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      I stared up at Covett House, my palms starting to sweat on the steering wheel despite the cool breeze coming off Crescent Bay. Climbing pink roses trembled around the ornate railing of the wraparound porch and crawled up one side of the attached gazebo. The morning sun backlit the mansion. The silhouetted gables and turret imposed their shadows on the front of the house. The windows, framed by gingerbread trim in the same soft gray as the fish scale shingles on the third floor, were empty.

      I’d been steeling myself all the way here, but nothing could prepare me for pulling up outside the house that loomed so large in my childhood memories and acknowledging that Nanna Rose wouldn’t be here to greet me.

      No more faint smell of lavender and vanilla that she’d carried everywhere. No more sugar-spice cookies or belly laughs over Monty Python. 

      Nanna Rose had lived the longest of all my grandparents, and now I had to say goodbye to her while dealing with my inheritance. This 1888 Victorian house to start with…

      Screw this. I couldn’t face it yet. I needed fortification. I replaced my seatbelt and put my Volvo S90 back in drive. The diner was just a couple of blocks down Agate Street, right across from the Griffin Rose Garden, where the heirloom varieties in full bloom filled the air with sweet perfume I could smell from the car.

      There it was, a cheery butter-colored building with Crescent Cafe in bold blue script on the awning, along with a crescent moon and stars. The wide windows offered a view of blue-vinyl booths and stainless-steel stools pulled up to a long bar. The small tables were about half full, and the line stood a few deep in front of the register.

      I glanced down at my watch. I was supposed to meet the lawyer in twenty minutes.

      Had I said screw it or what? I hopped into line and hoped it would move fast. This place smelled awesome. I could spend all day here, soaking up that small town view. If I had the option, I would get a booth at the front windows and see if I could learn how much the town had changed…

      But no doubt it had changed a whole hell of a lot. I hadn’t been here for more than a single night in almost twenty years. 

      I drove down for the funeral early last week, but that whole trip was a blur. The timing had been so poor that even with my sadness over Nanna Rose’s death, I was consumed with the personal crisis unfolding in my life. Sawyer had just delivered the divorce papers, and I’d swiftly returned them, the week before I heard about Nanna.

      I felt so terrible, I attended the funeral and then took myself straight to bed at the Luna Bed and Breakfast. I’d been knocking myself ever since for not greeting the people who’d showed up to the memorial service. I’d heard the next morning at breakfast that the crowd had included most of the older folks in town and a whole lot of neighbors and younger friends. I should have gotten to know Nanna’s friends.

      Especially now that I needed to mix with them as I sorted out her properties. The list I’d scanned this morning had been daunting. It seemed like Nanna owned almost half the town.

      The line moved slowly. I breathed deep, both to relax my nerves and to soak in my fill of the rich scents of cinnamon and butter. I was third in line when a voice called my name. “Naomi? Naomi Monday, is that you?”

      I had just enough time to wonder how my hair was as I turned. David Clark. He was easy to remember. Smiling brown eyes and casual confidence as he held my gaze. Forty looked good on this one, added a bit of sober edge to his sweetness.

      We’d gone on exactly two dates when we were seventeen. That was the last summer I’d spent in Crescent Bay. 

      Great. What had it taken me, five minutes to find a reason to avoid the people in this town?

      “Hi, it is you! Hell – it’s good to see you. I know you’re back because of your grandmother. I was so sorry to hear about her death. She was practically an institution around here. Helped everyone out at one time or another. She was a really good person.”

      “Thanks.” Was my expression startled or friendly? Probably startled. This was startling.

      A woman stepped from behind David. “Hi Naomi.” She spoke softly, but her eyes held fire. I held them for a moment. I’d seen jealousy before but had zero clue how I deserved that look at the moment. She threaded her fingers through David’s. 

      He chuckled, running a hand through his hair as he gave her a sidelong glance. “You remember Sammy Nolan?”

      “Ah,” I spoke without thinking. The name and face together jogged my brain. I knew this girl from that same summer. She’d worked one of the festivals and gotten us all in after hours for a free pony ride that had devolved into the makings of local legend. Or so it went in my imagination. I’d left long before it could hold such a title. “Yeah. Hi Sammy.” She dyed her hair blonde now and wore a stylish jumper sort of contraption. Maybe she hoped it would make her look younger. It didn’t.

      I was feeling catty now, probably because I hadn’t consumed any calories since a yogurt first thing this morning, before the two-hour drive from Sacramento. 

      “Anyway, I just spotted you and wanted to say hi,” David said, throwing a sidelong glance at Sammy before looking me full in the eyes again. He had a bit of a ‘rescue me’ vibe going on, but I wasn’t going to bite.

      I put on an aloof expression and stepped forward as the line moved. “Nice to see you both. You look well.” And I turned back to the front of the line. My cheeks burned as I wondered whether they were still watching me, but I heard them move back toward their table. 

      I avoided looking their direction the rest of my time in line, until I was confronted with a fresh-faced server who smiled and said in an unbelievably deep voice for one so young, “Hey, ma’am. What can I get you?” He smiled and, for god sake, he had dimples. Great dimples.

      He was very young.

      I considered the menu, as if I hadn’t had eight minutes to study it. “I’ll have a marionberry scone and a large mocha, please.”

      “Great. Coming right up. What’s the name on that?” He shot me the dimpled smile again. 

      “Naomi. Thanks.” I sidestepped and kept my eyes from the general area where I’d run into David. Instead, I drifted toward a wide bulletin board. The colorful signage promised a welcome distraction that didn’t involve eye contact. 

      North Star Yoga Studio. Rise with the sun and be your best self.

      Marty’s Toys & Trivia. Come Thursdays at 6 for game night!

      Crescent Bay Library. Preschool reading hour Tuesdays at 10. Teen nights on Wednesdays, September through June.

      “Uh...Naomi?” From the tone of voice when I finally noticed, I had to assume dimple boy had been shouting me down for some time. He gave me a short smile and raised his brows, handing over my breakfast order.

      Chagrined, I took it. “Thank you. Have a nice day.” I didn’t look at anyone on the way out.

      Could I be any more awkward?

      On the sidewalk outside, I took a deep breath of that cool ocean air. Then I sipped the mocha and I swear my toes curled. Yum.

      As I moved toward my car, I took in the surrounding small-town ambiance, a brighter mood starting to take hold as the caffeine hit my system, or at least the placebo effect. 

      I’d give it one thing, Crescent Bay had character. The downtown blocks were tied together with neutrals and casual beach blues that disappeared into the skyline, drawing the eye to the natural and historic splendor of the area. The same awnings adorned each building, and most of the shops were freshly painted. Petunias and Black-Eyed Susan spilled profusely from streetside barrel planters.

      Someone had taken a great deal of trouble to make the town feel cohesive, to provide a backdrop to dream vacations, no doubt. And in a small town like Crescent Bay, efforts to improve tourism were just as likely to meet with disdain as compliments.

      What had Nanna Rose thought about all this? Crescent Bay had stayed small over the years. It wasn’t a down-on-your-luck sort of place. Quite the contrary. The local business ecosystem provided almost everyone with a good income. People looked out for each other, and for each other’s kids. Business grew from the ground up or moved here small and stayed small. Most folk prospered here. At least, a far greater share seemed to prosper than in Sacramento, where I’d spent the last fifteen years.

      My throat ached a bit suddenly, and I took another drink of mocha as if to deny it even to myself. I wouldn’t be sad. I wouldn’t give my bastard ex-husband the satisfaction.

      Okay. Action, Naomi. Gotta get back on track. 

      I turned toward my car, my eyes automatically lifting to Covett House taking up the skyline past the next block. The Griffin Rose Garden filled the space between me and the house with a riot of pinks, oranges and yellows. A gazebo in its center would be an amazing place to take a break. Maybe I’d get a chance later. I reached my car and paused, juggling my drink and scone while I jostled the contents of my purse, trying to find my keys. How did they get lost so fast?

      As I put the coffee on the roof of the Volvo to have better access to my stuff, I noticed someone beyond the rose garden. They’d been standing there the whole time since I stepped outside. I thought it was a woman from their size, but they wore a hat with a wide brim pulled low and a bulky coat in a burnt orange color, so I couldn’t make out a lot of individual characteristics. It was the motion that had drawn my eye. They were pacing, just a few steps, stopping to talk to thin air, and pacing again, back and forth in front of the old museum.

      Oh, jeez. I hadn’t thought about that place in a long time. The Museum of the Odd and Wondrous; yet another of my great-grandfather’s contributions to town. Odd definitely. Wondrous, not so much. There were all sorts of strange objects inside. Some might be genuine relics, but most were forged a hundred years ago to scam people before they could check stories out on the internet. They were still creepy. I’d never been brave enough to look through all the musty old cabinets.

      Another job to look forward to. That place was part of my inheritance, too.
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        * * *

      

      This time when I parked at Covett House, I went straight inside, like tearing off a band-aid. I had to go in, there was no avoiding it.

      First thing, I noticed that it still smelled the same. A couple of empty weeks couldn’t remove every trace of Nanna’s perfume. I entered through the back door into the kitchen. The remodeled space was warm and bright, with sage green paint and gleaming stainless-steel appliances. 

      I’d thought it was so strange a few years ago when Nanna decided on the remodel. She’d expanded the kitchen’s footprint with an extension and opened it up to the original dining room. Kitchens in late 1880s houses were tiny, so the extra space was a real benefit. It was a dream kitchen now, really. But Nanna hadn’t been much of a cook, so it had seemed an odd choice for a project. The cooks in the family were in my generation – my cousin Darcie and I prided ourselves on our blue-ribbon worthy creations as teens. 

      I could appreciate a kitchen like this.

      I shivered. But not if it came attached to this particular house.

      Why was this such a struggle? I’d known for years that I’d inherit Covett House. In my family’s tradition, the Crescent Bay property was handed down through the female line. Nanna was the descendant of the original owners, the timber baron Richard Covett and his railway heiress wife, Camille Covett. The male line wasn’t bereft, by any means. My father gained Nanna’s interest in the Monday Foundation, which he’d been running for the past decade, and a whole lot of cash.

      Knowing full well I’d someday own this place, why had I never bothered to consider what happened next? 

      I hadn’t expected to be in such a malleable situation right when the inheritance occurred. Life in Sacramento had been so solid. My career was there. My husband was there. For years we tried to add to our family. A hundred tiny wounds had added up over time, tearing the ground out from under me piece by piece, like sand moving as the tide goes out. 

      In the beginning, it hadn’t felt like sand with Sawyer. It had felt like I had it all figured out.

      I made my way down the familiar hall, which widened after the butler’s pantry to show the stately entry to the mansion directly ahead. I walked its length and entered the sitting room on my right. The updates hadn’t been as heavy handed on this end of the house, which retained authentic historical period pieces and the original redwood banisters and frames throughout. 

      A thin, balding man in a gray suit stood in front of the windows, looking out at the expanse of the front lawn. He turned at my steps, offering a generous smile. “Hello. You must be Naomi.”

      “Sorry I’m late,” I said a bit breathlessly, hoping I didn’t have scone crumbs on my blouse. “You’re Tim Markin?”

      “Yes. Good to meet you. I’m sorry we were unable to meet at the wake.”

      “I wasn’t feeling well.”

      He inclined his head. “Understandable, under the circumstances. It was a surprise, Rose’s death. A terrible surprise.” He made a small gesture with his hands. If he’d been wearing a hat, he’d be clutching it in front of him right now. He seemed genuinely distressed.

      “Did you know her well? How long were you her lawyer?”

      Something flickered in his eyes, and he cleared his throat. “I...I represented Mrs. Monday for nearly three decades.” He looked around the sitting room. “I was a young man when I met her. It was soon after her husband passed.” 

      His hands shook and he looked me square in the eye. I felt a confession coming on, and quite frankly, my grandmother’s love life as a new widow wasn’t something I was game to hear about. Not today. 

      I smiled gently. “Well, I appreciate you meeting with me today. The will’s contents weren’t a surprise, but I need to learn more details of what I’ve taken on here.”

      “I can help with that,” he nodded. “There are a number of properties, as you know. An apartment building, a few duplexes, and the building that housed Rose’s store, Morning Star Garden and Art. The Covett House property itself is⁠—”

      “What are the chances of selling it?” I interrupted.

      Mr. Markin choked on whatever he was about to say next. “You can’t be...serious?” But taking in my expression, he must have realized that I was. Dead serious. I did not need this house or the family history hanging over me. What good was a three-story Victorian mansion when I couldn’t even have kids?

      “Well...selling Covett House would be complicated. Possible, sure, but it will take time to find the right buyer. You see, the deed to Covett House includes a large tract of woodland and one...ahem...very distinctive local museum.” He looked suggestively in the direction of the⁠—

      Oh, for hell’s bells. “You’re kidding. So, you’re saying to find a buyer for the house, I have to find a buyer for that place too?” I wasn’t proud of the screeching edge that entered my voice.

      Especially because at exactly that moment, one of the caretakers of the property, Mrs. Anderson, walked in. Her steps faltered and her eyes widened. “You’re not... Now, Naomi, please tell me you’re not thinking of selling this house.”

      Another greeting carried out with grace and aplomb. Nice work, Naomi.

      Looking straight into the eyes of the person who would be hurt the worst by my decision, a person who had filled my childhood summers with iced lemonade and cookies, I decided not to mince words. “I’ve already decided. I can’t keep this house.”

      Leaving the condemnation in the middle-aged woman’s eyes behind me, I left the room. But there was nowhere to go in this house that didn’t feel like Nanna Rose was watching me, disapproving of how everything was turning out.
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        * * *

      

      What a mess. I scowled across the backyard to the sharp angle of the museum’s roof, the only bit of the building I could see from here. You’d think I’d feel free, owning all of this, pretty much as far as I could see right now.

      I did not feel free.

      I’d never wanted any of this. What I really wanted wasn’t possible.

      And I was a ridiculous whiner to keep treading this same territory repeatedly. I lifted my chin. 

      Life had not gone as I’d planned recently. Maybe it was time for a new plan.

      But I was stuck. I couldn’t decide which parts of my life should stay and which should go. And right now, I just needed to deal with Nanna’s estate so I could move on. All of this, as far as I could see, was doing nothing but caging me in.

      A gray cat sat at the edge of the wood, tail twitching as it watched me. 

      “Here, kitty kitty,” I called softly. 

      It blinked and raised a paw to wash it, unconcerned.

      “Well, okay then.” I was only slightly hurt. Petting a cat would be a small comfort. I’d wanted a cat for years, but Sawyer was allergic. This guy was pretty. He looked well cared for. And apparently liked to stroll in my woods. I could accept that. 

      The gray cat blinked again. Standing, it stretched and then sauntered under the cover of the trees, tail held high.

      Fury reduced to a low simmer, I went back inside. Mrs. Anderson hovered at the butcher block, a row of teacups set out in front of her. I spotted a bottle of dark rum and could not fault her style. It was five o’clock somewhere, right?

      “It’s my own recipe for a hot toddy, dear. Do you want one?” From the row of cups, she’d already assumed I’d say yes. 

      I nodded. “Is Mr. Anderson here?”

      “He’ll be in from the shop in a minute. We thought you’d like to catch up, talk about how you want to manage the house.” 

      It must have been obvious I was about to protest, because she held up a hand. “Your Nanna left plenty for the upkeep on this place. She wanted you to keep it. You should at least take your time deciding. The property has been in your family for more than a hundred and thirty years.”

      Her tone was so gentle. If she’d been argumentative, I’d find it easy to ignore. Unfortunately, her words made complete sense. She deftly slipped another dollop of rum into each of the three mugs and carried them to the round table near the back door. “Do you mind if we visit in here?”

      I sighed. “This is much better. It’s actually cozy back here.”

      “How have you been, Naomi?”

      I swallowed my first answer and ignored the ache tightening my throat. “I’ve been fine. I still can’t believe she’s gone.”

      She shook her head. “Same here. Rose may have started as my boss, but she became one of my best friends.”

      “How was she, near the end?”

      “You would never have known her heart was about to give out. She was as energetic as ever, just as involved in everybody’s business. Lord, did she love this town.”

      The back door opened smoothly behind me, and I turned to find Mr. Anderson, gray hair sticking out like he’d just taken off a hat, face a bit more wrinkled than the last time I’d seen him, which was probably eight or nine years ago. But the smile he gave me was just as kind as when I was a kid.

      My stomach sank. How was I going to do this to them? Sell this house that had been their home since they were my age?

      “Why, little Naomi.” Mr. Anderson grinned. “So good to see you.” He didn’t admonish me for avoiding the house when I’d come for the funeral. “We prepared the blue bedroom for you. That’s your favorite, right?”

      Damn it. “Thank you, Mr. Anderson. I’m not staying at the house, though. I’ll get a room at the Luna.”

      “First off, please call me Rob. That mister stuff doesn’t work for me. Second, I’m afraid it’s not going to be easy to find a room in town. The renaissance fair is in full swing with the solstice on Monday.”

      Mrs. Anderson – I supposed she’d soon have me calling her Dana – left the room, her hot toddy a steaming testament that she’d be right back. I sipped mine and thanked God for making rum.

      “Thanks for getting a room ready for me,” I tried again. “You didn’t have to do that.”

      “Sure I did.” He reached a hand close to mine, but he didn’t touch me. “I know it must be difficult to come here and find she really is gone.”

      “I never wanted her things, this house.”

      He nodded. “I know. You may be her granddaughter, but that doesn’t mean you want her life. The thing is...this place is yours now. Sometimes life throws a wrinkle, one that doesn’t need smoothing out.”

      He started telling me about the property, how things worked here day to day. I tried to pay attention. I knew he loved this place. Dana and Rob had a cottage on the property, but they were in and out of the mansion and around the grounds during the day. They’d been the only regular staff for years and years. It must be a lot of work to care for a house and property this size, but that’s not the way Rob made it sound.  

      Dana came back, leading Mr. Markin. 

      “Oh, I’m so sorry! I left you waiting out there.”

      “I took the time to make a few calls, put a word out about the property.” 

      Dana didn’t meet my eyes. She sat and took a sip of her drink. 

      “Thanks,” I managed. “That’s fast.”

      “Obviously nothing that cements your plans. We’ll just see what we hear back. If you do decide to sell the house, it’s better to have an ear to the ground about possible buyers now.”

      Rob set his jaw, but he didn’t speak against the plan. 

      His silence didn’t matter. I could feel all their disagreement in the air.
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      Next up, the Museum of the Odd and Wondrous. Then I would visit the bed and breakfast and find an escape from the madness that was my inheritance. Maybe I’d take a nice, peaceful walk along the bayfront, stretch my legs and let all the thoughts clamoring in my mind churn out into the wind. 

      I took the path through the patch of trees between the house and the museum and walked around to the front. This place was managed by an old friend of Nanna’s, Sheldon Rosberry, who also lived in one of the houses across from the mansion. 

      A bell at the door rang out a sharp welcome as I pushed inside the shop. A faint musty smell mingled with the tang of old smoke. Combined with the horned wolf mounted on the back wall, I almost anticipated Sheldon emerging wearing an old smoking jacket and slippers. 

      I did not understand the draw of this place. Curios lined the walls. Cabinets formed aisles of the macabre. Electric lights flared from a mechanized fortune teller that had probably seen its last coin in a prior decade.

      Maybe there was no draw. There certainly weren’t any customers.

      Something moved in the corner of my eye, and I turned just in time to see a flash of burnt orange cross the front window. At least one resident of Crescent Bay seemed to be interested in the place. I wasn’t exactly eager to run into the person who’d been muttering to themselves and pacing outside earlier. 

      Footsteps shuffled behind me. “Hello? Ah, there you are.” Sheldon, minus the fictional smoking jacket, stood behind the front counter. He wore wire-rimmed glasses, and his full head of white hair could use a trim. But he looked hale, though he must be in his mid-eighties by now. “Please, feel free to browse and let me know if you have any questions.” 

      I made my way around the various cabinets and stretched out a hand. “Hi, Sheldon. It’s been a long, long time. I’m Naomi Monday.”

      He clapped his hands together and a grin spread across his face. “My, my. So good to see you, dear. How are you doing?” He came around the counter and reached for my offered hand, clasping it in both of his. 

      I chose honesty in answer to the sincere question. “This isn’t the easiest day for me.”

      “Losing Rose was just awful for me, too. I still look for her.” He glanced over my shoulder, like she might be standing behind me even now. “She loved this little place. Was in here a few times a week, taking a gander at any new stock, having a cup of tea and just poking around.”

      A trickle of guilt ran down my spine. Here I was, thinking of selling the place. “The museum opened when she was just a girl, didn’t it?”

      “Yes. In the 1940s, when she was just seven.” He shook his head. “Rose had a lifelong fascination with objects of mystical or religious history. Her father encouraged the history, of course, but her spiritual side was fostered by her mother. That caused a rather large shift over time in the types of artifacts we’re interested in procuring. Now we’re as likely to take a cartload of relics recovered from a construction site as to shop the estate sales like I used to do for Mr. Monday back in the day.” He walked to one tall wooden cabinet with jewelry arranged against blue velvet stands. He took a key from under his shirt. “Like these. This necklace may not look valuable, but it’s pure silver, and was the talisman of one of the most infamous witches murdered during the Salem witch trials.”

      “How in the world did that make it all the way here?”

      “Oh, we keep an ear to the ground. Your grandmother had a real knack for that.” He rocked back on his heels, suddenly deep in thought. 

      I turned slowly, taking in the strange pet project my Nanna had cultivated for her whole life. I shook my head. Approaching one curio case that stood about chest high at the center of the store, I paused and lifted a pretty glass sphere from its top. I looked into it, and its interior wavered in the light, like something stirred inside it. Everything here was set up to get such a reaction.

      Sheldon appeared at my side. “Um...let’s just put that back, dear,” he said, voice quavering. 

      His tone told me not to dawdle. He came forward as I replaced it and took a cloth from his pocket. He opened the case and, with the cloth between his fingers and the ball’s surface, he placed it inside. “There. There.” He closed the case, folded the cloth, and returned it to his pocket. 

      He turned to me, face pale, and forced a smile. Taking me by the elbow, he moved off down the aisle.

      “What was that?” I asked. “If I wasn’t supposed to touch it, why was it out?”

      “Oh…” His voice petered out.

      I looked him in the eye. “Why are you surprised? Didn’t you leave it out?”

      He cleared his throat and glanced back at the object. “A curious customer must have taken it from the case.”

      But I barely heard him. I’d spotted one of the terrors of my childhood as we moved toward the back of the shop. “Ugh. He’s still here?” I pointed.

      “Oh, yes. Jake the Alligator Man is a classic. He’s held up remarkably well, wouldn’t you say?”

      “I wish he hadn’t.” Inside the case, Jake rested in cobra pose atop a crimson pillow. Shriveled and dried, the expression on his face was sour, his skin sucked in and showing all of his ribs. Below the ribs, the body became reptilian. His stumpy legs ended in clawed feet and the tail was longer than the human part of him. The statue was a fake, of course, but I hadn’t realized that when I was small. The size of the case and the figure inside lent just enough credibility to really freak out a five-year-old.

      “Yes, the children just love him. That and the fortune teller.” He pointed to the lit-up atrocity I’d noted when I first walked in.

      “Hmm. Different generation, I guess.”

      “It’s the thrill of fear, Naomi. Humans crave a brush with the unknown.”

      A movement at the corner of my eye alerted me to traffic outside. I caught a glimpse of burnt orange as the person walked away. The coat was even more out of place now that the June day had warmed. I half-expected them to pace by again in a moment, but they’d moved on.

      I turned to Sheldon. “You seem happy here.”

      “Ah, yes. Gives me something to do. The hours are friendly enough.” He gave me a broad grin. “I set them, after all.”

      I chuckled with him. “I have to warn you that I’m not sure how to proceed. I don’t have the ties to this place that Nanna did, and I’m looking into selling the property.”

      He blinked. Then he smiled again, with all the patience due a turbulent adolescent. “I appreciate your honesty. But I will ask, please give our little town a chance. Your grandmother had good reason to be so invested in this place.”

      “Oh, it’s a lovely town. It’s just...not mine.” My life was in Sacramento. At least, what was left of my life. I had a future there. A path – one I’d set a decade and a half ago. If it chafed somewhat right now, that made sense. Huge parts of what I’d seen for my future hadn’t worked out. Now here I was, single and childless, and saying farewell to the last pieces of my childhood.

      Thirty-nine had been a beast of a year so far.
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        * * *

      

      I drove slowly through the streets of Crescent Bay, avoiding crops of tourists outside eateries and the arcade. I had no idea the High Solstice Renaissance Faire drew this many people to town. People dressed and painted in ways that had never been considered in the actual Renaissance. It was a bit unnerving.

      A Volkswagen Beetle pulled out of a spot right in front of the Luna Bed and Breakfast, and I smiled as I slipped into it. Couldn’t ask for a better sign.

      I admired the Victorian house as I approached. The path passed between two white oak trees that seemed to guard it, their shade stretching almost to the covered wrap-around porch. This house was smaller than Covett, but of a similar age, built around the turn of the twentieth century. I was pretty sure the same builder had been involved too.

      I’d have to ask Sheldon – he knew all the details of my family’s history, which was all bound up in the history of this town. That was a lucky stroke, since my father had never shown much interest and I hadn’t pursued the topic while Nanna was alive either.

      A prick of guilt ate at me. I should have visited more and been less wrapped up in my own life. Losing my other grandparents had been hard but losing Nanna had me in an emotional tailspin. 

      It lined up too closely with losing other parts of my identity. For instance, just a few months ago I considered myself a happy wife, if severely disappointed that Sawyer and I couldn’t have children. Last year, when we decided it really wasn’t going to work, had been rough.

      But that had been nothing compared with him leaving. I thought we’d be a team, that we’d regroup and figure out what else we wanted in life. 

      Now it turned out I would figure out what else I wanted on my own.

      I still didn’t know what that meant.

      The door had an old-fashioned knocker that was likely original to the house – an eagle’s head with a ring through its beak. A sign that hung from it read, “Come on in, we’re open!” and I accepted with a smile. The atmosphere called out to me as soon as I stepped inside, complete with the smell of coffee and cinnamon rolls and the sight of the verdant green outside the sitting room windows. 

      An elderly guest was just walking down the stairs, knotted fingers gripping the railing. She smiled at me. 

      “Good morning,” I said.

      Behind me, I sensed another person bustling into the room. Annette Langley was a fresh-faced fifty-something who buzzed with vitality. I hadn’t seen her on my last visit and noted the streaks of gray in her hair had spread out from her temples. But she wore her age gracefully.

      “Hello! Give me just a moment and I’ll be right with you.” She ducked into the dining room and took a couple of trivets from the buffet, arranging them on the surface for the upcoming lunch service. Then she came straight back with a friendly smile. “Did you need to reserve a room? I’m so sorry – we don’t have any vacancies right now.” Her eyes settled on my face and then widened. “Naomi?” Her grin spread. “You were just going to let me go on?”

      “You seemed to be enjoying yourself.” I grinned back. Annette’s daughter Marty was the one person in CB that I never lost touch with. They were a good friend. But I hadn’t seen their mom in years. “Please tell me you’re joking about not having a vacancy.”

      Annette nudged open the book on the roll-top desk behind the counter and pursed her lips. “We’ll have one room available tomorrow. It’s the solstice crowd. They’ve absorbed most of the rooms in town.”

      “I was told that might be the case,” I admitted. Oh well, apparently this lovely respite wasn’t for me this time. 

      “Sweetheart, if I’d known you needed space, I would have saved you a room. It’s so nice to see you.”

      “Good to see you, too. I need to catch up with Marty, but I wanted to figure this out first.” I waved a hand between us. “Too bad – I enjoyed my stay when I was here for the funeral.”

      “I heard you stayed here while Roger and I were away.” She closed her registration book and rested her hands atop it. “I’m so sorry about your grandmother, Naomi. You know she was precious to this town. Are you trying to avoid staying at Covett House?”

      I leaned a hip against the counter and my elbows atop it. “Is it that obvious?”

      “Well, you own the biggest house in town, but you’re shopping for a room. So...yeah.” She smiled. “But I don’t blame you. Sometimes memories are not the best company.”

      “Yes,” I agreed. “That’s it exactly.”

      “Unfortunately, with the solstice just a couple of days away, I think everyone is full up.”

      “So I might have to ‘suck it up, buttercup’?” I grinned at her. “I’m getting that feeling.”

      Annette reached out a hand to pat mine. “I would love a chance to visit when you’re a bit more settled, dear. Give us a call, okay?”

      I didn’t mention that my plans didn’t include staying in town. My grandmother’s shade seemed to follow my every step in Crescent Bay.

      Back outside, I took a look at the crowd streaming around the indoor market that took up the other half of the block. I’d better save my bayfront walk for later. Memories might be the only company I was actually fit for right now.
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        * * *

      

      Of course Dana and Rob were gracious about my return. The blue room was, in fact, freshly laundered, dusted and turned down for me. Aptly named for the periwinkle paint and indigo bedding on the four-poster queen size bed, it had always been my favorite bedroom in the house. It sat on the house’s southwest corner, so it had a total of three windows. I opened the one oriented west, toward the beach, the coastal breeze calling to me. 

      A vase of peach and pink roses sat on a lace doily atop the wide cherry writing desk. I grinned and trailed a finger over the velvety blooms. What a nice touch. The colors echoed the painting of a wildflower garden that hung next to the armoire. I paused for a moment, remembering the day I’d adopted it straight off Nanna’s easel when I was about fourteen. She’d claimed she wasn’t even finished painting it yet, but it was wonderful just as it was.

      I found a wax-paper packet of rose petals inside the armoire as well, its soft scent lacing the air. I unpacked the two bags I’d brought with me, moving slowly since I wasn’t sure what I was going to do next.

      I still needed to visit Nanna’s other business, Morning Star Garden and Art. That could wait until tomorrow. Which left me free to fend for myself for the afternoon.

      My stomach rumbled. Next stop, lunch. There was plenty of food in the kitchen downstairs. Dana would have proudly over shopped for the single visitor. 

      I bit my lip. How different would this trip have been, would this inheritance have been, if Sawyer was here to enjoy it with me? I imagined us rummaging through the cupboards after Dana and Rob retreated to their cottage, fixing up a pasta dish. I saw his wry smile as he described some issue at work, smelled his cologne as he leaned across to hand me the veggies he’d just chopped. My sous-chef. My heart.

      Maybe I could live here, if he⁠—

      I stopped myself. The thought made zero sense. It was a phantom of my own misguided fantasies. Sawyer was more caught up in Sacramento life than I was. I had no doubt he would stay in the city. He’d wound himself tightly into the best social circles there, and his ambition knew no bounds. 

      And while Sawyer had been great in the kitchen when he took the time, the daydream misrepresented reality. Sawyer had rarely taken that time with me. I’d just chosen to focus on those glimpses of the man I’d fallen in love with, even as they grew rarer over the years.

      I found myself in front of the window, the sheer curtains blowing softly in the wind. I caught a glimpse of orange and black and watched the monarch butterfly drift lower and land on the gray-green milkweed thriving in one garden bed. 

      A gray ear twitched under the milkweed and the proud kitty stalked out into the grass. I didn’t call out, but he sat in the grass and peered up at me, tail twitching. I wasn’t sure why I was convinced the cat was a he, but that’s what I guessed. Which nearby house was his? Did his owners know how far he roamed? 

      “I won’t tell your secrets,” I whispered to him. Maybe later I’d put a saucer of milk out. I wouldn’t want him to go hungry, but I didn’t have any cat food.

      What was I thinking? I was only here for a few days. I couldn’t tempt a local cat to anticipate treats from me.

      Shaking my head, I tucked my empty luggage under the queen-size bed. I took my toiletries into the attached bathroom, first ensuring the other door was locked. That opened to the peach room, where my parents had usually stayed when we visited. The thought of it unlocked disturbed my peace, though I knew no one else was staying in Covett House tonight.

      I’d never stayed here on my own. Of course Rob and Dana would be close by, in their cottage on the property. And Sheldon lived across the street. But when night fell, I’d be alone in this huge, shadowy house, full of my grandmother’s secrets.

      I laughed out loud. 

      Nanna? Secrets? Why in the world had that thought popped into my mind?

      A chime rang somewhere in the house, and I paused to listen. Was that the doorbell?

      From the landing I could hear voices at the door, as Dana greeted two visitors. And I recognized these voices! Grateful for the distraction, I went downstairs with a smile on my face. 

      “Hey guys!” I pulled Marty Langley into a hug. Their short hair brushed my cheek. It was dyed a bright blue at the moment, a change from the mermaid streaks of green, blue and purple they’d been sporting when I came for the funeral.

      Two years my junior, they had been a riot to hang out with when we were teens. Expressive and unconcerned with what others thought, they’d always had a ridiculous sense of humor. The older kids talked Marty into a lot of shenanigans, and they always got away with them because they were not only a complete charmer, but their family was one of the oldest in town. 

      Our families had a long history. Back to the founding of this town.

      Sarah Griffin stood next to Marty, supported by a burnished wooden cane. Nanna’s best friend, she’d been a fixture of my childhood, with her cloud of short curly hair, now stark white, and the thick glasses that made her eyes look huge and owlish. Those eyes saw everything. She’d caught me with my hand in the cookie jar more than once, although she usually just grabbed a cookie herself and sent me back outside.

      My example of an independent, self-sufficient woman, Sarah made waves in the early sixties by keeping her maiden name, which carried considerable weight in this part of the state. Nanna told me all about it when at eighteen I’d been all wound up about her generation’s lack of gender parity.

      First, Nanna Rose had laughed and laughed. I didn’t understand why for a good long while. Felt obvious to me that my generation had a better handle on economic and family dynamics.

      When she’d finished cackling over my presumption, Nanna told me story after story of women carving their own path through the western woods, of their dealing, growing, trading and making. Of the ways they suffered, how they strategized. How they made each day work while keeping their eyes on a distant horizon.

      Those stories made me grateful for their struggle and their work toward justice, even though I saw plenty left to change in the world. Those stories, and Nanna’s mocking laugh, sent me on a mission that had so far resulted in a fifteen-year career in public service.

      Sarah gave me a good looking over and then pulled me to her. “So good to see you, Naomi. Are you well?”

      “You know, I’m better now, seeing you two. Thanks for coming.”

      “We brought treats,” she said, her blue eyes bright. She turned to Dana. “Roger and Annette sent along an early dinner for the household.”

      Dana clapped in delight. “Oh, that was so thoughtful of them.” She and Marty went back outside to retrieve it from Marty’s aged red jeep. 

      “Welcome. Let’s sit,” I said to Sarah, gesturing toward the sitting room. 

      “Ah, no, dear. The library, please.”

      “Oh…” I’d forgotten how Nanna used to visit with her close friends in her favorite part of the house. I hadn’t even entered the room myself yet. “Of course! Dana will⁠—”

      “Oh, yes, she’ll know where we’ve gotten off to and so will Marty. I never did like that stuffy sitting room.” Sarah moved with sure, if shuffling, steps toward the double doors on the left.

      Her hand paused on the doorknob, trembling, before she opened it. She just stood there for a time, and I was silent. I felt like an intruder at this moment of acceptance. I could see that she hadn’t been back here since Nanna’s death.

      I followed her across the threshold as Dana and Marty returned, their laughter filling the house with life.

      “Rose and I spent many an afternoon here.” Sarah moved past the large mahogany desk to a sitting area next to the twin windows that looked out on the path to the museum and the patch of trees north of the house. Just across the path, a cluster of peach and pink roses grew, obviously the source of the bouquet in my room. 

      Nanna’s easel was still set up, where she could see out the window while she painted. A half-finished painting of ocean waves stared back at me, mournfully. It would never be completed.

      Sarah settled herself into one wingback chair and rested her cane against the table.

      I hovered next to the desk, my eyes roaming the bookshelves that lined both long walls of the room. I remembered drawing and coloring at the low table near the sitting area, my stuffed animals joining me for tea when Dana brought in refreshments. 

      “You’ll find many of her papers there, of course,” Sarah continued, pointing to the huge desk. “Not the legal stuff, but the important stuff.”

      “Thank you. I’ll have a look when I get a chance.”

      “Will your husband be down on the weekend?” she queried, her owlish eyes pinning me.

      “Um...no.” I hadn’t told many people who didn’t need telling. “Sawyer and I divorced earlier this year. It was finalized just before Nanna’s death.”

      She pursed her lips, no doubt trying to read my feelings about the situation. I shook my head.

      “I’m sorry if you’re hurting over it, dear. But really, if it was going to happen, it couldn’t have been more fortunate timing.”

      Fortunate. Yeah, that was one thing. I’d inherited a literal fortune days after doing away with any obligation to share it. 

      I shrugged. “I’d rather still have Sawyer than the money, honestly.”

      “Would the money have saved things?” 

      This was too personal a question, and yet if anyone was going to ask me, this wise old woman who’d been best friends with my grandmother would be the one. “It might have delayed things. Sawyer does love money. But no...we had our irreconcilable differences.”

      Namely, my lack of a functioning reproductive system. 

      She slapped a hand on one knee. “You’re making a fresh start then.”

      A forced fresh start. 

      And then I realized she was talking about Crescent Bay. “Oh...I’m not planning to move here. My job is in Sacramento.”

      She pursed her lips again, but Marty bustled through the doorway right then and saved me from an argument. When I say bustled, I mean it. Marty’s thin frame held so much energy that their entrance practically made the room vibrate. They’d always been that way.

      “Grandma, I just spotted Thomas outside!” 

      Sarah craned her neck forward. “You’re kidding. After all this time? Did you catch him?”

      “Who’s Thomas?” I asked uneasily.

      “The cat! Rose’s cat. We couldn’t find him after she died. It was like he’d up and disappeared.”

      “A gray cat?” My heart thumped wildly. Is that why he was lurking around? And he was a he! “I saw him in the back garden earlier. Twice.”

      Sarah clucked her tongue. “Well. It seems he came back on the same day you did.” She nodded at me like that settled everything.

      “I didn’t realize she had another cat. Snowball’s been gone, what, three or four years?”

      “Almost four,” Marty confirmed. “Thomas is a funny character. He seems to have chosen your grandmother, not the other way around. He was a stray kitten, stealing around the neighborhood and repeatedly foiling the humane society’s attempts to trap him.”

      Sarah laughed. “Yes, but he came right up to Rose on the porch, mewling for pets, after rejecting everybody else. She didn’t want another cat, but Thomas talked her into opening her home and her heart again. That was what, two years ago, maybe a little more?” She looked up at Marty for confirmation.

      Marty nodded and leaned to peer out the window like they might spot him again.

      The large gray cat hadn’t looked like a stray, but he had seemed perfectly content outdoors on his own.

      “I wonder if Dana and Rob have been putting out food for him?”

      “As far as I know, he hasn’t been spotted since Rose died,” Sarah said. “But they may have tried.”

      If he hadn’t come to them, maybe he’d come to me. Maybe he’d sense some connection between me and the human he’d chosen first. 

      I bit my lip. The idea was laughable, really. 

      If Thomas liked being outdoors here, he’d never adapt to life in the confines of an apartment in the city. If I wanted a cat, I should adopt a house cat in Sacramento. Once things settled down, I’d be perfectly free to do so.

      “I’ll ask them. Someone should be looking out for him.”

      And it couldn’t be me.
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      The house was quiet. Too quiet. It took about ten minutes from the time Dana and Rob departed for their cottage for me to be tapping my toes, bored out of my mind and restless as all get out.

      Examining the contents of the kitchen took another ten minutes. After all, that early dinner from the Bluefish Grill, run by Marty’s father Roger Langley, had been hours ago. I decided on a snack of peanut butter toast and a cup of orange spice tea. 

      That visit from Sarah and Marty had turned my mood right around. What was I doing feeling sorry for myself? Yes, Nanna had passed far too soon for my liking, but she had lived a full, blessed life. The stories Sarah shared reminded me of how beloved she was, how much she cared and was cared for by the people of this town.

      And Sarah’s stories showed me a side of Crescent Bay I hadn’t really acknowledged before. Where I was used to a rather cut-throat social environment, to ladder-climbing and keeping up with the Joneses, this place had something altogether different. These people did better together, and they knew it. Their fortunes were tied to each other and to the land in ways the people of Sacramento could stand to learn from. 

      Balancing my peanut butter toast and mug in one hand, I made my way onto the back porch. I set the mug down on a small table and sat in the wooden rocking chair next to the stairs. This side of the porch was protected from the evening wind by a neatly trimmed laurel hedge bordering the woods along the south side of the house. I still needed to turn my jacket up to warm my neck. Even in June the coastal wind was chilly in the evenings. 

      The cloud-studded sky purpled in the east as the sun set. I spotted the moon, just rising above the treetops. Its glow called me from the porch, and I walked out into the grass for a better view. It was close to full, but I had no idea which side of the full moon we were on. 

      Nanna would have known. She was always pointing out the moon in all its phases. Its travels were one of her many eclectic interests. 

      From my bedroom I would be able to see the sunset, but I couldn’t stand to go up there yet. If I went to sleep soon, I’d just be up puttering around this huge house at three in the morning. 

      Movement in the garden drew my attention. The gray cat sauntered to the edge of the grass and sat there, staring at me. The moonlight highlighted the tips of his ears, which swiveled this way and that, absorbing the sounds of evening. Frogs croaked nearby, two of them seeming to hold a conversation from either side of the wide porch as Thomas and I listened in.

      Behind the cat, shadows bent with the breeze, emphasizing an opening in the trees, the little path into the woodland behind the house. I hadn’t been back there in ages, probably since I was thirteen or so. I was suddenly tempted to walk into those shadows. 

      I shook my head and turned back toward the porch. I resisted the urge to call to the cat. If he was as independent a creature as my visitors had told me, he’d avoid any overt attempts to charm him. 

      I took my seat on the porch and glanced back out to the grass. My heart thudded in my chest when I saw he’d moved closer. How had he been managing to stay so healthy living outside? I could see no signs of hunger or strife in his bearing, although his nose twitched like he could smell my peanut butter toast.

      “Here, kitty kitty,” I called, despite my earlier intent not to be obvious about my interest. 

      Thomas gave a wide yawn and resumed watching me.

      “I think maybe you want to be friends. Sarah said people have been looking for you, you know.”

      A soft meow greeted this statement, as if he did, in fact, know.

      I reached the corner of my piece of toast and his eyes hadn’t left me. Thomas was a champion at a staring contest. I stood and took two steps forward. His left ear twitched and he tensed, ready to run.

      I bent and placed the last morsel of my snack on the edge of the top step. He’d have to come up if he wanted it. But he yawned again and showed no sign of approaching. After a few more minutes, the chill of the evening wind drove me back inside. Where was Thomas sleeping? Had he found himself a warm space somewhere, out of that wind? He looked just fine, like he could take care of himself, but I felt an internal nudge. He was Nanna’s cat, after all. I should make sure he was okay.

      I nosed around downstairs, looking for cat supplies. I found some things in one cabinet in the mud room, including a set of bowls and a fluffy cat nest – the sort that was enclosed except for a hole at one end. It was probably too warm for June, but that wind had a bite to it. I carried it out to the porch and chose what seemed the warmest corner, arranging my offering there.

      I went back inside to fill the water dish. When I returned, Thomas sat on the step where the peanut butter toast had rested.

      He lifted a paw and his pink tongue darted out to moisten it. Without a care in the world, he started washing his face. In the porch light, I could see his eyes were a crystalline green. Two of his paws, the left front and right back paw, were tipped in white, and other than that he was the soft gray that reminded me of cloud cover. 

      “Gosh you’re cute,” I admired. I reached out a hand, but he shied back. “Okay, Thomas. Good night.” He would be fine. He’d been staying outdoors for a while now and had a history as a stray. He likely knew a dozen places to curl up out of the elements. 

      I returned to the kitchen and looked around some more. In a tall cupboard that held a broom and mop, I finally located the cat food. With a sigh of relief I filled a small bowl and returned to the porch. 

      Thomas had moved out of sight. This would have to do for tonight. We’d made progress. Maybe tomorrow I could urge him inside to eat so we wouldn’t be feeding the wildlife and drawing racoons to the porch. 

      A crash in the middle of the house made me straighten fast enough that my lower back twinged. My heart thudded in my chest. I was tempted to call Rob to come check it out with me, but that was ridiculous, and it was possible the caretaker had already retired to bed. Instead, I retrieved a small cast-iron pan I’d noticed while exploring the kitchen and made my way to the center of the house. 

      The right-hand door to Nanna’s library stood open. I peeked inside and saw the familiar shape of cat ears outlined in the darkness. I reached for the light and when I flipped it on, Thomas the cat sat atop Nanna’s desk, tail twitching. A book had fallen – or had been pushed – from the desk’s surface.

      “You really freaked me out,” I whispered to him, heart still racing. I couldn’t remember if I’d shut the back door. I would feel a whole lot better knowing the cat was inside the house. I backtracked and found I’d left it open. I caught a glimpse of the risen moon outside the kitchen window after I’d locked the door and gave a little prayer of thanks that something had gone right for me today.

      Now to hope Thomas wasn’t the sort of cat who batted at your eyelashes while you slept.
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        * * *

      

      I woke suddenly, to whispering voices. I must have jumped, because they fell silent. A sliver of moonlight streaked across my dark blue bedding, and in the center of the beam sat Thomas the cat. He yawned, and then stretched, settling near my feet.

      I could have sworn I heard whispers. 

      A while later I was still lying there awake, worrying about this and that. Between the problems I’d left behind in Sacramento and the ones that had been waiting for me in Crescent Bay, there was plenty to stir into the messy worry soup that had me sleepless at two a.m. many nights. 

      And now every creak in this house sounded like a footstep. Every stir of the wind sounded like one of the whispers that had first woken me.

      I threw the blankets back without looking at the clock. It had to be two in the morning. My personal witching hour.

      Downstairs, I turned the kitchen lights on, without worrying about waking anyone. No one was around to be bothered by a change to my schedule. At the moment, there was a certain refreshing relief about that. I started water for tea and looked around for a comfy seat. The four chairs at the kitchen table were hard wood without cushions, and the barstools were no better. The back porch had that rocking chair, but I wasn’t ready for the wind or the outside world just yet.

      With a little brain break, I should be able to get another few hours of sleep before I needed to check in on the Morning Star Garden and Art shop that Nanna had started back in the seventies, when her kids were nearly grown, and she had more time. 

      I pictured her starting her morning here, making tea, Snowball circling her ankles like a ghost. 

      Nanna always seemed to know what she wanted. Had she ever struggled with the doubts that had me up at night? If so, she hadn’t told me about them. She’d been all about activity, action, helping and making and finding and creating.

      There was no filling those shoes.

      I shook my head. Is that what I was so worried about? Living up to the expectations folks had for my family? I had no clue how to do that. I was just me, feeling sort of broken and scared these days.

      Thomas walked in, ears perked, and tail held high. 

      “Why hello, you gorgeous thing. Glad you could join me,” I told him.

      He sat near the doorway and swished his tail. 

      My tea finished steeping, I returned to my seating dilemma. 

      Thomas stood, like he knew the drill, and walked down the hallway. He stopped in the doorway to Nanna’s library. Ah! He was right. She’d stowed all the comfortable seats in there.

      Bemused, I followed the cat. I set my tea on the table next to the chair I’d used earlier, when Sarah visited. Thomas investigated behind the desk. I went over to see what he was messing with and discovered the book he’d knocked off the desk earlier. In my haste to make sure the back door was closed, I hadn’t picked it up.

      An unremarkable, leather-bound book with no printed title met my examination. I opened it to the first page to find a decorative scrawl in a dense, tiny print that I couldn’t begin to decipher. My head was too foggy with lack of sleep. It had the look of a journal, something Nanna hadn’t expected anyone else to read. It was on the desk before Thomas knocked it off earlier, so I put it back there.

      I looked around. On the bookcase behind the desk, I noticed a row of similarly sized volumes and imagined them full of the same script.

      I sighed. It would take a lot of hours just to go through what Nanna had here.

      With a sigh, I slipped into the chair I’d chosen and wrapped my hands around the hot mug. 

      I could worry about all that tomorrow.
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        * * *

      

      At a normal human hour, I greeted the day determined to be chipper, broken sleep and dark thoughts be damned. Some coffee would help. Recalling the delicious smells of the Crescent Cafe, my tummy rumbled. A breakfast sandwich wouldn’t go amiss either.

      I showered and dressed in cropped jeans with a wide, funky leather belt and flats, and a peasant blouse in airy light blue. I grabbed a sweater to combat the morning chill. It was funny to know that Dana would be bustling around downstairs and her husband at work on the grounds. I wasn’t used to staffing my home. 

      But this wasn’t my home. I had come here assuming I’d sell this big old place to someone who knew what to do with it. If we could find a buyer in the local area, that would be best. 

      Hadn’t I just been considering the family legacy in the wee hours of the morning? I could do this. I could evaluate Nanna’s estate with a cool head and secure that legacy she’d worked so hard to build, that the generations behind her had worked to build. After all, I had to do something to snap out of this funk I’d brought into town with me. 

      A break from my life in Sacramento was exactly what the doctor ordered. So hell or high water, I was going to enjoy it.

      Downstairs, I made sure Thomas had water and kibble in his bowl. I didn’t see Dana; maybe she was just giving me my space. She wasn’t used to a new person in the house either. 

      I used the back door and the path that passed behind the museum. The salty air was cool. Dewdrops lit up the grass, shining in the morning sun. I jumped when a man walked out from behind the museum. He had a forest green windbreaker pulled up around his ears, dark hair that flopped over his forehead, and glasses. He didn’t glance up as he darted across the intersection of Gull Drive and Agate Street.

      I got lucky and there were only a couple people in line at the Crescent Cafe. I had a chance to take in the decor and noticed historic pictures of the town on the southern wall, which I’d been steadfastly avoiding on my last visit after running into David and Sammy. Covett House featured prominently in the pictures, which wasn’t much of a surprise. I peered at one picture, yellow with age, that showed a huge redwood at the northern edge of the property where my great grandfather had eventually built the Museum of the Odd and Wondrous. The size of the tree dwarfed the mansion that so intimidated me. 

      “How can I help you?” The girl at the register smiled at me. A real smile that contained none of the impatience of city-dwelling baristas. “You were in yesterday, right? I’m Daphne. I own the cafe.”

      She must be older than she looked. I smiled back. “I’m Naomi. Nice to meet you.” Glancing at the case o’ carbs, I managed to resist after my usual internal battle, remembering yesterday’s scone and the rich dinner from the Bluefish Grill. I knew one thing for sure about this town – I could get used to the food. “A large mocha and your sausage and white cheddar breakfast sandwich, please.”

      “Coming right up!” she declared. “Make yourself comfortable anywhere you like and I’ll bring it out to you.”

      I had just chosen a booth near the display of historic photos when a woman said, “Oh! What brought the cops to the old museum?”

      She couldn’t be talking about my museum. I stood and craned my neck, fighting the morning sun streaming through the east-facing windows. Whirling blue and red lights from that direction confirmed it.

      I was out the door before I thought it through. Two police cars sat empty in front of the museum. I heard voices before I reached the door, several of them, but the words didn’t register until after I’d stepped inside the dimly lit building. I caught sight of a man in dark jeans and a black Henley crouched over a figure sprawled in the narrow main aisle between the museum’s curios. A woman in a burnt orange coat, face down, hair spidering out from her head, spreading under one case. It was her hair, surely, and not...a pool of blood...

      The specific words I’d heard outside were only now breaking through my thick skull. 

      Body.

      Blunt force trauma.

      “Hey, miss, you can’t be in here.” A uniformed police officer stepped into my path and put up a hand. At least he’d called me miss, which scored anyone points at my age. 

      The man crouched on the floor looked up and rose swiftly to his feet. “This is a crime scene, ma’am. I’m going to have to ask you to leave.” Dark eyes nonetheless pinned me where I stood. Gorgeous dark eyes in an even more gorgeous dark-skinned face. 

      I bristled. That’s what a ma’am did to my attitude. I heard my voice say, “I’m the owner of the museum. Naomi Monday.” I stretched out a hand.

      He looked down at the gloves he was wearing and gave me a half-hearted shrug. 

      I put my hand down. “Of course...please don’t tell me that’s an actual body, an actual dead body.”

      He set his jaw. “I’m Detective Koray Morris. If you’re the owner, I will be briefing you on the situation shortly. You might want to contact your staff and let them know the museum will be closed for a couple of days.”

      The situation. A dead body in the museum. 

      Which was exactly the sort of attention I didn’t need focused on the property I was planning to sell. And did he need to say museum in that tone? The man set my teeth on edge, gorgeous or not.

      “I’ll do that. And I’ll look forward to hearing from you.” I turned and stalked out. The uniformed officer quickly stepped out of my way to avoid being steamrolled. I paused just outside, blinded by the morning sun. 

      “Excuse me,” a deep voice to my left said. “Daphne from the Crescent sent me with your⁠—”

      “Oh! My order.” I turned toward the voice and squinted. The man stood so close my hand brushed him as I turned. 

      The face that resolved in my stunned vision was friendly, with a shock of dark blonde hair and a well-groomed beard. “Here.” He handed me my sandwich and mocha, which I juggled so I could shake the hand he still held outstretched. “I’m Jared. I...are you okay? You look like you’ve seen a⁠—”

      “Uh huh.” I interrupted him a second time. “I don’t think Detective Morris wants me talking about it.”

      He blanched. “That bad?”

      I nodded, then shook my head. I couldn’t seem to wrap my mind around what I’d just seen. I’d never been around a dead body outside of a funeral home. How was this happening?

      I tried to focus. The guy, Jared, looked concerned. 

      “I’m...thank you. Thanks for this.” I held up the sandwich and the mocha. 

      He gave me a quick smile and turned back toward the cafe, jogging across the street and no doubt back to his own breakfast.

      I didn’t need to stick around here. Feeling dazed, I turned toward Covett House. I looked back just once and saw the detective watching me as he talked to the uniformed officer. A shiver ran up my spine as a white van pulled up to the curb and a red-haired woman jumped out of the passenger side and walked up to them. The medical examiner had arrived to evaluate the body.

      And here I’d planned to be chipper today.
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      I found Dana in the butler’s pantry. She took one look at my face and blurted out, “What’s happened? Did the cat get out again?”

      “No, I don’t think so.” Would I get in trouble for telling her? Oh, screw it – everyone would know within a couple hours. News traveled in a small town. “Someone died. At the museum.”

      Dana’s eyes widened. She stepped carefully from the two-step ladder she’d been using to access the cupboards and leaned one hip against the counter that still held half a basket of laundry. “Died? How in the world?”

      “I don’t know. Cops are down there. A Detective Morris is handling things.” I watched her face for a reaction, but she merely blinked as she absorbed this news. “It was a woman,” I said lamely. The same woman who’d been pacing back and forth in front of the place yesterday.

      “Does Sheldon know?” Dana asked. “He’s not an early riser, but he’ll want to be woken up for this.”

      Waking the old man up on the second day of our new acquaintance, and with this news no less, wasn’t exactly appealing. But Dana looked serious. 

      “Do you want me to run down there and tell him?” Dana patted me on the hand as she moved past me into the kitchen. “I’ll take him some coffee. That’ll soften the news.”

      “The police didn’t want me in there. And the museum is supposed to close for the next couple of days until they release the crime scene.”

      Crime scene? I almost choked on the words. Here I was thinking about selling the place and it was suddenly the scene of the town’s first murder in who the hell knew how long. This was just perfect. 

      Was it a murder? Maybe she’d just fallen and happened to hit her head on the way down.

      After breaking into a tiny museum that probably had less than two hundred bucks in cash on hand.

      Why break into the museum? What had she been looking for?

      That burnt orange coat. She’d been lurking around the building yesterday too. This was no random robbery. I suddenly remembered the man I’d seen behind the museum earlier, as my mind ran critical circles around the morning. He’d had dark hair. Glasses. Medium build with a gut that bespoke a love of fattening food or possibly beer. And he’d kept his head down, avoiding my eyes. Was this the murderer? I’d have to tell the detective when he called me.

      “Are you okay, Naomi? You look...well, holy cow, of course you’re making that face.”

      “Yeah, it was a bit of a shock.” I rubbed my hands over my arms, feeling chilly though the summer day was growing warmer. “Oh, crap! I’m supposed to be at Morning Star – like a half hour ago!”

      “You get over there,” Dana said with another quick pat on my arm. “I’ll go speak with Sheldon and I’m sure he’ll get down to the museum and talk to the police.”

      “Thanks.” I chose to walk to the Morning Star shop. I could use the fresh air.

      The sight of the body was still playing through my mind. The web of hair, the pool of blood, the smell of ancient dust mingling with something much darker. I clutched my sweater, though I knew my shivering wasn’t due to the weather.

      Avoiding the museum, I crossed Gull Drive and walked down a block to Redwood Street. All of the north-south streets in Crescent Bay were called ‘Street’ and all the east-west roads were ‘Drive’ and were named for birds. When I was a child I used to look out for seagulls on Gull Street, and get offended when I spotted them on Peregrin or Bluebird. I shook my head at the silly memory. 

      The Red Hawk Market was an institution in Crescent Bay and had been there when I was a kid. It’s where we ran to pick up candy before heading to the bayfront or the park. It sported a new mural on the east end of the building – tall redwoods with a triplet of hawks circling above them.

      Mark’s Sandwiches next door was new. Its interior had a chic industrial flair, though the exterior buttery yellow was consistent with much of the town center. 

      Nanna’s shop was just a block down from the Crescent Cafe, which appeared to be doing a bustling business this morning. Police lights washed the south end of the cafe, confirming the ongoing investigation. 

      I sighed and looked both ways, out of habit more than necessity, before crossing Sandpiper to stand outside Morning Star Garden and Art, overcome with the flood of memories. This was Nanna’s project of the heart. She’d been so happy here. You could find her humming while she designed a holiday pot, the ceramics produced by a local artist whose whimsical, colorful designs made the store feel like a fairy garden.

      Stepping inside, I paused and breathed in the aroma of flowers and soil, mingled with the essential oils scenting the rows of candles in all shapes and sizes, those designed by another local artist.

      How many artists had made a steady trickle of income from the products sold here? 

      What the hell was I going to do with this place? 

      My initial euphoria was swiftly being replaced by a feeling of overwhelm completely at odds with the cheerful, peaceful environment. I just couldn’t keep this place, no matter how many livings depended on it. I didn’t deserve this sort of fortune. I didn’t have Nanna’s touch, her way with people.

      And yet the thought of selling Nanna’s dream brought the sting of tears to my eyes.

      I set my shoulders. That was grief talking. I needed to be rational, as impossible as that seemed at the moment.

      A thin woman with her gray hair pulled back into a neat bun walked through the door behind the front counter. She smiled apologetically, holding up one finger. “Be with you in one second—” But then she gave me a second look. “Wait, you’re Naomi, aren’t you?”

      I stepped up to the counter, lost for words. 

      “You look white as a sheet, dear.” She rushed around the counter, concern etched in the lines around her mouth. “Are you okay?”

      My shields were obviously worn thin. Everyone asked the same question. “Yeah. Would you believe it’s already been a long day?” I tried for a smile. “I am Naomi. What’s your name?”

      “I’m Mel. Short for Melinda.”

      “Good to meet you. I’ve heard good things about you.” Dana and Rob had told me yesterday how happy Nanna was with Mel.

      “Thanks.” She dipped her head modestly. “I’ve been managing the store for five years. I love this place.” She looked around. “We probably have a bit before people start trickling in from the fair. Come on back. Let’s have a cup of tea and talk.”

      Morning number one at Morning Star, and this lovely woman already wanted to take care of me. I had the odd sense I was being watched, a prickle at the back of my neck, and the scent of lavender and vanilla surrounded me like a hug from beyond. I breathed in deep, savoring the sudden sense of peace.

      Thanks, Nanna. 

      As I walked back to Covett House a while later, my mind swirled with all the details Mel had shared in the last hour. Morning Star was a successful, stable business. In addition to Mel, it had two other staff members, Joy and Bria. Both had been part-time at the business for years. All of them were happy with their jobs. Contracts with plant nurseries and artists up and down the coast provided a continual stream of new stock, all of it handpicked for the store’s unique, otherworldly garden feel. 

      Mel’s calm confidence had won me over. I’d been worried when I first walked in, for my own reasons. But the store was in good hands. I needed to be involved conceptually moving forward, but the store’s relationships with vendors were solid enough that nothing needed to change right away. The place even turned a decent profit, a sum that I couldn’t scoff at as extra income. Maybe I could keep it. I could ask Mel to take on more responsibility, possibly one of the others if she wasn’t interested – she’d spoken highly of both of them. I could be more of a silent owner, from Sacramento. Heck, I could check out artists to stock the place. Maybe I could provide the opportunity someone needed to chase their dream.

      The hope snuck up on me, and I frowned as Covett House loomed down the road.

      I shook myself, trying to dislodge the grumpiness I’d been feeling ever since… I glanced in the direction of the museum. I didn’t see police cars now, or the white van. So there was no longer a body on the floor. 

      With my luck the news had probably already spread all over town, dimming the dull prospect of selling the hulking house filled with reminders of my family’s long local history. 

      Reminders that fell like a weight around my shoulders. It felt like responsibility, duty, and I wasn’t sure I liked it.
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        * * *

      

      Two and a half hours of sleep was all I managed that night before I rose to pace the long hallway downstairs by myself. Well...I wasn’t actually alone. Thomas sat on the bottom step of the grand stairway and watched my progress, tail swishing every time I turned and moved past him again.

      There was too much to think about. And I had to get back to my job on Thursday – I only had a few days left of this trip. I hadn’t thought anything would be this complicated. The legal stuff, the organizational stuff, was to be expected, but not my out-of-control emotional response to picking apart Nanna’s life and deciding what to sell off. Add in the shock of that body, and last night’s dissatisfying call from Detective Morris that provided so little detail I wondered why he bothered, and I was a wreck.

      I’d called my dad earlier, but he was no help. His part of the inheritance had been transferred by the banks after signing some paperwork. He’d never felt an attachment to Covett House or his boyhood hometown. He’d left for college and never looked back, besides in fondness for his mother.

      Nanna had managed her affairs with diligent energy that perplexed me. And now, somehow, I had to come up with the same sort of energy myself. My well didn’t run that deep. Not at all.

      Thomas finally bored of my pacing and ran to the back door. He swatted it with a paw and turned to regard me with relentless green eyes.

      “If I let you out, are you going to come back?” I asked him. Then I shrugged. “I can’t make you. It’s your business, really. I get that.”

      He moved his head in what I wanted to call a nod, but that was far too human a characteristic to ascribe. Of course, Snowball had always communicated well with people, too. Nanna had been known to talk to her when no one else was around. Had she done the same with this fellow?

      Thomas was used to being outside. I couldn’t keep him in and expect him to be happy. He’d already been pretty patient with my need to keep an eye on him. Maybe he even liked it a little.

      I reached for the door. I hoped he’d come back. Even if I wasn’t staying long, I appreciated his quiet company.

      He flicked his tail, leaving his sentry position at the door just before I opened it. He sauntered down the hallway and disappeared into Nanna’s library.

      I heard a crash and followed him with a heavy sigh. I already knew what had fallen. What was it with the cat and that book?

      I found Thomas right where he’d been sitting last night, atop the wide mahogany desk that gleamed in the thin strip of light spilling in from the hallway. 

      Mee-ow. He jumped down and swatted at the book.

      “Quit that,” I told him. Maybe the thing smelled like catnip. I bent to retrieve it and saw that it had fallen open. An object glinted at its center. A key tied on a thin ribbon that I’d thought was a bookmark when I picked it up last night. 

      Thomas watched as I gathered up the book. A piece of paper slipped out and drifted to the floor. I recognized Nanna’s stationary before I picked it up; it was a distinctive pastel purple with pieces of lavender dried into the material. The loops and swirls of her handwriting stared at me, starting with my name.

      I stooped to pick it up, heart thudding rapidly in my chest. 

      
        
        Dearest Naomi, 

        My lovely girl. You should know I am so proud of you, of all you’ve accomplished so far. 

        I wish I’d had the courage to share this with you in life. I apologize for burdening you after my passing. You see, I had no choice. A woman of our line must carry on in this duty after me. 

        You will find everything you need in the moon garden. My secrets are passed to you now; keep them close.

        Have patience and listen. I know you will learn well. 

        Please forgive me, granddaughter. 

        With all my love, 

        Your Nanna Rose

      

      

      I ran a finger over her fine script, eyes stinging with tears. Trepidation knotting in my chest, I touched the key she’d left for me. 

      Meow. Thomas dashed from the room like his tail was on fire. 

      I couldn’t breathe. I read over the note again, trying to understand. Moon garden? Patience and listening? Listening to who? 

      Thomas yowled and scratched at the back door. 

      I set the book on the desk and followed him, clutching the key and the note. It was the middle of the night, but it was obvious what the cat wanted. Sighing, still deep in thought over Nanna’s unexpected missive, I opened the door. 

      Thomas streaked outside and didn’t stop until his feet hit the small path that led from the back yard into the woods. There he turned and sat on his haunches with tail flicking, obviously waiting for me to catch up. 

      He waited in exactly the same position while I put on my shoes, grumbled over the condition of my midnight hair, and threw on a sweater. According to the cat, this couldn’t wait until morning. 

      Moon garden. 

      I didn’t want to consider it, but I found myself wondering if Nanna had lost her wits at the end, and no one had realized. Everyone knew Nanna. She didn’t have secrets that needed to be uncovered by starlight. 

      The rising moon lit up the first few steps of the path. Thomas stood and disappeared into the woods as I approached. I could see the tip of his tail amid the lurking shadows. I hadn’t thought to bring a light. Luckily the moon was bright tonight. It filtered through the trees well enough I could follow the path. And Thomas wouldn’t let me lose my way; he stayed just a few steps ahead, his eyes glinting at me every so often as he looked back to make sure I was following.

      The key flashed in the moonlight and a shiver went down my spine. 

      There wasn’t a garden down this path. The path wound down to Covett Creek. I’d run my crazy out in these woods as a child, chased by nothing but my imagination. I’d whiled away many an afternoon darting between sun and shade, foraging under cover of the trees, slipping my shoes off to wade in the burbling creek.

      But there was no garden. I was sure of it. I’d never seen a gate that needed a key.

      We were nearing the creek when Thomas veered off the path, around a large stone, like a roughly hewn column. I paused to examine it, realizing the low light must have tricked my eyes. It was just a normal rock, albeit a large one that came right up to my ribs.

      Was I seriously following a cat down a strange path in the middle of the night? I pulled my sweater closer around me and looked down at the key. Where were we going?

      Before I could get a grip and think things through, Thomas was back. He sat next to the rock and tilted his head. When I reached for him, he hopped back and darted down the narrow pathway again, until he was lost in the shadows.

      Meow.

      I heard something else. A faint tinkling of bells, like a windchime in the distance, and the rustling of dried leaves on stone.

      I took a deep breath and continued, joining Thomas in the shadows and hoping this garden didn’t include any creatures large enough to eat me.

      What was I thinking? There was no garden, and this was a foolish venture that would result in little besides an additional reason to wash my hair, which I might just do in a nice, long bath when I got back to Covett House. 

      I was lucky no one could see me out here. They’d think I was cra⁠—

      The clouds parted and the moon shone down with full force. Ahead, twin columns bordered a silvery gate that blocked my path.

      My breath hitched in my throat. I blinked, but the vision didn’t waver.

      It wasn’t a vision at all. It was real.
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      Meow. Thomas leapt onto the column on the right and disappeared beyond the gate. 

      “Thomas,” I hissed. I could see what he meant me to do⁠—

      I took a deep breath. Dang it. My tendency to anthropomorphize was getting me in trouble. The cat didn’t mean for me to do anything. The cat was just being a cat. And I was probably on someone else’s land, trespassing and risking a legal fiasco if they found out, all due to following the silly cat.

      Heck, if this key opened the gate, I’d know it was mine, right? Nanna had left me that letter and the key with it. My legs felt shaky. I examined the keyhole and aligned the key. It slid home easily and when I turned it, the lock clicked back. 

      I sucked in a breath as the gate swung open, key still in the lock.

      That answered that question.

      As I stepped through, a slight buzzing sensation tickled all along my skin. It felt something like static, and then it passed. 

      I’d stepped into a wonderland. White flowers shone everywhere in the silvery moonlight. The pathways, one leading straight ahead and the other stretching away to my right, were cobbled from alternating dark and light stones, making them easy to see with only the moon to guide me. A tree so large it dominated the skyline – and yet I’d never noticed it from Covett House – stood down the way to my right. Ahead of me a pond rippled in the slight wind, the water lapping gently at its shore. And here a creek flowed to join it. Covett Creek, I realized, all but silent as it swept under a cobbled bridge just wide enough for one person to cross.

      Thomas stood on the other side of the bridge. 

      A sudden shaft of moonlight lit a weeping willow beyond the gray cat, and I gasped. Weeping willows were my favorite tree. This fine specimen stood sentinel on the south side of the pond, strands drifting atop the water, stirring in the breeze, as if it was alive.

      It was a ridiculous thought, but it stopped me in my tracks. I tried to evaluate what I was seeing, what I was feeling. Now was not the time to sit beneath a willow tree and dream like this was some fantasy. I was out here in the middle of the night, for no good reason except the letter had told me to⁠—

      A soft sigh carried on the breeze, from the direction of the willow. Oh, god. Was there someone else out here? The hairs on the back of my neck stood on end as I froze there, listening.

      Meow, Thomas said. And off he ran.

      Senses heightened with alarm, I crossed the stream and went after him. I wasn’t about to call out until I confirmed we were alone out here. That sigh had just been the wind, that was the obvious answer. I wasn’t sure I wanted to know what secrets Nanna had hidden out here – that could wait for after sunrise. Well after, as far as I was concerned. Maybe high noon, the hour that banished shadows. 

      Everywhere around me, sweet-smelling summer blooms welcomed the light of the moon, shining in its embrace, as though the ground were covered in as many stars as the sky above. The cobbled path curved alongside the pond. I heard an owl hoot but had no luck spotting it in the dark canopy of interwoven branches. A frog croaked nearby, or maybe it was a toad, and another answered from across the pond. The normalcy of their nocturnal habits calmed me a bit. I hadn’t heard any other sounds I’d identify as human. 

      I didn’t see Thomas anywhere. For all I knew, he’d returned to the woods, or even to the porch. I should just come back in the morning.

      Something darted from the willow’s shadow and disappeared into the foliage along the garden’s edge. I could have sworn it ran on two legs, but it moved fast enough that maybe I was wrong. I must have been wrong.

      A chill rising up my spine, I took out my phone for the flashlight. I had zero bars, but that didn’t make any sense. I should have signal. I wasn’t far from the house or town and hadn’t had any connection issues before.

      I turned on the flashlight.

      “Ouch! Oh, mercy. Please don’t shine that over here,” a desperate voice called out.

      Instinctively, I turned the light toward the voice. I stopped in my tracks. A face, clearly outlined in the bark of the willow, stared back at me. Well, the eyes were squeezed closed, but the face was there and it moved as I watched it, frowning as it tried to turn from the light.

      The mouth opened as I gaped at it. “Well, I’ll be! You’re either cruel or very slow. I said to turn it off.”

      I blinked out of my stupor and turned off the light, heart thudding with a shot of adrenaline. I was still digesting what I’d just seen. The figure and face of a woman, stuck inside the tree. The outline of branching horns, antlers woven from vines. Arms reaching up like branches, stretching toward the crown of the willow.

      And now it was watching me.

      “Hello?” My voice shook. “What...how is this possible?”

      The underbrush rattled and I spun that way, a number of possibilities for other surprises that might await me out here jumping immediately to mind. Hopefully nothing that could move as fast as whatever I’d seen as I approached. 

      Thomas stepped out of the bushes and walked over to me. He sat a few feet away and licked his paw, running it over his face in a gesture so mundane that I blinked at him. Did he not see what I’d just seen?

      “You ask the wrong questions. You entered by way of a key, so may I assume you’re a Monday? The granddaughter she spoke of?”

      Secrets. Moon garden. 

      “Wha-what is this place?” I stammered. My eyes had adjusted and even in the low light I could now make out her face. She was strangely beautiful. High, sharp cheekbones and full lips were etched in the gray trunk. It made no sense that she could move; trees didn’t move. 

      “You haven’t been doing enough reading, I see. She’ll have left plenty of clues to her relationship with the land; her land and the other.”

      “The other?” I was just full of questions, wasn’t I?

      Her lips pursed in a long pause before she spoke again. I was still trying to fathom the mouth. Did she eat? How did she eat if her arms were stuck in the tree? “The moon garden is a conduit, a connection between places. My world borders this one, while you live in earth after, the place we left behind when we split the worlds to shield ourselves from the cruel history unfolding among man.”

      What the heck? 

      “Your family’s history here begins with the Covett mother. She made the bargain that ties you to this place.”

      “That’s...absurd. You’re talking more than a hundred and thirty years ago.” It was absurd that the tree was talking at all.

      “Oh, you’ll find that I’m right. Almost one hundred percent of the time.” She seemed to roll her eyes and her leaves shuddered like she’d shrugged.

      I bristled and crossed my arms, suddenly tempted to stare her down. A tree. That’s it – I’d cracked.

      “You’ll no doubt read all about me in the texts they left behind. What have you been doing all this time? What has taken you so long to come to us? The full moon is just three days from now and I’ll bet you know nothing of the ritual.”

      I stepped back. Getting yelled at by a tree was working on my last nerve. “Now listen, you can change your tone. I don’t know what this is, but it isn’t my fault I know nothing about your strange fantasy land.” I forced myself to chill and take a deep breath. If this was a fantasy land, what did that say about the state of my mental health? I needed to breathe, I needed to think. Rationally.

      But what I saw fit no system of reason I’d experienced. I couldn’t fathom what this was. 

      Oh shit. Maybe I was dreaming. Maybe the pacing and the cat forcing me on a witching hour walk, and the note about the moon garden...maybe it was all a dream.

      I pinched myself. Ouch! 

      Well...that didn’t work. Nothing had changed except I’d gained a bruise on my arm. 

      “You’re not dreaming. This place is all too real, as is your obligation to it.” Her tone had softened. “In time, you will come to understand. But for now, you must acknowledge your role as guardian of the garden and the key. You must learn the ritual for the full moon. One of your line has always spoken the words, for the last hundred and thirty years and more, as you said.”

      I shook my head. This was ridiculous. This was crazy. 

      I was talking to a tree!

      “I am Grisel. The moon garden is my home. I am a dryad and a visionary. I offer my wisdom to the women of your line. Some have been more accepting of the guidance than others.” She pursed her lips again, and I had the odd sensation that I could look forward to many more rebukes of this nature. I tried to picture Nanna taking such a tongue lashing from the dryad and failed to imagine it. Nanna had been very stubborn. Maybe Grisel was talking about her.

      “I can’t promise I’ll be accepting.” I took another step back. “Look, I’ll...I’ll read up or whatever. If it turns out this wasn’t a dream.”

      “It’s not a dream.”

      “I’ll come back in the morning. We can talk more then.”

      “The gate is available only from moonrise to moonset. You will learn the patterns. You have much to learn.”

      “Moonrise to moonset.” I nodded. I’d lost my mind. That was the best explanation my thick-as-mud thoughts could muster. 

      “Go, Naomi. I can see I’ve overwhelmed you. Think about what I’ve said. And remember, it is of the utmost importance to protect this place. You must do everything in your power to assure no one finds the moon garden or, gods forbid, attempts to tread the path to my world.”

      “Um...okay.” I couldn’t absorb the possibility she spoke of...the path to her world… 

      I walked away, quick as I could with a sudden burst of tears turning the white flowers of the moon garden into streaks at my sides, like some mad highway I couldn’t escape. I stumbled over the tiny bridge. 

      Meow. Thomas wound around my ankles as I reached the gate and I bent to scoop him into my arms. I needed him close, his fur and mewls of disagreement a concrete connection to a reality I could understand.

      I almost forgot to retrieve the key from the gate. Turning back, I tried to see into the shadows of the moon garden, but all I could see were dots of white flowers shining in the moonlight. Everything else was hidden, shrouded from view.

      It took me two attempts to pull the key from the lock, I was shaking so hard. 

      The path felt shorter on the way back, or maybe I tuned out due to panic. When I reached the porch steps, I let out a long sigh. I could think about all this tomorrow. 

      Wait...did Dana and Rob know about the moon garden? I should have asked⁠—

      Tomorrow. It could all wait for tomorrow.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning I was in the middle of my shower when the memory of the moon garden hit me full force. My typical morning pattern had carried me that far, but as I woke up under the hot water, I suddenly recalled my midnight adventures. I leaned against the shower wall and just breathed for a moment, trying to quell the sudden panic. 

      The letter. The path, and the cat leading me. The key that opened a gate into a mystical garden. A talking tree and a little man darting off into the underbrush.
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