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One

Thirty-one slashes of Sunset Pink lipstick marked the walls of the old house. Thirty-one days since Libby had last seen a sunset, or any sun at all except for the thin rays slanting through the ancient shutters over the windows of her room, illuminating nothing but the dust motes in the air. When she was a kid someone told her dust was from Mars, and she’d always wondered why it would bother coming here when it had all of outer space to explore. This room was proof that Mars-dust was a lie. That window hadn’t been opened in at least fifty years but it was plenty dusty.

Libby poked at the remains of her last meal—another burger, cold just like the rest—picking up the crumbs and tossing them toward the gap in the baseboard. The mouse—she’d named it Pip—eased its whiskers out first and then followed, grabbing the largest crumb. It watched her with tiny black eyes while it ate.

It was nice to be treated with respect by at least one creature in this house. The mouse was a better conversationalist than her captors, as well.

She couldn’t hear any voices now, or the TV or the music they sometimes played. She hadn’t heard any of it since last night. No sign of people at all, just the usual coyotes in the evening and her. Not even a plane had gone over to rattle the old house. Had the apocalypse come and she’d missed it? Her own personal apocalypse had started thirty-one days ago at approximately 12:42 pm in the form of a panel van offering cheap cell service.

Over the next few hours the temperature outside dropped, and hunger made her even colder. Another lap around the room didn’t warm her up as she’d hoped, even when she included the tiny bathroom, and the torn wool blanket didn’t make a terribly comfortable shawl. Her only choice right now was to either start doing jumping jacks or hope her lipstick had nutritional value. It was fats and oils, right? Maybe some bug juice for colour and protein?

Sleep sounded good.

The bed slumped when she sat on it, the deep divot in the middle tried to pull her in but she resisted. She could see, just under the bed, the bit of rope they’d cut from her wrists before she woke up. It frayed at one end where she’d toyed with it. It wouldn’t hold weight now, wouldn’t rescue anyone. It would only snap and send her tumbling.

The grumble of an engine cut into the quiet, but it was the wrong pitch. Three vehicles, that’s what she knew, and this was none of them, or maybe all at once. The engine was replaced by footsteps, a single masculine voice, one she didn’t recognize. Anyway, the usual men never spoke outside anyway. No one answered him. Maybe the boss was finally here, to kill her, to sell her off to someone else. Maybe the apocalypse really had come and this was a ragtag band of survivors wanting to hole up in a remote farmhouse. She hoped they’d let her join them for good.

Libby’s mother had told her once that flipping a coin isn’t about letting the coin make the decision for you. It’s about what happens while the coin is in the air, when you find yourself hoping which side it’ll land on.

Hours earlier, when she realized she’d been abandoned, Libby searched her feelings and found herself not caring whether she lived or died. Now, though, the coin was in the air and she dared to hope for rescue.

Her world focused on the sounds, the key in the front door lock, the creaking of the floor boards in the kitchen. A text alert.

What?

Then the same voice, a pleasant baritone. “That’s odd.” A bit louder, “Hello?” More footsteps. “Anyone here?”

Libby ached to call out to him, but what if he really was here to kill her? Her brain fuzzed out, unable to compare the risks and possibilities.

A moment of silence, then, “Looks like squatters have been in here. Recently, too.”

Squatters. She latched on to that word, hoping it meant he was the owner of this trash heap. She tried to call out, but her faint squawk didn’t reach him over his phone conversation. Sitting up, she let the bed screech, even though it hurt her ears, then knocked on the wall.

“There’s someone here,” she heard. “Or some thing.” A scuffle of shoe against floor, then the doorknob rattled. She sobbed, slapping her hand over her mouth in what had become habit over the last month.

“The parlour door’s locked,” he said. “I’ve got to hang up and find the key. I’ll be fine,” he added after a second. “Yeah, ten minutes. Bye.”

Libby made herself move, slumping against the door to get as close to him as she could. “I’m in here,” she said, then tried again louder. “Here. In the locked room.”

He came closer, his voice penetrating the wood close to her head, like he was leaning too. “Uh, hi. Do you have the key?”

“No. I think they keep it somewhere to your left of the door. On a hook maybe? Sometimes I hear it up high.”

“What’s your name?” he asked, moving away as he did.

“Libby. I was kidnapped.”

“Shit.”

She chuckled, an awful, croaking sound. “Yeah.”

“I shouldn’t touch this key until the police come.”

She shut her eyes, suddenly exhausted again. “Please.”

Another long moment, and then, “All right. I’ll just have to be careful.”

She backed away, pulling the blanket tighter around herself and kept listening to the tiny noises that meant he’d found the key and was trying the lock.

“There,” he said, and the latch popped. “Open it from your side, so I’m not touching the knob, too.”

She reached out, almost expecting the knob to dissolve under her hand and leave her trapped, but no, it was solid metal and turned with only slight resistance. She peered around the door, and the guy, early-forties, short brown hair, kind eyes, smiled just a little.

“My name is Michael Ballard.” He held out his hand and she took it, let him help her out of the room because all of a sudden the world was blurry and all she could focus on was the warmth of his skin. “Let’s go outside and call the police, okay?”

She nodded, her throat too thick for use, and let him lead her into the sun. 

On January first, at 12:42 pm, three men had grabbed Libby Wyatt and put her in a van. They drugged her with sleeping pills and drove off, leaving her messenger bag on the street where she dropped it. Only one person noticed; everyone else was sleeping off their New Year’s Eve hangovers.

They tossed her wallet out the window on the parkway. It landed in a parking lot to be discovered a few days later. They kept her phone.

They’d brought her to some place called Gore’s Landing.

The bastards had kidnapped her from Toronto and brought her to a lake of all places, and not even properly on the lake, but to just south of it. The only reason Michael had been around was because he was checking up on the property. She laughed. She’d been doing that a lot in the hours since her rescue. “I’ve never even heard of this place,” she said, still giddy over having a real live person to talk to. “I don’t think I’ve even flown over it.”

“This isn’t the best introduction, I’ll admit.” Michael pulled the cheap, orange, plastic chair closer to her hospital bed and sat down.

“If I’m going to have PTSD flashbacks about a town it might as well be one I have no reason to visit.”

“I’d be more worried about farms. Going to back to Picton might be hard.”

Right. Of course he’d think that. “I have no reason to go back. My Mom disowned me. Disinherited me.”

He looked uncomfortable, but of course he looked uncomfortable.

“Let me guess, other than answering the normal questions she didn’t get involved at all. Have they called yet to tell her that her secret shame survived her thirty-one day captivity?”

“Libby,” he began. His voice was soft—calm, even but not monotonous—a warm baritone with a bit of rasp to it. Whatever he had to tell her would sound good in that voice. “Thirty-seven days.”

“What?” How had she lost a week? She hadn’t miscounted; she’d come up with a consistent tally every day.

“That’s how long you were gone.” He leaned forward, elbows on his knees, and looked her straight in the eye. “You do have some family, don’t you? Someone you can stay with until you adjust?”

“Nope. This Lifetime movie sucks.”

“It’s not over yet. We haven’t even reached the first commercial break.”

She laughed again, and really, it was getting ridiculous. “I like you.”

His eyes crinkled up at the corners. “Good. You seem like you need someone on your side while you’re in a strange city.”

Libby had to pee, which was awesome because the doctor told her she could leave when she was properly hydrated again and she did not want to spend any more time in a hospital than she had to. Unfortunately, the only clean clothing she had was the gown she was wearing, so leaving might be an adventure. She could wear her shoes and her jacket, but everything else was rank. Once again she thanked a non-existent god that she’d gotten a birth control shot that suppressed her periods. “Hey, do you think you could find me some clothes?”

“A victim’s advocate is on her way with some fresh clothing. I’m also trying to get your ID out of evidence, but Toronto Police Service says it will take a court order.”

Libby hauled herself out of the bed, trying not to flash him as she did. “I see some bullshit bureaucracy in my future.”

There was something odd about the way he’d phrased that, she realized. “Are you a cop?”

He shrugged, then leaned over and rested his elbows on his knees. “I was.”

Something about his voice told her not to ask. “Okay.”

“Anyway, Detective Strickland is on her way. She’ll hook you up with people to help you navigate it when you get back.”

He was on his phone when she got out of the bathroom, texting or playing a game or something, so she watched the traffic out the window until he was done. “Anything interesting?” he asked, tucking his phone back in his pocket.

“I don’t know, are stretch Hummers typical for Cobourg?”

“Not that I’ve noticed. But I’m not from around here either.” He joined her at the window, and the heat radiating from him contrasted pleasantly with the cold at her front. She took a moment to be grateful that her kidnappers had left her alone; she’d hate to be afraid of other people.

“Where are you from? And what do you do, if you’re not a cop anymore?”

“I work for a not-for-profit in Ottawa.”

“Neat.”

“Hello?” Someone knocked at the open door and Libby turned in time to see a woman a little older than her poke her head in. “I’m Riley, from Victim’s Assistance. Can I come in?”

She didn’t wait for Libby to say yes, just strolled in and set a plastic bag on the chair. “You are Elizabeth, correct? And is this your father?”

Wow, her information was wrong. “It’s Libby, and he’s very much not my father.”

“Oh.” She started pulling stuff out of the bag: some navy sweats, socks, basic underthings, a pouch of what was probably toiletries. “Well, we had to guess your size based on your photo, but it’ll do until you can get home.”

Libby grabbed the underwear and slipped them on under her gown, smiling when Michael turned away. She followed them with the sweatpants and socks, glad to be warmer. “Is there any cash in that bag? I’m kind of destitute at the moment.”

Riley’s pleasant half-smile slipped. “I wasn’t aware of that. But we were told that you’re from out of town, and one of our benefactors has a hotel room waiting for you, just for the night.”

That would have to do.

“I can take you to the bank tomorrow,” Michael said, turning his head only slightly. “We’ll talk to the manager, see if you can access your account without ID. I can certainly vouch for your identity.”

“That’s going above and beyond, man, but I’ll gladly take advantage of you. You can turn around now.” Then she noticed a shadow at the door. “Actually, you can deal with whoever that is while I finish changing.”

She grabbed the rest of the clothes and slipped into the bathroom. She’d washed as best she could earlier, but still felt incredibly grimy. She still stank, too, but the sweatshirt hid it better than the gown did. She wished she’d picked up the little kit.

She’d just have to be the hostess with the grossest for a while longer.

Someone knocked at the bathroom door, so Libby opened it before adjusting the drawstring on her pants. Riley came in and closed the door behind her and seriously, there was not enough room for even one person in there.

“I wanted to make sure you were okay,” she said, her smile tight and practiced.

“As well as I can be.”

“Do you need me to stay for a bit? If you want to talk we can kick those men out.”

Men, plural? “I’m good. I’m sure sometime in the future I’ll freak out, but right now I’m glad to be free.” It might even be the truth. Libby’s emotions always took a while to catch up to her circumstances. Her friends always thought it was funny, the way she could be the calm one in a crisis and then faint dead away as soon as the crisis was over.

“You know yourself best. I’ll head out, but I’ll leave my business card on the table, okay?”

“Sounds good.”

Libby followed her out, intending to go get a nurse so she could check out, but stopped short. The man talking to the detective was stout, with sleek white hair and a bit of a slump, and it took a moment for it to click. He was her parents’ lawyer. She hadn’t seen him in years, since they’d formally written her out of their will. He was kind to her then, but it was still a shock to see him here, now.

“Mr. Welles?”

“Libby.” He held out both hands to her, and she slipped her hands into them, just a little overwhelmed at his presence. “I’m so glad to see you.”

“How did you even know?”

“My dear, you’re all over the news. The moment I heard, I cancelled all my meetings and caught the earliest flight.”

And that, the sheer kindness from someone she’d met only twice in her life, was what did her in. Her knees buckled, and his hands tightened on hers while Michael caught her elbows as they eased her to the floor. The room blurred and she couldn’t stop the choking sobs that wracked her body, no matter how she tried. All she knew was the hard floor and the two solid bodies nearby, murmuring words she didn’t comprehend. Someone stroked her hair and that brought her out of it a bit. “Don’t, I’m gross.”

“I don’t care,” the old man said, and he cradled her against his side.

She didn’t know how long she sat there, but when she looked up again Michael was talking to a nurse while packing up what little she had.

“Better?” Mr. Welles asked.

She nodded.

“Good, because I’m too old to be sitting on the floor this long.” He stood up, still holding her hand, and didn’t let go until she was on two feet. “Now, let’s get out of here. We’ll go to the hotel and get cleaned up, then we’ll take Mr. Ballard to dinner, how’s that?”

“I don’t have clothes for dinner.”

“We’ll go somewhere it doesn’t matter.”

After a long, hot shower during which she used all the shampoo―and she would never, ever take nail clippers for granted again―and dinner of cheap Mexican food Julian Welles pulled her aside in the hotel lobby.

“Honey, I hate to do this right now, like this” he said, “but I have to get back to Kingston ASAP.”

It felt like she was breathing syrup, but she swallowed and asked, “Do what?”

“While you were gone your father got sick. He died a couple of weeks later of brain cancer.”

She said nothing. There was nothing she could say to that, without offending this man who’d helped her out. “Okay.”

“I’m deeply sorry,” he said. “The ceremony was lovely and his remains are in the forest.” He pulled out his wallet and handed her a prepaid credit card. “It’s the best I can do. Buy yourself some clothes and a train ticket. Go see your Mom for a while.”

“Thanks, but,” she waved the credit card casually, “I think I’ll use this to go back to Toronto instead. That okay?”

He nodded. “It’s a gift. How you use it is up to you.”

His taxi pulled up then, and in a few moments he was gone. She was alone again and it did not feel good. Her heartbeat sped up until it felt like it was trying to climb out of her throat. Her palms went sweaty. She must have made a noise because the woman at the reception desk asked if she needed anything.

Libby gestured at the two big armchairs in the corner. “Is it okay if I hang out here for a while?”

“Go right ahead. Let me know if you need anything.”

“Thanks.” She pulled the biggest novel she could find off the bookshelf. If she had to read herself into oblivion in order to go to bed, she would.

Libby did eventually sleep, but only by leaving her window cracked open despite the cold. Having fresh air made being locked in alone tolerable enough, but she still woke wanting desperately to get out among people. As soon as she was dressed―she was too shaky to take the time to shower—she bolted out of her room and down to the lobby, where she sat with another book until a decent hour. 

Michael had other plans for dinner the night before, but he’d promised to pick her up and take her to breakfast and then to the station to meet Detective Strickland. He arrived in the lobby right on time, looking fresh and dapper, far more than he had the day before. Libby generally approved of men who wore shirts with actual buttons, but add a sport coat and a tie and she could even forgive the worn jeans. Not that she was much to look at herself, still in sweats, and he seemed to stop for a second as he looked at her.

“You still need clothes,” he said, as if she hadn’t noticed.

“Today would be great.” She double-checked the location of the gift card―tucked into the side of her sock―and followed him to the car. “I don’t suppose anything’s open yet.”

“I did some research last night. There’s a discount clothing store near here that’s open twenty-four hours. That should do, right?”

Fifteen minutes later they were sitting in a bagel place in a mall parking lot. Libby ordered peppermint tea and a croissant; she’d gotten used to one large meal a day, and even though the tacos she ordered at dinner had been mostly lettuce, she still felt a little oogy.

Michael, on the other hand, ordered a big, gooey egg and cheese sandwich that smelled like heaven. She was sure he could tell she was drinking in the scent, as unsatisfying as that was.

“You can have one, you know. I can afford it.” He was smirking at her, but there was a shine of grease on his lower lip that betrayed him.

“If I do, I’ll probably be sick. Maybe later.”

While she shopped Michael sat in the car and did some insurance paperwork, but not before teasing her gently about both generating said paperwork and taking up the time he needed to finish it.

She managed to find a decent set of clothes for the week, fresh undies and a few other necessities, plus a small suitcase to put them in. “You look like you had a worse shift than I did,” the cashier said as she scanned Libby’s pile.

“This whole month has been hell.” Libby gave her a tight smile. “But it can only get better.”

“I hope so, for your sake.”

Libby tore the credit card from its glue, then realized she had no idea how much it was worth. “Hey, can you let me know how much is on there?”

“It should be written on the envelope.”

Libby opened the flap again to see the number 2000. She closed it again so she’d stop staring at it. “Huh. Right.” Julian was even more generous than she’d expected. She should have realized he could afford it, given the half-memories she had of going out on his sailboat as a kid.

“Nice gift.”

“I have to pay it back, but it is handy right now.”

The clerk clipped the tags on a few of the clothes and Libby headed back into the change room to dress properly. She hated wearing sweatpants in public unless she was actually working out. Her father had drilled it into her head from childhood that sweats were for sweating, just like running shoes were for running, and both were terrible for the environment. So she’d never developed the habit, never become comfortable in them. She felt like she was wearing pyjamas if she tried.

She’d been wearing jeans when kidnapped. There were no jeans among her purchases now.

The police station wasn’t far, in a completely charmless red brick building, clean and tidy, but not in any way new or interesting. Micheal led her to the check-in, then stepped to one side. “You okay from here?” he asked with a quick touch to her elbow.

“Yeah.” She was feeling kind of light-headed, but didn’t want to delay him more. “Thanks for everything.”

“My pleasure. Call if you need anything more while you’re here.” He handed her a business card and then he was gone.

She vaguely recognized the man who came to get her, one of the first responders at the house yesterday. “I’ll take you up to the detectives,” he said, leading her through security to the back of the building.

For a minute she was overwhelmed by the noise, but then she realized almost everyone was clapping. For her. Which was a little off-putting considering she hadn’t done anything. She smiled weakly and tried not to make eye-contact.

The officer waved them off–had they been clapping for him? He didn’t do anything either–and continued to a small meeting room in the back corner. He pulled out a plastic chair for her and gestured back at the main area. “We don’t get a lot of wins, not on kidnapping cases. Have a seat, I’ll go get Detective Nash and Detective Strickland.”

Detective Nash she remembered from yesterday, and Detective Toronto was super tall and was one of those people whose skin was so pale you could see all the veins underneath, and her smile when she saw Libby lit up the room. “Elizabeth Wyatt, you are a miracle.”

She came around the table and shook Libby’s hand until Libby thought it would fall off. “When Nash called and said they’d found you I honest to God checked the calendar to make sure it wasn’t April first.”

“I’m happy to be found, too.” She sounded pathetic in the face of all that enthusiasm, but what else could she say? “Thanks for all your hard work.”

Strickland took the chair across from her and dug around in her briefcase. “I got your wallet released from evidence.” She handed it over and Libby had the strangest feeling that the green wool was now contaminated. She didn’t want to touch the thing.

“Thanks.” She made her self reach over. As quickly as she could she took out all her cards and the collection of random cookie fortunes, shoving them in her pockets. Then she left the wallet on the table, staring at her from the cracked cream Formica.

“When can I go home?” She blurted out, lost for anything else to say.

Nash answered. “We need to get a complete statement from you. After that you can go anywhere you want.”

Home sounded good. Her apartment was paid in advance for a few more months, so she probably hadn’t been evicted. Dealing with school bureaucracy over her missed classes might be interesting. Maybe Detective Strickland could write her a note. “Can we start now?”

“We can,” Nash replied. “Just give me a minute to get set up.” He left, then came back with a video camera and a few bottles of water.

The next hour was painful. All things considered, Libby had had an easy time of it; she wasn’t abused in any way except having been locked up against her will. The painful part wasn’t reciting the story, but in the parts she couldn’t tell, the things she didn’t remember or just didn’t know. How had she missed counting an entire week of days? How was it that she’d never heard any of their names?

Her stomach roiled against the feeling of uselessness settling in. Both detectives were frowning, not at her, but at the table or their notepads. She knew they were hoping for details, for clues to who those bastards were, but Libby couldn’t provide. “I’m sorry,” she said, after failing to answer another question. Those seemed to be the only words she knew right now.

Nash patted her hand. “It’s hardly your fault.”

“Sounds like they were more careful once they got here,” Strickland said. “If they hadn’t dumped your wallet and fired up your computer we might still be looking in the city.”

Libby finished her story with the last time she had contact with the men, the day before Michael showed up. “The short one brought me a burger and a milkshake. Then two of them left. The one who stayed behind, I heard him on the phone later, but I couldn’t make out what he was saying. Then a car came by and he left. That’s it.” She didn’t tell them about talking to the mouse. Her childhood fantasies of being Cinderella didn’t seem relevant.

“How’d it go?” Michael asked when she got back to the car. “Not well, I take it.”

“Got my stuff back,” she replied. “I didn’t have much to tell them; two white guys about my age. That narrows it down a lot.”

Michael said nothing, probably knowing there was nothing anyone could say to help her. He dropped her off at the hotel, but she couldn’t sit alone in her room and the current receptionist kept eyeing her suspiciously so she went down the street to sit in a doughnut shop and wonder what to do next. Yes, she wanted to go home, but how? Getting on a train seemed so mundane, yet completely out of her reach. Maybe she should just chill for another day until she remembered how to exist in the world.

But she really didn’t want to stay here, just in case they were still around. The cops figured she’d been outright abandoned as a bad investment, but what if they still had use for her?

A shape appeared at her side and she jumped, spilling her tea over her hand.

“Sorry,” the shape said, and Libby looked up into the smiling face of a strange woman. She reached for a napkin and wiped up the spill, not bothering to reply.

“I didn’t mean to startle you.” The woman sat down across from Libby and took a sip from her own cup.

“I’m easily startled.”

“I can guess. I’m Adelaide Jones. I’m a reporter from Oshawa.”

Libby must have looked surprised, because the other woman laughed.

“I get that reaction a lot. My parents figured, hey, if you’re going to have a common last name, you might as well have an interesting first name.” She took another sip of what smelled like coffee. “I know who you are.”

“Good for you?” Despite how personable Adelaide Jones was, Libby wasn’t in the mood to tell her story again. “I have nothing to say,” she added with an apologetic shrug. “The detectives have been very kind and helpful.”

Adelaide smiled and jotted a note down. “Where will you go next?”

“That’s what I was just trying to decide.” As a red herring she added, “I was thinking a beach and some sun would be nice.”

“How did your captors treat you?”

“They fed me and left me alone. Look, you can get all this from Detective Nash. I know less than they do. I didn’t even know what province I was in until the police showed up.”

“It must have come as quite a shock to find out your father died.”

Libby shrugged, finished the last of her tea, and stood up. “Look, I’m not a celebrity. I don’t care how many celebrities my parents knew, I’m not part of their little club. So stop. Please.”

She walked out and went back to her hotel, still uncertain about what to do next. She needed someone to talk it over with, so she called Michael and left a message.

He called her back late in the afternoon and she invited him to dinner in the hotel restaurant. She felt like she owed him, not just for the rescue but for everything else he’d done for her outside his formal duties.

On top of that, he was good company and she kind of wanted to pack him up and take him home with her so she wouldn’t have to be alone.

She might even have the teeniest little crush on him ― mostly his voice, and the way the corners of his eyes crinkled when he smiled. She’d always had a thing for older men; her type was summed up as short hair, neatly-dressed, smart, but not necessarily in that order. She liked a certain amount of sarcasm, too, and so she never had trouble finding someone to date once or twice, but in the Venn diagram of men, short hair and neatly dressed often overlapped with young in a segment labelled “pretentious assholes”. Especially when it came to her musician classmates.

It was probably a good idea to leave soon, since coming on to Michael would probably just end in embarrassment for both of them. 

Although he’d hinted he might be late, he was waiting in the lobby when she got there. “Busy afternoon?” she asked, eyeing the crisp white dress shirt and new jeans he definitely hadn’t been wearing when he dropped her off at the station.

He chuckled and held the door to the restaurant for her. “Not so much busy as sweaty. I still have a lot of work to do on that property.”

“Where you found me?”

“Yes. It belonged to my aunt and no one else in the family wanted to bother with it. So it’s mine, now.”

The restaurant was a bit more romantic than she might have wished: soft light, candles and flowers on the tables, white cloths and shining silver. Libby grinned up at Michael. “I have no intentions on your honour, I swear.”

He returned her smile. “Good, because I’m in short supply.”

That startled a laugh out of her, and she thought it might be the first genuine, non-hysterical laugh she’d had in over a month. His mouth softened, like he’d had the same realization, but whatever he might have said was interrupted by the hostess.

After they were seated, Libby realized she didn’t have much to talk about besides her situation, which she really didn’t want to talk about anymore. She took a long drink of her water before blurting out, “So tell me, Michael, is there a Mrs Michael? A bunch of little ones? ‘Cause it occurs to me that you probably know what colour underwear I was wearing that fateful day and I only know your name.”

“You also know my profession.”

“Wow, two things!”

He set his menu aside and clasped his hands on the table in front of him. “I don’t actually know that.” Michael cleared his throat and she looked up to see him raise an eyebrow at her.

“I notice that you haven’t answered my question,” she said.

He continued not to answer for a moment, absorbed in flipping his cutlery over, fork, knife, spoon, then righting them again. “There used to be a Mrs Michael. No kids.”

She could see that asking him to elaborate would be rude. “Seeing anyone?”

He smiled, then. “Yes, actually. For a few months now.”

“Good.”

He cocked his head to one side, asking without words.

Libby shrugged. “I like to see good people be happy.”

The waiter came and took their order, so clearly it was time for a new topic. “You’re a music major, right?” Michael asked.

“Voice with a sideline in conducting.”

“Parli italiano?”

She couldn’t help be impressed. “Si, un poco. Also Latin, German, and French. Un poco.”

“My mother’s Italian, from Florence. I’m fluent.”

Turned out he also enjoyed all kinds of music, and was relatively familiar with the classics. They continued to chat about music, branching out into other arts, until it was time for her to pay the bill.

“Let me drive you to the train station tomorrow,” he said as they headed back to the lobby.

Libby felt her shoulders relax; she’d hadn’t even known they were tense, but now that she thought about it, the idea of getting into a taxi, or worse, one of those shuttle vans, with a strange man made her shudder. “I would appreciate that.” It didn’t solve the problem of what she’d do on the other end, but she’d figure something out.

He shook her hand when he said goodbye the next morning. “Call me when you’ve got all your new contact information,” and he lingered before letting go. “I appreciate knowing how you’re doing.” He took a sharp breath, as if to say something else, but let it out in a huff instead.

Libby was not in the best frame of mind, worried about the trip, but the strength and warmth of his hand settled her. She’d taken a mild sedative the doctor had given her, and combined with that she had just enough focus to get where she needed to go, so she didn’t ask. “Of course. And thanks, for, you know. Everything.”

“Good luck.”

Two

Michael almost didn’t notice her at first, in the crowd of commuters on the platform. A woman’s voice soared clear and bright over the noise, so perfect he thought someone was playing a radio, but then the singing stopped and a few people started to clap. He’d heard that TTC buskers were professional but he hadn’t considered what that meant. She started singing again, another folk song, as he neared. A few listeners broke away and he was finally able to see her face.

He would laugh, later, as he told her that he still didn’t quite recognize her. Although he’d never forget her face peering around the door she’d looked nothing like this, wearing makeup, dark hair pulled back, smiling. Seven months had changed her. Then she dipped her head and it all snapped together. “Elizabeth,” he breathed, taking a step closer. She was radiant while singing, like she lived each note. He tried to catch her eye but she gazed into some middle distance, not connecting with her audience visually. So he waited until the song ended and dropped a five in the little blanket-lined suitcase at her feet. “Libby,” he said again, just loud enough to get her attention.

She focused on him, blinked, then gasped. “Michael!”

Then she flung herself at him, an armful of warm, soft girl. “Hi,” he said, tentatively putting his arms around her. “Hey.” Her perfume was a light floral and wood, but as he dropped his chin to her shoulder he caught a musty scent, like she hadn’t washed her hair in a few days. “How are you?”

She pulled away, a flush colouring her cheeks. “I’m good.”

“Really?” He kept eye contact until he was certain she was lying.

“What are you doing in Toronto?” she asked, bending down and turning her attention to the case full of tips.

“I live here now.”

“Cool.” She flicked a glance at him, wary. “I can’t talk now or I’ll lose money. Take care.”

Michael backed away to study her as she began another song, then made a decision. He’d never broken the habit of keeping pen and notebook on him, so he scrawled a note and signed it, adding his contact info at the end, then dropped it in her case and headed to work.

From what he remembered she was an opera student in her third–possibly now fourth–year of a degree at Pickford. Why she was singing folk songs in a subway station during morning rush he didn’t know, but he guessed everyone needed a hobby. She’d been in touch a few times after her rescue, letting him know that her room in residence was still free, that she was seeing a therapist, thanking him for the letter he wrote to the dean that let her jump back into her studies even after a month away.

He’d wanted to make sure she didn’t suffer any more than she had to. When he examined later why he’d given her his contact info, he decided it was lingering guilt. It definitely had nothing to do with her bright smile or the feel of her in his arms.

A few hours later, under a tree in Allen Gardens, Libby stared at the note for a third time, hoping for some flash of insight, a sign from the universe telling her what to do. She could call him, tell him lies about school, about a job that wasn’t embarrassing. She could pretend everything was perfect, that she’d moved on from her trauma, but if she was going to do that she might as well not bother calling him at all. The results would be the same.

But she remembered the look on Detective Faith Strickland’s face, the pity and disappointment in her voice when she checked on someone she thought was an ordinary homeless person in the park and turned out to be one of her cases. The realization that Libby hadn’t been worthy of rescue at all had hit them both, and Libby had run off without a word.

She blew a raspberry at the note and tucked it in her pocket with her phone, the cash she’d made, and her ID, everything that mattered to her. She spread out the blanket to cover the damp grass, set her back against the tree, and slept until her alarm went off. She’d learned not to spend too much time in any one park, so she gave herself an hour to nap, knowing she looked less like a typical homeless person and more like the student she used to be. Still, patterns would get you noticed, and not just by the cops. She’d learned a lot since getting kicked out of school.

When she woke dusk was nearing and she was due at work soon, so she packed up her blanket in the shoulder bag she carried and walked the few blocks up Jarvis. Sometimes she could be early and help the bartender wipe down the tables, but if she did that too often they might start questioning her about it, and she could not lose this job. So most nights she got there just early enough to shower and do her hair.

Hazel, the owner, had given her a locker to keep her performance dresses and shoes in, and that’s where she stowed most of her important stuff; clothes, music, toiletries, snacks, she stuffed the locker as full as she could. She didn’t dare leave cash in it, although she trusted the other employees, but she had a bank account still so that was good. Her former roommate, Rain, let her use her dorm apartment as a mailing address and storage unit, probably partly to keep an eye on her and partly out of regret and guilt.

Libby saw Rain maybe every other week. She’d gotten a major role in the fall term play, so not only was she busy with rehearsals and socializing with the cast, but it was better for her if Libby kept her emotional bullshit away. Rain was going places, and Libby was happy for her.

The only people who seemed happy for Libby were the people at work, and if you’d told her last year that she’d feel most comfortable in a BDSM club, however exclusive... well, she probably would have had to ask what BDSM was before laughing. But the dommes and doms and subs and whoever were happy that Libby loved her job singing in their bar, happy she hung out with them in their lounge between sets, happy to teach her about their jobs. They might not be quite so happy if they knew she didn’t have a place to go at night, but she didn’t dare tell them and lose their respect.

Michael had seemed glad to see her. In the days during and after her rescue she hadn’t seen him smile much, but this morning at the station his whole face showed his delight, especially after she recognized him. She hadn’t noticed, before, how handsome he was in that way some older men had: wide jawline and high forehead, a cheek so smooth she’d expected it to be cool against hers, short dark hair that might have a hint of grey at the temples.

And there was another good reason not to call him. There was no way he’d be interested in a lying child like her.

“You’ve always had a bit of a hero thing going on,” Claudine told Michael later that night. “Jeanine’s death only made it worse.” She rescued his glass from the edge of the coffee table and refreshed their G&Ts from the generous supply in her sideboard.

Michael had worked over his motivations all day with no resolution. Finally he’d put away his data entry work and come—not home, this wasn’t his home no matter how long he stayed here—to Claudine for advice.

She’d been his best friend for years and knew him better even than most of the people he’d dated, and when he’d taken the transfer she’d offered him a room in her house and a shoulder to lean on when she had time between her job in the city archives and her evening appointments.

“That’s not even a bit true,” he replied. He wasn’t that heroic. “And it’s not like there’s a pot and kettle situation here, not at all, Captain Fellowes.”

“Tell me then,” she sat across from him this time, in the big grey armchair, her back to the wall of glass that overlooked her minuscule backyard, “when your captain back in Ottawa transferred you to head of community policing, what did you choose to do instead?”

He’d quit in protest and taken the job her husband David had pointed out to him as a local case analyst at his national not-for-profit. “Fine, I get it. I have a deep-seated need to rescue people.”

They both looked up at the sound of the lock turning in the front door. “It’s not like that’s a bad thing,” Claudine replied before getting up to greet her husband and kids. She turned at the hall and stared down at him. “Within reason.”

Michael stayed where he was. The front hall of the narrow rowhouse got crowded enough with two adults and two kids plus the dogs. He’d been staying with them long enough to ignore all but the most basic politeness now. He was part of the family.

“Uncle Mikey!” Lucy ran into the living room, still dressed in her soccer gear. “We won!“

“That’s great!” He admired the ribbon she held up as proof. “Hey, did your mom tell you to call me Uncle Mikey?”

She nodded, her multitude of braids flying. “That’s okay, right?”

“It’s perfect.” She ran off and he glared up at Claudine. “Just for that I’m leaving wet towels all over the bathroom floor.”

“Won’t be much different from our last girlfriend, then,” David said from behind her, a cheeky grin making his dimples stand out.

Michael listened to the sounds of the house, his friends talking about their days, their kids shouting upstairs, the dogs’ nails clicking along the hardwood as they came to say hello. “I should go,” he said, surprising himself. “I mean, I should start looking for my own place. I’ve imposed on you long enough.”

David frowned at him. “If that’s what you want. But you’re welcome to stay.”

“We like a full house,” Claudine added as she sat on the arm of David’s chair. “And you might as well be family.”

“Don’t misunderstand. I love it here. But things will change. You two will get a new girlfriend. I’ll start dating again.” He looked at Dave. “And I don’t want it to get uncomfortable at work if anyone finds out.”

Claudine waved his concern away. “We’re really good at secrets in this house. Speaking of, one of my clients just texted me. I’m going to go make some money to keep you two in the style to which you’ve become accustomed.” She swept out of the living room, calling out behind her, “Don’t forget to eat.”

“Anyway,” Michael said to Dave, “I can’t keep sponging off you forever.”

Dave leaned forward, his elbows on his knees. “I get it. And despite what Claudine says, it might affect work. I am your boss. But let us help. Between the two of us we have a lot of contacts in this city.”

It would be stupid of Michael not to agree to that.

Libby’s shift went as usual and if she was maybe a little extra flirtatious with the guy at the front table as she sang it paid off with the twenty he left for her at the bar. In the bathroom she shed her stage persona and put on her homeless chic again. She really needed to hit the laundromat the next day. She didn’t own a lot of underwear now, and finding a way to hand wash her really fucking expensive bras (which was all of them; they’d been the first clothes she packed when she was kicked out of residence) was getting harder. When winter set in it would be worse.

Not for the first time she wondered if she shouldn’t just pack up and go someplace warmer. But that seemed like committing to the whole homeless life, choosing to go where it was easier. She could find a small town, a cheap place to live, but what would she do there? Her whole life, her whole experience, was singing. She could probably work on a farm if she had to, but that would seriously be giving up the dream.

No, Toronto had the opera scene she wanted to be part of. It had the club she worked in and people who would give her money just to entertain them for a few minutes while they waited for a train. It had the few people who were on her side. Funny, she’d always wondered why poor people stayed here. Now she knew.

The nights were getting colder, so she traded her lighter day jacket for warm wool when she left the club. With her blanket and some shelter from the wind she’d be fine. She’d been fine since May, after all. There was a park near the club, tucked between two buildings, that she hadn’t been to in a while. When the shrubs were fully leafed out she could hide between them and the concrete wall and she wouldn’t be obvious from the street.

She wasn’t the only one who had that idea. She hopped the fence to find Dale, a panhandler who sometimes worked near Yonge and Dundas where Libby busked on the weekends. Dale was hardcore homeless, knew everything there was to know and guarded her secret hideouts from everyone, including Libby at her nicest. She looked about seventy, skin wrinkled and blonde hair dulled from poor nutrition, but was really in her fifties. She’d just been on the street for that long.

“Oh, hell,” Dale said, seeing Libby. “Beth, right?”

“Yep. Sorry to intrude.”

“Big enough for both of us, I guess.” Dale pulled her bags closer around her, making a little fort. “It’s getting cold you know. You should give up this experiment or assignment or whatever and go home. Winter’s too rough for you.”

Libby stashed her suitcase and backpack behind the fluffiest bush and spread out her blanket. “I’m not slumming it for kicks, Dale. This is the real deal for me.”

“More’s the pity. I can tell you don’t want to be here. Not like me.”

“We can’t always get what we want.”

“That’s for damn sure. Your family all gone?”

Libby swallowed the sudden lump in her throat. “In every way that matters.”

Dale was quiet until Libby put her head down. “Hey, you look tidy and clean; nobody bothers you in stores I bet. You think you could get me some face cream? Some kind that’s good for winter?”

“I’ll see what I can do.” Dale probably thought she’d shoplift it, but so far Libby hadn’t had to resort to that. Between her two jobs she had enough cash to buy little things. She tried not to because she was saving up to go back to school, or maybe just get voice lessons on her own so she could start auditioning again.

She wasn’t going to be here forever.

“Hey Dale?”

“Yeah?”

“I don’t sleep a whole lot, but when I do I might start yelling. Just so you know.”

“I hear you.”

Libby always slept better with company now, and that night was no different. Her alarm went off at dawn, actually waking her from a pleasant dream. Dale was already gone.

It didn’t take Michael as long as he’d expected to find a new place to live. He knew what neighbourhoods to look in and what he generally wanted. His price was flexible and people were generally receptive to his story. And being a single man over forty in Toronto wasn’t such a liability, but he still worked in mention of his widowed status when he could just to stack the deck.

After a month of daily trips to see apartments he finally found one that worked for him, a condo in Swansea, two bedrooms, east-facing, recently renovated. It wasn’t perfectly his style but he liked it enough to put up with the red oak floors and dark granite counter-tops. Oliver would have loved it, but Oliver wasn’t here.

But his new place, while comfortable, was missing something, and it took him a bit to realize it was noise. Company. Claudine’s house was busy, with her and David and the kids, a kind of busy he found he missed. He’d spent too long alone and relished being in the same room as another person even without interacting. He brushed it off at first as stress from his new situation, but the more often he went home to an empty apartment the more he found himself trying not to.

He partially solved the loneliness problem one Saturday, about two weeks in, when his meanderings took him through a neighbourhood near his apartment. He stopped at a cat shelter storefront to watch kittens in the window then thought why the hell not? He had no good reason now not to get a pet. Those kittens needed real homes and he had one to give.

Inside, the shelter was busy. Not quite crowded, he had no problem moving around, but more people than he expected inspecting the kittens in cages around the room. He waited for a moment behind a family to get his turn at a trio of orange tabbies, but gave up when an employee came with a key to open the cage.

The next cage over had an older cat, a scruffy tortoiseshell much like the one he’d had as a kid, and he waggled his fingers at her. She ignored him, and since he wanted a little more interaction and a little less nostalgia he stepped to the next cage over.

Immediately a white paw slid out between the bars to bat at his coat. He petted the pink toe beans and the cat, an enormous grey tuxedo-patterned male, meowed at him. “Hello,” Michael replied as he read the information sheet.

Jeeves is a cuddler who prefers to sit beside you rather than on you. He’s a great jumper and loves to be up high. He has been with us for two months and is looking forward to finding his forever home. Recently neutered, he still displays some tomcat behaviours and is best suited to a single pet home.

He was a three year old short hair, possibly a Siamese or Ragdoll mix, no major health issues. Michael looked around for an employee and caught the eye of a young man who came over immediately.

“Are you interested in the big boy? Adult cats have a reduced adoption fee.”

Jeeves had switched to rubbing his chin against Michael’s fingers, and Michael chuckled. “I think he picked me rather than the other way around.”

The employee grinned and opened the cage to rub the cat’s head. “He does that. He’s super friendly and very entertaining. He was abandoned and the owners didn’t want him back.”

Michael had always been a sucker for a hard luck case. “I’ll take him.”

After signing all the papers he made a quick trip to a pet store for supplies, dropped them off at home, and went back for Jeeves.

“I don’t know if I can keep calling you that,” he said as the cat sniffed his way around his new living room. “It might be too dignified for a cat. You’ve got great PR, sure, but I’ve known other cats and as a species you aren’t as graceful as you’re purported to be.”

As if to prove his point the cat tried to jump to the top of the bookcase and misjudged, scrabbling for a hold
































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































d2d_images/cover.jpg
[t takes three strands to make a rope

= Cﬁer}gi S Rosbak






