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Somewhere over the Atlantic, at an hour that had stopped meaning anything, Felicity thought about the cats. Not carefully — not the way she'd been thinking about everything for the past year, at a distance, methodically, turning each problem to find the least bad angle. This was Cleo sleeping across her feet in the dark. Miso's chirp when she heard the can opener. The grey one, Biscuit, who had never fully trusted anyone but had trusted her. The two young ones she'd taken in half-feral off the street, still skittish at loud sounds, still learning that a hand coming toward them wasn't a threat. All five of them on the bed that last morning, arranged as if they knew.

She pressed her forehead against the window. The glass was cold and the cabin was dark and below there was nothing but ocean.

One year. She'd been gone from Moncton one year. It felt like someone else's year now. The apartment in the Marsa neighbourhood with the blue shutters. The bougainvillea on the wall that bloomed twice and she'd photographed both times. The way the light hit the medina in the late afternoon and turned everything the colour of old honey. A life she'd believed in hard enough to leave for, and then believed in less, and then stopped believing in at all — and then there had been the money and the government reports and the silence of a daughter who is alive and nearby and will not speak to you, and there had been the repatriation loan, and there had been the ticket, and now there was this: her own reflection ghosted in the dark oval of the window, the ocean underneath, Moncton somewhere ahead.

***
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THE ANNOUNCEMENT CAME first in French. Felicity caught Moncton and the seatbelt light chimed on and that was that.

She turned to the window. Cloud cover, then a gap, then the Petitcodiac winding brown and slow through the lowlands — and there it was. Smaller than she'd remembered. She'd thought a year would make her forget how small it was. It hadn't.

The man beside her elbowed her reaching for his seatbelt and she shifted toward the window without thinking. Old reflex, making room. She'd spent a year practising that.

Her body thought it was four in the morning. Not wrong, exactly — Tunis was two hours ahead, she'd barely slept on the plane, and before the plane there had been the airport, and before the airport there had been the last night in the apartment sitting on the floor because the furniture was gone, and before that weeks of not sleeping properly. Her body had lost track and was simply reporting damage now. The lights of the runway came up and the wheels hit and the overhead bins rattled and the man beside her was already on his phone before they'd stopped moving, already back in his life.

Felicity sat with her hands in her lap and watched Moncton Airport slide past the window.

She had fourteen Canadian dollars in her wallet. She had the repatriation loan paperwork, printed and folded in the front pocket of her suitcase. She had her phone at nine percent and the charger buried somewhere she couldn't reach until baggage claim. She had rehearsed, on the plane and in the Tunis airport and in the weeks before that, what she was going to say at customs.

She had not rehearsed what came after.

***
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THE AIRPORT AT ELEVEN on a Tuesday night was a different place than any airport she'd known. The arrivals corridor was half-lit, unhurried, the cleaning staff already moving through with their carts. Around her the other passengers walked with the loosened ease of people nearly home — scrolling phones, scanning for faces, one woman ahead of her breaking into a run when she spotted whoever was waiting beyond the doors.

Felicity pulled her suitcase and kept walking. The bad wheel caught and dragged and she corrected it and it caught again. She'd meant to fix it before she left. She'd meant to do a lot of things.

At baggage claim she found a spot against the wall and stood there. The carousel hadn't started yet. People gathered in the loose cluster of the waiting, nobody looking at anyone, everyone watching the flap at the end of the belt. A man beside her was on a call, laughing, already telling someone about the flight. A family nearby — two small children in a cart, a grandmother managing them while the parents wrestled carry-ons — spilled cheerfully across half the floor. One of the children caught Felicity's eye and stared at her with the frank assessment of a four-year-old, and Felicity looked away first.

The carousel groaned to life. Bags came. People claimed them and left. The family went, the grandmother hoisting one child onto her hip without breaking her conversation. The man on the call went. A few stragglers. Then the belt slowed and stopped. Her suitcase hadn't come. She stood in the empty baggage claim — the lights seemed brighter now, or maybe it was just the absence of people — and did the calculation. She had fourteen dollars. She had no working phone. She had a confirmation number for the repatriation intake written on a piece of paper in her pocket because she hadn't trusted the phone to stay alive. It was eleven at night. Her suitcase had not come. And the thought she'd been not-thinking since the plane landed chose this moment to surface: Avery was in this city. Not far from this airport. Married now, her own life, a door shut and locked from the inside. Felicity folded the thought back up and put it away.

The carousel started again. Her suitcase appeared, last off, listing sideways, the broken wheel facing up. She pulled it off the belt and stood there with her hand on the handle and looked at the empty room.

She found an outlet near the far wall behind a rubber plant that had seen better years. She sat on the floor beside it, back against the wall, phone plugged in, and waited. The cleaning staff moved through without looking at her. The lights hummed. Through the glass doors she could see the dark of the parking lot, the June night, a taxi idling at the curb with nobody in it.

She was so tired the floor felt soft.

She did not look at her phone. There was no one who would have messaged. She knew that and she wasn't going to confirm it — not tonight, not in an empty baggage claim in a city she'd left a year ago and was back in now because there was nowhere else.

***
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THE WOMAN FROM THE agency arrived twenty minutes later. "Felicity Gingham?"

"Yes."

"I'm going to take you through to speak with customs, and then we'll get you sorted for tonight. Do you have everything?"

Felicity looked at her one suitcase. "Yes."

The customs officer was a man in his late fifties, the end of a long shift written in every line of him. He asked her the questions and she answered them and then he asked her to explain her situation and she said what she'd rehearsed.

"I'm a Canadian citizen returning under a repatriation loan. I don't have accommodation arranged. I need to be directed to an emergency shelter."

He looked at her. He looked at her suitcase. He typed something, looked at the screen, typed something else. The agency woman stood slightly behind Felicity's shoulder and said nothing.

There was a form. There was another form. There was a question about whether she had any funds available and she said fourteen dollars and the officer wrote it down without expression. She watched him write it — the apartment in Marsa, the bougainvillea, the cats, the life that had been hers twelve months ago.

"All right," he said finally. "You're all set."

She followed the agency woman back through the corridor, the broken wheel announcing every step across the tile, and she did not let herself feel any of it. Later. There would be time for that later. Tonight she needed a bed, and in the morning she needed Westmorland Street and the intake office and the next thing and the next thing after that.

***
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THE TAXI SMELLED OF pine air freshener and old upholstery. The driver didn't speak. She was grateful.

Moncton at eleven was dark in a way she'd forgotten — properly dark, not the ambient glow of a city that never slept. The streets were mostly empty, the trees along the highway just shapes against a sky that was starting, barely, to suggest that somewhere far away the sun still existed. June second. At home in Tunis it would be warm already, the night jasmine out, the neighbourhood sounds drifting up through the open window she always left cracked. She looked at the dark highway and did not think about that.

The city came in around her as the taxi turned off the highway and she recognised it without being able to name what she recognised — something older than memory, her body knowing these streets before she did. That felt like archaeology now.

The taxi stopped. A building, three storeys, the entrance lit. She got out, stood on the pavement with her suitcase and looked up.

This is where it starts, she thought. Not how I would have written it. But I don't get to write it.

The agency woman held the door and Felicity pulled her suitcase over the threshold, the wheel catching on the frame, and went inside. Behind her, Westmorland Street was dark and quiet and entirely indifferent. It had been here before she'd left and all the time she'd been gone and it would be here in the morning. That was the thing about cities. They didn't mark your absence. They didn't register your return.

The woman at the front desk was finishing a phone call when they came in. She held up one finger without looking — the universal sign for a moment — and Felicity stood in the entrance with her suitcase and looked at the room.

Two women were already seated. One had her eyes closed, head tipped back against the wall, a garbage bag between her feet so large and full it had its own presence in the room. The other was maybe thirty, maybe younger — she was looking at something on her phone with the focused blankness of someone not actually reading anything. She didn't look up.

The agency woman touched Felicity's arm briefly. "They'll take you through the intake process now. I'll leave you here. You have my card."

Felicity did have her card. She'd put it in her pocket and already couldn't remember the woman's name. "Thank you," she said. The door opened and closed and she was alone in the room with the two women and the orange chairs and the lights. She sat down. The chair was exactly as uncomfortable as it looked.

The woman from the front desk came around eventually, clipboard in one hand, a pen she kept clicking.  "Felicity Gingham?"

"Yes."

"I'm just going to ask you a series of questions and then we'll get you settled. This'll take about twenty minutes." It took forty. Name. Date of birth. Previous address. Reason for needing emergency housing. Felicity answered each one, stripping the answers down to their smallest true form — she'd answered versions of these twice already tonight, at customs and in the taxi. Previous address: Tunis, Tunisia. Reason for needing emergency housing: returned to Canada under repatriation loan, no fixed address. Do you have any medical conditions we should be aware of? Any medications. Any history of substance use. Are you currently at risk of harm to yourself or others? The questions came in the same practiced sequence and Felicity answered them in the same practiced register and the woman with the clipboard wrote things down and clicked her pen. "Any children?"

"An adult daughter. She's not with me."

"And is there anyone we should contact — family, a friend — in case of emergency?"

Felicity looked at the whiteboard. The crossed-off names. Her family she hadn’t spoken to in years. “Not at this time, no.”

***
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THE ROOM SHE WAS GIVEN was on the second floor, shared. Two sets of bunk beds, a window that looked onto the side of the building next door, a narrow strip of floor between the beds and the wall. One bunk had belongings on it — a jacket folded on the pillow, shoes placed carefully underneath — but no person. The third bunk was empty and made up tight, institutional corners.

"Bathroom's down the hall," the worker said. "Lights out isn't enforced but we ask you to keep the noise down after ten. Breakfast is at seven-thirty." She pointed to a hook on the back of the door. "There's a spare towel there if you need it."

"Thank you," Felicity said.

The door closed.

She stood in the middle of the narrow room. Her suitcase took up most of the floor space between the beds. The overhead light was a bare bulb behind a plastic cover and it gave everything a yellowish cast — the walls, the grey blanket on her bunk, her own hands.

She turned it off. The light from the window, a streetlamp somewhere, was enough to see by.

She sat on the edge of the bed and pulled off her shoes and set them on the floor and looked at them. They were the shoes she'd worn out of the apartment in Tunis. Three years old. The left one had a small scuff on the toe that she'd been meaning to polish out.

From down the hall came the sound of a television, low, a laugh track. Somewhere closer, water was running. A door. Quiet again.

She lay down on top of the blanket because getting underneath it felt like too much, and she stared at the underside of the top bunk and listened to the building.

Sleep didn't come. She'd known it wouldn't.

Her body was in that state past tired where everything felt slightly translated — sounds arriving a half-second late, thoughts moving in circles back to the same few things. The flight. The customs officer's face when he wrote down fourteen dollars. The agency woman's name, already gone.

She'd plugged the phone in at the small desk in the corner — one outlet, a power bar with three other chargers already in it, which told her something — and she was not going to look at it. Nothing on it would help her tonight.

Somewhere over France she'd opened her messages and scrolled to the last ones from Avery, reading them again even though she knew every word. Put the phone away and looked out the window in the dark. After a while the dropping sensation faded — the feeling like missing a stair.

She was better at that now. You could get better at almost anything.

The woman in the other bunk came in sometime around midnight. Felicity heard the door, the small sounds of someone moving quietly in the dark, the creak of the mattress. Neither of them spoke. After a while the woman's breathing slowed into sleep.

Felicity lay in the yellow-grey light and took stock.

She was back. She had a bed tonight, the intake was done, and in the morning there would be Westmorland Street and the main office and more forms and the beginning of whatever came next. She had the repatriation paperwork. She had her suitcase. She had her phone.

Nobody was coming.

Not Mostafa. Not Avery. Nor the friends she'd had here once, years ago, whose lives had grown over the space where she used to be. There was no version of events in which someone appeared and said: I have a room for you, I have a plan, I've been waiting.

Down the hall the television had gone quiet. The streetlamp outside cast its steady yellow light across the wall. The woman in the other bunk turned over and was still.

Felicity pulled the blanket up. It smelled of industrial laundry and something faintly floral, fabric softener, and it was thin but it was there and the night had gotten cool the way Maritime June nights did, dropping without warning.

Biscuit. The weight of him across her ankles. The way he purred in a register she felt more than heard.

She was here. This was where she was. In the morning she would get up and she would go to Westmorland Street and she would begin.

***
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THE SHELTER'S COMMON room had one desktop computer available between nine and noon if nobody had signed up for it, which on Thursday morning nobody had. Felicity sat down at eight fifty-eight.

She had a list. Written the night before on the back of one of Diane's forms — a column of every retail place she could think of within reasonable distance. Walmart. Sobeys. Dollarama. The Winners on Main. The Pharmasave. The home goods place in the mall whose name she couldn't remember. Anywhere with a storefront that hired people and wouldn't ask her why there was a year-long gap in her New Brunswick employment history, or if they asked, would accept the answer she'd prepared: I was living abroad, I've returned, I'm available immediately, full availability, any shift.

She'd also updated her resume the night before on her phone, thumb-typing changes on the small screen with the focus of someone who had nothing else to do at eleven at night in a shared room. It had taken longer than it should have. Her previous positions felt thin on the page, the gaps showing, the whole document carrying the faint embarrassment of a life that hadn't gone in a straight line.

She uploaded it to Indeed first. Then Workopolis. Then she went through each place on her list, looking for the apply online button, and where there wasn't one she wrote down the address — because some places still wanted you to walk through the door, ask for a manager, hand over a paper copy, and she was prepared to do that too.

The computer logged her out at five past nine. She hadn't signed up properly, just sat down, and whoever had the nine o'clock slot was standing behind her with the patience of someone used to waiting.

"Sorry," Felicity said, and meant it, and gathered her list and her bag and went.

She finished on her phone at the Tim Hortons two blocks over, a medium coffee in front of her that she nursed for an hour and a half, her thumb moving through application screens. The wifi was unreliable and twice she lost a form mid-submission. The second time she set the phone face-down on the table and breathed for a moment before picking it back up.

By noon she had applied to eleven places. She didn't know if that was a lot or not enough. It felt like both.

She refilled her coffee — the woman behind the counter said nothing, just took the cup — and spent another twenty minutes making a second list: the in-person stops, places she'd go this afternoon with her paper resume in the folder she'd bought at the dollar store. The cheap kind, plastic, a little too big, but it kept the pages flat.

Six stops. She mapped the route on her phone to save bus fare, working out which ones she could walk between. The day was overcast but dry, cool enough that walking was
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