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The towels came in from receiving as a plastic-wrapped brick and you had to break them apart by hand. Felicity had gotten good at this. You pressed your thumb into the fold, worked it along the seam until the stack separated, shook each one out and assessed it - the good cotton held its shape, the cheap ones went immediately limp - and then folded them thirds and quarters and stacked by colour. She could do it without looking. She usually did.

Around her the break-room chatter moved without her. Sandra was telling a story about her brother-in-law's truck. Something about the transmission. Felicity caught the shape of it, the trajectory, registered the moment when the story reached whatever absurdity it was building toward, and laughed when the others laughed. A half-second behind. "Right?" Sandra said, to the room generally.

"God," said Priya, who was eating a protein bar over the sink. "The audacity."

Felicity folded another towel. Seafoam. Then the same in navy. Stacked them. The shift was seven to three. She'd been at Winners eleven months now, moved from seasonal to permanent in February, which came with a modest raise and access to the benefit plan after ninety days. She had not yet looked into the benefit plan.

She was good at her job - efficient in ways that didn't require effort, and the managers had noticed without making a significant thing of it. She worked the floor, helped with receiving, and occasionally covered cash. She knew where things went. She knew the rhythm of markdowns, which items stalled, which moved. There was a competence available in retail that had nothing to do with ambition, and she had found it and settled into it the way you settled into a chair that wasn't quite comfortable but that you'd stopped noticing.

Priya crumpled the protein bar wrapper and aimed for the bin. She shrugged and left it there. 

"Does anyone want the rest of my lunch?" Sandra said, peeling back the lid of a container. "I made too much again."

Felicity said she was fine. Priya leaned over to look.

She had an apartment now. Properly hers - not a sublet, a lease with her name on it, on a street seven minutes from the store. Second floor of a house converted sometime in the nineties, with the proportions those conversions produced- ceilings slightly too low, a bathroom that was technically adequate, a galley kitchen that required a person to think carefully about which direction they were facing. The windows looked out over a parking lot on one side and a narrow strip of yard on the other.

She'd furnished it slowly. The bed was real now, a frame from Facebook Marketplace that she'd sanded and re-stained herself over a weekend. A couch, a coffee table, curtains she'd hemmed badly and then stopped caring about. The kitchen had what it needed. The bathroom had a bath mat. These details felt, itemized, like evidence of something - competence, or at least persistence.

On the kitchen windowsill, the pothos had grown so much that she'd had to repot it twice and it was now trailing down the cabinet below. She hadn't meant to keep it alive this long. She'd bought it in October because the apartment had felt very bare and it was three ninety-nine, and now it was April and it was enormous and she felt a complicated affection for it that she didn't examine.

That Thursday she worked eight to four, covering for Darren, and by the time she was on the bus home the light had gone flat and grey - Maritime spring before it commits to anything. Wet streets. That smell of almost-warmth that turned cold again the moment the sun moved behind something.

She sat near the back. The bus was half-full- a woman with a stroller, a few university students, an older man reading his phone with the text enormously enlarged. She watched the city move past the window. The downtown strip, the Tim Hortons, the stretch of parking lot and medical offices before the residential streets. She'd come to know this route precisely, had stopped doing the thing where you checked the map every thirty seconds.

She'd noticed she was doing this more lately - watching. Not reading on her phone, not listening to anything, just tracking the city in silence. Not quite relaxation. Less deliberate. Like her eyes needed somewhere to go that wasn't inside.

The apartment was warm when she got home. She'd left the heat on - she never turned it fully down anymore, a luxury she allowed herself because her gas bill was manageable - and it smelled faintly of the last thing she'd cooked, garlic from some pasta still in the air.

She changed out of her work clothes, hung her lanyard on the hook by the door, and stood for a moment in the kitchen in her socks without any  intention.

She ate standing at the counter. The pasta was leftover from Tuesday. She ate it cold because she'd forgotten to heat it up until she was halfway through.
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PRIYA HAD ASKED HER on Wednesday if she wanted to come to something - a friend's birthday, some kind of gathering at a bar downtown. Felicity had said she'd try, meaning she probably wouldn't. She didn't know Priya's friends and didn't have the energy that required- the introductions, the finding of something to talk about. She was capable of it, technically. Had been capable of it her whole life, had known how to be charming and quick and present in rooms full of people she didn't know. That capability still existed somewhere. She just couldn't find the door to it most days.

She'd sent Priya a message that morning saying something had come up. Priya had responded- no worries! with a smiling emoji. No follow-up.

After she washed her dishes, she sat on the couch with the television on at low volume. A renovation show. Two hosts explaining why a bathroom wasn't working and what they were going to do about it. The tile was perfectly nice, in Felicity's opinion. The hosts felt strongly otherwise.

She watched for forty minutes and then turned it off.

The apartment was quiet in the way apartments were quiet in the evening when there was no one in them. Not silent - the refrigerator, the occasional car, the rain moving in earnest against the windows - but quiet in the sense of- no one is here. No one is about to come home. No one is in the next room on the phone. The sounds were all ambient and not directed at her and she was not directing anything at them, and this was the ordinary texture of her evenings, and it was fine and it was fine.

She'd lived alone before. Had actually, for a significant period in her thirties, preferred it - found the freedom of a solo apartment, the ease of no negotiation. She'd liked that. She remembered liking that.

She wasn't sure when it had changed.

In the bathroom she looked at herself in the mirror with the honest unflattering light on. Nearly forty. She'd gotten there. She looked tired in a way that was becoming structural rather than situational - the kind that had settled into the skin under her eyes and made itself comfortable. Her hair needed something done to it. Not unmanageable; she had simply stopped deciding about it, had been styling it the same way since sometime in the autumn, because the decision of changing it required a kind of energy she kept directing elsewhere.

She thought about calling her sister. She thought this most nights and most nights she didn't, because she'd say fine when asked, and then she'd have to sustain that for twenty minutes, and by the end she'd feel more alone than she had before.

She went to bed at ten-fifteen.

She worked. She paid her bills with a ruthless efficiency she'd developed out of the  terror of the previous two years, which had made her hypervigilant about numbers. She checked them more than necessary. App open, numbers same, app closed.

She walked to the grocery store on Saturday mornings, which she'd made into a ritual without deciding to. Same store, same time, roughly the same items each week. She used the calculator on her phone not because she couldn't track it in her head but because seeing the number accumulate in real time made her feel better, more in control of the small manageable arithmetic of a life.

She talked to her coworkers. She was friendly. People liked her at the store, in the way people liked someone reliable and easy to work with and who didn't cause problems. She'd had a real conversation with Darren once about a documentary he'd watched, and with Sandra twice about nothing in  - the kind of conversation that exists only in the moment it happens and that neither party means anything by. She was good at those. She had always been good at them.

She'd had very few others.
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ON A TUESDAY NIGHT in early April she was sitting on the couch with her laptop, intending to find a film to watch. Something someone had mentioned months ago - she couldn't remember what now, had been meaning to look it up for several weeks. She opened the browser.

She found herself looking at the Via Rail website.

Not looking for anything. Just looking. The route map - the thick lines indicating rail corridors, the stops, the distances listed as time rather than kilometres, so that the whole country became arranged around how long it took to get somewhere rather than how far. Montréal- eighteen hours. Halifax- five and a half. She traced a line with the mouse without clicking anything.

She clicked over to the bus lines instead. Maritime Bus. Various departures. Amherst, Truro, Charlottetown, Edmundston. The prices were reasonable. The routes made a kind of sense as geography, the stops following old roads, old connections between small cities that still needed to move people between them.

She looked at the schedule for the overnight trip to Halifax.

She didn't need to go to Halifax. She didn't know anyone in Halifax. She had no reason to be on a bus at eleven-thirty at night heading east.

She looked at the schedule for a while longer.

Then she closed the laptop and sat in the quiet apartment - rain on the windows, the refrigerator's hum, the pothos trailing down the cabinet in the kitchen - and the light from the streetlamp made its rectangle on the floor, the one that was always there in the rain, and she did not do anything else that evening.
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SHE WAS ON THE NUMBER eleven after a close, a Thursday, late enough in the spring that it was still light but barely, the sky going that  colour of used-up pink, and her stop came and she watched it pass. Didn't stand, didn't reach up and pull the cord. Just watched the corner go by through the smeared window and stayed where she was.

She rode it to the end of the line. A neighbourhood she didn't know well, low houses set back from the road, a strip mall, a gas station. The driver looked at her in the mirror. She got off, waited ten minutes in the cooling air, got back on going the other direction.

She got home forty-five minutes later than usual. She made pasta. She went to bed.

She did it again on Saturday.

There was a logic to it she didn't try to name. She was tired after shifts in a way that had nothing to do with her feet, and the apartment was waiting for her with its stillness, and the bus was warm and in motion and she didn't have to do anything in it. Didn't have to be anywhere. The city scrolled past and nobody needed anything from her and this felt, in a way she would have had trouble articulating, like relief.

Route eleven went through downtown, past the library, past the mall, out along Main before it curved up and looped back. She learned its timing. She learned the stops where people got off in groups and the stops where only one person ever got on - an older woman with a canvas bag who always sat near the front and never looked up from her phone. She learned that the driver changed around four-thirty, a young guy with a beard who drove faster than the afternoon driver and stopped more abruptly. She learned these things the way you learned the geography of any repeated experience.

She started taking other routes too. The fifteen along Mountain Road, the ten out toward the university. She wasn't going anywhere. She was just on them, watching, warm inside her coat, the window fogging slightly where she sat close to it.

Her feet stopped hurting when she was on the bus. She didn't know if that was real or not.

The Moncton Bus Terminal on Main Street was a  kind of place. She'd been through it before but hadn't sat in it, had used it only instrumentally. Now she started going in.

It was modest for a bus terminal. A waiting area with rows of plastic chairs in that neutral grey-blue that suggested the decision had been made by committee. A departure board. A small counter selling chips and water and chocolate bars at travel markup. Vending machines along one wall. Bathrooms at the back with a light that buzzed faintly. The speakers did announcements in French and then English, the French slightly distorted, the English slightly less so.

She'd buy a coffee from
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