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To my good friend TC - thank you for being my biggest fan.
For the survivors, the dreamers, 
the stubbornly unbroken. 
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​Welcome to Ashby Lake
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Nestled in the heart of Ontario, Canada, just two hours outside Toronto, Ashby Lake is a small town with a big heart. With a population of about ten thousand, it's a place where neighbours wave from their porches, local shops know your name, and community traditions run deep.

Visitors are drawn to the sparkling waters of Ashby Lake itself, summer days spent fishing, boating, or swimming, and winter mornings skating across the frozen shoreline. Weekends bustle with out-of-towners mingling at the farmers market, where stalls overflow with fresh produce, handmade goods, and the kind of conversations that turn strangers into friends.

You'll find locals lingering over coffee at The Perch, picking up groceries and gossip at Greene's, and shopping for everything from school clothes to Christmas gifts at Bentley's Department Store. Families flock to the Ashby Lake Racetrack, while the smell of fresh baked goods from Joy Bakery drifts down Main Street. Evenings might mean a romantic dinner at Luigi's Italian Bistro, or laughter spilling out the door of Squirrels, the local pub. Add in Ward Wines, the cheerful Haven Goats goat farm, and you've got no shortage of local flavor.

Life here is stitched together with community spirit. Every fall, the Pumpkin Festival lights up the town with hayrides, crafts, and pies. Kids love the whimsical Frog Adventures, while steady hands at Cheryl's Bookkeeping Services keep small businesses thriving. Pets are cared for at the vet clinic, and neighbours always seem to show up when you need them most.

Ashby Lake is a place of homecomings and second chances, of cozy traditions and fresh starts. Whether you're visiting for a weekend by the water, or settling in for a lifetime, Ashby Lake will always make room for you at the table.
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​Chapter One: A New Beginning
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​

Leana Marks arrived in Ashby Lake with one suitcase, a thrifted winter coat, and a silence that wasn’t sorrow—it was choice.

No headlines. No cameras. No family chaos filling her voicemail.

Just quiet.

The town was smaller than she imagined—cleaner, fresher. The air carried the woodsmoke and pine, a faint scent that loosened her shoulders one cautious knot.

Ashby Lake was a nowhere town with no ghosts. 

Or so she hoped.

She found her apartment easily. A second-floor walk-up with worn hardwood floors and mismatched furniture. Modest. Functional. Exactly what she wanted.

A couch. A window. A door that locked. 

She unpacked her suitcase in fifteen minutes: one pair of boots, a couple sweaters, essential clothing and one "nice" outfit. A box of tea. A few groceries she'd brought with her. Her diploma—online bookkeeping certificate, and a single photo from years ago that she tucked into the back of a drawer: she and her sister, arms wrapped around each other, smiling.

​Before everything splintered.

That night, she made a sandwich, curled up with a book, and finally exhaled.

Here, no one knew her name. 

No one whispered about the girl who'd shattered an illusion—the beloved man of God, the civic leader everyone trusted.

The girl who had "ruined" her family.

The one who went to the police at seventeen and told the truth—while her mother begged her to stop, while her sister called her a liar, and her father smiled that same smile that once claimed ownership.

Iliana Markov had done the impossible.

And then, she disappeared.

​Here in Ashby Lake, a town of ten thousand, she was Leana Marks, twenty-two, quiet, with a new name, a new job, and no need to explain herself to anyone.

◆◆◆

It was just past eight when a knock came at her door.

Not loud. Just... soft. Two taps.

She’d been curled up on the couch with her book and a blanket, a mug of chamomile tea cooling on the end table. The knock snapped her out of the paragraph mid-sentence.

​Another knock didn’t follow.

​But still—someone was there.

The peephole was small and slightly warped, but she could make out the shape of a man standing in the hallway—tall, broad-shouldered, holding a banker’s box.

Her stomach tightened, instinctively.

"Yes?" she called through the door, her voice steadier than she felt.

​There was a pause, then—

​"Hi. I'm Liam Thatcher. Graham—your landlord—asked me to drop this stuff off for you."

His voice was calm. Unbothered. Too casual.

Her heartbeat spiked. Her mind sorted through details like a rapid-fire database: male voice, unknown man, after dark, alone, holding a box. 

Her palm hovered near the deadbolt.

Don’t panic. 

Don’t open the door. 

Don’t let him close the space.

"You can just leave it there at the door. Thank you," she kept her tone polite but firm, though her voice had thinned.

There was a pause. Through the peephole, she saw the man—Liam—shrug. No irritation. No challenge. Just... a shrug.

"Okay," he said. "Have a great night."

She heard the soft thunk of the box being set down. Then footsteps. Fading.

She waited. One full minute. Maybe two.

Only when she was sure the hallway was empty did she unlock the door—slowly—and open it just enough to peek out.

Clear.

​She pulled the box inside and locked the door again. The click of the deadbolt was a comfort. Her hands were still shaking.

She sank to the floor beside the box, waiting for her breath to steady. It wasn’t that she thought Liam had done anything wrong—he hadn’t. His voice had been calm, his posture relaxed. He left when she asked.

​But men showing up at her door—any door—made her skin buzz with old alarms. Day or night, it didn’t matter. It wasn’t about Liam.

​It was about her.

She opened the box.

Inside were batteries for the smoke detectors, spare light bulbs, drain plugs, a few drawer and shelf liners still in their packaging. There was also a folded note on top.

Leana opened it with cautious fingers.


Sorry—I rushed getting the apartment ready and missed these things. Hope you're settling in okay.
—Graham Bentley

No flourish. No weird smiley face. Just... a note. A landlord doing his job.

It’s okay.

No one had crossed a line. No one had asked anything of her. Still, she took her time putting the items away. Batteries in the drawer. Liners cut to size. 

She didn’t need the world to leave her alone.

Just... to let her catch her breath.

◆◆◆
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​Chapter Two: New Job
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​

The next morning, Leana pulled on jeans and a soft sweater, tied her hair back, and took a deep breath in the bathroom mirror.

“You’re Leana,” she whispered to her reflection. “Not Iliana. Just Leana. A woman finally done with just surviving.”

She didn’t expect to feel better, but the words steadied her anyway.

As she walked the two blocks to her new job at Cheryl Sims Bookkeeping Services, she rehearsed what she’d say if anyone asked about her past.

The version she could live with.

“I got my certificate online. Big cities weren’t for me. I wanted quiet. A slower pace.”

All technically true.

The rest...didn’t belong to anyone else.

◆◆◆

Kyle Tavoli, her new boss, was a man with blazing red hair and an easy grin—met her at the front door with a coffee in one hand and a folder in the other.

“Leana! You made it. Welcome to the chaos. We keep it mild, promise.”

He introduced her to Kim Watts and Stacy Alain—two lifers who’d been here since the 2000s and made it clear she was welcome without pushing. Leana noticed the spicy romance novel on Kim's desk and the collection of Troll dolls on Stacy's.

​They didn’t ask where she’d come from.
Didn’t ask why she looked tired behind the eyes.
The office was small—four rooms total. Kyle gave her the tour with a wink and running commentary. Kim would be training her for the first few weeks. Lunch was at noon, bring your own snacks, and don’t mess with Cheryl’s tea shelf if you wanted to live.

Leana's desk had a computer, a second monitor, and an inbox tray with a Welcome to the chaos printed on pink paper in it.

At her desk, Leana felt a flicker of something she hadn’t felt in a long time.

Stability.

It was small. Fragile.

But it was hers.

◆◆◆

​
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​Chapter Three: Lunch
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​

At precisely 12:00 p.m., Kim stood up, stretched her arms over her head, and declared, 

“Alright. If I don’t eat something soon, I might start chewing on the paperclips.”

Stacy didn’t even glance up from her spreadsheet. 

“No one’s stopping you. Kyle probably won’t notice until you get to the binder clips.”

“I like to save those for dessert,” Kim said sweetly, already making her way to the lunchroom.

Leana smiled into her tea mug.

​It was the first time she’d felt... included in a conversation that didn’t require her to perform politeness like a script.

​She waited a beat before following. Her stomach fluttered with the nerves of what if they ask me something personal?

The lunchroom was small, clean, modest. There was a microwave that hummed like a generator, a kettle with someone’s initials on it, and a fridge with taped-on reminders about labelling your yoghurt.

Leana slid into a seat with her sandwich and a fresh cup of tea.

“You into tea?” Kim asked, casual, slicing her bread roll in half.

Leana nodded, grateful for the softness in the question. “Mostly. Coffee makes me jittery.”

“You’re safe here,” Kim said dryly. “Cheryl’s a tea drinker too. But don’t let Kyle catch you bad-mouthing French roast or you’ll never hear the end of it.”

They laughed. So did Leana—softly, but real, even though her chest felt tight.

As they ate, they talked about the upcoming town fair. Stacy mentioned her dog with the same pride most people reserved for grandchildren. Kim was taking a pottery class and had already accidentally created what she described as “a Salvador Dali-esque salad bowl.”

Leana sat back and let the conversation wrap around her like a blanket that wasn’t too warm.

She ate slowly. Sipped her tea.

For sixty whole minutes, she wasn’t the curiosity, the broken girl or the courtroom headline. Just Leana Marks, eating lunch.

It was the most peaceful lunch break of her life.

◆◆◆

As Leana walked home after work, dusk had begun to soften the edges of the sky, brushing everything in a kind of lavender quiet.

She unlocked her door, kicked off her boots, and stood still for a moment in the entryway—just long enough to realize her shoulders weren’t clenched. Her jaw wasn’t tight. She wasn’t scanning for exits, or cataloguing warning signs.

She felt... good.

​That was new.

She shrugged off her coat and dropped her bag by the table, still thinking about the day.

Kim was dryly hilarious and terrifyingly competent. Stacy swore at her spreadsheets under her breath and offered Leana half a granola bar when hers snapped in half. Kyle, crimson hair and all, ran the office with the kind of energy you didn’t expect from a bookkeeper—like a sitcom character in a button-down who made sure everyone drank water and took their breaks.

But more than that?

They just... helped her.

​Kim had spent twenty minutes walking her through a complicated reconciliation process without ever once making her feel stupid. Stacy showed her a colour-coding system she’d invented in Excel and when Leana said, “That’s brilliant” , Stacy reacted with something like genuine excitement.

She’d grown up suspicious. To scan for hidden motives. That was how her childhood taught her to move through the world: armoured and wary, always one step ahead—or one step away—from someone else's betrayal.

He had betrayed her in every possible way.

After that, nothing felt safe. Not family. Not connection. Not trust.

But now?

​Now, here in a town where no one knew her real name or her history, she had the terrifying luxury of being... new.

It felt reckless. It felt thrilling.

It felt like standing on the edge of a cliff and realizing no one was watching. No one was pushing. 

Leana moved to the kitchen, filled the kettle, and set it on the stove. The sound of the burner clicking into flame was sharp and comforting. She leaned against the counter and let the moment stretch.

Maybe, for once, she could believe in something that wasn’t survival.

​Maybe she could believe in becoming.

◆◆◆

Tuesday at work was, for all intents and purposes, a quiet echo of Monday.

The morning brought the same low hum of fluorescent lights. The rhythmic clack of keyboards. The occasional muttered curse from Stacy when a cell in her spreadsheet misbehaved. Kyle made his rounds midmorning, arms full of sticky notes and misplaced receipts.

Leana kept her head down and absorbed everything Kim showed her: reconciling bank statements, entering vendor invoices, flagging anomalies for Cheryl’s inevitable once-a-week audit storm. Kim was thorough and patient in a way that never felt condescending. Leana appreciated that more than she could say.

The comfort of routine was starting to settle in her bones. Just columns, formulas, and the faint scent of lemon cleaner mixed with tea.

Around eleven o’clock, Stacy wheeled her chair into Leana’s desk like she was docking a starship.

“So—Fridays,” she said casually, unwrapping a granola bar like it was a plot point. “We usually head to Luigi’s after work. Cheap pasta, questionable karaoke, decent wine. Kim and I have been going for years.”

Kim didn’t look up from her screen, just added, “Luigi’s knows not to give Stacy red wine anymore.”

Stacy rolled her eyes. “One time. One dramatic story about my ex, and suddenly I’m banned from the Merlot section.”

Leana smiled, but her fingers froze on the keyboard. Her shoulders stiffened and her jaw set.

“We’d love for you to join,” Stacy added, more gently now. “No pressure. No expectations. Just... letting you know you’re invited.”

Kim looked over, her voice warm but easy. “It’s not a girls’ night thing. It’s just us and Kyle. We vent. We eat carbs. Sometimes we sing badly. Sometimes we just sit and complain about Cheryl’s tea shelf.”

Leana felt the offer like a small, soft weight in her chest.

No pressure. No expectations.

​Before—back when she was Iliana—she never went out. Her father had made sure of that. His rules were always couched in the language of protection: the city’s dangerous, men are dangerous, clubs are dangerous, boys are dangerous.

But it wasn’t about safety.

​It was about control. His possessiveness. His jealousy. His twisted claim on her life. On her time. On her.

After she spoke out—after everything shattered—the silence became her own rule. She avoided the bars, the restaurants, the invitations. She didn’t give anyone an opening or a reason to retaliate.

It had become easier to say no to everything.

But now?

Now there was no one watching. No controlling father. Just a simple offer from her coworkers who didn’t want anything from her.

She swallowed and looked up.

“I’ll think about it,” she said.

Stacy smiled. “That’s all we ask.”

And just like that, the conversation moved on. No prying. No lingering. Just a few jokes about Luigi’s jukebox and a reminder that Kyle tried to sing “Total Eclipse of the Heart” in falsetto.

Leana turned back to her screen.

But inside, something had shifted.

Because for the first time in years, she hadn’t said no out of fear.

​She hadn’t said yes either—but she was thinking about it.

And that felt like a win.

◆◆◆
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​Chapter Four: The Handyman
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​

Just after lunch, a few days later, the front door chimed and Kyle popped his head out of his office.

"Sink’s finally getting looked at," he announced, overly casual in a way that made Kim immediately narrow her eyes.

​Leana didn’t think anything of it—until she looked up and saw him.

Liam.

Yes, that Liam—the one who’d shown up at her apartment, holding a banker’s box and smiling like it was no big deal to knock on a stranger’s door at 8 p.m.

He stepped into the office now with a quiet confidence that didn’t read as cocky—just... solid. Sleeves rolled up. Toolbox in one hand. The faintest trace of something woodsy and clean trailing after him.

​And apparently, this was not Liam’s first time around the office.

Kim elbowed Stacy lightly and tilted her head toward the lunchroom. “Now, there’s a show worth watching,” she said, voice low and amused. “I swear Kyle breaks something in this place every other week just so Liam’ll come fix it.”

Stacy snorted in agreement.

Leana glanced at Kyle lingering in the hallway pretending to study a bulletin board that hadn’t been updated since 2019.

She couldn’t help it—her lips twitched into a small, unexpected smile.

Liam had clearly heard the commentary, because when he looked over and saw the four of them watching him, his ears flushed deep pink.

He gave them a sheepish half-wave with the hand that wasn’t holding a wrench. “Afternoon.”

“Don’t mind us,” Kim said sweetly, staring at him over her coffee cup.

Liam grinned, the colour still high on his cheeks. “Right. I’ll be under the sink if anyone needs me.”

He disappeared into the lunchroom, and the sound of tools shifting and pipes clinking followed. Leana also heard the soft sound of Liam humming softly as he worked.

Stacy leaned in toward Leana. “He’s single, by the way.”

“Stacy,” Kim warned, though she didn’t sound particularly serious.

Leana looked back down at her computer screen, pretending to be focused, but her fingers hovered over the keys.

She didn’t mind looking at him. That alone surprised her.

But Liam? He hadn’t pressed. He’d left when she asked him to—no questions, no pushback.

And now he was here. Embarrassed. Blushing.

Maybe even... sweet? And that was new.

She didn’t let herself go any further than that. But the realization sat quietly in her chest, warm and not at all unpleasant.

◆◆◆

Later that afternoon, while Stacy was fighting with the printer and Kyle was still pretending not to be emotionally invested in the condition of the lunchroom sink, Kim leaned over the edge of Leana’s desk with a conspiratorial smile.

“In case you’re wondering,” she said in a low, perfectly gossipy tone, “Liam still lives with his mom.”

​

Leana blinked, caught typing mid-sentence in an invoice field. “Oh?”

“She’s had some health issues the last couple years—arthritis, mobility stuff. He stuck around to help her out. Drives her to appointments, fixes her railing, makes sure the walkway’s shoveled before she can even complain about it. Total caretaker type.”

Kim gave a wistful little sigh, shaking her head.

“He’s all about family. Good guy. Solid.” She paused, then chuckled. “I swear, if I was twenty years younger...”

She let the sentence trail off into a dreamy sigh, one hand fluttering toward her chest like she was auditioning for a soap opera. Then she winked at Leana with a twinkle that made her feel unexpectedly included in whatever this was.

“Not that we’re trying to set you up or anything,” Kim added innocently. “Kyle would probably fire you anyway if we did.”

​That earned a snort from Stacy across the room. “He wishes he had the guts.”

“Poor Kyle,” Kim said with mock sympathy. “He’s got it bad for Liam, but Liam’s not into guys. Such a shame. They’d be adorable.”

Leana’s fingers hovered over the keyboard, frozen mid-keystroke.

She could feel the blush blooming up her neck before she could stop it.

Kim didn’t miss it—of course she didn’t.

“Ohhh,” she said, drawing out the sound like a satisfied cat. But then, bless her, she didn’t press. Just cackled quietly to herself, gave Leana a conspiratorial pat on the desk, and returned to her own screen like she hadn’t just sent Leana’s heart rate skyrocketing.

Leana stared down at her spreadsheet, pretending very hard that numbers required her full and undivided attention.

Back in her old life, attraction had always come with consequences.

​Even looking at someone had felt dangerous.

But here? 

​It felt like being welcomed into the joke.

​And maybe, just maybe, it wasn’t entirely unwelcome.

◆◆◆
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​Chapter Five: Friday
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​

By Friday morning, Leana had the sense that she’d been... adopted.

​Not officially, of course—but Kim and Stacy had begun treating her like a wayward niece they’d taken under their collective wing, fussing just enough to show they cared without making her bolt for the door. Kim brought her a travel-sized hand cream “because the office air is drier than a menopausal cactus,” and Stacy had started leaving a wrapped biscotti on her keyboard with a sticky note that said Eat carbs. Don't want you falling asleep mid-reconciliation.

And Kyle—dear, dramatic Kyle—had declared, without irony, “You clearly need a gay best friend, and lucky for you, I’m under-qualified and emotionally available.”

The moment passed with laughter, and she didn’t feel pressed to be anything more than she was.

​What struck her most wasn’t the teasing, or the slow rhythm of inside jokes—it was how carefully they all did it. Like they’d each, in their own way, picked up on the fragility beneath her calm, polished front. They didn’t poke. They just nudged, softly testing the edges of what she could handle.

It was new. Strange. Kind of terrifying.

​Which made the arrival of Cheryl—precisely at 11:58 a.m.—feel like a completely different kind of weather system.

​The glass door swung open, and suddenly the office was filled with the sharp scent of jasmine perfume, the tap-click of designer heels, and the presence of a woman who very much knew how to own a room.

​“Good morning, my dears,” Cheryl trilled, holding a colour-blocked tote in one arm and an iced latte the size of a small car in the other. She was in her sixties but dressed like a fashion columnist on assignment—tailored blazer, oversized sunglasses, lipstick that meant business.

Kyle immediately popped out of his office, posture straightening as if summoned.

“Cheryl! Look at you. You’re practically glowing.”

​“I am glowing,” she said breezily, “though it might just be the highlighter. New brand. Cruelty free, unlike some of my exes.”

Leana wasn’t sure whether to laugh or brace herself.

Cheryl air-kissed Kyle on the cheek, made a beeline to the shared desk space, and zeroed in on Leana with laser focus.

​“You must be the new girl.” She extended a hand covered in rings. “Cheryl Sims. I am the name on the door.” 

“Leana,” she replied, standing to shake her hand. Cheryl’s grip was firm, warm, and just slightly theatrical.

“Well, aren’t you pretty,” Cheryl said, then gave her a look that Leana couldn’t quite decode—half evaluation, half approval. “Glad to see we’re finally back at full staff. Lord knows I’ve been doing double the drinking and half the paperwork these past few months.” 

Cheryl's eyes sharpened for a moment.“Kyle and the girls treating you okay?” 

Leana gave her a startled nod and Cheryl's smile turned genuine. “Good. I like to know my people are getting along.”

Kyle cleared his throat delicately. “We’ve been keeping things running, don’t worry. I’ve got the reports ready if you want to go over them now.”

Cheryl waved a manicured hand. “Oh, of course. Let’s pretend this is about accounting.”

​What followed was less an audit and more a one-woman performance piece. Cheryl skimmed the week’s reports while regaling them with stories about the charity dinner she’d attended at Ward Vineyard.

“Very upscale. The kind where you feel bad eating the hors d’oeuvres because they’re too pretty. But! They’re expanding and might be looking for a new firm, so I’m glad we’re looking competent.”

​Kim muttered under her breath, “Glad we’re competent.”

Leana bit back a smile.

Cheryl turned back toward her with a bright expression. “Anyway, welcome aboard, dear. You’ll find we’re a little unorthodox, but we get the job done. And I love that you’re not afraid of a neutral-toned blouse. Understated elegance. Very 2024.”

Leana had no idea what that meant, but she nodded anyway. “Thanks. It’s good to be here.”

And strangely, it was.

The chaos. The perfume. The gossip. The binder clips. The weirdness of Cheryl, the warmth of Kim and Stacy, Kyle’s theatrical sincerity.

For the first time in a long time, the world didn’t feel like a minefield.

It felt like somewhere she could stay.

◆◆◆

By the time Kim, Stacy, and Kyle were packing up for the day—gathering coats, stuffing receipts into folders, and debating whether Cheryl’s perfume was more “Jasmine Noir” or “Weaponized Gardenia”—Leana found herself hovering beside her desk, heart tapping nervously in her chest.

She didn’t know why she said it, not exactly. It came out before she could second-guess it.

“Is the invitation to Luigi’s still open?”

All three of them turned at once.

Stacy grinned first, wide and delighted. Kyle made a little gasp like he’d been waiting for this plot twist all week. And Kim—bless her—just gave a slow, satisfied nod, like a grandmother watching her sourdough starter finally rise.

“You bet,” Kim said. “We never take no as final on Fridays.”

​They didn’t rush her. They waited while she packed up her things, slinging on her thrifted coat and slipping her notebook into her tote. They walked the few blocks together, past the local diner The Perch, the vet clinic, and Bentley's department store. The walk was easy and unhurried, the early Fall chill settling into the quiet streets of Ashby Lake. Lamps flickered on. Shop windows glowed gold. The world felt almost gentle.

When they reached Luigi’s, Leana hesitated.

​From the outside, it looked like a bistro straight out of a Disney movie—wrought iron tables on the patio, strings of fairy lights in the windows, a wooden sign with cursive lettering and elegant flourishes. It looked expensive. Too expensive.

Her stomach twisted.

Stacy must have caught the flicker of panic, because she bumped Leana’s arm gently and leaned in.

“Hey,” she said, voice low, knowing. “Luigi likes to keep it looking swanky for the tourists. Off season, it’s all smoke and pasta. There’s a special menu for us locals—no need to panic.”

Leana met her eyes.

“He makes one big pot of minestrone every Friday, bakes the bread himself, and serves giant family-style pasta plates like it’s Nonna’s kitchen,” Stacy continued. “You won’t spend more than thirty bucks. And the house white wine, is cheap and good.”

Leana let out a breath she hadn’t realized she was holding. “Okay,” she said softly. “Thanks.”

Stacy just smiled and opened the door.

​Inside, Luigi’s smelled like garlic, butter, and warm dough. The walls were the colour of fire-roasted tomatoes, lined with framed photos of laughing diners and old family portraits. A chalkboard listed the “Local Menu” in looping script: antipasti, two pastas, minestrone soup in a tureen, and white wine by the glass or the “let’s-be-honest” carafe.

They were seated at a booth near the back. Stacy ordered for the table—bread, soup, and a pasta big enough to feed six. Kyle handled the wine, and Kim requested extra napkins before the meal even started.

The food was comforting, like a hug from a friend who didn’t ask questions. The soup came in a chipped ceramic tureen with a ladle and steam curling up like incense. The bread was soft on the inside, crisp on the edges, brushed with herbs and oil. The pasta was penne with roasted vegetables and a blush sauce that didn’t try too hard to impress—just delivered.

Leana didn’t drink much. Half a glass of wine, maybe three sips more. Enough to feel the warmth in her cheeks, but not enough to let go of control. She laughed at Kyle’s stories. She listened to Kim talk about her grandkid’s school play. She watched Stacy flirt harmlessly with the waiter, who looked like he was twelve and blushed like he’d been handed a daytime Emmy.

She didn’t talk much, but no one made her.

​Still, she didn't pour a second glass of wine. She knew herself. She liked these people. But she didn’t trust them. Not yet.

But this? This was a beginning.

And beginnings were enough.

◆◆◆

​Kyle and Stacy were, by that point, well past tipsy and edging into adorably unhinged.

Kyle had started speaking in a faux British accent—“I simply must insist we sample the tiramisu, darling!”—while Stacy was busy making everyone at the table rank pasta shapes from “most erotic” to “least emotionally available.”

Kim, unbothered, rolled her eyes at regular intervals and sipped her wine like a woman who’d lived through all of this before.

Leana had smiled more in the last hour than she had in the past year.

But then the karaoke machine appeared, rolled out by the waiter with a flourish and a knowing look in Kyle’s direction. The lights dimmed slightly. The wireless mics came out. Someone at another table cheered.

That was Leana’s cue.

She stood slowly, slipping on her coat.

​“Don’t gooo,” Kyle moaned, flopping halfway across the table with theatrical agony. “Leanaaa. The night is young. So are you. And we haven’t even performed ‘Total Eclipse of the Heart’ yet!”

She smiled, already shaking her head. “Maybe next time.”

Kyle pouted—cartoonishly, lip jutting, eyes wide and pitiful.

It made her laugh.

She reached out without thinking and gave his arm a light touch. “Really,” she said gently. “Next time. Still getting used to everything.”

That moment hung between them, quiet and understanding.

Then she slipped away.

◆◆◆

Outside, the night air hit her like a shock. Crisp and damp, threaded with the scent of pine and baked dough trailing from the restaurant’s chimney. The streetlights had come on, casting golden halos on the wet pavement. Ashby Lake looked beautiful—storybook, even.

But the moment the door closed behind her, her pulse spiked.

A short walk in a statistically safe town. 

Her body didn’t care about logic.

She adjusted her bag across her chest and took a slow, deliberate breath. Her boots clicked against the sidewalk as she walked, steady and measured. 

She told herself: You are safe.

Each step felt like a quiet act of defiance.

When she finally reached her apartment building and slipped inside, her hands were trembling as she locked the door behind her.

But she made it. Not brave, exactly—but present.

And for now, that was enough.

◆◆◆
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​Chapter Six: Farmer's Market
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​

On Saturday morning, Leana rose early, pulled on her softest jeans and a navy sweater, and made the decision—quiet, firm—to try something new. She had read about a farmer’s market open on the weekends and she was going to visit.

​The local shuttle bus ran every two hours and the last bus left promptly at 3 p.m. She’d studied the paper schedule posted on the community board at Greene's grocers like it was a survival guide. The bus itself turned out to be a repurposed short school bus, now painted a cheery pink with ASHBY LAKE COMMUNITY SHUTTLE stenciled on the side. It smelled faintly of vinyl and cinnamon gum.

It rumbled along the outskirts of town, past fields and winding country roads until it pulled into the gravel lot.

And the market?

​It was perfect.

Spread out under a collection of white tents, the Ashby Lake Farmers' Market buzzed with relaxed weekend energy. There was a food tent offering fresh-brewed coffee, slices of homemade pie, and paper plates stacked high with waffles. There were local artists selling jewellery made from stones smoothed by the lake, knitters with baskets of chunky scarves made with wool from local sheep, and rows of produce glistening with dew.

Leana didn’t rush.

She wandered slowly, her canvas bag swinging gently at her side, letting the low murmur of conversation and scent of warm pastry wash over her. She studied jars of golden honey, admired baskets of wildflowers, and even smiled—genuinely—when a vendor handed her a free apple slice with a wink.

​The crowd didn’t bother her. She kept to the edges, gave herself space, and reminded herself: This is normal. This is safe.

Eventually, she circled back to the food tent and ordered a cup of herbal tea and a generous slice of cherry crumble. She found an empty seat at one of the wooden tables under a large umbrella and settled in, warming her hands on the cup and watching the ebb and flow of the market around her.

She didn’t scroll. Didn’t read. Just existed.

She was halfway through her pie when movement caught her eye. She looked up—and there he was.

Liam.

Wearing a denim jacket over a faded green hoodie, toolbox nowhere in sight, looking more like someone’s slightly rumpled nephew than a handyman heartthrob. Beside him was an older woman with silver-streaked hair pulled into a low bun, walking with the help of a carved wooden cane.

They scanned the seating area—every table full now with chatter and laughter and clinking cutlery.

Without thinking too hard, Leana stood.

“You can take this one,” she offered quickly, motioning to her spot. Her tea was still warm, and she wasn’t quite done with the pie, but it felt like the right thing to do.

Liam’s gaze landed on her—and brightened with recognition. “Hey, Leana, right? Thanks, but no need to rush.”

The woman beside him smiled, kind and curious.

“We can share,” Liam added. “If you don’t mind?”

​There was a flicker of hesitation inside her. She didn’t do casual proximity with strangers. But... Liam wasn’t exactly a stranger. And the woman had the kind of face that made you want to hand her your secrets wrapped in foil.

“I don’t mind,” Leana said, soft but clear.

They settled beside her—Liam on one side, the woman across from him, using her cane to help ease down onto the bench. Her coat was purple wool, neatly buttoned, and she had the air of someone who did not suffer nonsense unless it came in baked form.

“Leana, this is my mom—Maggie,” Liam said as he unbuttoned his jacket.

“Nice to meet you,” Leana said, offering a small smile.

“And you,” Maggie replied, her voice warm and lilting with just a hint of something rural Canadian in the vowels. “Liam said there was a new girl in town who was polite and didn’t treat him like a vending machine with a wrench. I figured I should meet her.”

Leana blinked. “He did?”

​Liam shrugged, clearly not expecting the conversation to be about him now. “You made an impression. The good kind.”

Maggie tilted her head toward Leana’s half-eaten pie. “That the cherry crumble?”

“Yeah. It’s... really good.”

“You’ll want to try the plum torte next week. But get here early. It goes fast.”

The banter was easy. Leana didn’t finish her tea as quickly as she’d planned, and she didn’t regret the company at all.

◆◆◆

​For the first time in... God, she didn’t even know how long - Leana felt the urge to tease someone. Proper teasing. The flirty kind.

It surprised her.

The way it bubbled up, light and natural, as Liam laughed at something Maggie had said about his attempt at planting basil last spring.

Normally, this was the part where she’d retreat—where the icy echo of past danger would smother that spark before it ever had the chance to burn.

But this time?

​She just smiled.

A real one. Not polite. Not forced.

It caught Liam off guard. He looked right at her, then ducked his head, the tops of his ears turning red again like they had in the office when the plumbing went sideways.

​And she caught herself thinking—that’s adorable.

​Before she could figure out what to do with that thought, Maggie stood up, slow but steady, one hand bracing her cane.

“I’m just going to go get a pie,” she announced, already halfway out of her seat. Liam went to stand up and Maggie put her hand on his shoulder.

“No, Liam, you just stay here,” she added with a mischievous twinkle in her eye. “You sit. She’s prettier company than your usual.”

Leana’s jaw might have dropped if she weren’t so frozen in place.

Liam flushed again—this time nearly crimson. “Maa, seriously—”

But Maggie was already walking toward the pie table with the kind of regal determination that only women over sixty can pull off. Leana watched her go, struck by the slow, stiff steps—and the steel in her spine. It was obvious that every movement came with pain, but not once did she let it slow her down.

“Well,” Liam muttered, dragging a hand through his hair. “That wasn’t awkward at all.”

Leana blinked, then laughed softly. “She’s... blunt.”

He gave her a lopsided grin. “Yeah. She worries I don’t get out enough. Which, to be fair, is accurate. I work. I fix things. I grocery shop. That’s kind of my social calendar.”

There was something disarming about his honesty. 

Leana felt the warmth creep back up her neck. “That’s okay. Moms can be like that.”

“Oh, is your mom always trying to set you up too?”

​And just like that—the bottom dropped out.

It landed like a gut punch. 

Leana’s smile faltered, and she looked down at her tea, suddenly very aware of the breeze, the chatter, the clink of cutlery at nearby tables.

“No,” she said slowly, her voice tightening just slightly. “Not anymore. We don’t... talk.”

Liam straightened, brows drawing together. “Oh. Sorry—I didn’t mean to pry. I’m sure you two will work it out, though.”

​Leana blinked hard, willing the sting behind her eyes to stay put. Work it out—like it was a squabble over vacation plans.

She stood too quickly, the legs of the bench scraping softly against the gravel.

“I should go,” she said, trying to keep her voice light. “But this was nice. Really.”

Liam started to stand too. “Leana—”

“See you around,” she cut in gently. “Say bye to your mom for me?”

She didn’t wait for his reply.

She slipped away, cup in hand, heart racing. Not angry... unmoored.

The sun still shone, but it didn’t feel warm anymore.

She didn’t cry.

She just walked. Steady. Forward.

That was her way now.

◆◆◆

​Leana checked the shuttle schedule again even though she already knew the next return bus wouldn’t arrive for another forty minutes. Her shoulders tensed at the thought of running into Liam and Maggie again.

She slipped into the quieter section of the market, where the tents gave way to folding tables and crates of secondhand goods. The flea market section was more chaotic, less curated, and full of the kind of junk she found oddly comforting. Mismatched mugs. Boxes of buttons. A tangle of necklaces and rosaries.

She spotted a used book vendor nestled between a record stall and someone selling antique spoons. Books had always been safe company for Leana. No voices, no questions, just words. 

The books were stacked haphazardly in milk crates, worn and weathered and glorious. Her fingers itched to dive in. Books had always been safe company. No voices, no questions, just words.

​She crouched beside one crate and pulled out a battered copy of The Brothers Karamazov. She smiled faintly. It had been on her to-be-read list since... forever. Maybe even since high school. Next came Anna Karenina, its spine cracked but still proud. She held both in her hands, feeling their weight.

"Those are good ones," said the man behind the table, smiling warmly. He was older, maybe in his sixties, with thick grey eyebrows and a voice like gravel.

He was speaking Russian.

​Instinct took over before she could stop herself. “How much?” she asked—also in Russian. The words slid out before she could censor them, and the man’s eyes lit up with pleasure.

“A native speaker!” he continued in Russian, delighted. “Or close enough. Where are you from? Your accent—Moscow? No, not quite...”

Leana’s heart slammed against her ribs.

“I grew up in Montreal,” she said in English, fast, but he was rapid-firing questions in Russian, tumbling out like dominoes.

“Family from Moscow? What’s your last name? You look familiar. Do I know your people?”

Your people.

She wanted to run. Her breath caught somewhere between her collarbone and her throat.

“I’m new here,” she said, trying to keep her tone light. “It’s been a long time. My Russian’s not that good anymore.”

He kept talking.

​He meant well. He was charmed. Every question peeled something back she’d buried.


Where did you learn the language?
Do your parents still speak it?
What do they do?

His wife, a woman in a blue scarf who had been watching silently from behind the table, stepped forward. Her elbow connected with his side with the practiced precision of someone who’d been married a long time.

​“Leave her alone,” she muttered, low and sharp. “She doesn’t want to talk about it.”

The man blinked, looked at Leana again—really looked—and seemed to realize something had shifted.

He backed off with an apologetic nod.

Leana handed him a five-dollar bill with shaking fingers, mumbled her thanks, and tucked the books into her bag as quickly as she could.

She fled before the panic could fully bloom, weaving through the crowd like a woman trying not to drown. By the time she reached the bus stop, her skin felt too tight and her breath too shallow.

And then she saw him.

​Liam, sitting casually on a hay bale, legs stretched out, looking impossibly relaxed beside a vendor’s stall. Maggie was a few feet away, inspecting bars of goat milk soap with great concentration and audible commentary.

Liam looked up—and froze.

His gaze zeroed in on her pale face, the slight tremor in the hand holding her tote bag.

“Hey,” he said, standing as she approached. “Are you okay? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

Leana tried to smile, but it came out brittle. “Something worse,” she said quietly.

He stepped forward, gentle, concerned. His hand reached out to touch her arm—

And she flinched.

Barely noticeable, not dramatically.

She pulled away, quick and sharp. “I’m fine.”

Liam blinked, startled. “Okay,” he said slowly, backing off. “I didn’t mean—”

But Leana was already walking past him, heading straight for the shuttle stop like it was a finish line she had to reach or she’d fall apart.

She didn’t look back.

◆◆◆
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