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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Black.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Was she noticing a man? What would Mark say?

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

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

      Maybe he was like her. Alone.

      Or…

      Lonely.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Well, I guess that’s that,” Sylvia
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