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This book is dedicated to my brother and sister-in-law, whose capacity to redesign their lives in pursuit of new dreams has in no small measure inspired the spirit of this story.

Their beautiful lakeside property served as muse for its setting.

Their creative adaptability is always an example to me.
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Mia

Seriously?

I go inside for five minutes and this is what is waiting for me?

When I discovered a single guy was moving in, and I saw some of the luxurious renovations done to the home, including a two-level deck, I was afraid something like this might happen.

His cottage—although it can hardly be qualified as such anymore—is clear across the small inlet from me on Spence Lake. Frank and Harriet, the former owners, decided to sell and move closer to their grandchildren. I’d been pretty upset to see them go. They’d been on the lake for over twenty-five years and had been a great source of information, since I bought my place a few years ago. 

The only activity our little private bay ever saw was the splashing and giggles when their grandkids came to visit, but in the few days since the new guy moved in, all I’ve heard is the revving of that blasted speedboat of his. The same boat I just saw his lady friend diving out of, squealing. Definitely not what I’d consider the sweet sound of kids at play. And here I thought that with the disappearance of the construction crews, I’d be able to start enjoying my peaceful solitude again. Apparently not.

In stark contrast to the large home across the water, I just have a one bedroom log cabin, with a kayak and an old canoe pulled up on my ancient dock. I love my little corner of the world, with my dog, wilderness at my back, beautiful views in front of me, and still close enough to civilization. Hell, the local grocery store even delivers to the top of my drive. It’s perfect.

My favourite spot is my screened-in porch, I can smell the pines, feel the breeze off the lake, and hear the sound of the occasional loon or cormorant visiting, yet not get eaten alive by the bugs. I have a little desk set up, where I’ll sometimes eat my dinner, or play crosswords, along with an old, beaten-up leather love seat, where I’ve spent many an afternoon nap and currently Griffin is doing the same. 

A large splash of water draws a sleepy woof from Grif, and I look over to the dock on the other side. My new neighbour has apparently joined his guest in the water. If I didn’t know any better, I’d think he was murdering her by the way she’s screaming and carrying on. 

I determinedly tear my eyes away and focus on my sandwich, and my new book, while the dog settles back to sleep. I’ve been looking forward to this one and it appeared on my Kindle this morning. Every morning is a little like Christmas when I start up my Kindle, considering all the books I tend to pre-order. 

Life has certainly improved since I had my wireless router installed. Hooked up to the world at large makes living in relative seclusion a lot easier. It’s also much simpler to stay in touch with the few folks I care about. I dislike talking on the phone with a passion, and the only one I speak to regularly is Steffie. For some reason, I get tongue-tied and awkward, and much prefer letting my fingers do the talking. 

A giggle catches my attention and this time I get an eyeful. I’m positive I saw the blonde woman go in the water with a bathing suit on, but she’s naked as a jay when she climbs up the ladder on the side of the dock. Her body; a picture of perfection with long tan legs, delicately rounded hips, and a set of substantial, gravity defying breasts, I want to bet nature had no part in creating. The giggle apparently is courtesy of the man behind her, who seems to be biting her butt? Holy Mary, Mother of God! A hot blush shoots up my chest when my neighbour pulls himself from the water. I knew he was big, I could see that, but I had no idea exactly how big—everywhere!

Instinctively, I scoot back a little in an attempt to hide, although, I’m quite sure they can’t see me anyway. Not that I think they’d particularly care, since I’m watching him pull her to where he’s kneeling on the dock. The bulk of his back, still wet, ripples in the sun. Even from here, I can see the muscles of his ass clench as he hoists one of the woman’s legs over his shoulder. Oh my...

Her hands hold on to his dark head, which is dipped low between her legs, and I watch as she drops her head back and moans loud enough for the sound to carry. I’m mesmerized. I know I should probably go inside, but I can’t stop watching. I can’t remember the last time...heck, what am I saying? I’m pretty sure I’ve never experienced anything like the thorough treatment the woman is receiving. 

I place my hand on my chest and feel my heart beating hard, before it slides down, almost of its own accord, to find the swell of my breast. My nipples are hard and straining against the material of my old tank top. The moment I pull down my top, and expose my breast, a breeze whispers over the tight nub, sending a charge straight through my center. 

I watch as he carefully lays her down and stretches himself over her body, his hard white ass standing out in stark contrast. I can almost feel the invasion of my own body when I watch his hips surge forward, his tight ass clenching as he enters her. My breath hitches when my hand closes over my exposed breast and plucks, almost distractedly, at my nipple. I see him raising up on his arms, the full width of his shoulders impressive as he holds himself up over her body and powers into her with increasing force. 

The entire scene feels illicit—taboo—and unbelievably erotic.

In the privacy of my enclosed deck, watching my neighbour fuck his guest, my body craves like it’s never craved before, aching for release. My other hand slips under the waistband of my flannel PJs, skims through the damp patch of curls and easily finds the slick evidence of my arousal. As the woman starts to keen over the audible grunts from her lover, my fingers rub furiously over the throbbing heat between my legs. I feel the vaguely familiar tension coil and build, until the sight of his furiously bucking hips and the sound of his loud groan of completion, tips me over the edge. 

I don’t mean to make a sound, but I must have. In seconds he is on his feet, pulling up his companion and urging her to the house, before he turns around. With his hands on his hips and his legs slightly spread, he stands shamelessly exposed as he glares in my direction.

I duck even further back into the shadow of my porch. Surely he can’t see me? 

Holding my breath, I wait until he finally turns and follows her into his house. I rush inside mine, the hot flush of embarrassment burning my face and the dog close on my heels.

I’m a voyeur.
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Jared

Fuck me. You’d think I’d have learned by now.

I wince when I hear Lori’s girly voice call out from the bathroom over the sound of the running shower.

“Are you gonna join me?”

Fuck no. 

With Jordy arriving next week, it seemed like a good idea to have one last hurrah before my transition to a responsible adult. Of course, at thirty-nine, most people have long grown into one, but my life thus far has allowed me to indulge selfishly. I am—or I used to be—a feared and revered NHL defenseman. With a heavy traveling schedule and substantial fan adoration, especially from females, I was happy to play the field. Many, many fields actually. But when Jordy dropped that bombshell on me six months ago, I knew my player days needed to come to an end. 

Easier said than done, when recognition and reputation made it hard to walk into any establishment, without two or three women putting their hands on me. That’s how I met Lori, two nights ago in a restaurant in town. Blonde, stacked, and with a sweet demeanour and obvious crush, I’d easily talked myself into one last indulgence before I’d have to hang up my jockstrap. 

One night turned into two, and now she’s in my house, making herself as comfortable as she can. Not going to happen. I may be ready to settle down some, but those plans do not include Lori. I was ready to send her home yesterday, but when she surprised me with a nice dinner she’d prepared, while I was taking a nap, I couldn’t rightly toss her out. Then this morning, she’d been all excited about going out on the boat, and I figured it’s probably the least I could do before I make her leave.

Of course, then she jumps in the lake and pulls her top off, taunting me with those tits. They feel fake as shit, but they look fucking phenomenal. Especially bobbing on the water. Not sure whether it’s the knowledge of this being the last opportunity, or the buzz of my pain meds combined with the steady stream of alcohol, but I dive in after her. Before I know it I’m fucking her on the dock, my ass out for anyone to see. Way to keep a low profile, dickhead.

The reality of it doesn’t hit until I hear a faint yelp coming from the log cabin on the other side. I’ve seen the woman who lives there exactly twice. One night at dusk when she was hoisting her kayak back on the dock, and once when she was weeding the sad-looking vegetable patch she’s apparently trying to grow on the side of her house. Each time she was wearing those ugly, flannel, men’s lounge pants and a shapeless men’s T-shirt from the looks of it. I have no idea whether she’s twenty or sixty, but my educated guess is somewhere in between. Her dog has been more visible. A friendly creature who came by one early morning, while I was sitting on the dock, apparently to check me out. He allowed me to give him a scratch behind the ears before he turned and loped off on the narrow trail along the water, back to his mistress.

I ended up pulling out of Lori in a hurry and rushing her inside before turning toward her place. I caught a slight movement behind the screen of her porch, but it may well have been my imagination. Last thing I need is someone snapping pictures and selling them to the highest bidder. Granted, the pay may not be as much as it was a year ago, before my knee blew out, but I bet someone would still pay a pretty penny to see my white ass bumping uglies in broad daylight. 

With Lori in the master bath, I slip into the second bathroom for a quick rinse, before I give her the heave ho. When I lift the toilet seat for a quick wiz before I hop in the shower, I notice the sticky evidence of stupidity on my cock. Son-of-a-fucking-bitch!

This is what happens when I drink too much.

In ten minutes, I’m as clean as I’m going to get, my Johnson raw from my furious scrubbing. Not that it would do any good, the semi-sober part of my brain realizes, but the slightly painful scrape of the loofah over the tender skin seemed an appropriate punishment, considering. Better write myself a note to get checked out ASAP. 

Lori is already in the kitchen, pulling shit out of the fridge. I have to put a stop to this now. 

“Listen,” I start, to which she turns to face me. 

“Oh hey,” she chirps with a little smile.

“I didn’t use a condom,” I blurt out, eager to get this shit over with. 

“Oh, I know,” she says, apparently unfazed. “No worries, I’m covered.”

Yeah, I’ve heard stories like that. Not about to let it go with that.

“How exactly are you covered?”

“Depo,” she says by way of clarification, but it really doesn’t help me. I have no clue what the fuck she’s talking about. “The injection? I get it every three months.” 

Right, I’ve heard of those. 

“Okay.” I nod, more than a little relieved. “But what about...”

She won’t let me finish and cheerfully jumps in. “STD’s? Not to worry, I get checked every time I go in for my shot.” When she sees my eyebrows shoot up at the frequency of her health checks, she shrugs her shoulders. “Got my shot just last month and the handful of guys before you were gloved, so we’re good.”

Handful of guys? Okay, so she’s a player. I feel part relieved and part worried, because a sweet girl like her should maybe be a bit more discriminating. I catch myself being the biggest hypocrite on the face of the earth. I never thought I’d measure with a double standard. Especially given that, although in recent years my gallivanting has slowed down dramatically, in my younger days I’d think nothing of five different partners in a week, let alone a month. 

Still, she should be a bit more concerned. 

“Good to know, but you don’t know if I’m clean, right?” I watch as her face pales a little. “I was clean at last check and I’ve been safe...until now. Look, you’re a nice girl, Lori. I just want you to be careful, okay?” 

“Okay,” she says sweetly. “Does this mean you’re ready for me to go now?”

Stumped and more than a little. I don’t think I’ve ever met a woman this casual and easy. Just like me, except—female. 

“I think so,” I tell her with just a hint of regret. 

Fifteen minutes and a friendly, angst-free hug later, I give one last wave to the retreating taillights of her car going up the hill, when I hear my phone ring inside.

“Hey,” I manage breathlessly by the time I find it.

“Oh no,” Jordy says on the other side. “What did I interrupt?”

“Nothing,” I’m quick to answer. “I was just outside and left my phone on the kitchen counter. What’s up?”

“Just saw my OB/GYN this morning. The baby is right on target and my medical files were transferred to the clinic in Bracebridge.”

“That’s great, honey. So I’ve scheduled the movers to be there next Tuesday at nine in the morning, that still good for you?”

“Should be, I’ve packed up seven boxes with small shit already and will get the rest packed up over the weekend.” 

I take a deep breath and run my hand through my hair. The woman is so stubborn. Every time I’ve offered to drive back and help her pack up, and each time she’s shut me down, claiming she needs to do this ‘on her own.’ 

“I can hear your exasperated sighs, you know?” she says, a smile in her voice. “Don’t even start with me, Jared. I’m fine. I have a few friends helping out and I’ll be good to go. It’s important to me to do this without having your sweet, caring, and very controlling self looming over me. Please?”

I love her to distraction and perhaps over the years I’ve been a bit overbearing and overprotective. Knowing that she’ll be here soon, where I can properly look after her, helps me give in. “Fine. Just call me before you leave.” I walk out of the sliding doors and onto the deck, breathing in the late afternoon air. “It’ll be good to have you here,” I add a little gentler.

“Thanks, Jared.” Her voice has softened as well. “Love you lots.”

“Love you too, Pipsqueak.”

I swipe my finger across the screen to end the call and slip the phone in my pocket. I take in the lake and the sparse cottages and cabins dotting the shore, before my eyes land on the cabin next door. The kayak is missing from the dock, and I automatically scan the span of water, spotting her only a few hundred feet out, slowly paddling into shore. All I can make out from here is the stiff set of narrow shoulders and an occasional curl twisting from under the brim of her hat. I can’t see her face, but from the tilt of her head, and the stilted movement of her paddle strokes, I’m guessing she sees me and knows I’m watching. 

Intriguing—and far too tempting.

I turn on my heels abruptly, forcing my thoughts on my little sister’s impending arrival—and away from the strange woman who’d all but sounded like she got off, watching me this afternoon.
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Mia

A cool morning breeze blows onto shore when I pull the door shut behind me, locking Griffin inside. I’m tempted to rush back in the safety of my cabin, just like every other Tuesday. The weekly trek into town for my standing appointment with Rueben Moulin, a highly recommended therapist in town, is an ongoing struggle. At the same time, it’s a trip that forces me out of my self-induced isolation, and Lord knows I need that, otherwise I’d never see the light of day again. And I don’t want that. I’ve been there and it’s a scary place to be. 

So for the past couple of years, every Tuesday except holidays, I’ve battled the panic clawing at my insides at the prospect of getting in my seldom-used car and driving for fifteen minutes to the medical offices on the other side of Bracebridge. I always bring grocery bags, in hopes that I’ll feel bolstered enough by my session with Rueben to hit the grocery store afterward, instead of ordering for delivery. 

It’s a funny beast, agoraphobia. The fear and anxiety itself becomes the cause for fear and anxiety. And round and round you go. That’s why I know I can’t allow myself to skip a single appointment. Especially not since I’ve weaned off the meds I took for years, turning me into a virtual zombie. That was almost worse than the panic attacks, the way those pills would make me feel disconnected from the world around me—from myself. 

With my empty grocery bags tucked under my arm, and my ball cap low over my eyes, I walk over to the make-shift garage. More like a shed, but just big enough to house my lawnmower and my ten-year-old RAV. Every time I get in and turn the key in the ignition, I keep my fingers crossed it’ll start. I’ve been lucky so far. The engine coughs once but thankfully catches, and I ease the car out. A bit of a tight fit, but one I’ve mastered. I get out to close the shed behind me, and when I turn back to my car, I see a flash of bright red in my peripheral vision. I turn my head to see a sporty little car come racing down his driveway.

I’ve avoided looking in the direction of the house across the inlet these last couple of days. Every time my eyes go there, I mentally slap myself, remembering the mortifying moments when he appeared to be staring right at me. I even took my kayak to the other side of the lake the last few days, after I spotted him watching me that same night. This time I look, only to find him step out of his front door as the car comes to a stop. I watch as he pulls open the driver’s side door and leans down, obviously saying something to the driver. When he steps back, a very pregnant brunette steps out of the car and wraps herself around him. 

I didn’t know it was possible to be disappointed in someone without actually knowing them, but I feel it clearly. Less than a week ago, this guy was drilling a blonde on his dock, for the whole world to see, and now he’s got his hands on a different woman. One who is very pregnant and obviously comes with a shitload of luggage, judging from the moving truck pulling in behind her red car. 

Not my business. 

I shake my head before climbing behind the wheel and spin my tires on the gravel as I drive up the hill. 

“You seem tense today,” Rueben points out when I walk into his office, twenty minutes later.

“As opposed to any other day?” I throw back sarcastically, making him chuckle.

“Okay, let me rephrase that; You seem tens-er today.”

I sit in the comfy club chair I’ve been plotting to smuggle out of here one day, and remove my ball cap, running my hand through my curls. It’s about time for another trim. Something else I’ll need to gear myself up for. 

“My new neighbour moved in.”

“Oh? And did you go introduce yourself?” Rueben hones right in on the discussion we had just a week ago, when he gave me that assignment as homework. I had balked, as I usually do, and he’d pressed, as he’s prone to do. I’d had every intention of following through with my eventual promise that I’d go knock on my new neighbour’s door. In fact, I’d been working up the courage when I’d seen him speed off with his guest in his damn noisemaker that afternoon. Since I couldn’t get the image of what happened on the dock, just an hour after that, out of my head, I’d steered clear. Any hopes of developing a friendly connection with the man were efficiently crushed. 

My troubled thoughts must be legible on my face, because Rueben starts chuckling. “Must’ve been some introduction,” he says.

“Of sorts.” I try to play it off, but he won’t let me get away with it.

“Mia...”

“Can we just leave it at that?” I plead, already knowing it’s not going to get me anywhere.

“Mia.” This time a little sterner and I look up at his friendly age-lined face, his eyes calm and accepting. Oh, what the hell.

“He’s noisy, he’s obnoxious, and he did his girlfriend right on the dock, in broad daylight.”

“Did?” Rueben echoes. 

“Fucked. As in fucked her bare-ass naked on the dock. In the middle of the damn afternoon. Who does that?”

“Anyone smart enough to grab that opportunity?” Rueben catches me off guard and I bark out a laugh. He’s seventy if he’s a day, but you could never tell from the twinkle in his eyes as he smiles broadly at me. “Are you sure you weren’t envious instead of irritated?” he teases. I can feel the hot flush on my face reaching my hair roots. 

He studies me like I’m a bug pinned to the wall and I drop my gaze to the floor, grateful now for my outgrown hair, which obediently obscures my face.

“Too close to home?” 

“Yes,” I snap. “Way too close to home; they were going at it just a few hundred yards from my house!”

“You know that’s not what I mean,” he says patiently, irritating the snot out of me.

“He’s a douche anyway,” I defer. “Just as I was leaving this morning, he was welcoming another woman. This one a brunette and very pregnant. She looked like she was moving in. The man is reprehensible,” I finish on a huff.

Rueben pauses with his fingers steepled against his chin. Something he tends to do when he’s thinking.

“Do you think it’s possible you’re jumping to conclusions? That you’re judging a situation not based on what you know but on what you choose to see?” He leans forward with his elbows on his knees, his hands clasped between. “One of the reasons I keep pushing you to interact more with the world around you is because that world keeps changing. You get comfortable in your routines, in the handful of relationships you maintain, but my dear, even if you prefer standing still in time, in isolation, nothing else does. You’re a young woman still, and although you’ve come a long way, life is still rushing on without you.”

It hurts—the truth does. I can’t even remember the person I was thirteen years ago. Can’t imagine getting on that crowded subway train and... But that was me at some point. Back when I was still a married woman, with a career I treasured, and friends I loved. I was happy then. All those things are lost to me now, slowly disappearing one by one until there was just me. Disconnected and invisible. 

“I know,” I whisper without looking up, and I feel Rueben’s hand lightly touch mine.

“Transitions of any kind are bound to cause a disturbance. Your objective is to keep an open mind, to push yourself to step out of your comfort zone, and trust yourself enough to know you are able to deal with whatever comes your way.”

I leave his office a little later, with the promise not to close myself off from getting to know the new guy, and to stop at the grocery store on the way out of town. I manage to get as far as the crowded deli counter at the Metro before I feel the panic taking over. A tingling starts in my extremities and spreads over my body, setting every nerve on end. I can actually feel every hair on my head. Immediately followed by my breathing turning shallow and my heart beating erratically in my chest. The skin on my face draws tight and my chest feels like it’s being squeezed. I hang onto my cart as black dots blur my vision. 

I work hard to visualize gliding my paddle through the water, my safe place, and struggle to breathe in through my nose. 

“You okay, ma’am?” 

I nod curtly at the young girl behind the counter, but can’t make eye contact or form words. 

“Should I call someone?” she asks. Very sweet but it cuts me right where it hurts, and I can’t stop the moan from leaving my mouth. 

There’s no one to call. 
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Jared

Holy shit.

I’d forgotten how damn messy Jordy can be. A few hours after she got here and already the place looks like a bomb exploded. 

In all fairness, she is still in the middle of unpacking, but I shiver when I find her underwear on my kitchen counter. 

“Jordy, Jesus,” I complain, holding up a lacy bit of confection, which has no place next to the toaster where I just recently made myself breakfast. My brat sister just snickers as she snatches the bra from my hands.

“Chill—I missed that one in the drawer and stuffed it in with the last of the kitchenware.” Waving the offensive piece of lingerie over her shoulder in a taunt, she disappears to her ‘wing.’ 

Really, it’s just a small hallway with a second master, a smaller bedroom for the nursery, and a second full bathroom. I have a similar layout on the other side, and the living, dining and kitchen are all at the front of the house. All open concept with large windows to the lake. 

I have to admit, part of me is a bit concerned about our new arrangement. I like things tidy and in their place, something that served me well being on the road so much, but Jordy? Man, she’s something else. Add a new baby into the mix in a month, and I foresee chaos. 

Carrying a box into my sister’s room, I catch her leaning on the dresser with a pained look. 

“Are you okay?”

She swivels around and tries to smile, but I don’t miss the tears she’s blinking away. Shit. “I’m good. Just a little tired,” she says with a wobbly voice. I drop the box on the bed and walk up, wrapping my arms around her. She immediately slips hers around my waist and tucks her face into my shoulder. I can feel the baby moving between us. My nephew. 

“He’s an asshole,” I mumble into her hair and feel her chuckle in response.

“He so is,” she says. “I just can’t believe the one-eighty he did when he was faced with this pregnancy. He...he accused me of trying to trick him. I didn’t. I swear...” Her cries are muffled by my shirt. 

“Shhh. No need to tell me that, I know, honey. I know. This shit happens.” It sure does, I think, remembering the stupid risk I took just days ago. “And for the record,” I add. “If I see his face, I’m gonna rearrange it for him.” 

Jordy snorts against my shoulder before pulling away. She giggles when she sees the mess she left behind on my shirt. “Oops,” she says, but this time the smile on her face reaches her eyes. “I’m afraid I messed you up good,” she teases. “Good preparation for when this little man decides to regurgitate breast milk all over you.” She proudly pats her stomach. 

I roll my eyes, fighting the automatic gag reflex, and lean down to kiss her forehead. “He doesn’t scare me off that easily,” I lie through my teeth. The truth is, I’m terrified, but I’ll be damned if I let my little sister do this alone. 

“Thank you,” she whispers, her hand stroking my cheek.

“My pleasure, honey,” I assure her, ruffling her hair before I turn to head to my room. 

I need to change my shirt.

The loud whine of an engine trying, but not managing to catch, reaches me as I walk out on the deck. A small, white SUV is sitting at the top of my neighbour’s drive. It’s the same car I saw her leaving in this morning. I only hesitate for a second, before I step off the deck and follow the overgrown trail around the inlet to her side. She keeps cranking that damn engine, and I can smell the gasoline from the bottom of the hill. By the time I jog up to the top, the stench is thick. 

She startles when I knock on the window, indicating she should roll it down. I lean and take in her pale, pasty face, her eyes red-rimmed. Just my luck, two crying women in one day. Pretty, though, and younger than I thought. Green eyes, narrow nose, and full lips, her obvious crying bout doesn’t hide her appeal. 

“You’re flooding the engine,” I explain, but she looks at me confused, like I’m speaking a different language or something. “The engine?” I point at the hood, while speaking slowly, as if that’s going to help her understand. “It’s flooded. You need to turn it off and let it rest.” 

The fingers that were clenching the keys in the ignition slowly let go. 

“Oh,” she says. So she does understand. 

“You may wanna come out before the fumes make you sick.” If anything, that seems to make her turn even paler. 

“M-my groceries,” she stammers, her eyes big and frightened looking as she points to the back of the SUV. 

“I’ll get them.” I round the back, open the tailgate and look at about a week’s worth of groceries piled up, along with a giant bag of dog food. 

I try not to think about the fact this woman may well have seen me with Lori. The whole situation is awkward enough. 

By the time I’ve got the dog food over my shoulder and the other bags clutched in my fists, the woman is out of the car, pulling a baseball cap over her hair. She pulls the bill down low over her eyes, before leaning back in the car to pull out a few more bags.

“I can give it a try for you in half an hour. See if it’ll start up.” She nods without saying anything and starts walking, so I try again, falling into step beside her. “By the way, now’s as good a time for introductions as any, I guess. I’m Jared. I moved in next door last week?” I don’t miss the quick sideways glance or the soft grunt. 

“I saw,” she says, before her free hand shoots up to cover her mouth. “I mean I noticed the trucks. Mia.” She abruptly stops and sticks out her hand, except I have my hands full. More awkward. Fuck me, this chick is odd. “Mia Thompson,” she says, dropping her hand and her face now beet red. I start moving again and she follows suit. No doubt now as to who was watching last week.

“Nice to meet you, Mia. Great place you have here,” I look at her cabin as we walk up. It’s nice. A bit of a rugged look for a woman, but a sweet place nonetheless. 

She stops at the steps to her door and turns. “Thanks,” she says, and I just notice how soft her voice is. I almost have to lean down to hear her. “You can just leave those here. I’ll grab them.” She indicates the bags in my hands. 

I guess that means no invite inside, but I can’t resist asking, “Are you okay?” Her eyes shoot up from under her cap and take me in for a second before she answers.

“I’m good. Thanks.” 

Just like that I’m dismissed. I figure I’ve done my bit to get to know my neighbour, the ball’s in her court now. If she needs me to help her with the damn car, she knows where to find me. I put the bags on the bottom step and back away.

“Let me know if you need a hand.”

“I think I’ll manage, but thanks,” she answers with the hint of a smile, but without looking at me again. Taking my cue, I walk back to my place.

Forty-five minutes later, I hear an engine and look across to see her drive her Toyota into the shed. 

She managed.
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THREE
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Mia

“Hey, girl. How’s the Great White North?”

I smile at the sound of my best—and just about only—friend, Steffie. 

Our history goes back to the first year of university. We were assigned roommates in residency, and immediately clicked. The fact we were both studying midwifery helped, and shortly after graduating, we opened a small clinic in the Beaches area of Toronto. We’d stuck together through the years, stood up for each other at our respective weddings, and when Steffie had her own kids, I’d been her midwife. 

She’d also covered for me when I started staying home, more and more, and supported me through my divorce. She was the one who’d stuck it out with me when everyone else in my life had slowly, but surely, allowed me to withdraw. Not Steffie—she never let me get too far.

“Beautiful—as usual. It’s about time you came to check it again for yourself,” I tease her. She’s been here a few times in the past years, but the clinic, her family with teenagers, and a busy husband tie her firmly to the city. 

“You’re evil,” she groans. “You have no idea how much I need a break from this rat race.”

“Then come,” I soften my voice. “Just get in that disgustingly, expensive vehicle of yours and drive yourself up here. Even just for one night.” I try to laugh off the almost pleading tone my voice had taken on, but Steffie is not my best friend for nothing.

“What happened, honey?” she immediately asks. 

“Nothing happened. I’m just...I miss you.” I stop myself from telling her I’ve been overwhelmed with loneliness since he moved in and brought our quiet little inlet to life. Unlike with Frank and Harriet, who generally lead as quiet a life as I do, their house is now filled with activity, music, and even laughter bouncing across the water. 

In the past week, since Jared helped me with my groceries, I’d purposely kept to my house, even though my vegetable patch badly needs weeding and the little bit of grass I have should see a mower. It had shaken me to the core. He had shaken me to the core. I’m not sure what I was expecting, but it certainly wasn’t the friendly, bright, smiling, and painfully handsome guy. It’d been impossible not to think of all his now covered...attributes, I’d been given an eyeful of on the dock. And he smelled good. Even over the fumes of the engine, I could smell the scent of clean man. 

Griffin had taken to trotting around the inlet, when I let him out in the morning, to greet Jared; who apparently is an early riser as well and likes to drink his coffee on the deck.

“I miss you too, honey.” Steffie drags me from my thoughts. “Let me talk to Doug, and I’ll see if I can swing it sometime this weekend.” 

I blink hard to fight back the unexpected tears. I haven’t even told her about the massive panic attack I had at the grocery store on Tuesday. One that resulted in the manager bringing me into his office, while he had one of his employees collect my groceries for me and load them in my car. He didn’t call an ambulance when I asked him not to, but when I felt ready to go home, he insisted I call him to let him know I got there safe. So kind. So very kind, and at the same time, unbelievably embarrassing. 

Of course then the damn car stalled just as I reached the top of the hill, and I almost disappeared in my second panic attack of the day. Except Jared knocked on the window, and without knowing it, pulled me back from the brink by being kind as well. My ogre of a neighbour, whom I’d developed an almost instant dislike to, was nothing but friendly. And I’d been an asshole to him. 

I think of Rueben’s painfully true assessment earlier this week. I can’t continue to pretend I’m an island, to stand by on the sidelines while everyone and everything rushes past. If anything, this week was proof that sometimes you just need to grab onto the hand someone holds out. There’s nothing wrong with that.

“I’d like that,” I simply say to Steffie, but with it, tell her much more than the just words. Steffie knows it, too.

“I’ll do my very best,” she says softly before hanging up.

Wiping the silent tears from my eyes, I turn to the dog, who is napping on the love seat. 

“How about it, big guy? Want to come out for a bit?” 

Griffin doesn’t need telling twice, he’s up off the couch and standing by the front door before I can get out of my chair. He’s a good dog. I got him right before I moved here and he’s as loyal as they come. He’s never taken off on me. Not even when in the first weeks of spring, a black bear had wandered onto the property. Griff stood on the steps at the front door, growling incessantly and eventually the bear took off. 

I open the door for him and he leaps out, completely missing the two steps, while I grab my gardening tools. Time to get off my ass.

-
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I’m wrestling with my old-fashioned push mower on the far side of the cabin, when I hear Griff barking from the driveway.

The sun is low in the sky and I’m starting to get hungry, realizing I’ve skipped lunch. On the plus side, my vegetable patch is completely weed free, and I’ve pulled off a couple of zucchini I’m going to use for a zucchini lasagne. 

Giving up on the angled slope I’ve been trying to mow for the last forty-five minutes, I push the mower in the direction of the shed, only to find a familiar Lexus SUV blocking my path. 

“Steffie!” Abandoning the mower, I rush to where my dog is laying on his back, getting a two-handed belly rub from my friend. “What are you doing here?”

She stands up and brushes off her pants, that now sport a decent collection of Griff’s fur, before wrapping me in a hug.

“Delivered a baby at noon, called Doug to get his ass home, so I could pack and drive up to see my bestie,” she mumbles in my hair. 

I hug her a little harder while fighting those damn tears for the second time today. “He came?” I hear her snort before she takes a step back and looks at me with a glint in her eyes.

“He knows what’s good for him, or he won’t be coming any time soon,” she deadpans. “God, Mia—every time I forget how absolutely, disgustingly perfect this place is,” she says, spreading her arms wide as she turns to the lake and breathes in deeply. “Christ I needed this.”

I hide my smile, I know she’s only partially telling the truth. She may have needed this, but she’s here because she knows I needed her.

She sits at the kitchen table, drinking wine from the massive bottle she unearthed from her overnight bag, while I put together my zucchini lasagne. Her constant flow of chatter about the clinic, patients, Doug, and most of all her kids, soothes my soul like a balm. She doesn’t care that I don’t say much, she never has. 

“So I told Doug we had to find a cottage near here, before the kids won’t want to go anywhere but the mall anymore.” 

“You know you’re always welcome here, right?” 

“I know,” she says, smiling at me. “But I also know that you get fidgety when my whole family is here longer than one night.”

I’m a little embarrassed to admit she’s right. I do get fidgety. I love having them around, but after a full day, I feel like the walls are closing in on me. Doug is a quiet guy, in perfect contrast to Steffie, who’s a bundle of energy. The kids take after their mother and can’t sit still to save their lives. And yet I love having them. 

“Anyway,” she changes topics. “Tell me about that hottie neighbour of yours, flexing his muscles over there.”

I can’t help it, my head instantly swivels around to see Jared pulling himself out of the lake, water sluicing off his broad back. The impressively sculpted muscles I hadn’t really noticed before—maybe because I was busy looking at his tight ass—span the width and length of his back, and I can’t help wonder what they would feel like under my hands. A giggle snaps me out of my scrutiny. 

“Careful,” Steffie warns, teasing. “You’re gonna burn him with your eyes.”

I harrumph and turn back to shove the two trays into the oven, ignoring her.

“What’s he like?” she asks, walking up behind me to refill my glass. With my wine in hand, I lead the way onto the screened-in porch and curl up on one side of the couch. Steffie does the same on the other side. 

Then I tell her everything.
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Jared

“Are you okay with chicken?”

Jordy’s stomach has been queasy all day. I suggested she call her new doctor in Bracebridge, but she just laughed at me. I admit, I freaked a little when she came back from her first visit there earlier in the week, to tell me she was apparently already two centimeters dilated. I don’t want to know anything about my sister’s vagina, thank you very much, but the knowledge that bump in her belly was actually going to result in a baby, and apparently soon—that got me good and nervous. 

Jordy’s all cool and collected, going about her business like she’s not about to drop my nephew, and I just want to drop her off at the hospital so they can worry about her. Apparently that’s not done, although for the life of me I can’t figure out why they’d make you wait until labour is already well under way. 

No—strapped safely to a hospital bed, where she can’t do stupid shit like climb on a stool to dust the tops of the kitchen cabinets, is absolutely the way to go. 

Now she’s nauseous. 

“I’ll try the chicken,” she calls from her bedroom. I almost had to arm-wrestle her into taking a damn nap.

I grab some chicken from the fridge, season it only lightly, for Jordy’s sake, and take it out to the BBQ, where I already have some veggies roasting. Glancing over at the log cabin, I notice that the car I saw pull in earlier is still there. I didn’t see who was driving it, but have wondered. In fact, I’ve caught myself checking, from time to time, to see if I could catch a glimpse, but no luck so far. This time I see her dog lying on the dock and instead of the kayak, the canoe is missing. Before I obsessively start scanning the lake, I shake my head sharply and turn my back. Idiot. 

“It actually smells good,” Jordy says when she joins me on the deck, a few minutes later, a beer and a bottle of water in her hands. The beer she hands to me. 

“Did you sleep?” 

She’s turned to the water so I’m looking at the back of her head when I ask, but I can still tell she’s rolling her eyes before she answers. “Yes, brother dear—I slept. I actually feel a bit better.” She steps up beside me and slides an arm around my waist, giving me a sideways hug. “Thanks for forcing me.” I look down in her upturned face and try very hard not to display the smugness I feel. 

“Welcome, Pipsqueak,” I tell her, bending my head to kiss her forehead. “For future reference, it’s easier to just listen.” 

Immediately she pulls away from me and socks me in the arm. “Men are pigs,” she proclaims, before stalking off to one of the deck chairs. 

“Ahoy the shore!” I hear a woman’s voice call over the water. 

“Ahoy the boat!” my silly sister yells back. 

I turn around to see Jordy waving frantically at the canoe, carrying Mia and her visitor; a blonde woman, who is equally excitedly waving back at my sister. Not quite sure if it’s that or the fact Mia’s visitor is a woman that has me smiling broadly. 

“Why are you smiling like an idiot?” 

I look at Jordy, who is squinting her eyes at me, then turns her head slightly to look at the approaching canoe, before turning back to me. “I knew you were interested,” she says, suddenly looking smug. 

“She’s strange,” I counter. 

“You’re still interested,” Jordy fires back. “And the fact that the car in her driveway, which you’ve been glaring at for the past couple of hours, actually belongs to a woman who makes you smile.”

I chuckle. My sister is like a terrier; give her the smallest bit of information and she’ll yank at it until she pulls the entire truth from you. “She intrigues me,” I admit, to which Jordy waves her hands dismissively.

“Just a fancy way of saying what I’ve been saying for the past week. You’re curious about her.”

“I am. I mean, a good-looking woman, living alone, and virtually off the grid, with just her dog for a companion, it makes a person wonder.” 

My sister looks like she’s fighting a smile. “Does it make you wonder enough to consider that blonde woman in the boat with her might be her lover?” 

She’s teasing, I know she’s teasing, but she’s also got a point. My head immediately swivels around to watch Mia and her...visitor, climbing from the canoe and subjected to an enthusiastic canine greeting. I never even considered the possibility she might be gay. 

I didn’t realize I said the last out loud until another solid punch lands on my shoulder. “Ouch!” I turn to my sibling to see her with her arms crossed, resting on top of her substantial belly and squinting at me once again. 

“I’m teasing, you idiot. How would I know if she’s gay? I’m just saying it to make you feel better about her not instantly falling for your charms.”

“I never had a chance to show her my charms,” I return. 

“Ugh—like I said, men are pigs.” 

After throwing me a disgusted look, Jordy disappears into the house and I have chicken, that is crisping a little too much, to tend to.

It’s after we’ve eaten—she manages to get down half the chicken breast and some vegetables, and we’ve watched some sappy movie which had Jordy in tears— she doubles over as she gets up. 

“What’s up?” I ask, putting my hand on her back. “Junior kicking?” She told me these last few weeks the baby’s seemed restless, especially at night.

“Braxton-Hicks,” she says, making no sense.

“What?”

“Braxton-Hicks contractions. It’s normal,” she adds, seeing my panic at the word contractions.

“Sure?”

“Absolutely.” She seems very sure, but I still urge her to go lie down and to leave her door open, just in case.

I do the same with mine, but still I don’t sleep a whole lot that night.
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Mia

“Sure you’re gonna be alright?” Steffie asks, rolling down her car window.

We had a great time last night, going out with the canoe, with Steffie already half in the bag. Thank God, I managed to get her into a life jacket, because the way she’d been flailing around in the boat; she almost tipped us over a few times. Of course she embarrassed the shit out of me when she started hollering and waving like an idiot at the couple on the dock as we were paddling back home. The woman had returned her wave, but he’d just stood watching. Unsettling. 

By the time we rolled into bed, it had been after one and we were all caught upon each other’s lives. Still, it took me a while to get to sleep, a gnawing emptiness in my chest as I thought about the life I’d left behind. I’d loved my job. My calling really. Midwifery was truly a labour of love, both in giving and receiving. Who wouldn’t feel privileged, being witness to the miracle of life on a daily basis. Humbling and fulfilling in a way nothing else makes you feel. 

“I’ll be fine.” I smile at Steffie, grabbing the hand she sticks out of the window to give it a squeeze. “Thank you,” I tell her sincerely. “I didn’t realize how much I needed this. Love you.”

She pulls me closer and sticks her head out of the window, kissing me smack on the lips. “Love you too, sweetie,” she says, tearing up. “Any time you need me to come drive you crazy for a bit, let me know. In the meantime, stay in touch this time? Let me know you’re doing okay? I know you can manage on your own,” she quickly adds when she sees me getting ready to throw up my defenses. “That’s not the point—that’s not even in question—the point is you don’t have to. I’m always just a phone call away.” 

Now she has me swallowing down the lump in my throat, and I quickly lean down to give her a final hug through the car window.

“I know,” I concede, rapping my knuckles on the roof before stepping back. “Drive careful and let me know when you get there.”

“Will do,” she calls out through the open window as she backs up the car. “And you, don’t do anything I wouldn’t do!” 

“Then what’s left?” I yell after her, snickering as I hear her laughter disappear around the bend. 

Gone. 

I stand in the drive until I no longer hear her car, just the familiar sounds of the water and woods, before I turn back to the cottage. 

It’s still early. The sun is up, but still partially hidden behind the tree line on the other side of the inlet. The lake is quiet. No boats out this early, just
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