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      It was a couple of days after the werewolf invasion and I was cleaning up the remnants of our last meal in the kitchen. I stared out the kitchen window while trailing my hands in the too-hot water in the sink, scrubbing the pan from the one pot meal—meat, potatoes and carrots in a rich gravy—which had been the only thing I had the energy to make.

      Jeez, even though we’d been cleaning up for the past two days, there was still so much to do outside. There was damage to the cottages, the garden beds, and incidentals like clotheslines and signage, not to mention a number of trees that were down and would need chopping and clearing from paths.

      As I glumly surveyed the damage outside from the werewolves, I vaguely heard Gunner walking in behind me. I didn’t even have the energy to turn around though: my body was as sore and aching from the clean up as it had been from the battles themselves. Thank goodness it was a full year off before this would happen all over again because I didn’t know how I’d cope if it happened each time there was a full moon.

      It didn’t happen each time there was a full moon, did it?

      At that alarming thought, I turned to Gunner, to ask him. He was already talking to me, I thought. His lips were moving but I couldn’t discern a word he was saying.

      I frowned at him, and said, “Speak up, please, Gunner. You need to stop mumbling all the time.”

      In response, he shook his head and took a step right up to me. Then he pulled the cotton buds out of my ears. Damn, I had forgotten about those.

      “Why do you still have those things in your ears?” His voice was patient, which in itself annoyed me. I hated the way he was always reasonable and thought things through before speaking, a quality which was the opposite of my speak first, think later approach.

      “Have you come to talk about the repairs?” I turned and glanced back out the window, sighing as I surveyed the mess.

      “Yes. That’s exactly what we need to talk about. There’s so much to be done.”

      “Don’t I know it.” I turned back and stomped over to the kitchen table, where my phone was sitting. I picked it up, tapped an icon, and opened up my bank app. It was amazing what technology could do, but such a shame it wasn’t easier to use. I scanned my bank balance rather glumly, and seeing that my funds were looking a little low, I thought it was a shame that technology didn’t make more mistakes…in my favor.

      “I don’t know how I’m gonna pay for everything. There’s so much here that needs doing.”

      Gunner nodded. “That’s for sure. The boards on the deck need replacing. And you need a new window on the porch as well.”

      I shook my head. It was easy for him to point out all these things, but it was my money that was paying for everything. “Surely all the boards on the deck don’t need replacing? I’m sure we can replace the odd one and that will be fine.”

      “Actually, Attie, they do all need replacing. Every last one of them.”

      I winced. Everything was so expensive these days. “And the window, can’t we just clean it?”

      He shook his head. “No. It has a crack in it.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Positive.”

      “Maybe you can put tape across it.”

      Gunner regarded me with sympathy shining out of his eyes. That made me vulnerable and I didn’t like it, so I liked his next words even less. “Are you worried about money, Attie?”

      Of course I was worried about money. Hell, who wouldn’t be? I’d bought this godforsaken resort only to have it destroyed by werewolves, and the only guests, who were the aforementioned werewolves, didn’t bother paying rent. And apart from the werewolves, there were hardly any other guests. Not enough to pay the bills, anyway.

      On top of all that, I now had to pay to have everything fixed that the damned werewolves damaged. That wouldn’t be an insignificant sum of money.

      But I didn’t want to admit to Gunner that I was worried about finances.

      “No. I’m not worried about money, I’m just…” I put down the fork that I was holding and listened out the window. A long wail pierced the quiet of the afternoon. It sounded like a banshee, not that I’d ever heard one.

      “Tell me you don’t hear that infernal noise, Gunner. You’re not reacting to it, yet I thought that dogs had great hearing.”

      Gunner sighed and shook his head. His face took on a patient expression and, as if he was talking to a kindergarten kid, he said, “I don’t know how many times I’ve told you, Attie, I’m not a dog. I’m a wolf shifter. And one of our many talents is that we are able to tune things out, which is exactly what I’m doing right now.” He laughed, a small stain of a blush covering his face, which made me wonder if he was referring to me.

      “When you say you tune things out…do you mean like annoying women?”

      Diplomatically, he didn’t reply, telling me he was referring to me.

      “When is she ever going to stop?” I asked him. “Tabitha has been crying nonstop now for three whole days. When is it enough mourning already?”

      I could tell Gunner was rattled by my reply. I mean, logically, of course I knew that three days was an incredibly short period of mourning. Especially when you’d loved someone for years. It was just, damn, I’d come out here to the middle of nowhere for peace and quiet, and so far I wasn’t getting any. I was starting to feel resentful. And when I felt resentful, I got grouchy with a capital G.

      Gunner opened his mouth to say something, but just at that moment my cell phone rang.

      Great, more noise. I was in such a bad mood, I felt like I wanted to run away from everything and everyone, which had been my idea when I’d bought the resort.

      Look how that turned out.

      I waved my hand and swatted him away as if he was a small, annoying fly I couldn’t be bothered with. Gunner frowned but didn’t say anything, which showed more restraint than I would have had if the tables had been turned.

      “Hello. Lakeside Cottages. Attie speaking.”

      I listened for a short moment, but my brain wasn’t engaged.

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t quite hear that. Who is this?”

      I listened intently down the phone. It was a lawyer, but the name wasn’t familiar to me. As the implication of the call hit me, my heart sank and bile rose in my throat. I knew that sooner or later the death of the realtor would catch up with me, but I didn’t need the grief of that situation at the moment. The last thing I felt like doing was driving to a police station for questioning.

      I didn’t need the grief of that situation ever.

      “I have no idea what happened to that realtor,” I told the lawyer before he could continue introducing himself.

      “What realtor? I’m not calling about a realtor.” The lawyer’s voice was puzzled.

      “Am I getting sued?” I asked, thinking back to the other things I’d done. I couldn’t think of anything major off the top of my head, but there had to be something.

      There was a noise down the line as the lawyer tut-tutted. “Please, Miss Nichols, can you let me finish? I’ve called to tell you about the tragedy.”

      “What tragedy?” I asked, my heart sinking again even though I had no idea what he was talking about. Of course the word ‘tragedy’ was enough to conjure up all sorts of horrible scenarios, but I couldn’t think of anything at all. Apart from the realtor, that is, but honestly, her death was something to celebrate. Especially if I wasn’t going to prison for killing her.

      “It’s about your parents.”

      I gave a mock laugh, the way I always did when I was being disrespectful about my folks. After all, I didn’t know this guy and he might not have a great sense of humor. “Yes, they are a tragedy, aren’t they? I’ve thought that my whole life.”

      The lawyer coughed. “Um, Miss Nichols, I’m calling to tell you that your parents have died.”

      “Died? Oh…I think we have different ideas of what constitutes a tragedy,” I told the lawyer. I mean, the sinking of an ocean liner was a tragedy, or famine, or war, but the death of two people? It might be sad, but that was all. Everyone died at some stage. It was one of the certainties of life.

      I was ready to rush off the phone because I didn’t need to hear anything else. My parents might have died, but it didn’t feel like the end of the world to me. But the lawyer—I can’t to this day remember his name—had more that he needed to say. “So, Miss Nichols, I need to see you at their service.”

      “You need to see me at a funeral service I’m not planning to attend?”

      There was a long silence down the end of the phone but eventually the lawyer tried again. “I need to give you the paperwork.”

      “What paperwork?”

      “The paperwork for their 401K and the house. And of course all their other effects. You will need to sign the documents.”

      My head was spinning, which probably accounted for my silence.

      “Suri Waters was the witness to all the documentation,” the lawyer said apologetically, but it was exactly what I needed to hear. My heart lifted at the mention of my special friend. It had been a little while since I’d caught up with her and given everything that had been going on, a dose of her down to earth wisdom was exactly what I needed.

      “Will Suri be at the funeral? I need to catch up with her. I’m embarrassed to say I’ve been very remiss at visiting her since I’ve moved. I left New Orleans a short while back,” I said by way of explanation.

      There was another silence down the phone and this time the lawyer cleared his throat several times. That told me there was something terribly wrong: much worse than my parents’ deaths. My body sensed it: my heart constricted as if a giant was squeezing it, and the breath in my lungs couldn’t be exhaled. Blue spots danced in front of my eyes. The room went warm, then horribly hot, and I raised my hand to loosen the shirt that suddenly felt too tight at my neck.

      “That won’t be possible,” the lawyer said, in a soft tone that further intensified the dread I felt. “I’m sorry to tell you that Suri has passed away too.”

      A lump formed in my throat, so big I couldn’t swallow. I couldn’t breathe either. My mouth opened and closed, but I couldn’t speak. All I could do was hang up the phone. Not a second before the room spun around me, swirling purple and green and red, like the worst migraine imaginable. I tried to move, to get to the bathroom, but my knees gave away. I staggered against the counter, clutching tightly to it so that I didn’t hit the floor.

      Thankfully Gunner was there and he caught me and held me in his strong arms. “Attie, I’ve got you,” he whispered, his arms tightening around me.

      The tears came, and I sobbed in Gunner’s arms until I was like a husk, all cried out and forlorn, but with sorrow inside me that was ragged and endless.

      Part of my world was gone forever, but I wasn’t grieving the people who’d given me life. That was part of my tragedy: I was grieving the only woman who’d shown me any kindness or affection or love. She was my neighbor and my honorary grandmother. When my parents shunned me, Suri’s door was always open.

      And now it was too late to thank her for everything she’d done for me. That day, I learned the true meaning of grief. And that grief altered who I was, and didn’t leave me for a very long time.
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      I always wore black clothing, so choosing something to wear for the funeral wasn’t too hard. Having said that, I always wore trousers and a polo neck, long sleeve top, but I felt on this occasion I should show respect, particularly to my mother, by wearing a dress. I didn’t own a dress though, or more to the point I didn’t have one that fit me since I’d put on a few pounds over the last year or two. So I drove to the local stores the day before the funeral and fortunately found a simple and cheap black dress. It was nothing special, but as much as I could have expected from a store in the middle of nowhere. I figured that black dress would last me the rest of my days. But the truth was probably that I’d only wear it once, and that would be to my parents’ funeral.

      I rose earlier than usual on the morning of the funeral and without having breakfast I showered and washed my hair. After getting dried I put a very light smattering of makeup on my face. I stared at myself in the mirror, not believing how I looked with makeup on. I wasn’t vain and so hardly ever looked at myself in the mirror, but today I had an inner glow I’d never seen before. I looked almost, but not quite…pretty. It was a word I never before thought of in relation to myself. I mean, I was too pragmatic and practical a woman to be pretty, wasn’t I? The word was reserved for young, blonde-haired, blue-eyed Barbie dolls, not a woman in her fifties.

      Then I picked up the hanger with the black dress on it, drew it over my head and scrunched my feet into a pair of medium heeled shoes I’d bought from a second-hand shop. I’d only paid six dollars for them, a great price considering I’d only wear them once. Again, I examined myself in the mirror. I didn’t look too bad, all things considered.

      Someone else clearly thought that I looked good. I felt a reassuring touch on my neck and turned to see Gunner smiling at me, the corners of his mouth quirking up and his eyes creasing with affection. I saw his mouth moving but I couldn’t hear the words for some reason.

      “What did you say?” I asked.

      He pulled out the cotton wool balls I’d shoved in my ears and forgotten to take out again.

      “You look lovely, Attie,” he told me. “Are you sure you don’t want me to come to New Orleans with you for the funeral?”

      “No. Thank you, Gunner. I’ll be fine.”

      “Really? Because you can’t seem to even remember to take the cotton out of your ears. If I’m not going to be there, who will remind you?”

      “I think, without this racket, I’ll be just fine.” I felt bad talking about Tabitha’s grief that way but it was getting a bit more than I could bear. I’d never experienced grief before, and at that point in time, before the funerals, I didn’t realize how hard Suri’s death would hit me.

      A hurt look shadowed Gunner’s face, but there was no reason for him to come with me. He hadn’t known either of my parents, or Suri, and it wasn’t as if we were a couple in the conventional sense of the word.

      I gave him a quick kiss, then went outside. It was a beautiful day, with the searing heat telling me it was too hot to be wearing a black dress and high shoes. I got into my car and the first thing I did was kick the shoes off. I turned the key in the ignition, tested the accelerator as I wasn’t used to driving with bare feet, and then rambled down the gravel road, finally putting my foot down as I reached the highway.

      I already knew where I was going as I’d checked all that the night before. My parents had elected to be buried in one of those old style cemeteries in the city. How they could afford that, I had no idea, but it was too late for me to ever have an answer to that question. A little stab of pain pierced my heart, but I pushed it aside. We’d never had a warm relationship and I didn’t believe it would be healthy for me to now start feeling the pain of all the tiny little hurts which had accumulated over the years. Because there was no way of healing.

      Two hours after leaving home, I pulled up at the gates of the Lafayette Cemetery No 2. I parked outside, and when I passed through the gate I could still hear the noise of the city traffic as well as the occasional dog barking. Then, as I walked towards the gravesite, all those sounds were muted. All I could hear was the light wind stirring the leaves of the trees, and the sound of my heels clacking on the concrete paths. I took in a deep breath, and the air carried the odor of freshly cut grass, and the rotting smell of dead flowers.

      I stopped to orient myself, then chose another path which led through grand statues and tombs. Age had robbed the place of its former glory but again I wondered why my parents chose to be buried there, and more to the point, how they had been able to afford to do so.

      Another five minutes’ walk and then I heard the murmur of voices telling me I was close to the place where my parents were being buried. I reached the building where the funeral was being held but once I went inside, I saw immediately that very few people were there. I took my seat in a pew, looking at the coffins of the people who’d rejected me and I felt a little emotional. There was a photo displayed on the top of one of the coffins. It was a nice picture of my mother and father, taken when I was a teenager. I smiled to myself but my smile was laced with sadness. My absence from the photo inferred that they had no children. OK, so I was adopted. Didn’t that count?

      The service was too long, officiated by someone who clearly never knew my parents. Again, there was no mention that they had raised a child, and I felt like a fraud even sitting there. I kept looking around, wondering if someone would be there who would recognize me, and would stand up, point to me and shout out that I should leave. But no one appeared whom I had ever seen before, and I puzzled as to who the few people who sat in the pews were. It could have been a rent-a-crowd because there wasn’t a smile or a tear from any of them throughout the service. It was as if the people in the coffins were completely unknown to them.

      As I watched, I waited for the lawyer, who only showed up right at the end of the service. I only recognized him because he appeared so late, and the black leather briefcase he carried was a give-away. I felt like I’d been tricked into going to the funeral. I didn’t really want to be there, which should have made me feel guilty, but didn’t. My parents made it clear from when I was a child that I was a duty and not a pleasure, and they shunned me shortly after I’d given up my job as an accountant. That had hurt, but they’d also given me an excuse to stop seeing them. That makes it sound simpler and easier than it was, but because of the way they’d brought me up I didn’t dwell on anything. Not on the outside, anyway. You can’t be human without hurting, but the hurt I felt was buried so deep inside me that sometimes I felt that I wasn’t even human. Such was my parents’ legacy to me.

      At the end of the service the few people there filed out of the chapel, their eyes to the ground, ignoring my presence. The priest left through a door behind the coffin, and then there was silence. There were only two people left: myself and the lawyer. He walked up to me, a sheaf of paperwork clutched in his left hand. His grey suit looked too hot and tight for the day, and I wanted to tell him to loosen his tie as that might help some.

      As we neared, he spoke. “Attie Nichols?” he asked.

      “Yes.”

      He held out his free hand. I took the handshake, and it was slippery and warm, no doubt due to the temperature in the chapel. Apart from the handshake there were no other niceties, and for that I was grateful. I’ve never believed in being inauthentic.

      His face was wrinkled like an old leather purse that’s seen better days and his pale complexion told me he didn’t spend much time outdoors. He smelled of soap and Old Spice aftershave.

      His brown eyes swept the chapel and I guessed he was looking around for a flat surface for me to be able to sign the papers. There was only one place I could see. I snatched the papers from his hand and immediately walked over to my mother’s coffin.

      “Pen?” I asked, turning back to him.

      He opened his suit jacket, took a pen from the pocket and put it in my hand. I signed the papers with a flourish on the shiny oak lid of the casket, trying to pretend it was a table rather than a burial receptacle. First one set of papers, and then behind it another set. I sighed. When I was an accountant, I loved paperwork but I’d come to hate it since moving to the lake.

      “Those papers you’ve just signed,” he said, as I passed the second lot back to him. “They are⁠—”

      “Yes?”

      “That’s Suri’s paperwork. She’s left everything to you as well.”

      A lump formed in my throat but I swallowed it. The last thing
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