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          Chapter One

        

      

    

    
      Lily Cleary uttered a marvelous array of swear words as she tripped over a cement bench, crunching her shin and earning a nasty scrape through her sweatpants. A young mom walking with her wide-eyed toddler gave her a withering look. Other travelers at the highway rest stop avoided Lily as she limped past them muttering, her eyes red from crying, her road-trip clothes rumpled, and her dark brown hair tossed up in the messiest of messy buns.

      If only they all knew she had a body in her trunk.

      Ok, technically it was an urn, but its contents used to be a body.

      Lily took this brief pit stop for a gas tank refill, a bathroom break, and a fast-food repast. It was a four-and-a-half-hour drive on the New York State Thruway from Rochester to the town of Hobblebush Lake in the Adirondack Mountains, and she was only about halfway there, but she was determined to make it as brief a trip as possible.

      The prior week was a blur of family members coming and going, culminating in a funeral for her grandmother who had died the week before. Funerals were never anything anyone would consider fun, but this one … it was all wrong. Held in a church, for one, which her grandmother would never have wanted. Lily suspected her mom must have handled the funeral arrangements, though she still couldn’t believe her dad agreed to hold it in a church. Everyone in the family knew Delia “Dilly” Cleary was an avowed atheist, and it caused much eye-rolling and muttering behind her back at family events.

      If they only knew the truth, Lily thought, but she would never tell anyone in the family the secret Dilly had shared only with her.

      Dilly wasn’t an atheist at all; she was a witch.

      Aside from a heartfelt eulogy from her father and a photograph of Dilly that sat beside the urn with a vase of deep purple irises, there was nothing about this bland service that captured the incredible life of her grandmother. Dilly had been a vibrant, creative, adventurous, and free-spirited woman, right up until her death at eighty-six years old. She’d called Lily a couple weeks ago to wish her a happy birthday, and asked her to come up for a visit, knowing Lily wouldn’t come back to the Adirondacks but trying anyway.

      And now she was gone.

      Lily gripped the steering wheel, fresh tears springing to her eyes. This can’t be real, she thought, but the urn in her trunk proved otherwise. She kept hoping this was all some elaborate prank that Dilly had devised to get Lily to come back to the Adirondacks.

      “I’m on my way, Dilly, okay?” Lily said out loud, staring up into the sky. “This is all a joke, right? Please be there waiting for me.” She steered out of the rest stop and floored it back onto the Thruway, wiping the tears away as she drove.

      Lily hadn’t set foot in the town of Hobblebush Lake since she was eighteen. But now, thanks to Dilly’s last will and testament, she had no choice.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Two Days Earlier

      

      

      

      “For crying out loud, don’t fuss with that,” Lily’s mom said as her dad examined the urn with both hands.

      “I’m not fussing with it,” he said defensively, but set it back on the table.

      Lily shook her head and laughed quietly.

      “What’s so funny?” her mom asked.

      “Dilly would have done the same thing,” Lily said.

      Her dad nodded and gave a quiet laugh. “Yeah, she would have.”

      “And I would have told her not to fuss with it too,” her mom said. “Really, you two.”

      The lawyer entered the room, giving them a nod of greeting.

      “Good afternoon,” he said. “I’m Thomas Ross, Delia Cleary’s estate lawyer.”

      “Pleasure to meet you,” Lily’s mom said, firmly shaking Thomas’s hand while she spoke in her practiced news anchor voice. “I’m Sharon Cleary. And this is David and Lily.”

      “I’m very sorry for your loss,” Thomas said.

      “Thank you,” David and Lily murmured in response.

      “Dilly’s posthumous wishes were pretty straightforward when she and I last went over them, so this shouldn’t take too long,” Thomas said as he pulled a stack of envelopes from his briefcase and arranged them on the table. He gave a sympathetic smile as he put on his reading glasses and picked up a sheet of paper. “Let’s get to it then, shall we?”

      David and Sharon nodded.

      “I, Delia Maureen Cleary, of sound mind body do hereby bequeath the following upon my heirs and benefactors:

      “To my daughter-in-law, Sharon Cleary, I leave my mother’s treasured strand of Tahitian pearls. I’ve also arranged with the travel company I’ve used for many years to transfer all my remaining credit into your name. Take David and the kids on a cruise, or some girlfriends—whatever you’d like. And wear the pearls—they’ll look stunning on you in a Caribbean sunset.”

      Sharon’s eyes widened as Tom handed her a velvet jewelry box and a large envelope. Lily noticed a hint of excitement beneath her mother’s surprise.

      “That’s very generous of her,” Sharon said. “I never understood how she took all those trips on a secondhand shop budget.”

      “You never understood her, period,” Lily muttered.

      “She was a single mom,” David said. “It taught her a thing or two about saving money.”

      Lily sighed. Her father’s go-with-the-flow attitude usually grounded and supported her go-getter mother, but when it came to the subject of Dilly, the effect was the opposite. Sharon Cleary had viewed Dilly’s more eccentric and laid-back lifestyle with great distaste.

      The lawyer continued. “To my son, David Cleary, I leave my grandfather Cleary’s pocket watch, which I’ve had repaired and restored to working condition. It came over from Ireland with him, and I’ve included all its—and his—history with the paperwork. I’ve also left you a tidy sum from the sale of our old house in Rochester. I put a portion of it in a savings fund and used the rest to buy my property in the Adirondacks. It’s been accruing since then. Have some fun with it, will you?”

      Sharon was stunned. “Didn’t she sell that house in 1970?”

      “Yep.” David tucked the bank envelope in his jacket pocket without looking at it, and took the watch from Thomas. “I used to play with this watch when I was a kid, but it never worked. I had no idea it had such a history. Can’t wait to read about it!”

      “Aren’t you going to look at your inheritance?” Sharon asked.

      “Later,” David said, turning the watch over in his hand, his voice tight with emotion. Lily reached over and put a hand on her dad’s arm, a lump forming in her own throat, understanding his reaction completely.

      It didn’t matter how much money was in that envelope. Dilly was gone.

      Thomas continued. “To my grandson, Daniel, I leave my vintage Volkswagen Bug, Ursula. She hasn’t run for years, and she needs a makeover, but I know he’s loved that car since he was a little guy, so she’s his.”

      “He’ll be thrilled,” David said.

      “I hope she left him some funds to ship it,” Sharon said. “I’m not having it towed all the way there.”

      “Oh, you know Danny. He loves a good road trip, just like Dilly did,” David said. “He’ll find a way.”

      Thomas nodded. “Last but certainly not least, to my dear granddaughter, Lily,” he said, glancing up at her. “I leave you my life’s legacy and the summer haven of your youth: the Wine & Flea.”

      Sharon was aghast. “She left Lily the musty old antique barn?”

      Lily’s stomach dropped, and grief filled her anew. Dilly’s Wine & Flea was her favorite place in the world for eighteen years of her life.

      It was also the one place she could never go back to.

      Lily thought Dilly had understood that by now, twenty-four years later. It took a moment to find her voice around her sorrow.

      “She left me the Flea?”

      “Musty old antique barn,” David corrected. Sharon swatted his arm.

      Thomas continued reading. “I know you will make the best choices for my work, my treasures, and my property. I’ve written you a private letter explaining everything. Please take the time to read and consider it. I also leave Lily my urn and ashes, so I won’t be stuck in a hole in the ground someplace no one will visit. I’ve left interment instructions in my letter. And lastly I leave Lily my darling cat, Leonardo Alexander MacFloofer Cleary. He’s the best boy and will bring you so much love. He’s house trained and in good health. I’ve set aside a stipend for his vet care in case anything comes up as he ages. Please care for him in my absence—I know he will bring you much love.”

      Thomas handed Lily a sealed envelope. She took it with reluctance.

      “What am I supposed to do with it all?”

      “You’re supposed to turn it over to your father and let us sell it,” Sharon said. “What was she thinking, leaving you saddled with that old business?”

      “Sounds like she had her reasons,” David said.

      “Dad, it should be yours,” Lily said. “She was your mom.”

      “You spent more time at the Flea than any of us, Lil,” David said. “Every summer of your youth.”

      Until I didn’t, Lily thought, feeling nauseous. Until I stopped going. Her last summer at Dilly’s was cut short by an incident that still found its way into her nightmares. She shook her head. “I just don’t know what to do with it.”

      “Then sell it,” Sharon reiterated.

      “If you don’t want it, I can help you sort out what to do,” David said. “But you should at least read what she has to say.”

      Lily turned the envelope over and looked at the back of it. It was sealed with a blob of purple wax—Dilly’s favorite color—with the impression of a moon and stars pressed into it. She felt her parents’ eyes on her and was hesitant to read the letter in front of them. She looked at Thomas.

      “Do I have to open this now?”

      “Nothing needs to be decided today,” Thomas said. “Though I’d recommend not waiting too long. There are some things that will need to be put in order.”

      “Like the cat?” Lily asked.

      “A friend is taking care of him for the time being,” Thomas said.

      “I suppose I could get him on my way back to Boston tomorrow,” she said.

      “But it’s completely out of the way for you,” Sharon said. “And what are you going to do with a cat, Lily?”

      “Mom,” Lily said, trying but failing to keep her annoyance out of her voice. “Stop questioning everything.”

      “Well, someone has to–”

      “No, you don’t,” Lily said. “Give me some time to process, all right?”

      Sharon looked affronted but didn’t say another word.

      Thomas gave Lily a sympathetic smile. “Here,” he said, fishing a business card out of his pocket. “If you have any questions that aren’t covered in all this paperwork, feel free to call me at any point. Dilly was more than a client to me—we were friends for twenty years. I’ll be glad to help you through sorting this out.”

      “Thank you.” Lily took the card and tucked it and Dilly’s letter into the manilla envelope that contained her inheritance paperwork.

      “Well, that’s everything,” Thomas said. “Do you have any questions?”

      “We might, down the line, but we’re okay for today,” David said.

      Thomas stood, and the family stood with him. “Once again, I’m very sorry for your loss. Dilly was a very special person. I’m really going to miss her.”

      “So are we,” David said, his voice catching in his throat.

      “Safe travels,” Thomas said, waving as he left. As soon as the door closed, Sharon turned on Lily.

      “How dare you admonish me like that in front of him!”

      “Oh Sharon, don’t start on her.”

      Sharon ignored her husband. “Why can’t you be more like your brother? Danny would have let us take care of it and focused on more important things.”

      “Danny is thirty-nine and should be able to take care of things himself,” Lily said. “And he didn’t even bother to come here for the funeral.”

      “You know he’s busy with the kids while Tiff is on vacation. Delia’s death came at an inopportune time for him,” Sharon retorted. “Not that you’d understand about the kids.

      “Ladies,” David said, but Lily held up a hand.

      “Right. I only have a failed engagement on my scorecard,” Lily said.

      “You could still patch things up with Brent,” Sharon said.

      “Brent cheated on me with my friend and got her pregnant. Why would I ever take him back?”

      “Well maybe if you weren’t so obstinate about babies he would have stayed!”

      “For the millionth time, I’ve never wanted kids! Enjoy the grandkids you already have and leave me alone.”

      “You’ll change your mind down the line and then it’ll be too late!”

      “I’m forty-two years old, Mom. I’m not changing my mind.”

      “Ladies—” David repeated.

      “Then it’s a good thing your grandmother left you a cat,” Sharon said. “At least you’ll have something to keep you company.”

      “That’s enough!” David raised his voice, and the two women looked at him. “Every time we get together it devolves into this. Sharon, stop antagonizing your daughter. Lily, don’t rise to the bait,” he said, and gave a weary sigh. “Can we please go now?”

      Lily felt the fight go out of her at the sight of her dad’s exhausted grief. “Yeah, Dad. Let’s go.”

      “Fine,” Sharon said. “Do whatever you want with your life, Lily. I’m done trying. I’ll be in the car.” She gathered her things and strode out of the room.

      Lily sighed heavily.

      “Your mom means well, even if she has a shit way of showing it,” her dad said. “She doesn’t like you being so far away, and alone. She just wants you to be happy.”

      “I am happy,” Lily said. It only felt somewhat hollow. But her mom’s ideas of happiness for her were not the pieces that would fill the empty spaces in her life.

      David pulled his daughter into a hug. “I love you, sweetheart. Just as you are.”

      Lily smiled. “I know, Dad. Thanks.”

      He picked up the framed photo of Dilly and tucked it under his arm.

      “I guess you’re taking that,” he said, pointing at the urn.

      Lily reached for the urn gingerly, her hands grazing its metal surface. It was cold and hard to the touch, austere in its design. How could this possibly be Dilly? She picked it up. It weighed less than she thought it would.

      “You okay?”

      Lily took a deep breath. “Yeah,” she said.

      “Let’s go.”

      Lily nodded and followed him out of the church.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Present Day

      

      

      

      Barreling up the Northway and into the heart of the Adirondack Park, Lily tried to push away her anxiety, reminding herself she was only stopping to collect Dilly’s cat. But the fear of facing the town of Hobblebush Lake and Dilly’s “musty old antique barn” all by herself loomed over her.

      The only more pressing fear was the giant logging trucks that passed her at regular intervals. She hated driving behind them. Each time one passed by, Lily gripped the steering wheel in misery, her eyes flicking over the heavy chains that held the massive former trees in place, praying that none of the logs ended up close and personal with her Jetta.

      And yet, with September afternoon sunlight bathing the early autumn foliage around her, she couldn’t help but feel a little nostalgia driving through the region. Every summer, from the time she was five until just before her nineteenth birthday, Lily’s dad would drive her up to Dilly’s house, stay a few days and visit, and then leave Lily with her grandmother for two and a half months. Her little brother Danny spent his summers with their other grandparents, who lived in the Catskills. In retrospect, Lily found it hypocritical that her mother constantly harped on her to have kids but ditched her own children for entire summers. But at the time, Lily didn’t want to be anywhere else except Hobblebush Lake.

      Because summers at Dilly’s were magical.

      There were crafting bees, arts festivals, farmers’ markets, hiking the mountains and swimming in the lake, and exploring the old Revolutionary War fort at Ticonderoga.

      And then there were Dilly’s antiques, and the spirits that were attached to them.

      Lily didn’t fully understand this concept when she was very young. The spirits looked real and talked with her just like regular people did. When she was five, her mom admonished her for talking to “imaginary friends,” but Dilly believed her. She explained it was a kind of magic that ran in their family – she and Lily were Spirit Bearers, and it was their job to help the spirits with unfinished business. She mad Lily promise never to tell anyone about their gifts.

      When Lily got older, Dilly began training her in the ways of their foremothers, whose magic was said to have been gifted by the ancient goddess Cailleach in their ancestors’ native Ireland. Dilly had learned from her aunt Maureen, who was taught by her own grandmother Siobhán. It was a proud but secret tradition with the women in their family line, and Lily was only allowed to practice under Dilly’s careful tutelage.

      From ages five to almost nineteen years old, Lily’s magic was bound and inaccessible, except in the summers when Dilly would lift the binding spell so they could work together. It was her favorite time and place, where she got to fully be herself and explore magic and the mountains with her favorite person in the whole world.

      And now, as she drove through the beautiful mountain scenery, Lily’s mind was still full of thoughts of ghosts and s’mores, lightning bugs and cozy homemade quilts, the scent of Dilly’s herb garden and homemade wine, and memories of her grandmother’s beautiful, long silvery hair, when something slammed into the front of her car.

      She screamed as the airbag exploded in her face, blocking her vision completely. Through the shock and pain, she managed to jam her foot down on the brakes, and for a breathless heartbeat she thought a pile of giant logs might crush her to oblivion. But as the air bag dropped from her field of vision, she saw it wasn’t timber across the hood of her car, but a deer.

      Lily carefully put her foot on the gas and urged her car slowly onto the shoulder of the road, then put her flashers on. Her face was stinging … she looked into her rearview mirror and saw abrasions on her forehead and cheeks. Her glasses hadn’t broken, but there was a welt where they’d dug into the bridge of her nose. Her knuckles and forearms were scraped up as well. Lily gripped the steering wheel and tried to think what to do, but her heart was pounding so loudly that she thought it’d pop right out of her chest. She took a few deep breaths to calm herself and then turned off the car.

      How could she have gotten so caught up in memories? She’d refused to come back here for two decades for a reason. A horrifying, nightmare-inducing, heartbreaking reason. What good would nostalgia do her? With shaking hands, she reached for her smartphone to call her roadside service, but when she pulled up the number in her contacts and thumbed it to dial, the call wouldn’t connect. The lowest bar of cell service flickered weakly, and Lily realized she was in a drop zone, between towers in the Adirondack State Ppark.

      “Oh come on!” she groaned, her voice wavering. Tears were held at bay behind her shock, but it was a fragile truce. She unbuckled her seatbelt and carefully stepped out of the car, holding her phone up as high as she could. The low bar continued to flicker. A pickup truck whizzed by, moving quickly into the left lane to avoid her. Lily walked around to the back of her car and climbed up onto the bumper, holding her phone up again, searching for a signal.

      “Please work,” she begged her phone. “Come on, please work!”

      Still, no solid signal.

      Two more cars flew by in the left lane, followed by a pickup that was hauling a trailer with a snowmobile in it.

      Desperate, Lily scrambled onto the trunk and tried to stand. The metal bowed and creaked beneath her feet, but what was another dent at this point? There was a whole deer embedded in the hood. She slipped a little and had to catch herself, but the signal bar was flickering a bit less, she thought, so maybe something was working.

      She was contemplating how to crawl onto the roof of the car when she heard a vehicle slowing down on the road behind her. Lily looked up, hoping to see a state trooper cruiser or a tow truck, but found instead a gray Jeep Wrangler pulling over in front of her car.

      A man got out of the Jeep and trotted her way, and she saw him grimace as he looked at the front end of her car. Lily turned around and tried to carefully make her way towards the bumper, but her foot slipped and she landed on her rear with the sound of loud warping of metal. She heard his footsteps quicken in her direction as she slid inelegantly off the trunk.

      “Are you all right?” he asked as Lily hit the ground with a grunt.

      “Best I’ve ever been,” she retorted, slumped in on herself. “Banner day. Banner weekend, even. I should buy a Lotto ticket, with the streak I’m on.”

      Lily looked up at him and immediately regretted that she hadn’t tidied up her appearance at the rest stop. The stranger was bewilderingly handsome. His tousled brown hair had hints of silver creeping in, with a scruffy stubble beard to match. His hazel eyes were full of questions and nicely set off by the greenish plaid of his flannel shirt.

      “You sure?”

      “I’m okay, really,” she said, even though she knew that she was very much not. Her injuries seemed minor, but her heartache threatened to consume her. “Just scrapes and bruises, I think.”

      “Alright then, are you drunk?”

      “Why would you think I’m drunk?”

      “You were standing on top of your car in your pajamas waving your phone around.”

      “These aren’t pajamas,” Lily said, looking at her rumpled choice of road trip attire—sweatpants, t-shirt, hoodie. “And I was trying to get a signal on my phone so I could call my roadside service.”

      “And you thought the extra five feet would help your signal get over the mountains?”

      “I don’t know, dude,” she said, irritated. “I just got a faceful of airbag. It seemed to make sense at the time.”

      “Fair,” he said. “But if you fell off your car roof and into the lane, you’d be no better off than that deer.”

      Lily tried put her hands over her face so the snarky stranger wouldn’t see she was on the verge of tears but immediately regretted it as her fingers bumped the frames of her glasses into the sore spot on the bridge of her nose. She dropped her hands to her sides and gave a whimper of pain. “I just want to get home.”

      His expression softened, and he extended his hands to her. “Let me help you up,” he said. Lily begrudgingly let him pull her to her feet. Her joints ached, her face stung, and she felt shaky from the stress of it all. He held on to her for a moment while she got her bearings. He gently touched her cheek, careful to avoid the abrasions. “I have a first aid kit in the car, if you want me to grab it.”

      “I’m fine,” Lily insisted. She wasn’t, and she felt like curling up in a ball and sobbing until she passed out, but she wasn’t going to let him see that … despite his strong arms, kind eyes, and gentle concern.

      “Wait here,” he said. He trotted over to his Jeep and rummaged around in the back end, then returned with a camp chair which he unfolded and set on the grassy area beside the car. “Have a seat away from the road while we figure out getting help.”

      “We?” Lily plunked down into the canvas chair.

      “Well, I’m not going to leave you here alone. Wouldn’t want you climbing a utility pole with your phone,” he said with a smile, and pulled his phone out of his pocket. “No signal for me, either.”

      “You’re taller than I am,” Lily said. “You hop up there. Maybe that extra foot would get the signal over the hills.”

      “Very funny,” he said. He glanced at her car again, with a long look into the back seat, before leaning against it. “Are you a librarian?”

      Lily blinked in confusion. “Huh?”

      “Your back seat is covered in books,” he said.

      “Oh no,” Lily said. “Did the tote bags all fall over?”

      “Hitting the breaks will do that,” he said. “Basic physics.”

      Lily snorted. “Are you a physicist?”

      “Nope,” he said, chuckling.

      Lily didn’t find it nearly as amusing.

      They sat in silence for a moment. Another logging truck barreled by. Lily shuddered.

      “I’m just glad it wasn’t one of those,” she said, mostly to herself.

      “Those?” he asked. “They’re all bark, no bite.”

      Lily stared at him, deadpan. He raised his eyebrows expectantly.

      “You really want me to laugh at that?” she asked, and rolled her eyes. “Birch, please.”

      He laughed. “The lady has tree puns of her own! I can see I’m going to have to branch out more.”

      “Uuuugh,” Lily groaned.

      Another car drove past, but this one slowed down upon seeing them, and Lily saw it was a state trooper’s cruiser. She sighed in relief as she watched the car pull over ahead of the Jeep. The trooper’s walkie came alive with intermittent bursts of static and radio calls as she approached.

      “How are you folks doing over here?” the trooper said as she stepped up to where Lily was sitting.

      “Better than the deer,” Lilly retorted, then grimaced. “I’m sorry officer, I get really sarcastic when I’m upset.”

      “Sergeant Lopez,” she said, and smiled. “And I like a good lame joke. Let me check your vitals and such, make sure you’re alright.” The sergeant knelt next to Lily and looked her over, checking her eyes with a light and testing her reflexes. After making a thorough assessment, she stood. “Your vitals are okay, but I’ll take you to the urgent care for a proper checkup. There’s one off the next exit.”

      Lily sighed. “I really don’t have time to sit and wait at an urgent care,” she said, feeling the weight of everything she was here in the Adirondacks for in the first place. “I just want to get on my way, if I can.”

      “You won’t be driving this thing anytime soon,” Sergeant Lopez said. “And I’d feel better if you got looked at by a doctor.”

      Lily sighed. “All right.”

      The sergeant turned to the guy leaning against Lily’s car. “How about you?”

      “I stopped to check on her shortly before you got here,” he said. “Drop zone, no cell service and all.”

      Lily gave him a pleading look, silently begging him not to mention that she was standing on the roof of her car at the time. He nodded, a smile and a snarky remark in his eyes, but he didn’t say anything else.

      “Well then, you’re free to go,” the sergeant said, and moved toward her cruiser. “I’ll radio in a tow truck.”

      Lily got to her feet with a groan. She turned to fold up the camp chair.

      “You want a lift somewhere?” he asked.

      “I think she’s going to make me see a doctor,” she said. “But thank you.”

      “No problem,” he said, accepting the chair when she handed it to him. He didn’t make a move to leave. “I hope you don’t have a log way to go to get home,” he said, a half-smile on his face.

      Lily groaned. “Oh my god with the tree puns already!” She couldn’t really be mad at him, though. His jokes made for a welcome distraction from her anxiety. She smiled begrudgingly. “Thanks for stopping to check on me.”

      “Glad to,” he said, his gaze lingering on her a moment. Lily stared back, wondering what his deal was. Where was he headed? Did he live here? Did he love this area as much as she used to? Was there a Mrs. Handsome Hazel-Eyed Flannel-Wearing Jeep Guy? And what was he thinking as he stood there, staring back at her that way? There were questions in his eyes, but they never had a chance to reach his lips.

      “Tow truck’s on the way,” Sargeant Lopez said as she walked up to them, unknowingly breaking the spell of the moment.

      Jeep guy nodded. “I’ll be on my way then,” he said. “Safe travels.”

      “Thanks,” Lily said.

      He turned and headed for his Jeep, and Lily heard him say “Don’t pine over me when I’m gone,” as he walked away. She laughed before she could catch herself, almost feeling her heart lighten at the thought.

      Until she remembered the things she’d need to grab from her car before it was towed, and that one of those things was Dilly’s urn. The tears she’d been holding back began to spill down her cheeks, stinging the abrasions.

      The sooner she got out of the Adirondacks, the better.
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        * * *

      

      “Dammit!” Lily muttered to the “closed” sign on the only auto-body shop in Hobblebush Lake. The urgent care’s medical transport van had already left.

      Lily looked around in the twilight and tried to get her bearings. She hadn’t been to this town in two decades, but she used to know her way around backwards and forwards. This garage seemed to be on the south end of town, which meant the motels and stores were up the road, so she started walking north. It wasn’t a large town by any stretch, but as tired as she was, this was the last thing she needed.

      Through the trees she saw the lake, pale blue and purple with the reflected evening sky. The air was crisp with the scent of pine, autumn leaves, and woodsmoke. Under other circumstances, Lily would say this was a downright lovely evening. But it was hard to feel that when she was bruised, tired, exhausted, afraid, and carrying her grandmother’s cremains over her shoulder in a reusable grocery bag.

      The familiar sight of the Lakeside Motel filled Lily with relief and exhaustion. It was comforting that the cozy grouping of bungalow-style buildings hadn’t changed in the twenty-four years she’d been away, even if she had. Lily entered the main building and dragged herself up to the front desk, where an older woman sat stitching a quilt square and watching a game show on a small desktop television.

      “May I help you?” the woman asked without looking up.

      “Hi, I would like one room for the night, please,” Lily said to the clerk, who had a name tag that read “Ida.”

      “No rooms available until next week, love,” Ida said, and Lily groaned. That made the woman look up. When she saw the airbag abrasions on Lily’s face, she gave her a startled look. “What happened to you?”

      “I hit a deer on the Northway,” Lily said. “I’m only in town for the night, and I really need a place to rest.”

      Ida grimaced. “Boy did you pick the wrong week for that,” she said. “Big financial conference in town at the events center on the lake. Everything’s booked.”

      Lily sighed. “Fine, I’ll try another place.”

      “No, I mean everything.” Ida gestured broadly. “Whole town. Like I said, big conference. Sold it to their national branches as a ‘mountain retreat week’ and everyone hopped at the chance.”

      “Well that’s just great,” Lily muttered.

      “Great for business in the off-season, not so much for you,” Ida said. “There’s probably some space down in Antler Forks, if you’re desperate. That’s two exits down the Northway.”

      “But I have no car,” Lily said. “I’m literally stuck here.”

      Ida gave her a sympathetic smile. “I’m sorry, love. There’s not much else to do for it. You know anyone in town you could stay with?”

      Lily felt the weight of the reusable grocery bag on her shoulder grow heavier.

      “My grandma lived here …” she said, feeling the tears threatening again. “She passed away last week. I’m just here to pick up her cat.”

      Ida squinted at Lily, and her expression softened. “I thought you looked kind of familiar. You’re Dilly’s granddaughter, aren’t you?” she asked. “You were a just teenager last I saw you. I used to sell quilts on Saturdays at the Flea.”

      “Yeah,” Lily said. “It’s been a long time.”

      “Well, I’m sure you could stay at her place, since she’s …” Ida said, looking sad, “… no longer with us. It’s just sitting there all dark and empty this last week. Sad to see.”

      Lily’s stomach dropped at the thought of staying at Dilly’s, especially without Dilly there. “Are you sure there’s no place else I could stay? It’s only one night.”

      “Wish I had better news for you, love,” Ida said. “At least you’ve got your grandma’s house. Do you need a ride? I can call someone to get you there.”

      “No, I can walk,” Lily said, not wanting to, but also not entirely believing that Ida was right about the hotel situation in town. “It’s not too far to the town center, right?”

      “Just about a five-minute walk north,” Ida replied.

      “Thanks.”

      Ida called out after her as Lily headed for the door. “I’m sorry for your loss. We all loved Dilly. It’s the town’s loss, too.”

      “Thank you,” Lily said, and left.

      There were three more hotels in the stretch of road between the Lakeside Motel and the town center, and each of their desk clerks told Lily the same thing that Ida had. Everything in town was booked up, the conference was a huge draw, and at least she could stay at Dilly’s. And that they all loved and missed Dilly, too. The bag with Dilly’s urn got heavier and heavier with each stop, and by the time she reached the town center, Lily was resisting the urge to drag it on the ground behind her. She wouldn’t, of course, that would be disrespectful. Although, when she really thought about it, Dilly would have found it hilarious.

      The town center had changed a little, but not so much that it didn’t all come rushing back to Lily when she walked through. Several of the same old gift shops and restaurants were still there, but there were some new ones too. There were even a few electric car charging stations in the parking lot of the town library. The restaurants and taverns were hopping, backing up the motel clerks’ claims of full houses all around, and several folks were milling about on the sidewalks.

      The smell of burgers drifted on the evening breeze, and Lily realized she hadn’t eaten anything since the rest stop. Even then, all she’d had was a handful of chicken nuggets and a soft-serve chocolate and vanilla twist cone. There was no way she wanted to cook, and she certainly didn’t feel like socializing at a restaurant. Lily stepped into the convenience store on the corner and bought a frozen macaroni and cheese dinner, a package of cupcakes, and a bottle of rosé wine, along with a box of instant oatmeal and a little bottle of milk for the morning. It would get her through this monumentally difficult night, and hopefully she’d be on the road by tomorrow afternoon.

      It wasn’t very far from the town center to Dilly’s, but Lily felt like she was moving in slow motion to get there. She passed another café, the post office and elementary school, and a few of the old Victorian houses that lined Main Street before she finally came upon the building that her mom had called “the musty old antique barn.”

      It had surely started its existence as a barn, but someone had converted it into a retail space back in the forties. Four huge, multi-paned shop windows filled the front side of the building, each lined with a flower box and an assortment of old metal gardening tools, washboards, and wagon wheels. Above the two huge doors in the center of the building was a long sign that read “Dilly’s Wine & Flea.” It was lovingly hand-painted in whimsical gold script on a purple backdrop, surrounded by gold suns, moons, and stars.

      Lily stared at it for a long moment in the fading light of dusk. Memory stirred up images of the shop with its doors thrown open, bustling with artisans and shoppers on sunny summer days. The joy and pain evoked by the memory was visceral. She made her way around the side of the barn to a flagstone pathway that, in the summertime, was lined with primroses along a fence that bordered the gentle downslope of the neighboring property. Behind the barn was an old farmhouse, with a solarium-like annex that connected it to the barn and served as a greenhouse.

      Lily walked up the front steps and fished around for the keys in the manila envelope that the lawyer had given her. Dilly’s keychain had a terminated clear quartz crystal and three little gold stars dangling from a little chain, with the astrological symbol for Aries stamped into the biggest star. Lily looked at her own keychain, which was the same but with the Virgo symbol instead. It had been a birthday gift from Dilly several years ago. Dilly must’ve bought one for herself, too. She unlocked the door to the farmhouse and groped around on the wall for the light switch.

      With a click, the front hall illuminated, and Lily was eighteen again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Two

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Hobblebush Lake, New York

        Twenty-four years ago

      

      

      

      “Lily! Wake up! It’s time to hit the road!”

      Dilly’s voice drifted in through the bedroom door, accompanied by the sounds of early birdsong outside her screened window. The thought of getting out of bed at six in the morning typically sent Lily burrowing deeper into her blankets with petulant groans. But not here, at Dilly’s, on a fresh June morning. Lily hadn’t even opened her eyes yet, but she was already smiling.

      “Be there in a few,” she called back.

      After a quick shower and some breakfast, Lily hopped in the passenger seat of Ursula, Dilly’s purple vintage Volkswagen Beetle, and they set off on their Saturday morning routine. It was shaping up to be a gorgeous day, with the sun already warm over the mountains and filtering through the trees. Lily smiled, breathing in the fragrant summer air with utter contentment. Their Saturday morning routine was one of her favorite things about visiting Dilly. They wound through back roads and main streets of neighboring towns, making the early-bird rounds at all the yard and garage sales listed in the classifieds, plus a few extras they found along the way.

      “Look at these,” Dilly said, holding up two beautifully carved wooden candle holders. “Handmade, early American. They were a wedding gift from the groom to his bride.”

      “He made them for her? That’s so sweet!”

      Dilly’s eyes shifted sideways, as if she was looking at someone standing beside Lily, and she smiled. “He appreciates you saying so. It was all he had to give at the time. But he says he did build them a wonderful home afterward.”

      “I take it he’s coming back to the Flea with us,” Lily said.

      “Of course! He’s got some unfinished business we need to help him with.”

      They paid for the candlesticks and moved on to the next location: a garage sale at a lovely old cabin. Most of the items at these sales didn’t have spirits attached, but every so often they’d find something that did, and that was the whole point of their questing. The more attached items they found, the more spirits they could help.

      Lily’s eye was drawn to an old box that looked like a little suitcase. The price sticker on it read “Typewriter: $25.” Lily felt a familiar tingling in her hands as she reached out to touch the handle. To speak with spirits, she needed to be in contact with the object they were attached to. The tingling turned into a pleasant warmth, and a shimmering, transparent spirit materialized in front of her. He had the look of a businessman from the 1960’s, in a suit and black-rimmed glasses, his hair neatly combed back with pomade.

      “Hi,” Lily said quietly, trying not to draw too much attention from the living folks shopping around her. “I’m Lily.”

      The spirit appeared confused. “Are you talking to me?”

      “Yep! What’s your name?”

      “Bernard Tompkins,” he said. “What is going on here?”

      “Well, you passed away some time ago, and your spirit attached itself to an old typewriter,” Lily said. “You’ll have to tell me why.”

      Bernard was offended. “What do you mean old? That’s a top-of-the-line Underwood Deluxe Tuxedo!”

      “Maybe it was top-of-the-line in your time,” Lily said. “But it’s been a while since then.”

      Bernard looked around at the sale goers, the items, the cars parked along the roadside. When he finally looked back at Lily, he seemed bewildered.

      “So I’m … dead?” he asked.

      “Yes,” Lily said. “I’m sorry. Do you know what happened?”

      “I don’t remember. How do I get out of here? Shouldn’t I be … elsewhere?”

      “I can help you figure that out and get you on your way, if you’re willing.”

      “Please!”

      Lily smiled. “All right, Bernard. Come with me.”

      She picked up the typewriter case, which was way heavier than she expected, and she nearly fumbled it.

      “Be careful with that!” Bernard said.

      “We’ll take care of it, I promise,” Lily said with a grunt of exertion.

      They made their way over to where Dilly was examining a rack of clothing.

      “I’ve got one, Dilly!”

      “What did you find?”

      “A typewriter!” Lily struggled to hold the heavy case. “And its former owner. His name is Bernard.”

      “Wonderful! We’ll get him back to the shop and sort out his story.”
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        * * *

      

      By the time they got home, it was nearly time to open the Flea. Lily and Dilly worked together synchronously, throwing open the old barn doors, moving tables, and ushering in vendors. Most of the artisans were regulars and had their spaces ready to go in a jiffy. Addison Parker brought out his banjo and set up playing in front of the shop, much to everyone’s delight. By noon, Dilly’s Wine & Flea was a hive of activity, laughter, customers, and music.

      Lily smiled as she walked up beside her grandmother, who was giving change to a customer who had a tote bag full of various types of Dilly’s home-brewed wine. The man thanked them and headed for the exit.

      “That was my last bottle of the hobbleberry wine,” Dilly said. “No more until next Beltane.”

      “Except for your secret stash, right?”

      Dilly smiled. “I always reserve one bottle to open at the winter solstice. It’s my own little tradition for welcoming back the light.”

      “It’s almost time to make the strawberry wine,” Lily said. It was the one wine she was able to help her grandmother make, since she was here in the summers and the berry harvest was always in June.

      A woman walked up to them with a brass and wood kaleidoscope. “Excuse me, are you Dilly?”

      “I am! And you are?”

      “Marjorie,” the woman said. “One of the folks over there said I should see you about purchasing this.”

      Dilly held out her hand, and Marjorie set the kaleidoscope in it for Dilly to examine. “Oh yes! This is a lovely piece, isn’t it? This one dates to the 1920s.”

      The woman smiled. “My grandfather had one like this when I was a girl. I used to sit in his office and stare into it endlessly—so many dreams and imaginings in such a simple toy! It’s what inspired me to become an abstract painter.”

      “That’s wonderful! Kaleidoscopes weren’t meant as toys originally—they were optical scientific devices. All of Europe was obsessed with them when they first hit the scene!” Dilly said. “But you know how things go—whimsical things always end up relegated out of the realms of adult relevance, even items of scientific whimsy.”

      “Well, I for one think that’s a load of bull pucky,” Marjorie said. “You’re never too old or too serious to enjoy a little whimsy in your life.”

      Dilly laughed. “I wholeheartedly agree!”

      “How much for this lovely piece?”

      Dilly seemed to consider the kaleidoscope in her hands, but Lily knew what was really happening, and it made her almost tear up. Lily had played with this kaleidoscope often over the years, visiting with its resident spirit, Alvin. A self-made businessman in his day, Alvin spent so much time running his multiple businesses to keep up with wealthy society that he never truly pursued his passion for art. His kaleidoscope was the item that kept him connected, though barely, to his creative side, and he died before ever getting to retire and explore it. The antique was worth quite a bit, Lily knew, but Dilly would never let a price come between an inhabited object and the new owner it’s meant for.

      “How about twenty dollars?” Dilly asked.

      Marjorie smiled and fished her wallet out of her bag. “That’s a steal, you know that right?”

      “Sometimes it’s not about the cost,” Dilly said. “I’d like to think the former owner of this piece would agree with me.”

      “Well, thank you. This will bring me joy and inspiration,” Marjorie said, handing Dilly a twenty-dollar bill.

      Dilly pocketed the money and held the kaleidoscope out to Marjorie, who took it with an eager smile. When the object passed from one woman to the other, Dilly sighed with an expression of peace and satisfaction. “Enjoy.”

      “I will,” Marjorie said, and headed off to explore more of the vendors’ tables.

      “You always look so happy when you move a spirit on,” Lily said softly.

      “It’s a beautiful feeling, using our magic to help the spirits find their peace,” she said. “And so goes Alvin Davidson, entrepreneur and artist at heart, to his well-earned rest. May he create freely in his next incarnation.”

      “So mote it be,” said Lily.

      “So mote it be.” Dilly placed an arm around her granddaughter’s shoulders.

      “That kaleidoscope was here for a long time,” Lily said.

      “Oh, some of these things have been here even longer,” Dilly said. “Your friend Rupert’s book of folk tales is one of the first things I acquired. But they all find their way eventually. That’s what we’re here for.”

      “I’m glad I get to help,” Lily said.

      Dilly gave her a squeeze. “Me too, kiddo. Me too.”
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        * * *

      

      “All right,” Dilly said, clearing a spot on a table in the Flea. “Let’s see what Bernard’s story is.”

      With the weekend of flea-market excitement behind them on this sunny Monday morning, it was time to take inventory of their yard sale finds and the spirits attached to them. Lily hefted the typewriter case onto the table, the warmth of magic at her fingertips. But she waited for Dilly to examine the machine before letting her magic flow to talk to Bernard.

      With a click of the latches, Dilly opened the case and took stock of the typewriter inside. It was shiny black metal with white accents and gold lettering—no wonder Bernard had called it a ”deluxe tuxedo” model. It was a beautiful typewriter, and Lily felt the urge to type a story on it herself.

      “It’s in great shape,” Dilly said. “I imagine it’s been in this case untouched for quite some time. You ready?”

      “Yep,” Lily said. She placed her hand on the typewriter and Dilly followed suit. Lily let the sensation of her magic flow from her hand, and a moment later Bernard materialized in front of them. He looked around, confused, but when his eyes fell on Lily, recognition flickered across his face.

      “You again.”

      “I’m Lily,” she said. “And this is my grandma, Dilly. She can see you too.”

      Dilly smiled. “Hello, Bernard.”

      “How is it that you can both bring me here?” he demanded.

      “Magic, passed down through generations of Spirit Bearers in our family,” Dilly said. “We help spirits move on to their next stages. It appears yours has become attached to your typewriter.”

      “Why would it do that?”

      Lilly shrugged. “You’ll have to tell us. We don’t know anything about you.”

      “I don’t remember much of anything. Just this sort of … gray space, until you spoke to me,” Bernard said, frowning.

      “That happens sometimes when a death is sudden,” Dilly explained. “We can help you get a little clarity, but it will take time and patience.”

      “You can’t just send me onward now with your—” he wiggled his ghostly fingers, “—hocus pocus nonsense?”

      “It doesn’t work like that,” Dilly said. “Your memories are the key to your spirit’s attachment. You need to do the work. We can only guide you.”

      “If it’s my memories you need, you’re shit out of luck, ladies. I’ve got nothing,”

      Bernard insisted.

      “You remembered your name when we met, so that’s a good start,” Lily said. “Do you remember your birthdate?”

      Bernard opened his mouth to answer, but the words died on his tongue. He looked curious, then afraid—vulnerable even. Then his grouchy bravado fell back into place, and he crossed his arms over his chest. “Nope.”

      “You’ve been in a state of limbo for a while,” Dilly said gently. “This gray space you referred to will take shape as your memories return, and the answers to why you’re attached to this typewriter will become apparent. We’ll help you move on from there.”

      “Move on to what?”

      “Your soul’s rest, or your next life, possibly even being a spirit guide for someone living. We don’t always know, but your spirit will, when it’s time.”

      “What a load of hippie crap,” Bernard huffed. “You’re born, you live, you die and there’s nothing else.”

      Lily snorted. “Then how are you talking with us now?”

      “I don’t know!” The ghost’s exasperation made his form flicker in front of them. Small static electric sparks appeared on his surface. “Just put me back in my box and let me get on with my ambiguous eternity, all right?”

      “All right, Bernard,” Dilly said, placing a hand on Lily’s arm to quiet her granddaughter’s snarky response before it left her lips. “We’ll leave you to your rest. Perhaps we’ll speak again sometime down the line.”

      “Don’t bother!” Bernard said.

      Dilly released her grip on the typewriter case, and Lily followed suit, feeling the magic retreat. Bernard’s cantankerous form vanished before their eyes. Lily exhaled a sigh.

      “Well, that didn’t go very well,” she said.

      “He’ll come around,” Dilly said. “But not if we antagonize him.”

      Lily rolled her eyes. “It sounds like he just wants to stay in his limbo state for eternity.”

      “I suspect the next time we speak with him he’ll have recovered some more memories. He may be obstinate, but now that he’s aware there’s something beyond the gray space, he can’t help but think about it. And he has all the time in the world to do just that.”

      “I hope so. Have you ever had a spirit you couldn’t help move on?”

      Dilly’s expression darkened. “A few.”

      “What happened to them?”

      “I had to do banishments,” Dilly said. “Some objects become haunted and dangerous to the living.”

      The thought of it—combined with Dilly’s tone of voice—made Lily shiver. “What does a banishment do?”

      “It detaches the spirit from the object forcibly,” Dilly said. “They move into a plane where they can work on healing their souls, but they have to want to do the work there, and not all of them do. Some end up wandering there for eons.”

      “Are you going to teach me how to do banishments?”

      “Yes,” Dilly said. “Now that you’re old enough and no longer under the binding spell, you’ll need to know how to protect yourself from the darker things we Spirit Bearers come across.”

      A loud crashing sound outside the shop startled them both. Lily screamed, but Dilly laughed.

      “That was good comic timing, Mother Nature!” Dilly said.

      Lily’s heart was still beating wildly. “What the heck was that?”

      “Probably that old watering can on the barrel. The wind blows it over sometimes. I keep meaning to put some rocks in it.”

      “I’ll fix it,” Lily offered. “I could use a break before our next spirit interaction.”

      “Okay. I’ll put Bernard away.”

      Lily hopped up and scurried toward the front doors. Sure enough, a metal watering can was tipped over on the ground beside an old whiskey barrel. Lily set it upright, then walked around the side of the building to the garden path in search of a few rocks big enough to weigh the can down.

      The morning sun was warm on her skin, but Lily still felt a chill from Dilly’s talk of banishing spirits. She knew there were all sorts of paranormal entities in the world—growing up with a magic such as hers, it was part of her training to learn of such things. Spirits and other entities manifested for numerous reasons, and attached to other things besides objects … places, living folks, even occasionally weather patterns or times of day. Lily had never seen a ghost or any other entity outside of her specific ability to connect by touching objects, but it was always a possibility.

      After fishing around in the rhubarb garden, Lily found enough sizable rocks to help the watering can stay put and headed back to the front of the Flea. As she rounded the corner to the front of the barn, she collided with another human being.

      “Aaagh!” Lily yelped. One of the stones fell out of her grasp and landed on her toe through her sandals, and she yelped again. “Ow!”

      “Ah! Sorry!” The sandy-haired guy in front of her was just as surprised as she was.

      He also was incredibly hot, Lily noticed.

      His tall, muscular frame was clad in a white tank top and designer beach shorts and was already quite tan for so early in the summer. He looked about her age, though Lily didn’t recognize him. Probably a tourist, and definitely not where he was supposed to be.

      “What are you doing here?” Lily demanded, trying not to stare too much.

      “I got turned around on my way back to the lodge. I thought this was a shortcut.”

      “You don’t just walk onto other people’s property and look for shortcuts,” Lily admonished. “There are folks around here who take trespassing very seriously.”

      His blue eyes widened at her implication. “You going to run and get your shotgun, Bessie Sue?”

      “What? No,” she said, irritated by his name-calling. “Just giving you a heads up. Wouldn’t want you to ruin your fancy clothes getting chased through someone’s shrubbery.”

      “Sorry,” he said. “I don’t know this town very well, and my dad sent me to pick up some food.”

      Lily noticed the grocery bag over his shoulder and sighed. She pointed in the direction behind him. “Oh. Well, the lodge is that way.”

      “Thanks,” he said, and turned around. She was about to let him go when her suspicion kicked back in.

      “Hey, wait a minute. The lodge isn’t a working hotel,” she said. “It’s been shuttered for years. How are you staying there?”

      He stopped in his tracks and turned to face Lily. “My dad just bought it,” he said in a condescending voice. “I came up for the summer to help out while he restores it. Is that okay with you, Neighborhood Watch?”

      “Oh.” Lily was chagrined. She shuffled her feet, and her toe started to throb. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to be a jerk. Dropped a rock on my toe. Made me cranky.”

      He glanced her over and shrugged. “It’s all right, I guess.”

      She extended a hand to him. “I’m Lily.”

      “I’m Chip.” He nodded but didn’t shake her hand. “You live here?”

      “In the summers,” she said. “With my grandma. I help her run the antique shop.”

      “Cool,” he said, though his demeanor suggested that antiques were not, in fact, cool. “What’s there to do around here?”

      “Oh tons! Swimming at the lake, hiking, campfires—there’s a roller rink a couple towns over and a big Fourth of July festival here next month.”

      “Huh,” he said. “Sounds quaint.”

      “Where are you from?”

      “New Jersey,” he said. “But I spend most of my time in the city.”

      “I went there once to see a musical,” Lily said. “My college roommate is from New Jersey.”

      “Where do you go to school?”

      “Syracuse University. You?”

      “Rutgers.” He shifted the grocery bag. “I gotta get back. Ice cream’s melting.”

      Because you’re so hot? Lily thought, but she crossed her arms over her chest and tried to play it cool. “Welcome to Hobblebush Lake, anyway.”

      He turned to walk away. “I’ll see you around.”

      She watched him go and shook her head.

      “Real smooth, Lily,” she said, picking up the rock she dropped. “Antagonize the hot new neighbor right out of the gate.”

      She returned to the barrel, where she deposited the stones into the watering can with a loud clattering noise. Once it was repositioned and wind-proof, she made her way back into the Flea to help Dilly with the rest of the yard sale spirits.
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        * * *

      

      Days of almost non-stop rain made for the best cozy reading weather. Lily flew through the pile of books she borrowed from the library, and she re-read one of her favorites from the shelves at the Flea: a book of English folk tales, inhabited by the spirit of a British literature professor named Rupert. It was extra fun discussing the stories and their origins with him afterward. But by Thursday night, Lily was feeling stir crazy in the house, and when Dilly suggested they go out for dinner, she jumped at the chance.

      The Forty Sixer Diner was packed with soggy tourists when Lily and Dilly arrived. Its vintage diner theme wasn’t a gimmick—the restaurant started its life as a burger and malt shop in the 1950s and had been lovingly kept up since. They snagged a little booth in one of the bay windows and scanned the menus, and eventually a frazzled-looking waitress swung by to take their orders. Dilly fished a quarter out of her purse and put it in the little jukebox on their table, selecting a song with a giddy little laugh.

      “Isn’t this fun?” she asked, glancing around the restaurant. “Look—Hugh’s up at the counter with Helene. I wonder if they’re on a date!”

      “Really?” Lily scanned the room with interest, finding Hugh sitting next to the town’s head librarian. Hugh was one of Dilly’s good friends who came by the shop to visit often. Lily loved to listen to his tall tales and play with his Irish setter, Scarlet. “Aw, they look like they’re having a nice time together,” she said with a big, dreamy smile. It was still plastered on her face when she noticed someone staring at her down the counter from Hugh.

      The new guy from earlier, Chip, was eating dinner with an older guy—his dad, she guessed. Lily waved. He nodded in return, then stuffed some fries in his mouth and turned back to the counter. Lily groaned and looked away, feeling just as flustered as she had earlier. Did he think that big goofy smile was for him?

      “Who is that?” Dilly asked.

      “Who?”

      “The guy you were just waving at.”

      “That’s Chip. His dad just bought the old lodge,” Lily said. “I met him outside the Flea when I went to fix the watering can today.”

      “How exciting! A new friend?”

      “I just gave him directions,” Lily said, shrugging. “He was turned around and couldn’t find his way back to the lodge.”

      Dilly glanced back at Chip. “He’s cute.”

      Lily sighed. “He’s gorgeous. And I totally got off on the wrong foot with him. Like, literally. I dropped a rock on my toe and then warned him about trespassing.”

      Dilly laughed. “That’s quite a first impression.”

      The waitress brought their milkshakes, and Lily took a sip of hers with a satisfied smile. Classic chocolate malt always hit the spot.

      “I think we should go over to the lodge and introduce ourselves, maybe take them a welcome basket,” Dilly said between slurps of her milkshake. “They’re our new neighbors, after all.”

      “Maybe you can, but I’m not going,” Lily said. Showing up with a welcome basket on his doorstep was only going to make things more awkward.

      “Why not? It’d be someone new to hang out with since your friends aren’t here this year.”

      Lily sighed. Usually in the summers she spent time with her two friends who lived in town, Michele and Jessica. They’d known each other since they were kids. But Michele had a summer internship in the city this year, and Jessica’s family was on a cross-country RV road trip until late August. It was the first summer that Lily didn’t have her own friends around.

      “I know,” Lily said. “It would just be different hanging out with him.”

      Dilly smiled conspiratorially. “Because you want to make out with him?”

      Lily’s cheeks burned. “Dilly!”

      Dilly shrugged. “Nothing wrong with that,” she said. “You’re eighteen, it’s summertime, and a cute guy moved in next door. Sounds like fun to me!”

      “Oh my god, can you stop?”

      “I’m just saying why not?” Dilly said, chuckling. “Live a little!”

      Lily sipped her milkshake and glanced back over at the counter. Chip was listening to something his dad was saying with an expression of feigned interest. He looked bored, in complete contrast to his dad’s animated storytelling.

      “I don’t think he even wants to be here,” she said, mostly to herself.

      Their food arrived, and Lily was grateful for the distraction. “So what’s on the agenda for tomorrow? Do you want me to set up that new jewelry display case?”

      “If you want to, but that’s not going to take all day,” Dilly said. “It’s supposed to rain again, too.”

      “Maybe we could go down to the outlets in the afternoon? There’s some good clothing stores there, and that big old bookstore.”

      “And some thrift stores!” Dilly’s face lit up. “Great idea! I’ll close the shop and we can make a day of it!”

      Lily looked skeptical. “Can you do that?”

      “That’s the joy of being your own boss, Lil.”

      “Then I definitely want to be my own boss,” Lily said, laughing.

      “Don’t get me wrong, it’s a ton of work running my own business,” Dilly said. “But there are definitely perks.”

      Lily contemplated this as she ate some fries. “I’m still trying to figure out what to major in, let alone whether I want to run my own business someday.”

      “I thought you decided on journalism?”

      “That’s what my mom decided on for me,” Lily said, rolling her eyes. “But I’m one year in and really don’t like the TV side of it. She’s not happy I want to pick a different direction.”

      “Well, she can stuff it,” Dilly said. “It’s your life, Lily. Do what you want with it.”

      Lily smiled. “That’s what I said when I told her I wanted to change my major,” she said. “Not the stuff it part, I mean. Just that I wanted to do my own thing, not follow in her footsteps. It didn’t go over well.”

      “She’s never stopped trying to shove you into her mold, has she?” Dilly asked. “When you were little, she was forcing you into dance lessons you hated. Then it was cheerleading and debate club. And now she wants you to be on TV like she is?”

      “I actually liked debate club,” Lily said. “But yeah, those were all her favorite things in school, and she wanted me to be just like her.”

      “But you’re not. You’re perky and adventurous, but in a different way. You’re a free spirit.”

      “Yeah,” Lily said, smiling. “More like you.”

      Dilly pointed a finger at her. “And that’s why she’s trying to push you in other directions. Your mom doesn’t like me. She never has.”

      “Why?”

      “She thinks I’m a goofy hippie who doesn’t take life seriously,” Dilly said. “I think she needs to pull the stick out of her ass and have a little more fun.”

      Lily laughed, staring across the table at her grandmother. How could anyone not like Dilly? She was kind and creative, open-minded and passionate about life. Lily loved her sense of style, too—Dilly’s long, silvery hair was tied over her shoulder in a loose braid, and she wore a flowy, colorful patchwork sundress under a purple crocheted cardigan. Her dangly earrings were amethyst and gold, one a crescent moon, and the other a sunburst, and her fingers were covered in an array of vintage rings in gold and silver, set with various gemstones. And of course, ever present on Dilly was her favorite necklace: a sparkling point of clear quartz crystal, set on one end with a band of silver Celtic knots, hanging from a silver chain. Lily had never seen Dilly without it.

      “I’m glad I’m like you,” Lily said. “You’re cool, and fun, and you live life how you want to. You’re even your own boss!”

      “You could be too,” Dilly said. “What kinds of things interest you instead of journalism?”

      “I do like the writing part of it, actually,” Lily said. “I just don’t want to write about news. I’d rather write about more fun things.”

      “There’s all kinds of ways to be a writer besides the news,” Dilly said. “You could write for magazines or advertising companies. Or become a novelist!”

      “Or I could just come here and run the Flea with you,” Lily said, playing with her straw.

      Dilly smiled. “You are always welcome to do so. But I think you might want to live your own life a little more first,” she said. “And in the meantime, we have our summers.”

      “To summers at the Flea, and being our whimsical selves,” Lily said, holding up her milkshake.

      Dilly clinked it with her own. “And all the mischief and magic therein!”

      Lily grinned. There was no place she’d rather be than here with Dilly, making magic and mischief, and letting their free spirits fly.
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        * * *

      

      “You ready to go?” Lily called from the front hallway, eager to begin their day-off shopping excursion.

      “Be right there!” Dilly’s voice filtered in from a distance. After a moment, Dilly joined her in the hallway with a square gift box in hand.

      Lily gestured at the box. “What’s that?”

      “Just a little something I have to deliver on the way,” she said. “Let’s hit the road!”

      They locked up the house and hopped in Ursula, but instead of driving toward the highway, Dilly turned toward the lake. As the Volkswagen rounded the bend and pulled onto the long, circular driveway of the old lodge, Lily felt her stomach drop.

      “Why are we stopping here?”

      “After our conversation last night, I realized I had something in the shop that they might like for the renovation,” Dilly said. “And since we’re out and about today, what better time to drop it off?”

      Lily groaned. “How about a time when I’m not here?”

      “Oh, don’t be like that. I’m sure you weren’t nearly as awkward as you thought you were. And Chip might not even be here.”

      Lily slid down in her seat a bit, wishing she could disappear.

      “I promise, we’ll be quick. We’ve got shopping to do!”

      “Fine,” Lily said. “But I get extra time in the bookstore.”

      “Deal!”

      The driveway curved around in front of the main entrance to the Lodge, and Lily could see that the old building must have been quite a beautiful location back in its day. The architecture was a blend of Victorian fanciness and Adirondack rustic—a laid-back luxury vibe—and the building had a stunning view of the lake.

      Dilly brought the car to a stop in front of the main entrance and hopped out.

      “I’ll wait here,” Lily said.

      “Come on. Aren’t you curious to see the inside? There might be antiques!”

      Lily groaned. “You’re going to make me come with you, aren’t you?”

      Dilly grabbed the box from the back seat. “I’m not making you do anything. But wouldn’t it be more awkward if you sit in the car and ignore everyone?”

      “It’ll be weird either way,” Lily said, but acquiesced and followed Dilly up to the front door. It was open, and the sounds of hammering echoed inside the building.

      Dilly knocked on the open door. “Hello! Anyone around?”

      The noise halted, and a moment later, a middle-aged man appeared in the front hallway, wiping his hands on a rag. He was dressed in work clothes, but Lily noticed an expensive-looking gold watch on his wrist.

      “Hi there,” he said, looking curiously at Dilly. “Can I help you?”

      “We just wanted to stop by and say a quick hello to our new neighbors. I own the antique shop next door, and my granddaughter here helps out at the shop in the summers,” Dilly said. Lily lingered behind her, trying to look nonchalant.

      “You must be Dilly! I’ve heard a lot about you from around town,” the man said with a smile, and held out a hand to her. “Chandler Worthington, retired accountant-turned-lodge-owner.”

      Dilly shook his hand. “Pleasure to meet you. I heard from the folks at the historical society that your family built this lodge?”

      “That’s what they tell me,” Chandler said. “It had slipped from family memory until someone called to check on some historical information when the lodge went up for sale. Boy did that call turn into a project!”

      “Well, I for one am glad to see someone finally restoring this beautiful old building back to its former glory,” Dilly said, and held out the gift box. “And I brought you something as a contribution to the process.”

      Chandler took the bag and opened it, carefully removing a teacup and saucer. An antique etching of the lodge decorated the center of the saucer. “Is this…”

      “Original to the building, yes,” Dilly said. “From the restaurant’s tea service collection. I came across it years ago, and something told me to hang on to it.”

      Lily snickered to herself. Technically it was Flora, the ghost attached to the teacup, who told Dilly to hang on to it. She was one of the original hostesses.

      “This is wonderful, Dilly, thank you!” Chandler said, grinning. “What a treasure! I would love to reinstate a tea service again, once I get the old girl up and running. This would be a beautiful display piece for the dining room.”

      “I thought it might,” she said.

      Chandler put the teacup back in the box carefully. “I’ll have to stash this someplace safe, with all the construction around here. Hey, Chip!” he called into the hallway behind him, and Lily felt her stomach do a flip flop.

      “Are you staying here at the lodge while you work?” Dilly asked.

      “We are,” Chandler said. “The whole place was converted to apartments, so we’re staying in one of those while the owners’ living quarters are restored. We’ll move in there when they’re ready and then restore all the guest rooms.”

      “And the lobby?” Dilly gestured to the narrow hallway behind him. “I saw pictures from the early days. Such a grand room, with beautiful woodworking! So tragic that it’s been reduced to this makeshift hallway.”

      “Truly,” Chandler agreed. Behind him, Chip appeared, looking about as thrilled to be there as Lily was. His sandy-blond hair was tousled as if he just woke up, and his designer logo T-shirt was flecked with plaster dust.

      “What’s up, Dad?” he asked.

      “Dilly, this is my son, Chip,” Chandler said. “Well, Chandler Jr., but we call him Chip.”

      “Nice to meet you, Chip!” Dilly smiled and gestured behind her. “I think you’ve already met my granddaughter, Lily?”

      Lily smiled. “Hi again.”

      Chip gave her a nod of acknowledgement. “Hey.”

      “Dilly brought us this teacup and saucer from the original lodge tea service,” Chandler said. “Pretty cool, huh?”

      “Yeah,” Chip said, eyeing the box his father was handing to him.

      “Could you please go put this in my office—carefully—on my desk?”

      “Sure. Nice to meet you.” Chip took the box and waved a half-hearted goodbye to Lily and Dilly before heading back down the hallway.

      “Nice to meet you too,” Dilly said after him, then looked at his father. “A man of few words?”

      “He’s not thrilled about spending his summer doing manual labor,” Chandler said. “I think he’d rather be back in the city, but his mom and I thought he could use some direction and purpose. It’s one of the few things we both agree on.”

      “Well hopefully he’ll find a new appreciation for the work when he sees the history of the building start to come to life,” Dilly said.

      “Or when he gets a big fat check at the end of the summer for the work he’s done,” Chandler said, laughing.

      Dilly put an arm around Lily. “Well, I promised this one a day off at the outlets, so we’re gonna hit the road. But if you need anything, please feel free to call or pop over next door.”

      “That’s great of you, Dilly. Thank you,” Chandler said. He gave Lily a smile. “Have fun shopping!”

      “Thanks, Mr. Worthington,” she said.

      They waved goodbyes and returned to the car. Dilly turned on the motor and gave Lily a sideways glance as they pulled out of the driveway. “Was that so bad?”

      “Not really,” Lily said. “And Flora got to go back to the lodge. She’ll be thrilled!”

      “You see why I wanted to stop and say hi.”

      “I do,” Lily said. “And Mr. Worthington seems nice. I’m glad he’s renovating the lodge.”

      “Chip seems a bit like a fish out of water,” Dilly said. “I get the impression he’s not used to life in the slow lane.”

      “Yeah, he’s a little too cool for Hobblebush Lake.”

      Dilly raised her eyebrows. “If he’s stuck here for the whole summer, he’ll probably want to talk to someone besides his dad.”

      “Maybe,” Lily said.

      “In the meantime, we’ve got shopping to do!” Dilly said, turning over Ursula’s engine. “Onward, to the outlets!”

      “And the bookstore!” Lily said.

      She glanced back at the lodge as they drove out of the driveway, hoping she’d get to see more of it on a future visit.

      And, she thought with a little smile, more of Chip.

    

  

This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/rtx-2764-fe0f.png






OEBPS/images/dillytitlepage.jpg
BY MARCY MAHONEY

FARRINGLEN PRESS





OEBPS/images/dillysebookcoverfinal.jpg
. MARCY MAHONEY





OEBPS/images/dillysigningpage.jpg
“Dilly’s
“Wine g,
“Ileq






OEBPS/images/section-break.jpg





