after losing her whole family.

Gwen, missing Mick acutely and sagging under the weight of her worries about Lily and her new role as primary caregiver to her hurting grandkids, had been curious—not in a gossipy, desire-to-watch-a-train-wreck way, but in a yearning one. She hoped she could glean strength from Madeline and figure out her own way forward by watching her.

Now, thinking about all the little steps they’d made in the path toward friendship over the past months, Gwen wondered why she’d held back, been shy. Sometimes she really was her own worst enemy. I’m going to actively cultivate our friendship, she decided—and the boldness of the thought surprised her. But why not? Sometimes you just clicked with someone. Besides, she and Madeline had already had some surprisingly personal conversations, covering everything from Madeline’s grief and confusion in the aftermath of her horrific loss, to details about Madeline’s new romance with Grant Graham, Gwen’s old school pal, of all people. Gwen had even tried to share a bit about Lily. In the end, she’d chickened out, but that wasn’t the point. The point was that Madeline had a good heart. She was kind. Gwen knew from hearing how she talked to other people—and how she talked about others, as in, she didn’t—that she could trust Madeline to not use her pain and insecurity against her. Also, she never pried. Another point in her favor. So really, they were halfway to friendship already. The thought made Gwen roll her eyes at herself and feel about thirteen again, but all the same, she was smiling broadly as she climbed the stairs to the front door.

“Gwen! Yay! What a nice surprise!” Madeline’s smile was so large and her enthusiastic greeting so sincere that Gwen chuckled. The warm welcome and the shop’s divine smell—like fresh baking and line-dried sheets—was like a magic charm. Gwen felt her whole body relax.

“Shopping for something specific today? Perhaps a light for this dreary time of year?” Madeline grinned and gestured toward the store’s big front window, which was currently showing off forty or so lamps of various shapes and sizes, from standing floor lamps with huge round globes to tiny Tiffany table lamps perched on rectangle shaped display pedestals—all turned on and glowing cheerily. Who knew a display of lamps of all things could be so... wonderful?

Gwen shook her head, self-consciousness wriggling through her again. She hoped Madeline was being honest when she insisted she didn’t mind that Gwen rarely purchased anything. It wasn’t that she didn’t love every single item in the shop. She was just frugal by nature, and now by necessity. “Actually, no. I just popped by for a visit.”

“Even better! I was hoping you’d do that very thing soon—and we’re in luck. It’s super slow. Would you like tea?”

Gwen nodded happily. “You’re probably the only store owner in the world who calls a ‘super slow’ Saturday good luck.”

Madeline grinned back. “What else could it be?” She stepped over her Boots, her fat gray cat with cute white feet and ornery-to-everyone-except-Madeline personality, and moved toward the shop’s kettle, her skirt swishing. She always had interesting clothes and today’s dress—a polka-dotted sunshine yellow 50s style with turquoise trim, three-quarter length sleeves and a full skirt—was no exception.

Suddenly Gwen noticed that the fabric’s “dots” were actually tiny lightbulbs. She looked closer to make sure she wasn’t imagining it—and she wasn’t. The whole dress really was covered in lightbulbs! She laughed in delight, and when Madeline raised her eyebrows in silent question, she motioned at Madeline’s skirt. “You have a lightbulb dress to go with your lights and lamps window display. It’s fantastic.”

Madeline lifted the edges of her skirt in a curtesy, bobbing her head. “I am a woman who loves a theme!”


Chapter 4


The morning had been such a nightmare—Ben and Ashlee at each other’s throats, stomping and storming about every little thing the other one said or did—that Daniel almost cancelled their pre-arranged Saturday plans. But in the end, he decided that would only punish him, not them, so he made them a spontaneous deal. Fifty bucks each next Saturday if they didn’t fight once for the rest of the week. They were, no surprise there, game. If it worked, it was a bargain.

He dropped them off at the pool for a public swim, where they were meeting up with some kids from school, then going for a late pizza lunch. Daniel had spoken with the mom arranging that part and confirmed she’d be there the whole time. Eleven was too young for lunching alone, in his opinion. As he pulled back into his driveway and parked, he glanced toward his boring white door—then did a surprised double-take.

In the twenty minutes that he’d been gone, his front porch had been stealth-attacked. If you could call a random present an “attack,” that is. Perhaps “gift-bombed” was a better description. A round tin container—black with a gold star print—sat on the new mat Ben had picked out. (A mat with paw prints, no hint there or anything, Dad!) A yellow construction paper card decorated with four little flower drawings and the word “Welcome!” in rainbow-colored letters was taped to the tin’s lid. Daniel picked up the tin, about to pop the top. Then he remembered his lectures to Ashlee and Ben and opened the card first. Neat but obviously youthful penmanship greeted him.

From our family to yours! We hope you enjoy your new home! (We also hope you love the cookies! Grandma made them! They’re really good!)

Daniel grinned at the gratuitous brackets and exuberant use of exclamation marks, then looked at the front of the card again and realized each petal was made from an inked thumbprint. Ashlee and Ben had a craft book solely dedicated to things you could draw using a fingerprint as your starting point. Maybe the kids next door had the same book. Okay, he’d been polite long enough. He cracked the tin and inhaled deeply. Homemade cookies! Considering how happy the idea made him, maybe he should take up baking. After all, it seemed like he was going to have nothing but time on his hands. The glum observation didn’t bring him down though because just as he thought it, his teeth sank through crispy oatmeal perfection into a chewy center. An explosion of chocolatey-coconutty goodness made him close his eyes.

Was it bad parenting if he hid the cookies from the kids and hoarded them all for himself? Ha—relax! He was just joking. That was one of the loneliest aspects of single parenting: no-one to share a joke with! He sighed and put the lid back on the tin.

Inside the house again, staring at the immaculate cream walls, shining unblemished flooring, and gleaming kitchen appliances, he kind of wished he’d bought a fixer upper. Then when the kids ditched him, he’d have chores, at least.

Last night, after Ben and Ashlee were in bed, he’d been feeling sorry for himself—Again. Man, it was getting old. He was sick of himself!—thinking nights were the hardest part of his new life by far. But nope, turned out feeling lonely in the daytime was just as bad or worse. Still, he refused to use his kids or stunt them by forcing them to hang out with him twenty-four-seven, so time on his hands was something he’d better get used to. Thank goodness they were only eleven. Surely, they still had a few years, swimming plans aside, where they’d mostly be home.

Rotating them one household per night, so they hopefully wouldn’t realize how pathetic he was, he had called his sister, brother, and parents every night since arriving in Greenridge, describing his new place, updating them with details about the new job—not that any of them had any more than polite interest in what being an IT guy for the City entailed—and sharing the latest about Ashlee and Ben and their new school. Really, though, the calls were just to have adults to talk to. It was tough to connect, though. With his entire family in Nova Scotia, almost six thousand kilometres away, popping by for a chat wasn’t a thing, period. They were lucky if they had in-person visits once every three years, and the four-hour time difference made catching anybody still awake by the time he and the kids finished dinner tricky.

Still, with a few hours to kill, he thought he’d reach out and see if anybody had fun weekend plans. He shot off a flurry of texts. No responses. Was this his new destiny? Being the desperate texter of the family, the only one—even counting his kids—who had no social life at all? Then again, no social life and feeling lonely sometimes was far better than being with someone who cared only about their social life and feeling lonely all the time, even in a crowd.

Yep, maybe this was the best life. Hanging out by himself, eating cookies from a stranger—and on that note, he grabbed another one. They really were good—not too sweet and packed with nuts, raisins, chocolate chips, and coconut. They were almost like trail mix or something. Stranger cookies. It was a terrible thing to call them and made him smile as he dunked his cookie—the last one until the kids got some, he promised himself—into his mug of milk.

Daniel was eating a third cookie and telling himself that he’d lock the tin in the van if he even considered reaching for another one when a thought occurred to him. Was it weird that he and the strangers lived side by side and hadn’t met in person yet? Probably. He’d have to remedy that soon—but he didn’t want to disturb them when they were inside and busy. He’d try to catch them when they were out in the yard or something.
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