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​Chapter 1

​The Sound Fog Makes
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Fogbell Pier breathed in gray.

Salt hung cold on the air, wetting Mara Bellweather’s lips before she could taste anything but metal and dread, and somewhere beyond the white blur of harbor masts, a bell knocked softly against itself as if the whole town had forgotten how to speak above a whisper.

“Is that the ocean?” Lila asked, her mittened hand tucked inside Mara’s, small fingers flexing with the anxious excitement of someone who had been told a place was real and still suspected adults of exaggeration.

“It’s part of it,” Mara said.

“That’s not an answer.”

“It’s a cove. So it’s ocean behaving with boundaries.”

Lila considered this with the moral seriousness of four years old. “Like when I only color on the paper?”

“Exactly like that.”

“You said I could color on the box.”

“It was a moving box.”

“It had boundaries.”

Mara let out a laugh that went thin at the edges and vanished into fog.

The ferry behind them groaned as men began unloading crates and duffels, the ramp slick with the morning damp. The metal under Mara’s boots rang in a way she knew too well, a hollow clank that traveled up through her bones and struck old rooms in her memory. Harborlight Cove had always sounded like work: chains dragging, gulls scolding, bait buckets hitting planks, engines coughing awake before dawn. Even wrapped in fog, the place had not softened. It had merely hidden its sharpest edges until she stepped close enough to bleed.

Lila stopped walking.

Mara felt the tug and looked down. “What is it?”

Her daughter’s face was turned toward the blurred silhouettes of lobster boats, the bright smears of buoys stacked like candy against the dock, the gulls wheeling in and out of sight like scraps of torn paper.

“It smells funny.”

“It smells like the harbor.”

“It smells like wet sheep and soup.”

A voice behind Mara said, “That’s generous. Usually it smells worse.”

Every muscle in her body knew him before her eyes did.

Mara turned.

Finn Calder stood near the edge of Slip Six with a coil of wet rope looped over one shoulder, his dark hair flattened by fog, his beard no more than a day or two past careful, his work jacket salt-marked at the cuffs. Five years had cut new lines at the corners of his eyes and made his stillness worse. He had always been quiet when he was hurt. Mara had forgotten how loud that quiet could be.

No. She had not forgotten.

She had survived remembering.

“Finn,” she said, and hated how his name came out. Not a greeting. Not an apology. A hand reaching for a door that had already closed.

His gaze moved from her face to the child at her side.

Just once.

Just long enough.

Then it returned to Mara with the careful control of a man setting down something fragile he did not trust himself to hold.

“Mara.”

Lila leaned against Mara’s leg and peered up through the fog. “Are you a fisherman?”

“Lobsterman,” he said.

“That means you catch lobsters.”

“On my better days.”

“What happens on your worser days?”

One corner of his mouth shifted. It was not a smile. It was the ghost of one, too tired to haunt properly.

“On my worse days, the lobsters catch me.”

Lila gasped. “Mama.”

Mara’s throat tightened around the old shape of his almost-smile. “He’s teasing.”

“I’m not sure,” Finn said. “They’re organized.”

“Lobsters have meetings?” Lila asked.

“Secret ones.”

“With snacks?”

“Mostly clams.”

Lila absorbed this, nodded, and then lifted her free hand toward Finn. Something red dangled from her fingers. “You dropped this.”

Mara looked down and realized one of Lila’s mittens had slipped from the handle of the suitcase. Finn’s mitten. No, not Finn’s. Lila’s. Bright red wool, damp already at the thumb.

Finn did not move for half a second.

Then he stepped forward and took it.

Their fingers did not touch. Mara still felt the nearness of him, the heat of his hand in the cold air, the smell of salt and diesel and clean soap under the harbor’s heavier breath. Some part of her body, foolish and traitorous, remembered leaning into that smell. Remembered standing beside him on this very pier when they were younger and certain wanting each other could be enough to build a whole life out of weather.

“Thank you,” he said to Lila.

“You’re welcome. I’m Lila.”

Mara’s pulse stumbled.

Finn’s eyes flicked to hers again.

Lila, unaware that she had just placed a live wire into the fog between them, added, “We came on the ferry because Mama said the road takes longer and Aunt Ruth needs us sooner.”

“Lila,” Mara said softly.

“What?”

“That’s plenty.”

“But he asked.”

“I didn’t,” Finn said.

Lila frowned. “You looked like asking.”

The pier did what small-town places did best: pretended not to listen while absorbing every word.

A deckhand paused with a crate halfway between boat and dock. The woman at the ferry office window looked down at a clipboard she had not been reading. Two older men by the fuel line both turned their backs with the synchronized precision of people planning to repeat this later with embellishments. Harborlight Cove had not changed in that way either. It could take a single name, a child’s mitten, the angle of a man’s shoulders, and make an entire breakfast conversation out of it before coffee finished brewing.

From somewhere low and close came a snuffling sound.

Lila lit up. “Dog.”

A golden retriever emerged through the fog carrying what appeared to be half a dock glove in his mouth and the swagger of a creature with no regrets. His fur was damp, his tail was a metronome of joy, and his eyes went directly to Lila as if he had been expecting her.

“No,” a gruff voice called from behind a stack of lobster traps. “Buoy. Don’t you start.”

Buoy started.

He trotted straight to Lila, sat on her boot, and dropped the glove with ceremonial importance.

Lila whispered, “He gave me a present.”

“He stole me a glove,” Amos Reed said, appearing after the dog with a wool cap pulled low and an expression carved from storm warnings. His beard had gone whiter than Mara remembered, though the rest of him looked as stubborn as old rope. “Different moral category.”

“Mr. Reed,” Mara said.

Amos looked at her for a long moment. Not unkindly. Not kindly either. Harborlight Cove had many ways of measuring a person, and Amos had always preferred the kind that did not flatter.

“Mara Bellweather,” he said. “Fog brought you in.”

“The ferry did most of the work.”

“Fog takes credit anyway.”

Buoy leaned heavily into Lila’s knees. She patted his head with reverence. “He’s a lion dog.”

“He’s a public nuisance,” Amos said. “But he has better manners than half the council.”

Finn shifted the rope higher on his shoulder. The movement drew Mara’s eye despite herself: the easy strength of his hands, the nick across one knuckle, the way work lived in him now with less boyish restlessness and more weight. He had become exactly the kind of man people trusted in bad weather.

That was dangerous.

Trust had always been the dangerous part.

“You’re here for Ruth,” Amos said.

Mara made herself look away from Finn. “Yes.”

“Collapsed Tuesday.”

“I know.”

“Town knows too,” Amos said.

“I assumed.”

“Assuming saves time here.”

Finn’s jaw tightened. “Amos.”

“What? She knows where she came from.” Amos scratched Buoy behind one ear. “Ruth’s been holding that place together with twine, pride, and bad advice. If you’re staying up at Gull Point, don’t let the little one near the cottage porch.”

Mara’s fingers closed around the suitcase handle. “I’ll look at it.”

“You’ll do more than look if you’ve got sense.”

“Amos,” Finn said again, lower this time.

Amos glanced at him. “You planning to pretend the porch isn’t rotted because it’s awkward?”

Finn said nothing.

There it was. The first mercy from him, and it came in the shape of not speaking. He could have asked why Mara had brought a child to a house he apparently knew was unsafe. He could have asked why she was here with one suitcase, two sketch tubes, and a face she had practiced into calm over three states and a ferry crossing. He could have asked a great many things.

Instead he stood with wet rope on his shoulder and protected her from Amos Reed’s blunt concern by the sheer force of quiet.

Mara despised how grateful she felt.

“I appreciate the warning,” she said.

“Appreciation won’t hold a porch,” Amos replied.

Lila looked up. “What’s wrong with the porch?”

“It’s tired,” Mara said.

“Can porches nap?”

“In Maine, everything naps eventually. Porches. Boats. Men at church suppers.”

Amos huffed. “Only after pie.”

Finn’s almost-smile returned and vanished, and Mara’s chest gave one sharp, stupid ache.

A bell over the ferry office door jingled. Voices moved behind them, muffled by fog. Someone said Mara’s name, not to her but about her, and then lowered their voice too late. The old reflex rose in her: shoulders back, chin up, let them look. Let them wonder. Let them have nothing soft enough to bruise.

Lila pressed closer. “Mama?”

“I’ve got you,” Mara said, and the words came out more fiercely than the question required.

Finn heard that too. Of course he did. Finn had always heard the words underneath the words. If she had given him one full sentence, one honest look, one chance to put his hand around hers and ask her to stay, she might have broken in the doorway.

A truck rolled slowly past the pier, tires hissing on damp gravel. The painted sign on its side had been refreshed since Mara last saw it: THE KETTLE & GULL BAKERY CAFÉ, with a gull stealing a bun in the corner. The truck stopped so abruptly that the gull on the sign seemed to lurch.

“Oh, for heaven’s sake,” Mara whispered.

The driver’s door opened.

June Pike descended with a cardboard bakery box balanced against one hip and a scarf the color of marigolds wrapped around her neck like a warning flag. She was round-cheeked, sharp-eyed, and moving with purpose. Mara had seen hurricanes make landfall with less certainty.

“Mara Bellweather,” June called, “if you thought you were sneaking back into this town through fog, you have forgotten both fog and me.”

“Hi, June.”

“Hi, June?” June repeated, stopping in front of her. “That’s what people say to dental hygienists. I knew you when you wore jelly sandals to the First Fog Breakfast and told Reverend Cole his pancakes tasted like wet hymnals.”

“They did,” Amos said.

“They did not. They lacked salt.” June looked down at Lila, and every sharp thing in her face softened without losing intelligence. “And this must be Lila.”

Mara’s hand tightened before she could stop it.

June noticed. June noticed everything. She did not comment.

Lila looked at the bakery box. “Are there snacks in there?”

June’s expression became solemn. “There are emergency cardamom buns.”

“What’s the emergency?”

June glanced at Mara, at Finn, at Amos, at the fog-soaked pier holding its breath around them. “Sweetheart, this town is almost always the emergency.”

Lila nodded as if this confirmed suspicions she had held since birth.

June held out the box. “For Ruth. And for you. And for anyone else in that house who pretends coffee is a meal, which Bellweather women have been doing since before I was born.”

“We just got here,” Mara said.

“And yet hunger moves faster than ferries.”

“I can pay you.”

June’s eyes narrowed. “Try it and I’ll tell the Parent Bench you arrived feeding your child ferry crackers and defiance.”

“There’s a Parent Bench?”

“Oh, honey.” June patted her arm. “There is always a Parent Bench. They just change location depending on weather and who’s pretending not to gossip.”

Mara felt the warmth of June’s touch through her coat, worn wool against damp fabric, and for one treacherous second she wanted to lean into it. She wanted to let someone be glad she was here without needing to account for the years between.

Then she saw Finn watching June’s hand on her sleeve.

His expression did not change. That was the trouble. She could read him only because she had once known the language of his stillness: the fractional lowering of his lashes, the muscle working once near his jaw. He was not angry at June. He was not even angry at Mara, not exactly.

He was remembering what it had felt like when Mara had belonged to people here.

He was remembering that she had left anyway.

“I should get to Ruth,” Mara said.

That did what she needed it to do. It moved bodies. June shifted back, Amos whistled Buoy away from Lila’s boot, and the men pretending not to listen found urgent interest in rope, fuel, gull droppings, anything but Mara Bellweather standing on Fogbell Pier with a child who had Finn Calder’s way of going solemn when she concentrated.

No.

Mara shut the thought down so hard it left a bitter taste on her tongue.

Lila was Lila. Her daughter. Her bright, stubborn, tender-hearted girl who liked puffins, purple crayons, and asking questions that found the softest parts of strangers.

She was still protecting her.

Finn bent and picked up Lila’s fallen mitten from where she had dropped it again while petting Buoy. This time, when he handed it over, Mara reached at the same moment Lila did.

Their fingers brushed.

Nothing dramatic happened. No gasp. No music. No sudden clearing of fog.

Only heat, immediate and impossible, against the cold damp of her skin.

Finn’s hand stilled.

Mara’s breath caught so sharply she hoped the gulls covered it. The touch lasted less than a second, but her body treated it like memory made physical: the roughness of his fingertips, the warmth trapped beneath wet work, the old electric certainty that she had once known where to put her hands when the world frightened her.

Finn withdrew first.

“Careful on Gull Point Road,” he said, voice rougher than before. “Fog sits low past the bend.”

“I remember.”

The words came out too quickly.

His eyes held hers. “Do you?”

June made a small sound that might have been a cough, if coughs could carry commentary.

Amos said, “Road’s got potholes big enough to baptize a truck.”

“Thank you,” Mara said, grateful for anything that broke the look between her and Finn before it became a place she could fall into. “I’ll drive slowly.”

“You always did,” Finn said.

It was so unexpected, so almost gentle, that Mara blinked.

Then his mouth flattened, as if he regretted letting the memory through. They had driven Gull Point Road the summer before everything broke, windows down, Mara’s bare feet on the dash, Finn teasing her because she treated every blind curve like a personal threat. He had said he liked it. He had said the world was always trying to hurry people into ditches.

She had kissed him at the next turnout with spruce pitch on her hands.

June thrust the bakery box fully into Mara’s arms. “There. Before everyone stands here long enough to grow barnacles.”

Lila giggled. “Can people grow barnacles?”

“In this town?” Amos said. “Some already have.”

“Amos Reed,” June said, “your personality is barnacles.”

“Useful in rough water.”

“Hard on paint.”

Lila laughed harder, and Buoy barked, apparently in agreement.

For a moment, against all wisdom, something warm rose through the fog: June and Amos bickering, Lila delighted, Finn standing close enough that Mara could hear the slight rasp of his breathing after hauling traps, the harbor opening around them like a mouth full of old stories. It would have been easy to mistake it for welcome.

Mara had learned not to trust easy things.

“I really do need to go,” she said.

June’s expression softened again, but she did not hug Mara. Another mercy. “Ruth will be watching the clock and pretending she isn’t. Tell her I used less cardamom because she complained last time.”

“Did you?”

“Absolutely not.”

Mara smiled despite herself. “I’ll tell her.”

Amos gave Lila a stern look. “Don’t feed the dog anything June made unless you want him moving in.”

Lila’s eyes widened. “Could he?”

“No,” Mara and Amos said together.

Finn’s low laugh slipped out before he caught it.

Mara felt it under her ribs.

Not heard. Felt.

It was different now, that laugh. Deeper, rarer, with gravel in it. But it still made something in her reach, some foolish internal hand extending before sense could slap it down. She turned toward the small gravel lot beside the pier, where her old blue wagon waited with mist jeweled along the windows and too many belongings packed badly into the back.

She could feel Finn behind her as she walked. Not following. Just present. The way the sea was present even when hidden by fog.

Lila skipped once, then stopped and looked back. “Bye, lobster man.”

Finn looked at her for a long moment. Too long for Mara’s heart.

“Bye, Lila.”

Her name in his voice did something Mara had not prepared for. It slipped past all the locks she had built around the truth and lit one small room inside her with unbearable tenderness.

Lila waved with the red mitten.

Finn lifted his hand.

It was not the same gesture. It was not. Children waved like adults by accident all the time. There were only so many ways a person could raise a hand.

But his thumb tucked in first.

So did hers.

Mara’s stomach dropped.

Amos’s eyes narrowed slightly beneath the brim of his cap. June went very still for one breath, then busied herself brushing imaginary flour from her scarf. Finn only watched Lila, something unsettled crossing his face too briefly to name.

Mara opened the car door too hard. It gave a tired protest.

“In you go, gull,” she said, because her voice had to be used for something ordinary or it would break.

“I’m not a gull. I’m a person.”

“A person gull.”

“Mama.”

“A very dignified person gull.”

Lila climbed into her seat, still laughing, and Mara buckled her in with fingers that did not feel entirely attached to her hands. The bakery box sat on the passenger seat, filling the car with butter and cardamom, sweetness trapped in cardboard. Outside, June was already speaking to Amos in a low voice. Amos pretended not to listen while absolutely listening. Finn had gone back to the rope near Slip Six, but his shoulders were not turned fully away.

Mara slid behind the wheel.

For one second she rested both hands on the cracked steering wheel and let the cold of it bite her palms.

She had told herself the first sight of Finn would be the hardest part.

She had lied to herself.

The hardest part was Lila’s name in his mouth. The hardest part was the way the town had already begun stitching threads around them. The hardest part was realizing that Harborlight Cove had not forgotten how to hold her shape, and Finn Calder had not forgotten how to look at her like silence had weight.

“Are we going to Aunt Ruth’s lighthouse now?” Lila asked.

“Yes.”

“Will the lobster man be there?”

Mara closed her eyes.

Only for a moment.

“No, baby.”

“But he knows about the porch.”

Mara opened her eyes and looked through the windshield.

Fog blurred the harbor into pale moving ghosts. Beyond it, somewhere down the road past spruce and ledge and all the years she had tried to outrun, Bellweather Light waited at the edge of the cove, peeling and stubborn and full of unsaid things.

“He knows about a lot of things,” Mara said.

“What doesn’t he know?”

Her hand tightened around the key.

Outside, Finn turned his head just as the engine caught, and through the damp glass their eyes met one last time.

Mara tasted salt, cardamom, and fear.

“Enough,” she whispered, and pulled away from the pier.
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​Chapter 2

​Where the Salt Gets In
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Bellweather Light rose out of the fog like a white bone the sea had worried clean.

The keeper’s cottage crouched beside it under a roof gone dark with damp, its porch silvered by rot, while the wind dragged spruce needles over the boards with a dry, nervous whisper.

“Mama,” Lila said from the back seat, “that house looks tired.”

Mara kept both hands on the steering wheel after she had already parked. The engine ticked softly, cooling. Gull Point stretched around them in layers of gray and green and black: lichen-slick stone, bent spruce, patches of winter-dead grass flattened by weather, the pale column of the lighthouse rising at the mouth of the cove. Beyond it, the harbor was a blurred suggestion, masts appearing and disappearing as fog moved over the water like breath against glass.

“It is tired,” Mara said.

“Can houses take naps?”

“You asked that about porches.”

“Maybe porches learned it from houses.”

Mara’s mouth tugged despite the pressure under her breastbone. “Maybe.”

“Is Aunt Ruth tired too?”

The question landed harder.

Mara turned in her seat. Lila’s yellow raincoat was bunched beneath her chin, one red mitten in her lap and the other halfway off her hand. June Pike’s bakery box sat on the passenger seat, filling the car with cardamom and butter, warm sweetness that made the damp air feel briefly like a kitchen instead of a warning.

“Aunt Ruth had a hard week,” Mara said carefully. “So we’ll be gentle.”

“I can be gentle.”

“I know.”

“I was gentle with the lion dog.”

“You sat on his head.”

“He sat on my boot first.”

Fair.

Mara unbuckled herself and stepped out into the cold.

The wind slipped instantly beneath her collar, smelling of salt, old kelp, wet wood, and something mineral from the rocks below the path. Bellweather Light had always smelled like the sea got into everything and stayed. Towels. Books. Skin. Even sealed jars in the pantry had taken on a faint briny edge, as if the ocean considered lids a challenge rather than a boundary.

She opened Lila’s door and helped her down.

The ground gave a soft squelch under Lila’s boots. “It’s muddy.”

“It rained.”

“It rained at the ferry too.”

“The whole coast received your complaint.”

Lila tipped her face up toward the lighthouse. “Is the light sleeping?”

“Not exactly.”

“Does it wake up at night?”

“When it works.”

Lila looked at her. “Does it not work?”

Mara followed her daughter’s gaze to the lantern room. Salt clouded the glass, and one pane had a crack running down it like a vein. Paint peeled from the tower in long, curling strips. The railing around the gallery had rust blooming at the joints.

“It works,” Mara said, because she needed it to be true. “Mostly.”

Lila absorbed the word mostly with appropriate suspicion.

The porch step groaned when Mara put her foot on it.

She froze.

Lila froze too, because children knew fear first by the shape it made in adults.

“Is the porch mad?”

“No,” Mara said, slowly shifting her weight back. The wood felt soft under her boot. Not just old. Wet through. “The porch is... particular.”

“Mama.”

“What?”

“That means yes, but fancy.”

Mara huffed a laugh. “Fine. The porch is mad.”

The front door opened before she could decide whether to risk the second step.

Ruth Bellweather stood in the doorway wrapped in an oatmeal cardigan that had once belonged to Mara’s mother. Mara knew it instantly. Knew the patched elbow, the loose wooden buttons, the hem Elise had shortened badly one winter and pretended was intentional. Seeing it on Ruth’s thinner frame struck the breath from her.

Ruth had always been spare, all angles and opinions, with gray hair pinned severely enough to threaten weather. Now she looked as though something had rubbed at her edges. Her cheekbones were sharper. Her skin had the translucent quality of paper held to a window. But her eyes were still Ruth’s: pale, watchful, and annoyed at needing anyone.

“Well,” Ruth said. “You took long enough.”

Mara swallowed. “The ferry was on time.”

“I didn’t say the ferry took long.”

“Aunt Ruth?” Lila said.

Ruth looked down.

For one second, age and stubbornness fell away from her face so completely that Mara saw the young woman in old photographs, the one with windblown hair and a hand shading her eyes toward the water. Ruth’s mouth trembled. Then she recovered, because Ruth considered visible feeling a kind of civic hazard.

“You must be Lila,” she said.

“I brought buns.”

Ruth’s eyebrows lifted.

“They’re emergency ones,” Lila said.

“June Pike has been waiting her whole life to classify pastry as medical support.”

Mara stepped onto the porch again, testing each board before letting Lila follow. “She said you used less cardamom last time.”

“June Pike lies when it serves the community good.”

“She said she absolutely did not use less.”

“Then she told the truth when it served her ego.”

Lila beamed. “Mama said we have to be gentle.”

“I am not made of blown glass,” Ruth said.

“No,” Mara said softly, reaching the doorway at last. “You’re made of granite and secrets.”

Ruth’s eyes flicked to hers.

There it was. Quick as a fish under dark water. The warning. The memory. The thing neither of them had yet named in front of Lila or anyone else.

Then Ruth lifted one hand and touched Mara’s cheek.

The gesture was so unexpected, so brief, that Mara did not move in time to meet it. Ruth’s fingers were cool and dry, the skin papery against Mara’s damp face.

“You came,” Ruth said.

Mara’s throat closed.

“I said I would.”

“People say a great many things when the road is still theoretical.”

Behind them, Lila whispered loudly, “What does theoretical mean?”

Ruth withdrew her hand. “It means your mother could have changed her mind.”

“I don’t like changing my mind,” Lila said. “It makes my thoughts itchy.”

Ruth stared at her.

Then she laughed.

It was rusty and small, but it was laughter, and Mara felt something tight inside her shift an inch toward pain.

Inside, the cottage smelled of dust, peppermint tea, damp wool, old smoke, and the faint sweetness of the beeswax polish Ruth used on furniture when avoiding conversations. The entryway was narrower than Mara remembered. Or perhaps she had grown into a woman who took up more space. Coats crowded the pegs. A pair of Ruth’s boots sat beside the mat, salt-ringed and worn at the heels. On the wall, the old barometer hung crooked, its needle trembling near stormy.

Lila stepped in, eyes wide. “This is a lot of house.”

“This is hardly any house,” Ruth said.

“It has many corners.”

“Most houses do.”

“Our apartment has four.”

“Efficient,” Ruth said.

Mara set the bakery box on the kitchen table and took in the room with the ruthless eye of someone making a list because lists were safer than grief. Dishes in the sink. A towel under the window where water had leaked through. Pill bottles near the sugar jar. Firewood stacked low. A basket of mending with three socks and one curtain inside. The floorboards were uneven beneath her boots, and the north wall had a stain spreading down from the ceiling in a brown bloom.

“Ruth.”

“I know.”

“That ceiling—”

“I said I know.”

“Knowing doesn’t patch plaster.”

“Neither does fussing.”

“Good news. I brought more than fussing.”

“You brought a child and June’s buns.”

“And a toolbox.”

Ruth’s gaze moved to Mara’s suitcase still outside. “You always did think a toolbox made you practical.”

“I can hang a shelf.”

“You once hung a shelf that slid every book into a houseplant.”

“The plant needed intellectual enrichment.”

Lila tugged Mara’s sleeve. “Can I see the light?”

“Not yet.”

“Why?”

“Because we need to make sure it’s safe.”

“Is the light mad too?”

Ruth lowered herself carefully into the kitchen chair. Mara saw the calculation in the movement, the moment Ruth braced one hand on the table before pretending she had not. “The light is not mad. The light is elderly.”

“Like you?”

“Lila,” Mara said.

Ruth held up a hand. “I am not elderly. I am seasoned.”

“Like soup,” Lila said.

Ruth considered this. “Acceptable.”

Mara busied herself opening the bakery box because her eyes had started to burn. Cardamom buns, glossy and golden, nestled in white paper. The smell rose warm and spiced, cutting through dust and salt and medicinal peppermint. Lila leaned over the table.

“They’re swirly.”

“So are most emergencies,” Ruth said.

Mara took plates from the cabinet and found one cracked, one chipped, one patterned with blue flowers her mother had loved. She set that one in front of Ruth without thinking.

Ruth noticed.

Of course Ruth noticed.

Neither of them said Elise’s name.

Not yet.

The back door rattled.

Mara turned sharply.

“Relax,” Ruth said. “If Graham Voss had the decency to knock with that much warning, I’d have less trouble disliking him.”

A heavy boot thudded against the mudroom threshold. “I heard that,” Amos called.

“You were meant to.”

Amos Reed appeared carrying a canvas bag, with Buoy squeezing past him as if personal space were a rumor spread by cats. The dog skidded on the kitchen floor, recovered magnificently, and went directly to Lila.
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