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Jay had changed her forever.

Something big had happened today. Adele had never talked so much about her mother before, especially not to a man like Jay. He had a way of opening her up and soothing her heart unlike any other man she’d ever met. Her skin still felt warm where he’d touched her.

She stared out the window at the falling snow. She wondered: Could I be in love? 

Love was a dangerous word.

She had to get herself under control. She wasn’t cut out for romance. Any day now, she would leave Notch Lane. And yet, with each snowflake that fell gently on the pines outside the cottage, she fell more and more under the spell of this man, this place . . . 
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To Mom,

For pulling up the lilies in the garden because 

I was allergic. For helping me write my first book 

in fourth grade. For never sending me anywhere 

without a week’s worth of homemade soup. 

And for being one of my best friends.

Thank you. 
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Prologue

For her twelfth birthday, a classmate gave Adele a book of New York City in photographs. The pages were thick and glossy. The binding creaked in her hands. She said thank youto her friend, and at recess, while the other students hung out in clusters near the chain-link fences of the school yard, she sat alone against the brick of the science building, where no one could see. 

Black-and-white pictures captivated her with scenes of the city: stoic skyscrapers, lonely park benches, bicycles chained to street signs, a snow-covered police car, and people—so many people. They sat on wide concrete stairs, handed money to street vendors, huddled shoulder to shoulder on cramped buses, and held hands in the park. It was the people that captivated Adele the most—the pleasure of looking intimately, of judging without being judged.

After school, she brought the book home to show her mother.

Marge glanced at it, then looked away. “What are you gonna do with a book like that?” she asked. She was cutting an onion against a wooden board, each movement making her upper arm jiggle.

Adele’s palms sweated against the shiny cover. “I don’t know,” she said. “I’m gonna keep it?”

She sat down at the kitchen table and ran her fingertips over the pages. Her mother set out a glass of milk and a few oven-warm cookies. Adele didn’t touch them. She stared at the pictures hard, adoring them desperately but somehow unsatisfied. 

“Will you take me to New York? To the Statue of Liberty?” she asked.

“You don’t wanna go to New York,” her mother said. 

“Why not?”

“Because it’s dirty.” Marge mashed a clove of garlic with the back of a big spoon, and the smell bloomed warmly in the kitchen. “No place for a daughter of mine.”

“It is not dirty. Our yard is dirty. We don’t even have a real sidewalk.” 

“That’s enough.” Marge wiped her hands on a towel and reached for the book. “Let me see that.” She flipped through the pages, her glasses on the tip of her nose and her chin sagging onto her chest. Adele watched her mother closely. She imagined that her father—who’d died before she could remember—would have taken her into New York to feed the pigeons, just like the photographs showed people doing. 

Marge tucked the book under her arm and walked toward her bedroom. 

“What are you doing?” Adele asked, following her.

“You don’t need this giving you ideas,” Marge said. The bedroom door swung shut behind her.

Adele stood there, dumbstruck. She fought the sudden urge to drag her fingers over her face, to give in to self-pity. From the moment she’d showed the book to her mother, she’d known there was a chance it would be taken away. And yet, she hadn’t been able to stop herself. She’d practically run home from school with it in her hands, knowing her mother would be in the kitchen, waiting. She had no one to blame but herself.

She should have pretended the book meant nothing. 

When Marge emerged from her bedroom, the book was not in her hands. She locked the door behind her and stood so that the fading light of day cast a reddish hue on the white of her apron. Though not tall, she was a big woman, with wide shoulders and thick hips and legs. Someday, Adele might meet her eye, if she managed to grow a few more inches. Now she could only look at her own hands, clasped before her belly. 

“Will you ever give it back?” she asked quietly. 

“Don’t worry,” her mother said. “I’ll make it up to you. I promise.” 

Adele didn’t blink. 

“Now go do your homework. I’ll call you later for dinner and cake.”

She went upstairs, her goose bumps rising, because the kitchen was the only warm room in the house. The smell of Marge’s cooking drifted up the stairs, snuck under Adele’s closed bedroom door, and saturated the air with the scent of simmering vegetables, spices, and meat. Her stomach growled. She sat down at her desk to work. 

Later, she would forget all about the book, about New York. Years would pass before she would remember—and when she did, the smell of glossy pages and the romance of black-and-white sidewalks would rise up out of her memory as if it were coming from the marrow of her bones. 

But now, she simply did her homework, agonizing over every curling letter of every word she wrote, and she waited for her mother to call her downstairs to eat. She had no expectation that Marge would make up for the theft of her pictures. And yet, deep down, she would hold her to the promise just the same. 


Chapter One

Adele dropped her overstuffed duffel bags on the gravel driveway.

The cottage stood before her, nearly unchanged by the many years that had passed since she last saw it. It reminded her of a toadstool: squat, stout, and brown. The brick and gray siding was unfaded. The bay windows that faced Notch Lane were intact. The shingles weren’t peeling off, and the door wasn’t flapping in the breeze like in some spaghetti western. Adele could imagine her mother inflicting her will on the place from beyond the grave: Don’t you dare get dirty, house. Don’t you dare crumble on me. 

There was no way around it. Her life had forced this moment. 

She had nowhere else to go. 

And yet, with her key dangling near the handle, she hesitated to open the door. The house was a black hole of bad energy, a place from which no light could escape. She felt herself begin to tremble—not the shallow kind of shaking that comes from sleeping the wrong way on an arm or ankle but the kind of vibration that resonates all the way from the core. God help her, for the first time in a long time, she was afraid. Uncertain. What was she going to do with her life? The woods around her seemed to grow and grow until she felt as small as a buoy on a big, lonely ocean.

Her mother’s cottage. Grumble Knot, she’d called it. Home sweet home. 

The nape of her neck itched as she pushed her way inside.

“Who the hell are you?” 

The question broke the silence like a gunshot, and Adele jumped out of her skin. In the center of the large brown room was a teenage girl, whose deep frown and squared shoulders indicated she was ready for a fight. Two scruffy black knots of hair perched in symmetry behind her ears. She was bone-thin beneath her corduroy jacket and carpenter’s jeans, but her skin was beautiful, nearly luminous against flashing almond-shaped eyes.

“I should ask you the same question,” Adele said, willing herself not to be intimidated by this scrap of a teenager. The girl winced, skittish as a white-tailed deer. She glanced toward the door, making no effort to reply.

“What are you doing in here?” Adele demanded, louder this time. She felt no sense of ownership over her mother’s glum, forgotten cottage, and if it had burned to the ground a year ago, she probably wouldn’t have cared. But now she couldn’t let it be used as a haven for misbehaving teenagers. Not if she planned to stay. “Tell me what you were doing.” 

“I wasn’t doing anything. I was just tidying up the place. For you.” 

“Right.” Adele looked around the cottage’s main room, part kitchen, part living room, part dining room. She doubted the teenager had anything to do with Grumble Knot’s relatively clean state. She sniffed the air and glanced at the dirty ashtray and menthols on the short-legged coffee table. “And does tidying up involve smoking cigarettes?”

“It’s not your business if I smoke,” the girl snapped, her eyes bright with challenge. 

“It is if you do it in my house.” 

“Ugh. You sound like my mom.” 

“If you have a key, give it to me. Now.” Adele cringed at the sound of her own voice, so superior, so implacable. She sounded like her mother. Like she was conjuring her ghost. 

She forced herself to soften. “Look, my name is Adele. This place is mine. And I’ve come to stay for a few weeks. So I’ll need my key back, if you have one.”

The girl’s lips pressed into a thin white line. Adele could see her hesitating, though they both knew she had little choice but to comply. “Well . . .”

“KAYLEIGH?” A man’s voice. The sound of footsteps crunching up the gravel driveway. “Kayleigh, you better NOT be in that cottage again,” the voice warned, booming. 

A look of pure panic passed over the girl’s face, her eyes wide and her mouth a distressed O. She began to scramble, grabbing for her cigarettes and then lunging around the coffee table, toward the back door. “Shit, shit, shit.” 

When she paused on the threshold of the back door, the look on her face had changed: Very suddenly, Adele saw how young she was, how desperate and pleading. Kayleigh’s expression touched something in her, some vague memory she couldn’t quite place. She’d been that young—that vulnerable—once.

“You never saw me. Please? I was never here.” 

She didn’t have time to answer. The girl ducked out the back, just seconds before an older, grandfatherly man arrived at the front door. His blazing white hair fell in a rumpled wave across his forehead, and his suspenders yielded to the bulk of a big belly and a flannel shirt. Adele’s brain spun with exhausted disbelief. Already she’d had more visitors here in five minutes than she’d had in Brooklyn all month. To think she’d worried about being lonely. 

“If you’re here to rob the place, you can forget it,” he said. He made his way into the room, lumbering more than walking. 

Adele stepped back. “Oh no, I’m not a burglar. I’m the owner.”

“Oh? What’s your name?”

“Adele Matin.”

“You a relative to Marge?”

“She was my mother.” 

“Adele’s your real name?” he asked.

“No,” she said, her chest tightening. She hadn’t said her real name, the name her mother had given her, aloud in years. Adele had become so real to her, so real and right, that it had been absorbed and ingrained even in her memories of childhood. She was Adele now, through and through. “It’s what I’m called.”

“Your mom would have hated that.”

“Yes, that’s correct,” Adele said, letting him know that it wasn’t up for discussion. 

The old man nodded, but there were signs of disapproval in his face. “You got no power, you know.”

“Yes, I know,” she said.

“You’ll have to call the electric company for that. As for the water, cottage is on a well—cleanest, clearest water you’ll ever taste. It’s just a matter of someone a bit more spry than me going in the crawl space to get it running.”

Adele said nothing. She had no idea how to turn the water on. 

“Well, let me get you some candles at least,” he said. “Gets dark early in the woods around here, on account of the leaves.”

“Thanks. Thank you.” 

He walked toward her, and she could almost swear she heard his knees creaking. He held out his hand. His smile made his eyes wrinkle at the corners; they were the same clear blue as an autumn sky. Together with the gleam of his thick white hair and the seemingly permanent flush of his cheeks, it was hard to imagine he harbored any bad intentions. Adele was entirely charmed. 

“I’m Al Lopresti.”

She shook his hand, and some of the tension between them waned. “Nice to meet you.”

The man shifted his weight, put his hand on the countertop, and leaned heavily against it. He exhaled loudly, as if he were uncomfortable or in pain.

“Do you want to sit?” she asked. The question felt odd, because the cottage was not her home. This man was probably more familiar with the place than she was. Had he been the one keeping the place tidy all these years? she wondered.

“I’m fine.” He straightened up. He crossed his arms and looked silently around the room, his eyes searching for something, taking things in. Adele watched him, and her hackles rose. Was he prying? She hated prying. She cleared her throat. 

At last he said, “What you eatin’ for dinner?”

She tried to relax. He’d probably been looking around the cottage to see if she’d brought any food. She hadn’t.

“Come on over and eat with the wife and me,” he said. “You like Korean?”

“Are you kidding?”

His lower lip jutted out as if he were actually considering the question. For a moment, Adele could see what an adorable little boy he must have been—a giddy-eyed towhead with an impish grin. Much of the child still remained in the older man. 

“I’ve never had Korean before,” she said, bewildered. Where on earth did they get Korean in the mountains? 

“Good. We’re two houses over—the white one with the stone angel in front.”

“Well, I’m not sure,” she said. “I have a lot of things to do here. . . .” Her voice trailed off. Instinct told her to turn down Al’s invitation; she didn’t want to get too involved with people here in the hills. But reason, in the form of her growling stomach, reminded her that she’d had nothing since breakfast. She would get a headache soon if she didn’t eat.

“Maybe I will. Thanks.”

Al smiled, kneaded his hands together as if he might say something else, then nodded and turned away. Adele was left standing next to the sink in the kitchen area. Beyond the small curtainless window that faced the road, the leaves showed almost no signs of autumn. But any day now, they would turn overnight; it happened like that in early September in the mountains. She’d forgotten, until now. 

She looked around the dim, lonely space. Like the exterior, the decorating scheme took its cues from the colors of fungus: browns, yellows, creams, all muted and sallow. A cramped, galleyesque kitchen opened up into the cottage’s single main room, where overstuffed furniture sat sedate and faded, collecting dust. The oval table in the eating area still sported a dreadful display of fake sunflowers. Over the couch, her mother had hung a painting of wild mustangs running across a windswept plain. 

It was exactly as her mother had left it. Marge’s sister Christine—Adele’s aunt—had been made executrix of Marge’s will. Marge had left Grumble Knot—the land, the building, and all of its contents—to Adele. And as far as Adele knew, Christine hadn’t changed a thing. The little cottage was exactly as her mother had left it. Over the years, Adele had flirted with the idea of selling the place—for extra money. Yet, she simply hadn’t been able to talk herself into parting with it, telling herself the cottage was the plan B that she never planned to use. Until today. 

Now that she was alone again, she didn’t know what to do. Unpack? Clean? Look around? At all once, she was useless. Hopeless. Purposeless. She was a thirty-one-year-old woman standing in the middle of her dead mother’s cottage, with no job, no real friends, no prospects, and a laughable education. 

New York City had chewed her up and spit her out. Her job, her apartment, her life—all of it had been incinerated the night she decided to crawl into the wrong man’s bed. What a fool she’d been—to get comfortable and let her guard down. Next time, she would know better. 

She put her hands on her hips and pulled herself up straight.

She’d reinvented herself once before, when she’d left her whole life behind at seventeen to make a new life for herself in a city of strangers. She’d done it then; she could do it now. She still had that kind of strength in her, somewhere. 


Chapter Two

By the time she reached the door of Al’s house, her heart was beating hard. Who knew what terrible things Marge had told these people about her. Ungrateful, she might have said. Irresponsible. Self-centered. She may have used the word abandoned, as in, My daughter abandoned me. How could you defend yourself against the words of a dead woman? Adele promised herself that if the Loprestis made her uncomfortable, she would simply leave. Eating was less important than self-preservation. 

As promised, she recognized Al’s place by a small cement angel that stood prayerfully beside a tall silver flagpole. The house had a more lived-in look than the other cabins: new white siding, potted red geraniums, and violet curtains in the large front window. On the tree at the base of the driveway was a diamond road sign proclaiming if you can read this, you’re in range.

And yet, when the door opened, she thought she had the wrong house.

Staring through the screen door, and through the thickest pair of pink plastic glasses Adele had ever seen, was a tiny Asian woman. Korean, if Adele knew anything about it. When the woman smiled, the big round apples of her cheeks pressed flat against her glasses. Garlic, ginger, and sesame wafted into the cooling evening air.

“Adele? Yes Annyeonghaseyo.” She opened the door. Her housedress ended just below her knees, patterned with Victorian cabbage roses and butterflies. Little feet looked even littler in white nursing-style shoes. “Welcome, welcome,” she said, bowing slightly again and again, almost a nervous reaction. “I’m Beatrice Lopresti.” 

Adele could hear traces of an accent poking through the woman’s otherwise smooth English; she pronounced her name in three syllables: Bea-uh-treece.

“Thanks for having me.”

“Marge’s daughter will always be welcome in my home,” Beatrice said, bowing again.

Adele’s stomach flipped. Not only had Beatrice known her mother, but she obviously had some respect for her as well. Logically, respect for Marge meant disrespect for Marge’s wayward daughter. 

Beatrice stepped back and squinted. “I thought you would look different.”

Adele self-consciously glanced at her feet. Where her mother’s hair had been a halo of frizzled brown, Adele’s was a long, smooth Ochre Shadows #5. Where her mother’s eyes had been a watery blue, Adele loved her hazel irises. Where her mother’s face had been naturally pale with translucent lashes and brows, Adele’s skin was freshly powdered, dark eyeliner and mascara bringing out the oval shape of her face, her high cheekbones. She attributed almost none of her physical features to her mother—with the exception of her full curves and the extra five or six pounds she could never seem to lose. 

“You are quite pretty,” Beatrice said. “Nice skin. And not too large a nose.”

Adele resisted the urge to laugh. “I must look more like my father.” 

“Well, I look more like my mother,” Al bellowed, smiling broadly as he walked toward them. His tuft of white hair had been combed smoothly to the side, and he’d shaved. The red flannel shirt he’d worn earlier had been replaced by green flannel. He put an arm around his wife, and the effect was like a polar bear standing beside a penguin. “I got my mother’s eyes, mother’s nose, and mother’s mustache,” he said.

Adele laughed while Beatrice ducked out of the room, presumably to go to the kitchen. Adele didn’t see any obvious resentment in the way Beatrice had treated her, but she was on her guard nevertheless.

“Welcome to the Lucky Moon,” Al said, putting a hand on her arm. “We named the place that because it’s white. And because it’s auspicious, Beatrice says. As lucky as a full moon. How do you like that?” 

Al chatted easily while he led her from room to room. The house was immaculate. Magazines were stored neatly next to leather armchairs. Mints sparkled like jewels in a little bowl on the glass coffee table. Photos of smiling people, Korean and not, hung on every wall and perched on every end table. Al picked up a picture of a girl in a black lacquer frame. 

“My granddaughter, Kayleigh,” he said, handing it to her. Adele kept her face unreadable as she recognized familiar dark eyes. Today in Adele’s cottage, Kayleigh’s whole body had exuded toughness. But in the picture, she was sitting peacefully on a rock wall in front of a huge overlook. Behind her, the mountains turned from green to gray to blue before they blended with the sky. 

“We come up here just for the weekends mostly,” Al said. “Though sometimes we come during the week. Kayleigh comes up too. When she can.”

“You don’t live here year-round?”

“Nope. We have a house in Phillipsburg. Only one who lives here year-round is Hermit Jay. He’s in Tarpaper, the cabin closest to yours. You can’t see his place now—it’s set pretty far back from the road—but in the winter when the leaves drop, you can probably make out his front door. Met him yet?” 

She said she hadn’t as Al pulled out a chair for her. The kitchen was pleasantly warm and aromatic. Bowls of rice took their place beside little plates of anchovies. Slices of French bread were laid out next to smashed red potatoes and gimchi.

“Do you enjoy stir-fry?” Beatrice asked. “This is tteokbokki.” 

Adele looked into a bowl filled with bits of mushrooms, carrots, cucumbers, and bamboo shoots. 

“If you don’t like it, we’ve got frozen pizza,” Al said. 

“No, this is great.” 

Beatrice served them, filling her own plate last. She bowed her head in prayer, quietly and to herself, before she started to eat. Al didn’t seem to notice. 

“So what brings you up to the mountains?” he asked.

Adele swallowed a mushroom. She wondered, Was there something about her that gave away her secret, like a telltale scar might give away an escaped fugitive? Did she have some nervous, unconscious tic or some accidental pinch in her voice that proclaimed I screwed up my life?

Maybe she was reading too much into the question. She was feeling a little defensive. Confessing the truth to the Loprestis would be like confessing it to her mother, as if Marge were eavesdropping behind a wall, waiting to jump out and say, I told you so. 

Adele stuck out her chin. “As it happens, I quit my job.” 

“Really? What did you do?”

“I managed an art gallery.” 

She’d landed a job running the register when she was seventeen, and when her associates left one by one to go pursue their dreams to be artists or actors or whatever, she’d simply stepped in to take their places until she became a manager.

“Why’d you quit?” Al asked. 

“A coworker and I had a difference of opinion.” No need to mention the threats, the restraining orders, the ex-boyfriend, or the fact that she’d been kicked out of her own apartment and none of her “friends” were willing to help. “I’m actually glad to get out of the city for a while,” Adele continued.

But it was a lie. She’d liked her job at the art gallery. Already she missed the smell of a newly oiled hardwood floor and the afternoon light that slanted through the large shop windows and never failed to make her instantly sleepy. Though it wasn’t rocket science, it was steady work—just the right amount of challenge and comfort. While other employees came and went, she was content with her once-a-year raise and ever-increasing self-directedness. She’d made a life for herself. By herself. 

Until she’d lost everything. 

“Well,” said Al, “you seem like a smart girl. You’ll get work soon enough.”

Adele pressed her lips together to keep from laughing. It had been a long time since she’d been called a girl. Maybe from Al’s perspective, she was. She didn’t correct him.

They chatted for a while, Al doing most of the talking and making the occasional quip about Beatrice’s cooking. He talked happily, easily—with a rough-around-the-edges charm. He told off-color jokes with punch lines that Adele saw coming from miles away, while Beatrice rolled her eyes. Though Al was cheerful, Adele could tell he was uncomfortable now and again by the way he shifted in his seat and the way his eyes glazed over, a look there and gone, as brief as passing clouds.

Beatrice, on the other hand, was largely silent, except to ask, “You have a sweetheart?” 

Once again, Adele was taken aback. “Oh . . . no.”

“Why not?” 

“Please . . .” Adele laughed.

“You don’t want to get married, make a family?” Beatrice asked.

Her heart gave a low, terrified thump. Pain she hadn’t felt in years. She tried to speak but was utterly without words. 

“Come on, now.” Al thumped the table with a meaty fist. “Come on and leave the girl alone, wife. How about getting an old man coffee sometime today?”

Beatrice ignored him and turned back to Adele. “You see? You see how much fun to be married?”

Adele bristled and looked away. Fundamentally, she couldn’t accept the image of an old, white, male gun owner barking orders at a slightly younger Korean woman who prayed silently when no one was looking. Beatrice’s handiwork was all over the house—in the tidiness of the living room, the smell of citrus in the mudroom, the impressive presentation of dinner—all while Al had cheerfully amused his guest (and himself) like he was the star of the show and his wife was the tech crew. 

“Fine, I’ll get your coffee,” Beatrice said, standing. Al stopped her with a hand on her arm and flashed his most charming smile. She sighed and bent to kiss his cheek. When she walked toward the other end of the kitchen, Adele could see she was hiding a grin behind her hand.

Puzzling that some women don’t mind being treated like hired help, Adele thought. But it wasn’t her place to judge. Not tonight. If unsought memories of her mother had made her more cynical than usual, that was her problem—not the Loprestis. Tonight she would only allow herself to feel grateful. The food was excellent, the conversation interesting, and, for the moment, Adele was getting by. 

It was more than she could have hoped for. It was enough.

WHEN THE TABLE was cleared and the coffee mugs had been drained, Al looked markedly more tired. He told Beatrice to put a bag together with some food, a flashlight, and matches, and asked Adele if she had a book to read. If she didn’t, he might be able to find something. Adele followed him into the long, rectangular living room and picked out a biography of President Truman. Beatrice rummaged through cabinets for supplies. 

At the back door, Adele took a deep breath of night air, which was refreshing after the cozy, almost stuffy heat of the Loprestis’ cabin. Al had already said so long and was making his way back to the interior of the house, but Beatrice was standing in the doorway, holding it half open, as if there were some unfinished business between them. Katydids and crickets made the air shimmer with sound, but beneath the nighttime music, there was only the cool, thick silence of the forest. 

Adele hesitated. “Well, thanks again. You’ve both been very kind.”

“I would be kind to anyone, but you are Marge’s daughter, so I am especially kind to you.”

Adele understood. Kindness to her was kindness to her departed mother. And yet, she doubted Marge’s dying wish was compassion for her daughter. On bad days, it was easy to think Marge had cursed her to always fail.

Beatrice smiled, as if she knew Adele’s thoughts. “Your mother would be very, very pleased that you are back.” 

Adele adjusted her parcels. She wondered if they were talking about the same woman. Marge, who never once tried to see her daughter since she left home at seventeen. Marge, who kept the door to her bedroom not only closed, but also locked for most of Adele’s young life. 

Adele thought of the last time she’d seen her mother, after she’d packed her bags and thrown them in the car. Marge had been standing on the porch, wearing brown leggings with slouchy purple tube socks. Her arms were crossed, thick and meaty, over her T-shirt.

There had been no fighting that day. The fighting had been done earlier. Years, then months, then days before she left. Had there been one thing that sent her packing? As far as Adele was concerned, her entire life had been building up to that single moment of her mother standing on the porch, looking down, and the wide-open future calling Adele’s name. She’d been leaving, little by little, for a long time.

She’d slammed the trunk of her car shut while Marge glowered like an angry landlord. Instead of feeling as if she was finally striking out on her own, by choice, Adele felt like she had been asked, wordlessly, to leave. She cried the entire way to New York—cried like she hadn’t cried since she was five years old. She felt as if her heart had been ripped out of her chest. But what choice did she have? Marge didn’t want her, didn’t like her. She’d had to go. 

For a while, after she moved away, Adele had harbored secret fantasies of her mother coming to New York to find her. She imagined that eventually, the bell to her apartment would ring and her mother would be standing there, looking wide-eyed and overwhelmed but sorry nonetheless. Adele pictured herself reluctantly pushing the door to her apartment open and letting her mother in. With her own kettle, on her own stove, she would make them tea. But in the years that passed, Marge had never shown up. That was what hurt the most. How easily her mother had given up. 

Adele ran her toe along the gravel driveway, the Lucky Moon’s lights coming through the windows and illuminating the night. Just a trace of humidity lingered in the air, the last, weakened underpinnings of summer’s warmth.

Beatrice had been so good to her this evening, so open and generous. No one insinuated that Adele was undutiful or uncaring. Marge had barely been mentioned, the elephant in the room. 

What exactly had her mother said to these people about her over the years? Was it possible that Marge hadn’t bad-mouthed Adele to her friends after all? 

Was Adele wrong?

She let her gaze wander to the backyard light, where moths and flies flew in wild circles, flickering against the shadows.

“You think my mom would be glad I’m back?” she asked, an odd glimmer of hope budding in her chest. 

“Your mother knew we wanted to purchase the cottage from her. But she left it to you. Perhaps she was preserving it for you, in her way.”

Something warm bloomed in the pit of her heart. On the day she’d left home years ago, she’d wept so long and hard that when she paid the man in the tollbooth near New York, she’d had to turn her face away. 

Now those same old sobs threatened to bubble up again, as if they’d never quite extinguished themselves. Because she couldn’t speak, she gave Beatrice an awkward little wave good-bye. Then she took off down the driveway, fighting the urge to run, to sprint, to flee—as if the Lucky Moon wasn’t the warm, welcoming, and generous home of a good family, but instead was Adele’s own personal torture, her most secret hell. 


Chapter Three

Beginnings happen in moments, Adele thought to herself. Not hours, not days, not months. Life breaks down into scenes, sequences, and you hold them to you, examining each one by one, like picking through a handful of pearls. 

She sighed and was awake and warm, having dozed under an afghan on top of her mother’s bed. Sleep had been good to her, a good place for her to be. She wanted to go back to sleep; there was no reason to get up. She thought, I can stay in bed. I can at least give myself this.

But a moment later, she realized what woke her: a thumping in another room . . . a thumping . . . the door! 

She nearly fell on her face scrambling into a pair of black workout pants before she hurried toward the knocking. 

“Can I help you?” she said, opening the door and addressing the man through the screen, keeping her fingers wrapped tightly around the handle, just in case. 

“I’m Jay Westvelt. Al sent me over.”

Adele blinked. This was Hermit Jay? She’d formed an image in her mind of Hermit Jay as an aging mountain man with a beard like Jerry Garcia and crooked teeth. The man who stood before her was not what she’d expected. 

She ran a hand through the mass of dark tangles she was trying to pass as a haircut. Jay was younger than she’d expected, probably not too much older than she was. He wore a black T-shirt, untucked, and dark denim jeans. His hair was neither long nor short—a wild mass of corkscrew blond curls that called up images of ancient Greeks throwing javelins. The honey-blond shadow along his jaw insinuated he was much more man than boy. 

She looked at her watch. It was eight in the morning. “So what are you doing here?” In the fog of sleep, the question came out rude instead of cute—not at all what she’d intended. “I mean, what’s . . . what’s going on?”

“Al asked me to get you set up. Heat and water and all that.” He looked her over now, a quick flick of his eyes and nothing more. “Can I come in?”

Normally, she might have been nervous if a strange man showed up at her door in the middle of the woods, but something about Jay suggested relaxation, easiness, almost disinterest. The way he looked at her was cool and unaffected—he wasn’t staring exactly, but something about his gaze was plain and direct. In her shiny warm-up pants and aqua tank top, she forced herself to meet his eyes.

“Okay.” She stepped aside. 

“Here’s how it works,” he said. “You’ve got no power or water now, obviously. But I know a guy at the electric company, and if you’re lucky, he’ll hook you up in a day or two. But first we gotta set you up with an account.”

Adele crossed her arms and moved away from the drafty air near the door. “You mean, now?”

“Now’s when I’m headed over that way.”

Adele looked at her bare feet. “I’m . . . not dressed.”

“I’ll wait.”

She started toward the bedroom to change her clothes, then stopped. “I could set up an account by myself. I mean, you don’t have to come with me.”

“If you go by yourself, you’ll be lucky to get hot water in a week.”

She nodded. Jay was going to pull strings for her. How could she turn him down? 

She hurried to the bedroom, fumbled with yesterday’s socks, threw on a sweatshirt. When she returned to the main room, Jay was standing in the doorway looking out. 

“I’m ready,” she said. “Thanks so much for doing this.” 

He didn’t say, “You’re welcome.”

Adele’s stomach flipped; she’d never been very good at being gracious, never knew the right thing to do when someone, especially a stranger, did a favor for her. To make it worth Jay’s time, she dug into the pocket of her jacket and found a five-dollar bill. It was the least she could do.

“This is for you,” she said, holding the money in her fist and preparing to pass it to him in the discreet way people tipped at airports and restaurants. He turned toward her; her fingers met his. “I really appreciate your help.”

He opened his palm to see what she’d given him. The money unfurled in his hand like a crumpled green leaf. “What is this? I don’t need this.” 

Oh no. She’d done it wrong. “I just wanted to—”

He tossed it on the counter. “Come on. Let’s get this over with.”

Adele put a hand on her hip. “Why are you helping me?” She wouldn’t have asked, but something about his attitude struck her as off. 

“Al asked me to,” Jay said. “I owe him a favor . . . or ten.”

She nodded. Under different circumstances, she would have turned down Jay’s offer. She didn’t mind doing favors for other people, but she didn’t like accepting them. Unfortunately, moving to Grumble Knot meant relying on other people’s kindness. For now.

“All right,” she said. “Thank you again.”

“No need to thank me,” he said, and when she looked at him—his hard face, his steely posture—she understood that he truly wasn’t doing her any favors. Humbled, she zipped up her jacket and followed him outside. 

THE PICKUP CRAWLED slowly over the narrow dirt road, toward civilization. Notch Lane was spotted with hunting cabins-cum-summer homes. Each had the same cramped proportions, the same utilitarian doors and windows. These were men’s places: rustic, unadorned, practical, and largely in need of cosmetics. Adele knew a bit about the area, because in the years before she left Pennsylvania, her mother had occasionally considered selling Adele’s childhood home in Milford to move permanently to Notch Lane. She could picture Marge living here on this serviceable, inelegant road. She wondered if the hulking, crude little houses were more sinister than quaint.

Jay cracked open his window, letting crisp, chilly air into the cab, and Adele could smell that first chilly tang of autumn. Later, the day would likely warm up. But now, under a cool, groggy sun, there was no denying that summer was on the brink of surrender. 

By the time they reached the main, paved road, Adele felt that the mountains of Pennsylvania had literally brought her closer to the sky. It was a sensation of height that had nothing to do with visual cues or feelings of altitude—her body simply knew. She no longer lived at the same level as the sea. 

She watched the woods pass by, endless trees. At last they pulled up to a big log-cabin storefront, a full twenty minutes away from Notch Lane. Kayaks, canoes, rowboats, fishing rods, and rusty RVs took up residence in front. Buckets of bait and a rusty ice skate here sign spoke of the lake that gleamed between the trees behind the building. 

“What’s this?” Adele asked.

“Breakfast.”

“This is breakfast?” 

“You were expecting the Hilton?” 

She laughed, unable to tell if he was making a joke or truly making fun. Instinct told her it was the latter, but because she couldn’t think of a reason why he wouldn’t like her (he didn’t know her, after all), she told herself he was just being droll. 

The truck sputtered as it shut off. 

“Does this place have a name?” she asked. 

“If it does, nobody knows it.”

The pickup was so high off the ground that getting out felt like rappelling. They walked inside, single file through the narrow wooden door that seemed like it should lead to someone’s house instead of a store. To the right was a cluttered, musty display of odds and ends, cramped little aisles that delivered everything from toiletries to fishing lures to holographic pictures of firemen. To the left, a diner. Cigarette smoke curled in the air above red plastic chairs and booths. 

“Mornin’, Jay. Who’s your friend?” The waitress who greeted them had a narrow face and blond bangs that fell straight and even as the tines of a comb. She looked Adele over. Adele resisted the urge to rub any stray mascara from beneath her eyes. 

“Remember Grumpy Marge?” Jay asked. 

Adele stifled a laugh and tried not to feel overly vindicated.

“Sure, sure. From Notch Lane. Died a few years ago.” 

“This is her daughter, Adele. She’s staying at Marge’s old place.”

The waitress smiled toward her now and handed her a menu with skeletal-thin fingers. “Anybody ever tell you you’re the spitting image of your mom?”

“Not . . . really.”

“Good. ’Cause they’d be lyin’.” 

She laughed while Adele smiled uncomfortably, aware that Jay was watching her. The waitress led them to two red-cushioned stools at the counter. Adele discreetly wiped a few crumbs off her seat before she sat down. 

“We’re taking our food to go,” Jay said to the woman. 

She glanced at Adele—curious or suspicious, Adele couldn’t tell. “Where ya headed?”

“Picking up some old hickory from Rusty, at the electric company. And getting her power turned on.”

The waitress nodded, then rolled her eyes when a man at the end of the counter signaled for her attention. They ordered coffee and breakfast sandwiches, and she took their menus before she left.

“Thanks so much for taking me to breakfast,” Adele said. “I don’t have any cash on me right now, but I can pay you back when we get to Grumble Knot.”

“Don’t worry about it.” He spun the empty glass ashtray in a circle. “We’re already halfway to the power company. No reason to drive the same road twice.” 

Adele smiled gently. “Well, I appreciate it.” 

She excused herself to use the bathroom, and when she got back, the waitress had brought their coffee in Styrofoam cups. Jay was reading the paper. He didn’t look up when she sat; his silence made her uncomfortable. She stared into her coffee, mixed it with sugar and cream. She read her placemat twice, advertisements for lawn equipment and car parts. She took a sip of her coffee, suspecting it was too soon, and it burned her tongue. After another minute of unsuccessfully trying to look occupied, she ventured a few words. 

“So why do they call you Hermit Jay?” she asked.

“They call everybody something.”

“But why Hermit?”

“A nickname.”

Adele tried not to frown. She was reaching and fumbling around for conversation, trying to decipher Jay’s curt codes. “You mean, because you’re a young unmarried guy who lives alone in the woods people think you must be a hermit?”

“But I’m not,” he said. “I just like the quiet up here in the mountains.”

“What do you do?”

He looked up from the newspaper; his eyes were green. She hadn’t noticed before, but now that she did, she saw that they were arresting—the color of spruce, green with a suggestion of deep blue far beneath. “Do?”

“For a living? I don’t see too many places to work around here,” she said.

“You looking?”

“I don’t know yet.”

He cocked his head at her. “What do you do?”

“I used to manage an art gallery.”

“Where?”

“The West Village. But I lived in Brooklyn.” 

New interest flickered in his eyes. “Prints or originals?”

“Originals, mostly.”

“You decided who got to sell their stuff in the gallery and who didn’t?”

“Sometimes . . .” 

“How do you know what’s good and what isn’t?”

“I don’t know. Instinct?” she said, slightly bewildered by his interrogation. Odd that his questions were so pointed, so focused. She wondered if he knew something about the field.

“You go to art school?” he asked. 

She laughed. “I didn’t even make it through high school.”

“Why?”

“Eh, the usual,” she hedged. His paper slouched, and he flicked it upright with his hands. She hoped he would let the subject drop. He did. 

“There isn’t exactly a vibrant art community around here,” he said.

“Unless you count taxidermy.” 

He didn’t laugh. 

“Anyway, what do you do?” she tried again.

“Odds and ends,” he said absentmindedly. 

“Odds and ends?”

“Yep.”

Adele forced another swallow of weak coffee. “Like what?”

“Whatever needs doing—carpentry, mason work, land-
scaping.” He glanced up, a passing flash of green like trees in August. “Which reminds me.” His keys jingled in his hand as he worked to remove one from the bunch. He dropped it on the table, where it bounced, then fell flat. “This is yours. Thought you’d want it back.” 

“You have a key to the cottage?” Goose bumps ran up and down her spine as she slid the key toward her and put it in her pocket. Hermit Jay had knocked on her door this morning but not because he needed to. “Why do you have it?”

“Been looking after Grumble Knot for—what? Six years. Since Marge died.”

“That was you? Why?”

“Marge asked me to. Case you ever wanted to come back.”

“Oh. Right.”

Now he looked at her in earnest, a leveled, steady gaze. “Well, not in so many words. But I knew that’s what she had in mind.”

Adele shifted in her seat. She’d had more conversations about her mother in the last two days than she’d had in the last two years.

“What did she say?”

“Just to keep an eye on the place, if anything happened to her. I figured she wanted it for posterity.”

Had her mother really said that? A twinkle of a tear stung Adele’s eyes, and she blinked it back. It would be so comforting to believe that, for once, Marge had done something purely out of love. . . .  

But, no. Marge had ulterior motives. She always did. Grumble Knot was left to Adele as the albatross around her neck. 

“You okay?” Jay asked. She hadn’t realized he was staring at her. 

She wiped at her eyes. “Allergies,” she said. 

He looked at her a moment longer, with more genuine interest than she’d seen in a long time. 

“Allergies?” he said, unconvinced. 

“Yes.” 

She sniffed and loudly blew her nose. It did the job—it made him look away.

The waitress set their sandwiches on the counter, each in a little white box, and Jay stood and went to the register to pay. Adele grabbed both boxes and followed. By the time they were outside, she felt she once again had a good grasp on herself—no more babyish tears. The only explanation was that she had PMS. 

They buckled their seat belts and backed out of the gravel parking lot.

Adele felt the heat of her sandwich on her lap, but she didn’t open it. “You know, you really didn’t have to do that—looking after the cottage.”

“Someone had to.”

“What do you mean?” 

“Just that someone had to.” She watched him open the box on his lap with one hand as he drove. The smell of Taylor ham was salty and strong.

“Are you trying to tell me something?” she asked.

Jay sighed, his eyes focused on the road stretching before them. “It’s just that, who do you think was keeping the place up all these years?” 

She said nothing. 

“Al used to do it,” he went on, his voice unreadable. “Used to help, back when he was feeling better. But now it’s just me.”

“Oh?” Adele said, aware of a growing defensiveness within her. She didn’t want to talk about Grumble Knot, about why the years had passed and she’d never once gone back. She looked out the window. “I’m surprised Al didn’t just send Beatrice over to do it for him.”

“What do you mean?” he said through a bite of his sandwich.

“What do you think I mean?” She prayed the words on the tip of her tongue would remain there, but the avalanche had already started, and there was no stopping it now. “Beatrice? She’s practically Al’s hired help. Might as well be the maid—the way she waits on him.”	

She waited for him to comment on Beatrice’s indentured servitude, but he declined. He pulled the truck up to a stop sign, then made a left onto a road that looked almost exactly like the one they’d just been on. Trees on all sides.

Adele risked a glance in Jay’s direction. His posture had changed—his shoulders squarer, his jaw harder. Any tenderness that he’d shown had now tapered off and run out. She shouldn’t have brought up Al. But she felt cornered, like she was getting scolded. It was a knee-jerk move—unfortunately, one she couldn’t take back. 

“Anyway,” Jay continued, his voice tight. “You knew that cottage was here all along, but you never thought about who would take care of it. I couldn’t just let it fall down, practically in my backyard. It would have ended up overgrown, boarded up, probably vandalized . . . a fire hazard. Trust me, I wasn’t doing it to be nice.” 

He took a big bite and chewed the bulb of food that budged in his cheek. He didn’t shake his head, didn’t wax on about the issue, didn’t give any of the usual signs of disapproval. There was only a kind of cold acceptance in his manner, nothing more.

Adele had become an expert in reading disapproval over the years—her mother had had such a large technical repertoire for expressing it that Adele recognized all the nuances and combinations: scowling silently, slamming things around, slumping her shoulders, talking through her teeth, shaking her head, walking away . . . the list went on.

Jay’s method was to hide his position—not all of it, but just enough so that Adele had to fill in the blanks where his mannerisms left off. It was a sly and subtle kind of torture. But she could take it. She could take anything. 

“The other thing is,” Jay continued. He took a bite of his sandwich so that she had to wait for him to finish before he got around to his point. “The other thing is, Al’s right leg is missing from the knee down.”

Adele’s heart thumped, struck by humiliation.

The pieces fell together: Beatrice clearing the kitchen table, practically waitressing. Beatrice kissing him kindly after he ordered her around. And the reason his legs squeaked that one time . . . 

She’d assumed he was a misogynist. She’d practically said it aloud.

“I didn’t mean anything,” she managed. 

Jay said nothing. He didn’t like her, and she couldn’t blame him. Not only had she just insulted his friend, but she’d also carelessly dumped the burden of her mother’s cottage on him. 

She didn’t mean to be such an outwardly terrible person. She was just trying to protect herself. What she couldn’t tell him—wouldn’t tell him—was that she’d thought about Grumble Knot a thousand times over the years. It was a lump permanently lodged in the back of her throat. She thought about it when someone grabbed her ass on the subway, then disappeared into the crowd. She thought about it when she saw someone walking a yellow dog down the street, and she mourned that her landlord didn’t allow pets. Grumble Knot had haunted her. And yet, for all these years, she simply hadn’t been able to make herself return, until she had no choice. 

“Look over there,” Jay said, pointing out his window with his thumb.

She followed his gesture, still lost in thought. A beautiful and quiet lake flickered behind the quickly passing trees, sunlight glinting white off the dark water. A small heron stood at the edge of the shore near the road, so focused and serene it almost seemed to be in prayer. 
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