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HOLDING EACH OTHER UP

Mark Nepo*

Let’s be honest

which doesn’t mean

being harsh, but gentle.

Let’s be clear

which doesn’t mean

being dispassionate, but

holding each other up

in the face of what is true.

Let’s be enduring

which doesn’t mean

being important or famous,

but staying useful like a wheel

worn by rain in the same place

after years of carrying

each other’s burdens.

Let’s be in awe

which doesn’t mean

anything but the courage

to gape like fish at the surface

breaking around our mouths

as we meet the air.

*www.MarkNepo.com



Chapter One


The charm of fly-fishing is that it is the pursuit of what is elusive, but attainable—a perpetual series of occasions for hope.

—ANONYMOUS

The river was spawned high in the Appalachian Mountains formed of sedimentary rock and ancient ocean floor. Fed by rain and melted snow, rivulets of cold, clear water gush over boulders and between rocky ridges to lace the mountainsides. Thousands of miles of freestone streams run unchecked, cascading down to form the mighty rivers.

Mia Landan followed the river as it wound in a serpentine manner, deeper into the woods. To her right, the sienna-hued wall of rock was dotted with patches of bright green moss. To her left, the river raced on, rushing forward in a confident current. She reached over the passenger seat of her car to clutch a wrinkled sheet of paper from under a torn road map. Scribbled across the page of directions she read, Follow the river.

“I am not lost,” she said aloud, though she doubted her words. She was following the pebbles in the river like Hansel and Gretel, believing that they would lead her through the dark forest to a safe haven. Except Mia Landan no longer believed in fairy tales.

Thunder rolled overhead, threatening rain. Back home in Charleston, South Carolina, the spring rain had already given way to scorching heat and humidity. Here in the North Carolina mountains, however, the air was still cool and the forests aflame with wildflowers. Around each bend in the road she encountered a cluster of rhododendrons blooming scarlet or white. A little farther on, the paved road ended to become a rutted bed of dirt and gravel, as worn and filled with holes as a pauper’s coat.

A few fat drops of rain splattered against the windshield, turning the dust to long streaks of mud. She turned on the windshield wipers and her heartbeat matched the metronome click. She leaned far over the wheel, clutching it tight, peering through the sudden deluge at the sliver of road ahead. Where was the cabin? she worried as she peered through the rain and fog. Could it be this far off the beaten track? Just when she thought she should turn around and head back, the river tumbled over a ridge of rocks to a large pool. Beside it on a high bank, nestled between a pair of towering hemlocks, sat a rustic log cabin.

Mia released a ragged sigh, slumped her shoulders, and loosened her grip on the wheel. She had found it. It had been a long, circuitous drive with directions scribbled in haste. But she’d made it. Her wheels hit soft grass and mud as she parked as close to the cabin as she could.

Turning off the engine, she was immediately immersed in a deep mountain silence. The miles still raced in her veins. Her clothes clung and the car seat was littered with empty water bottles and candy wrappers. The stale air reminded her of hospital rooms. She lowered the window enough to let the fresh air awaken her after the long journey. The rain sprinkled in and she lifted her face to it, tasting its cool sweetness.

Mia looked again to the cabin. It lurked, isolated and foreboding, under the canopy of the trees and mist. The woods seemed to close in around her. She felt a shiver of loneliness. But hadn’t she wanted a faraway, secluded place? A sanctuary? Rolling up the window she cast a worried glance at the clock on the dashboard. It was half past six. Belle had told her she would pick up supplies and meet her at the cabin no later than seven. There was nowhere to go. The cabin was locked and the rain was coming down in sheets. She was trapped in this car, in the wilderness, to wait as the night closed in around her. Relentless rain coursed tracks down her foggy window, mirroring the tears flowing down her cheeks. Mia brought her hands to her face and wondered how she got to this place.

It had all begun with fly-fishing. She’d never had any interest in the sport. She was a public relations director for the Spoleto arts festival in Charleston. Though she lived by the ocean and mountains, she didn’t have any connection to either. Her idea of a good time was drinks and dinner at a restaurant with friends. If she went on a boat, it was docked for a party. A trip to the mountains meant a few days at a ski lodge. Nonetheless, her sister, Madeline, had signed her up for a three-day fly-fishing retreat designed especially for breast cancer survivors. Casting for Recovery provided spiritual and physical therapy, and Madeline believed Mia needed both.

So that spring Mia had driven hours from her home in Charleston to the Casting for Recovery retreat in the foothills of North Carolina. She’d agreed to go only to keep Madeline from nagging. Some of the women at the retreat were still early in their treatments. Others were ten, twenty, or more years post-diagnosis. At thirty-eight years old, Mia was the youngest. She was reticent at first, but Belle would not allow her to remain aloof.

Belle Carson was their fly-fishing guide and the leader of the retreat. Belle was a tall, straight-talking, sensitive, and big-hearted woman who had chucked an academic career at the University of Virginia to move to Asheville, North Carolina, and open her own fly-fishing business. Belle gently coaxed Mia out of isolation into group discussions and taught her how to cast a dry fly. Mia was drawn into the group by force of the women’s brutal honesty and their wise understanding. It was an intense three days that felt like three weeks, so much had transpired. They laughed, they cried. They were sister survivors. By the end of the retreat she’d joined their feminine solidarity formed by a shared history.

But it was in the river that Mia felt the first glimmer of life since the shock of her diagnosis had left her heart as numb as the white scar on her chest. Belle Carson had taught her how to cast a thin line from a rod onto the shallow waters of the Davidson River. To her amazement, she found hope rising in thin wisps of speckled silver. She might not have believed in fairy tales, but she believed in that spark of life she felt at the other end of the line.

Eager to share her new excitement with her husband, she’d hugged the women farewell and drove back a day early to Charleston. Closing her eyes, Mia saw again the lurid image of her husband and that unknown woman lying on her marriage bed. She’d stumbled down the stairs, climbed back into her car, and started to drive, her eyes blind and her mind numb.

Mia Landan of two years ago would have stood her ground and confronted them. Then, she was confident in her career, her beauty, her self. That Mia would not have run to the mountains with her tail between her legs. But two years ago Mia had not yet found the lump in her breast.

The wheels had hummed beneath her on the highway. The green road signs passed in a blur as she put miles between herself and her husband’s infidelity. She’d driven for forty-five minutes before she realized she didn’t know where she was. When at last she focused on the signs she saw she was on Interstate 26. Her instincts were acting as her compass, guiding her north, back to the mountains where she’d felt safe.

By the time she’d returned to the retreat, the sun had lowered far to the west and the placid water of the lake had darkened to a deep purple. A few dimples disturbed the glassiness. Rises, she’d learned they were called, were created by trout when they rose to the surface to sip an insect. She drove past the wall of tall firs and hemlocks that surrounded the lake to the row of cottages that she’d shared with the eighteen other women at the retreat. Now they all stood empty and quiet. One by one, each woman had returned to a husband, a family, a partner. For them, life had gone on post-cancer. At that moment, Mia saw with clarity that she was not a survivor.

She couldn’t go back to Charleston. She could not start the engine and drive. She had nothing and no one waiting for her. She’d brought her trembling hands to her face and began to sob.

Perhaps if she hadn’t felt such hope on the river, she could have maintained the hard shell of apathy that had sustained her for the year of treatment and recovery. But the spirit of the river, the rhythm of the cast, and the tenuous connection to life at the end of a thin line had broken through her shell. It had filled her with silvery light, lifted her up and made her feel whole again. To lose that now . . .

Belle Carson had been walking down the road and saw Mia crying the hoarse, ragged sobs of a desperate woman. She opened the car door.

“Mia? What are you doing here? Are you all right?”

Mia swung around, lifting her face. “I can’t go back,” she cried in a broken voice.

Belle bent over to look in the car. Her long braid slipped over her shoulder. “What happened?”

“He’s left me. I have nowhere to go.”

Belle took Mia’s arm, then gently but firmly drew her from the car. “Come with me,” she said, putting her arm around Mia’s shoulders. She guided her inside the lodge which, mercifully, was deserted. Belle treated Mia like she would an injured animal, gently and with a calm voice, giving her time to settle until the panic faded from her eyes. She offered Mia coffee, then rummaged through the camp fridge to prepare a plate and set it before her. When Mia sat slump-shouldered and looked at the food with a dazed expression, Belle didn’t nag at her to eat it. She’d sat across from Mia and waited while the sun lowered and the geese honked by the lake, calling their young. When the grief trickled out, Belle handed her tissues, and later, when it gushed, she listened patiently before asking questions.

It was Belle’s dark brown eyes that Mia remembered more than anything she’d actually said. They were calm waters, like the lake, and in their depths she’d felt hope rising.

Then Belle offered Mia what she needed most—safe refuge.

“I have a place,” Belle told her. “A cabin not too far away. It’s not much. It’s been abandoned for years and I haven’t checked on it in months. But it’s yours, if you want to stay there.”

So Mia had returned to her car with Belle’s hastily delivered directions and found her way to this remote cabin. And here she was, still sitting in her car, waiting once more to be rescued.

Thirty minutes later the rain dissipated and from the distance Mia heard the sound of tires and the hum of an engine. She stepped out of the car to see an old green Blazer inscribed with the words Brookside Guides roll to a stop beside her.

“Belle!” she called out.

Belle Carson stepped out of the truck, wearing a green rain jacket with her company’s logo over the pocket. She was somewhere in her fifties but still as narrow in the hips as a girl. Her red hair fell down her back in a long braid under her forest green baseball cap.

“Hey,” she called. She bent to grab a large box from her truck and hurried up the muddy path to the porch with the same sure-footed steps she’d taken in the rushing stream earlier that day. Once under the porch roof they shook the rain from their jackets. They stood eye to eye while Belle surveyed Mia’s soaked clothes dripping from her thin frame. Strands of reddish blond hair plastered across Mia’s forehead.

Belle’s lips twitched. “You look like a drowned rat.”

“I feel like it.”

“Let’s get you warm and settled,” Belle said as she handed Mia the large box. “See you found the cabin all right.” Belle pulled out a key affixed to a yellowed, water-stained paper tag that had the name Watkins Cove written in an old-fashioned script. “This here is the original. I’ll have to make another copy so take good care of it.”

Mia thought she had never heard a more beautiful sound than the click of that lock turning over. Then, taking a deep breath, she stepped inside the cabin. Instantly she was assailed by the scents of wood smoke and mildew. She wrinkled her nose. Her hand fumbled against the wall, groping for a light switch and praying some animal didn’t dart at her from the dark. “Thank God,” she whispered when she heard a click and yellow light poured from a hanging fixture that looked like a converted kerosene lamp.

She laughed out loud. All that was missing was a bunch of old men and their fishing gear. She could almost smell the tobacco. It was a compact space with one main room dominated by a fireplace made of river rocks. The dark wood walls were bare. She imagined this was where fish stories were shared on cool nights as unshaven men smoked pipes and clustered around the fire in rocking chairs.

In the pale light, the room appeared ghostly with sheets covering heavy pieces of furniture and threadbare curtains loosely draped around paned windows. Motes of dust rose in the stirred air as her boots left muddy prints across the floor. She couldn’t shake the feeling that she was disturbing the peace of the ancient anglers that still hovered here. When the door clicked shut behind her she startled in the tomblike room.

“Well, let’s take a look,” Belle said, grabbing the box from Mia and setting it down on the table across the room. She turned slowly, lips pursed as her gaze swept around. When she faced Mia again she set her hands on her hips and shrugged. “Could be worse.” After cracking a wry grin she shook her head. “But not much. I told you it hadn’t been used in years.”

“It’s not that bad,” Mia replied, but her voice lacked conviction. “Mostly it’s just dirty.”

“It’s filthy. A haven for spiders and mice, looks like to me. I’d understand if you changed your mind. It’s too late to head back to Charleston but you can stay at my place tonight.”

“Really, it’s OK.”

Belle looked at Mia with the same intensity as when studying the waters. “You ever spend time up in the mountains? Alone?”

Mia shook her head no.

Belle rubbed her jaw, struggling with her reply. “Let me show you around. You haven’t even seen the whole place yet. It’s pretty rugged. There’s no central heat, not to mention air conditioning.” She turned and walked to the small kitchen. “This is an add-on to the original cabin. At least they made the ceilings a little higher,” she said, craning her neck to look at the wood trusses and beams. “I don’t imagine those old codgers gave much mind to cooking back when this place was built. It was updated in the nineteen thirties, I figure. Electricity was added, gas, some more modern appliances. All relative, keep in mind. Look at this old stove, will you?” she said, walking to an antique cast-iron and enamel stove. “This has to be an original.”

Mia warily eyed the black iron behemoth that dominated the small kitchen. “Is it safe?”

“This thing? As far as I know it’s in working condition. No warping or cracks. This one was taken care of, you can tell. Though it sat here for a long while.” Her face softened and she spoke with a tone of reminiscence. “My mama had a wood-burning stove in our house in Virginia. We also had a modern one, of course, but she had a soft spot for the old ones. She used to claim a biscuit tasted best when baked in an old cast-iron stove. I’m kind of partial to them myself. Nothing better to keep a house warm on a cold night. I intend to keep this beauty. It’s a collector’s item.” She patted the cast iron and said, “They just don’t build ’em like they used to.”

Belle opened the enamel oven door, then let it slam shut with a grimace. “Looks like some mice and critters took up residence in there. Just needs a good cleaning out. This oven will burn with some dry wood.”

“I’m never cooking on that thing.”

“Never say never. When the electricity goes out, and it will with every big storm, you’ll be glad to have this old wood-burning stove around. Otherwise, this here gas stove might only have two burners but it’ll do the job for you. Same with this old fridge.”

She pointed to a small enamel fridge with rounded edges. Both it and the stove looked like they were bought after the war. Which war, Mia didn’t dare guess.

Belle opened the fridge. It was heavy but swung easily. The inside was clean. “It’s a bit rusty. But it’s cold. A guy I know comes in to check on the place to make sure everything is in working order.”

“With my cooking, it won’t make much of a difference. But I am curious about the bathroom.”

“You mean the outhouse?”

Mia’s face froze.

Belle laughed. “Sorry, it was too easy. It’s over here.”

The small room had only one undersize window and was hardly a place for a luxurious soak. The porcelain commode was minuscule, the tiny sink had a nasty crack, and the claw-footed tub was badly stained. “There’s only cold running water. That’s spring water. So when I say cold, I mean cold.”

“As long as I can pee without something coming up to bite me in the ass, I’ll manage.”

“I hear that.” Belle shook her head and chuckled. “I’m installing a new hot-water heater. I’ll prod George to get going on that right away. Until then, you’ll have to heat water on the stove. OK, let’s see what we got in here.” She moved on to the small room next to the bathroom and opened the door.

Perhaps it was the whisk of wind from the opened door. Or maybe it was the pale white linen against the window, but something made the hairs along Mia’s neck rise when she stepped into the bedroom.

“There should be a light switch somewhere,” Belle said, fumbling along the wall. Finding none, she walked to the small bedside lamp. “There, that’s better,” she said as soft light filled the room.

“Why, this is a woman’s room,” Mia said, surprised. She’d expected to find rotting waders and boots, red and black checked wool blankets, and other masculine items. Instead the black iron bed was made up with a linen quilt and shams boldly embroidered with flowers and the dark green initials KW. A jewel-toned hooked rug lay beneath the bed, and over a long mahogany dresser was an elaborate Venetian mirror that was out of place against the rough cabin walls.

Belle’s face was sober. “It was.” She turned on her heel and walked out. “Let’s see what’s upstairs.”

Mia had a thousand questions lingering on her tongue to ask about the woman who loved fine, feminine things but lived out here in the wilderness. But she refrained from asking even one and, instead, silently followed Belle up the steep, narrow stairs. This was a gaunt room, barren of furniture save for a window seat under a row of dingy, small windows. At one end sat another fireplace, smaller than the one downstairs. An old wooden toy lay beside it. Curious, Mia went to pick it up.

“It’s a toy caboose! Someone carved it from a single piece of wood. It’s beautifully done.” She handed it to Belle. “Odd that it’s here in a fishing cabin.”

Belle took the toy and lifted it in her hand as though weighing it. “Back when, this would have been a garret where they put the bunks for fishing trips.” Then, handing the caboose back to her, she added, “But my mother was raised in this house, so I guess it’s likely she played in here.”

“Your mother grew up in this cabin?” It seemed impossible that any child would be brought up in such a remote place.

“That’s right.”

“Was that her room downstairs?”

Belle shook her head. “My mother married young and left soon after. She never came back. I never knew my grandmother. That was her room.” Belle spoke through tightened lips and her tone implied that she didn’t want to discuss this further.

When they returned to the main room Belle appeared restless. She walked around pulling the sheets off the few pieces of furniture. The Victorian pieces were large and cumbersome, more fitting a grand room than a small wood cabin. An ornate, blue velvet sofa was badly faded and worn. The pedestal mahogany dining table was too large for the small space even with all the leaves removed. Most imposing of all was an enormous armoire adorned with the carving of the head of a stag with antlers.

“Wow,” was all Mia could say.

“They look ridiculous in here.”

“They’re beautiful. Just . . . out of place.”

Belle scowled as she looked at them. “Everything about this place is, well, never mind.” She rolled up the sheets with a punching motion. Then she turned to face Mia.

“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have offered this place to you. It’s really rough and I’m worried whether you’re up to staying this far out on your own. This isn’t some romantic getaway. You can’t pick up the phone and order room service. I care about you but I’m not going to be able to be at your beck and call. I’m going out of town soon and I won’t be here to look out after you.”

“I’m not asking you to,” she replied defensively. Though in her heart, that was exactly what she hoped for.

“This part of western North Carolina has high mountains, small towns, and a lot of wilderness in between. Your cell phone is unreliable if you have an emergency. If you get a lot of rain you’ll need a four-wheel drive to get out. You’re probably stuck right now. And what are you going to do if the power goes out? It gets cold up here. Do you even know how to start a fire?”

“I was a Girl Scout. And I’ve got matches.”

Belle’s hand slid to her head and she scratched. “Can you shoot?”

Mia laughed lightly. “A gun? Good God, no.”

“It’d be better if you did. What are you going to do if some animal comes knockin’ on your door?”

“Human or other?”

“I’m serious. I’m not just talking about little raccoons. There are bears and venomous snakes to deal with. Maybe a sick or rabid animal. They’re dangerous and you’ve got to know how to recognize them and deal with them. And you have to know your way around. You can get lost in these mountains and no one would know.”

“Are you trying to scare me?”

“I’m trying to tell you what’s real up here. Nature isn’t always pretty. It can be damned heartless.”

Mia’s heart began pounding as a knot of pressure caused her throat to tighten. “I know about cruel and heartless.”

Belle shook her head and looked at her boots. “Shit. Mia, I didn’t mean that.”

“I know what you meant.” She hated the tears that were welling in her eyes. “Belle, I know I’m not a mountain woman—far from it. I’ve got a lot to learn. But hey. You called me a survivor. Doesn’t that count for something?”

“Mia, it does. Of course. But be realistic.”

“I am. My reality is pretty harsh. I’m thirty-eight and I’ve lost my left breast, my hair, my job, and my husband. I haven’t any money to rent a place. This is my only chance! I have to stay. Belle, I have to find out what the hell I’m surviving for.”

She was embarrassed for the flash of pain in her eyes that compelled Belle to turn away. She lowered her tone but her voice still trembled. “So much has happened so fast I haven’t had a chance to make sense of what’s happened to my body . . . to me. A survivor? I’ve never felt so lost or afraid. But I’m more afraid of going back home than anything I might face here.”

Belle shifted her weight and crossed her arms in thought. Mia knew that as a guide Belle took inexperienced men and women into the wild every day. She’d seen some pretty stupid things damn near get folks killed, and it made her cautious. Mia also knew that Belle saw her as weakened, damaged. It would be against her nature to leave someone wounded and inexperienced alone in the wilderness. Yet Belle had witnessed the courage of the survivors at the retreat.

“Please, Belle. Let me stay.”

Belle looked at the rain splattering the glass. When she turned again to Mia, she saw that the woman’s mind was made up.

“You’ll have to return home someday, you know. You can’t hide out here forever.”

Mia took a breath, unaware that she’d been holding it. “Even Sleeping Beauty had to wake up sometime.”

Belle returned a commiserating smile. “This is a far cry from a palace. But it’s a start.” She took a deep breath, resigned to her decision. She leaned against the table and uncrossed her arms. “Mia, I inherited the cabin only last winter after my mother died. Like I said, she and my grandmother had a falling out and didn’t communicate, not once in my lifetime, so I never came up here, never saw the place.” She stopped. “Truth is, I never wanted to come.” She pursed her lips, holding in words.

“After the funeral I got the deed and the keys,” Belle continued, her dark gaze sweeping again the cabin, “I felt duty bound to take a look. It gets pretty cold up here in the winter. The roads were icing up and I didn’t spend much time. It was really nothing more than a walk-through. Maybe it was grief that blinded me, I don’t know, but it didn’t look so bad back then. My plan was to clean it up this summer, maybe get the place rewired, make a few improvements, and add that water heater. Get it ready before the fall hunting and fishing season kicked in. Then I figured I’d rent it.” Belle looked at her boots. “But I don’t have money to pour into it and I’ll be in Scotland most of the summer.”

“But that’s our deal. I’ll clean it for you in exchange for rent.”

“I think I’m getting the better end of the deal.”

“Doesn’t matter. You’re a lifesaver. And I’m a hard worker. I’ll get it done.” She smirked. “Even that old stove.”

Belle whistled softly, acknowledging the battle that task would be. She walked over to the box and pulled out a bottle of white wine. “You’re going to need this.”

“Bless you.”

Next she took out a down blanket, fresh sheets, several candles, a big bar of soap, white towels, rolls of bathroom tissue, and lastly a bag from a fast-food restaurant. The scent of greasy French fries and hot coffee wafted into the air. When she was done she turned to Mia, studying her again.

“This isn’t some wager, Mia. You don’t have to prove anything to me. I don’t want you to think you’re failing if you decide it isn’t working for you up here.”

“I won’t,” she said, and felt enormously grateful.

“Tell you what, friend. Let’s take it a week at a time. No commitments. You might get antsy up here all alone, or come face-to-face with a bear and commence running.”

Mia chuckled softly. “I just might. Week by week it is.”

“And you know I have to rent it in the fall,” she said in warning. “If you want to stay longer, it’ll cost you.”

“One summer,” Mia agreed. “Right now, that feels like a lifetime.”

Before leaving, Belle helped Mia put the fresh sheets on the bed and lit a roaring fire that warmed the cabin and took the edge off the stark sense of isolation. Belle also gave her a local map of Asheville and its surrounding areas and marked the location of the cabin with a big X. Then she drew the unmarked road that would lead her from the cabin to Watkins Mill, the nearest town.

Belle turned at the door and hugged Mia fiercely. “I care about you, kiddo. Fighting demons is all fine and good. But sometimes you just have to have a good time. Be good to yourself up here. And remember. Trout live in beautiful places.”



Chapter Two


The river has taught me to listen; you will learn from it, too. The river knows everything; one can learn everything from it. You have already learned from the river that it is good to strive downwards, to sink, to seek the depths.

HERMANN HESSE, SIDDHARTHA

Night falls heavy in the mountains. Once settled, the darkness has a presence that is palpable.

Mia sat on the ancient velvet sofa, wrapped in a wool blanket that smelled of must and smoke. She should have fallen asleep in exhaustion, yet her mind would not rest. It kept traveling over the same rugged terrain of memories, carrying her, an unwilling passenger, along.

It was a dank night and the old cabin was cobwebbed and filthy, more fit for bear than human. Across from her the logs smoldered in the fireplace. She idly stoked the embers and watched the flames lick and snap at the wood. Mia was acutely aware that she was utterly alone, without a telephone, television, radio, or any man-made distraction to deflect the night’s power. She felt an overwhelming loneliness. It was so strong it felt like a sickness. It made her head pound and her body shiver, no matter how tight her thin arms held the blanket around her shoulders.

Perhaps Belle was right after all, she thought. What was she doing here? Was she clutching to some romantic notion of a cabin in the woods? Of being alone in the mountains so she could sort out her life? But that was just it—she was alone in the mountains. Be careful what you wish for, she chided herself. This wasn’t some silly notion any longer. It was all very real. The dust and dark were real. The hoots and snaps and rustlings outside the window were real. No one would come running if she called for help. The power could go out at any moment, and then what would she do?

Outside the wind continued to blow and the hovering trees scraped their branches against the glass, like bony fingers tapping to get in. Her mind started playing tricks on her and she wondered wildly if that tapping wasn’t a tree, but a bear . . . or a man? She’d read Deliverance. She knew what could happen in the wild of these mountains where men with bad teeth and worse lineage roamed. Three eerie, mournful hoots of an owl broke the silence, ending with a catlike snarl.

The last time she was in the mountains she was at the retreat with eighteen other women. There had been comfort in camaraderie. Here, the blackness outside felt too big, the unknown too threatening. Blood drumming in her ears, Mia jumped up to close and lock each of the windows, then tugged the thin curtains shut.

She crossed the creaking floor to the kitchen. The old wood stove was a hulking beast in the corner. She skirted around it and commenced opening the drawers, her spirits sinking further at the mice droppings and medieval-looking kitchen appliances she found. She pulled out a ten-inch carving knife with a thick, wooden handle. It was heavy—probably used to skin a bear—but it made a very serious weapon. She carried it with her as she checked again the lock on the front door, and then for good measure wedged a chair under the door handle.

In the bedroom she repeated the ritual. As she tugged closed the wafer-thin curtains, a large, black spider crawled out from the corner, scurrying across the pane. Mia screamed and ran across the room to stare back, frozen, knife at the ready. She was terrified of spiders. Where was Charles? she thought wildly. He was the one she’d call now to be the hunter and catch his prey.

He was gone, she told herself. There was no one to call. Up here, there was only her. She clenched the knife at her side and willed her heartbeat to steady. There was no way she was going to be able to sleep with a spider crawling over her head. Mia prowled the cabin and found a broom. Rolling it in her hands, she mustered her courage. In her mind the spider had grown to a big, hairy tarantula lying in wait behind the curtains. With shaky hands, she stuck out the broom and moved back the curtain. The spider was gone. Cursing, she shook out all the bed linens, poked the cobwebs from each window, then got on her knees, dust rising as she swept under the bed. The spider had disappeared.

The wind gusted outside, rattling the windows. It sounded to her like the cabin was laughing at her. With a resigned sigh, she set the broom against the wall beside the bed. She undressed quickly and pulled on a pair of thick flannel pajamas. Weary, she sat on the mattress, surprised at how soft and comfortable it was. Good for you, Mountain Woman, she thought, relishing the first real comfort she’d felt that day.

The bottoms of her socks were sooty from the floor. She hated wearing dirty clothes, but it was so damp and cold in the cabin, and her toes felt like ice. So she rammed her feet under the fresh sheets and pulled the down blanket high up around her ears. The pillow was lumpy but Belle’s linen smelled of fabric softener. Lumpy or musty, it didn’t matter to her. This bed held no memories of her marriage. She lifted her head once more to check that the knife was on the small bedside table. She kept the light on. Then she lowered her head and clutched the pillow, grasping small comforts where she could find them.

Mia lay with her eyes wide open. The wind whistled and she tensed at every snap and crackle from the fire. She was sure she heard something small rustling in the other room. Whatever it was, she wasn’t going after it.

Time passed and the rain slackened. Mia lay awake, clutching her blanket close to her neck. Every time her lids grew heavy she saw Charles again and snapped them open. No matter how she tried to train her mind on something else—anything else—the memory pushed itself back, forcing her to see again the painful images. The branch tapping on the window was like a finger tapping on her shoulder—remember, remember, remember. Tired and beaten by despair, Mia fell into her memories.
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Just yesterday she had been standing in the river with Belle, bubbling over with joy and hope for the future after catching her first trout. Mia didn’t want to wait to share her joy with Charles, the man whom she’d thought would stand by her through the long years of recovery. She decided to leave the retreat early. She woke and drove straight from Asheville to Charleston. It was Monday morning and Charles would be at his desk at the firm he’d joined directly from law school.

While driving she thought of how they’d shared some lean times in the early days of their marriage. But they were so happy they didn’t seem to notice. Spare dimes went for a bottle of wine or a movie. Sometimes he’d surprised her with a bunch of daisies when he returned from work. She’d told him daisies were her favorite flower, knowing they were cheap. So she’d picked up a bunch of daisies from a street vendor en route. She planned to shower, primp, and then surprise him for lunch.

It was she who was surprised when she saw his car in the driveway at home. Instinct flared, warning her to call out his name as she normally would when she walked into the house. Yet some inner voice told her to be quiet as she wound her way through the empty living room and up the narrow, carpeted stairs to the bedroom they’d shared for nearly ten years. The bedroom door was closed, and from behind she heard the muffled moans of a man and a woman. Her body tingled with adrenaline. Time slowed and her mind balked at accepting what was already ridiculously obvious. This couldn’t be happening to her . . . to them. It was too banal, too much of a cliché.

Her hand shook as she raised it to the paneled door. She gave a single push and with a whisper of air it swung open, revealing by degrees two pairs of feet, long legs entangled, a man’s naked form clutching at a pair of scarlet panties riding high along a perfectly tanned and rounded ass.

It was the woman’s breasts, however, that riveted her attention. They were creamy white and firm with large, rosy nipples as if from a seventeenth-century painting. She watched as her husband burrowed his face in their softness, groaning, obviously relishing the feast of the woman’s perfection. Mia wanted to run but she could not tear her gaze from the woman’s breasts. They were so round, so large—and they were real, not some fabrication of silicone inserted beneath the skin. What hurt the most was that Charles had not merely cheated on her, but he had chosen a woman with beautiful, unscarred, perfect breasts.

“It’s not what you think,” he blurted out when he finally sensed someone watching. He’d startled at the sight of the tall, waiflike figure standing at the bedroom door, expressionless, her arms limp at her sides, a bunch of daisies dangling from her fingers.

“In three more minutes it would have been exactly what I think,” she replied in a calm voice that belied the shaking in her gut.

Charles tossed the sheets over the woman’s nakedness. The woman’s long, black hair cascaded over her shoulders as she raised herself on one elbow. A rosy tint spread across her cheeks and breasts, like dawn on the mountains.

He rose from the bed, unconcerned with his own nakedness. Her gaze dropped to his flagging erection pointing outward like a drawn sword. She turned away in disgust.

“Mia, wait—”

“Get away from me!” She threw the daisies at him, then turned and ran down the stairs. She was shaking violently now, feeling the bile rising in her throat. All she wanted now was to save some shred of her dignity and get away.

In her haste, she tripped over Charles’s golf clubs, catching herself on the fender of his BMW before hitting the garage floor. The titanium clubs were Charles’s pride and joy. They’d cost a fortune and he used them only when he wanted to impress someone. He used to joke that in case of a fire he’d have a hard time choosing whether to save her or the clubs. A fulcrum of fury whipped through her, crazy and irrational. She picked up the golf bag and dragged the clubs across the floor to toss them into her trunk. It was senseless but she had to take something precious away from him, as he had ripped away something precious from her. The clubs landed with a satisfying crash. She drove off just as Charles came trotting barefoot from the house, calling her name and tying the sash around his robe. She could still hear his voice calling her name.
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Mia pushed back the covers, rising up from the mattress and gasping for air. Her heart was beating wildly. She climbed from the bed and paced the room, pushing her palms flat against her feverish face. The memory of Charles’s betrayal burned so hot that her body was sweaty. She felt nauseous and dizzy. Oh God, she thought. Her face felt like peach fuzz. Was she going to faint?

She went to the bathroom, splashed icy water on her face, then held on tight to the rim of the porcelain sink and took deep, calming breaths. No, no, no, she thought, exhaling slowly. She knew what this was. This was not a heart attack. This was what it felt like to have your heart broken.

Gradually her breathing came back to normal. Mia slowly rose and pushed back her damp hair from her forehead. Wake up, she told herself, looking at her pale face in the mirror. Charles was not the good husband, always by her side during each step of her cancer recovery. Why had she convinced herself that he was? Was it easier for her to make excuses for him than to face the truth?

Mia pushed her hair from her face, determined not to think about him. She needed to set her mind on something else. Her socks shuffled across the dusty floors to the bookcase. She pulled out the first book she touched: The Awakening by Kate Chopin. Books had always been a comfort to her and this one was an old friend. She carried the slim volume back to the black iron bed, depending on the words to be her solace through the long, lonely hours till dawn. Outside the cabin, the rain was still coming down but the thunder had retreated to a soft rumbling in the distance. The storm was passing.

Mia fought sleep, reading until her eyes grew heavy and the words blurred on the page. It was very late when she relinquished and closed the book. She set it beside the knife and the diminutive, milky white lamp on the table. Behind it rested the wood-poled broom. They were a pitiful arsenal against the terrors of the night. Before turning out the light, she looked across the bedroom. The walls, the iron bed, the mirror, every splinter of wood felt hostile. Belle had told her that she was the first to sleep in this house in many years. She couldn’t shake the feeling that she was invading a private space. Yet Belle had given her permission to stay.

Then she thought again of the woman who had lived here before, the woman who brought fine things to the wilderness, who chose isolation as Mia had, whose room this once was. This woman had not granted permission for a stranger to stay in her home. So Mia offered the same words that she’d said to Belle, saying them aloud for no reason she could articulate.

“Please. Let me stay.”

A soft breeze fluttered the curtains, though the windows were closed. Mia’s breath hitched and she closed her eyes tight and burrowed deep under the covers. Enveloped in the scent of cedar, caught in the eddy of memories, she knew that sleep would not come easily.
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Mia woke to the piercing light that poured in through the narrow slit between the curtains. Her body was sweaty under the blankets and, kicking them off, the heat from the closed room felt like an oven. She turned to her side, tucking her clasped hands beneath her cheek, feeling the remnants of her bleak despair. It had been an arduous night of tossing and turning in the stifling room. She’d been haunted not by some woman’s ghost, but by memories of Charles and her during happier times. It felt like he was dead, only worse. She grieved the loss of all the trust and love they’d shared for nearly ten years. To have that relationship cut off so quickly, so cruelly, left her bleeding. She felt the pain like a phantom limb.

Awakening fully, she slowly rose and shuffled into the main room. The hems of her flannel pajamas dragged a trail in the dust. The fire had died and the scent of cold ashes lay heavy in the air. This little cabin—a living room, a bedroom on the left, a narrow kitchen and eating area on the right, an upstairs room—would be her home for the next few months. Pale light attempted to pierce the yellowed, gauzy curtains at the windows, giving the room an aura of gloom. She unlocked one of the windows and pushed hard. The old wood rattled up the frame.

Immediately she heard the soothing sound of rushing water. A soft breeze that felt like liquid cooled the perspiration from her body. The rain had stopped, the birds were chattering noisily in the trees, and the earth was green and ripe. Why, she wondered, couldn’t she feel the newness of the day?

Restless, Mia began to prowl. In the kitchen she eyed the farm sink balanced on wobbly pipe legs. She imagined calloused hands expertly wielding a filet knife, separating sweet meat from guts, heads, and bones. She shuddered at the thought. How long had it been since water flowed through these old pipes? With a firm yank, she turned the faucet. The old pump moaned and clunked loudly. She took two steps back, ready to bolt to safety if it blew. With a slow hiss the pipes released a trickle of water the color of fish blood. She waited, watching, till it changed to a clear flow. She splashed some water on her face, gasping at its iciness. Then she tentatively tasted the spring water. It was cold and delicious. She drank her fill and ate the remains of a health bar she’d found at the bottom of her purse.

The rough-hewn cabinets held a miserly group of dented pots, a heavy cast-iron frying pan, chipped, brown pottery dishes, and mismatched silverware. It was a depressing collection. The neglect of a room as personal to a woman as a kitchen signaled that whoever had lived here had long since given up caring.

Wiping the dust from her hands, Mia glanced at her watch. Her stomach was rumbling and the faint caffeine headache in her temples told her it was time to stop snooping and head to town for supplies.

She dressed quickly in jeans and a wrinkled cotton sweater pulled out from her small, black suitcase. After washing she dried her face, catching her reflection in the small mirror over the sink. Mia avoided looking at her reflection. It was deeply unsettling because she no longer recognized the woman staring back at her.

Only a year ago Mia Landan was a tanned, sophisticated, and well-dressed young professional in Charleston. She was never seen in public without her hair and makeup done. She had a dancer’s body with long, slender arms and legs and a swan’s neck. With her hair upswept and pearls, she used to imagine herself a young Grace Kelly.

The woman staring back at her now was gaunt and pale, like she’d not seen the sun in months. After chemo, her straight blond hair had grown back reddish blond and curly. She reached out to run her hands through the unruly wisps floating around her head. She liked the color—so full of fire and life. She didn’t have the heart to cut it so the curls stuck out from her head in different lengths. Her heart-shaped face ended with a deeply dimpled chin under full lips.

She looked at her face dispassionately. In PR it was her job to sum up people quickly. She thought she looked like a scarecrow after being hit by a bolt of lightning.

Mia turned from the mirror and flicked off the light. Then, grabbing her purse, she headed outside. She came to an abrupt stop on the front porch. Last night the darkness had cloaked her surroundings. Looking out in the early morning light, she was struck with the magnificence of the landscape.

The cabin was sheltered by a mountain ridge to one side covered with tall trees and lush vegetation in every shade of green imaginable. Yards away the river cascaded over white rocks, tumbling in its mellifluous music into a deep, bluish green pool.

Belle had told her this area was called Watkins Cove. Mia had said that she’d thought a cove was a bay in a body of water. Belle explained that a cove was also a sheltered recess in a mountainside. “Both,” she’d told her with meaning, “were protected areas of refuge.”

Beyond those mountains, farther to the east then down south to the coast, the city of Charleston was just awakening. She saw in her mind’s eye the narrow, charming streets; historic buildings; and spired churches that made up the city of her birth. Charleston was for her like a sophisticated, sweet-scented great-aunt, one who was never without her pearl necklace, attended church services regularly, knew her place in society, and dutifully performed the responsibilities that position demanded. Mia was grateful for the culture and refinement that she’d learned from her. Yet sometimes, especially when times were hard and her obligatory smile was brittle, she chafed under the expectations she felt, mostly from within herself.

Here in the mountains, she felt free. No one had any expectations of her, and in turn that liberated her to explore desires sprung from deep within herself. She felt grounded here in the rich, loamy earth. By the sea she’d felt as unfixed as the sand. Charleston had always been her home, but she was beginning to wonder if the historic city should be her home in the future.

Regardless of her decision, she would have to return to Charleston at summer’s end. Mia leaned against the porch railing, lifting her face, and breathed deep. She felt the freshness swirl through her veins and sweep the staleness from her body in one long exhale. This small pocket in the mountains would shelter her while she healed.

The journey to Watkins Mill was no better or worse than she’d expected. The countryside was green and lush after the rain. She passed small farmhouses with tidy gardens and a dog or a goat standing near; open fields dotted with grazing horses or steers; and imposing new log homes peeking out from mountain ridges. The road twisted and turned, yet Belle was right that the trip to town would be quick. Before long she reached a paved road that led to the small town nestled in the mountains. At first glance, she thought it looked like a town that time forgot.

Mia parked her car in a small lot in front of the old train depot. It was a charming wood building with a flared roof; wide, overhanging eaves; and big barrels of flowers along the walkway. From signs on the building she learned that the once popular train had ceased service years earlier, but the town had revitalized the station and it was now the home of the historical society.

Main Street made up most of the town’s shopping area and was only a few blocks long. The train depot sat at one end of a long stretch of compact, one- and two-story buildings of red and yellow brick. A spired church sat at the other. In between, cheerful awnings interspersed with trees spread out over the sidewalk, and beneath them sat more barrels of colorful geraniums and bright green, chubby shrubs. It was, she thought with a stab, the kind of town that she and Charles used to love to visit together on a weekend holiday.

Belle had told her that the townspeople were a friendly group, close-knit and reliable. Most of them had grown up in Watkins Mill, as had their parents and grandparents. So they knew just about every intimate detail about one another. More than likely, Belle teased, they were hungry for some fresh gossip.

Mia felt battered and raw inside, incapable of small talk. She wanted nothing more than to be invisible as she slipped through town and gathered her supplies. Ducking her head, she began walking briskly along the sidewalk. She passed a library, the town hall, and a restaurant. When she passed a women’s clothing store, she thought about her small, black suitcase at the cabin packed only with the few clothes she’d needed for a three-day fly-fishing retreat. She grimaced and thought she would have to buy some more.

There was a time not long ago that she relished the chance to shop for new clothes or browse through an antique store. Her closet at home held several fine wool suits and crisp white blouses that had looked good on her tall, lean body. There were shelves of silk tops, and neatly stacked boxes each filled with designer shoes, her one extravagance. They didn’t have much cash flow and she didn’t desire jewelry like so many of her friends did. She was satisfied with her channel set diamond wedding band—by agreement there had been no engagement ring—diamond studs in her ears, and the pearl necklace that Charles had given to her on their first wedding anniversary. They were lovely, lustrous Mikimotos in graduating sizes. The double strands were still in her jewelry box on top of her dresser.

She looked at the mannequin in the window wearing a pleated tan skirt and an unremarkable cotton blouse, then walked on. Clothes or her looks no longer captured her attention. She’d buy what she needed later, when she had to.

The scents of freshly baked bread, cinnamon, and coffee lured her to a small restaurant bakery. A big chalkboard on an easel in front announced the day’s specials. Today’s was cinnamon rolls. A little bell over the door chimed when she walked in.

“Be right with you!” The bobbing blond head below the counter rose up to smile perfunctorily toward the door. The head was attached to a robust, middle-aged woman in a pale pink uniform bursting at the buttons against her hourglass figure. Her face was pretty, pink-cheeked, and friendly, but her spectacular blue eyes that sparkled with life drew

Mia’s attention.

“Welcome to Shaffer’s,” she said with the drawl of the North Carolina mountains. “What can I do for you?”

Mia’s hungry gaze devoured the rows of freshly baked doughnuts and pastries in the glass display case. There was another long glass case behind it to form an L down the restaurant, and this one was filled with all kinds of bread, cakes, pies, and cookies. Her knees almost buckled at the smell of hot coffee brewing.

“Do you take credit?” she asked.

The woman scoffed. “Cash only, I’m afraid.”

Mia nodded, painfully aware that she only had a few singles in her purse. She glanced up and checked the price of coffee.

“I’ll have a cup of black coffee, please. Large.” Her fingers danced on the glass as she tried to choose. “I’ll have a plain doughnut,” she said, pointing. “No, wait. Make that a cinnamon roll.”

A knowing grin stretched across the woman’s face. “You sure about that?”

Mia returned a hesitant grin. “They all look so good.”

“Looks like you can afford to fatten up a little, sugar,” she said, grabbing the metal tongs and pulling out the pastry. “Not me. I eat one and it goes straight to my hips and stays there. Will that be for here?”

Mia looked to several small tables covered in pink and white checked tablecloths. “Yes, thank you.”

The woman put the pastry on a plate and poured the coffee in a thick white mug. “That’ll be two sixty.”

Mia took out her wallet and carefully laid out three dollars. She reflected on her state of mind when she fled her home yesterday. She hadn’t even realized she had almost no money in her wallet. “Is there an ATM nearby?”

“Over at the bank. Turn right when you leave here and it’ll be at the end of the block. You can’t miss it. Here you go . . .” She paused before calling her sugar again. “What’s your name?”

She hesitated. “Mia.”

“You visiting our little town, Mia?”

“Yes.” She glanced down at the name tag that was pinned to the woman’s chest like a billboard on a mountain. “Becky,” she replied, taking her coffee and pastry and moving over to the table. She picked up the local real estate brochure from a pile by the door and began leafing through it to discourage Becky from asking more questions. Becky went back to polishing the glass, and Mia knew she was being sized up as just another tourist with dreams of owning a cabin in the mountains.

Mia bit into the pastry and her eyes closed with pleasure. It was so delicious and the coffee so hot and rich Mia almost purred as she lapped it up. She hadn’t realized how hungry she was.

“They’re addictive,” Becky said from the counter.

Mia looked up to see Becky smiling. “I bake ’em fresh every morning.” She patted her belly. “Skipper doesn’t care, though. Says there’s more of me to love.” She laughed again and polished more glass. “Come on back tomorrow morning. I’m making custard doughnuts. I open at seven sharp. I have to be ready for the anglers before they head out. They like their coffee hot and their pastries sweet. You know, I’ve got a little post office in the back,” she said, pointing to a small counter. “You can do your mailing here. You staying in town?”

“No, I’m up the road a bit.”

“Renting? Or do you own the place? Lots of new homes sprouting up on these mountains.”

“Renting,” she replied, looking again at her magazine. She hoped the woman would catch the hint. But it was clear Becky was interested in small talk. Mia suspected that this coffee shop with a post office in the back was the hub for news in the small town.

“I’ll bet you’re renting the Murphy place,” Becky continued. “That’s a fine old house. In need of some fixing up. Mostly cosmetic, though. I heard they were putting it up for rent. Maybe for sale. It would be a good buy.”

“No. I don’t know the house.”

Becky mulled this over, then shifted her weight and asked, “So where are you staying?”

“Actually, I’m staying at the cabin of a friend.”

“Oh. Who’s that?”

“Belle Carson.”

Becky idly polished the glass counter, her lips pursed like she was sucking a sour candy. “Name sounds familiar. Is she from these parts?”

“She lives in Asheville, so . . .” Mia wiped her fingers with the tiny paper napkin and rose to leave.

“Don’t forget about those custard doughnuts. I’ll put your name on one,” Becky called out in her friendly manner. Mia waved, then headed out the door, the little bell ringing as she left.

A few cars slowly passed, and a young couple with two children prancing at their heels eagerly entered Shaffer’s. Mia smiled to herself when she heard the bell chime and Becky’s hearty hail.

Next door, the hardware store was a sharp contrast to the cheery, feminine pink of Shaffer’s. This was a male bastion filled with utilitarian steel shelves overflowing with cardboard boxes, tools large and small, and rows and rows of plastic bins filled with nuts and bolts and nails and God only knew what else. She wrinkled her nose as she passed; the smell of dust and motor oil was pervasive. She would make a stop here later in the week.

A few stores farther down, Mia stopped before a small shop that carried an eclectic selection of stationery, crafts, paintings, and handcrafted jewelry by local artists. What caught her eye was a sign: We carry a full line of art supplies.

Mia felt a long-buried love of painting tugging at her. She had been an art major in college and had painted a lot then, fearlessly experimenting with different styles and mediums. After she graduated she found a job, then got married, and she never found time to paint. Since her breast cancer surgery, however, she had been looking to do something creative in her life. The myriad blues and greens of the river and the quality of fractured light on water had her itching to pick up a brush. If the river could elicit some spark again . . .

Mia pushed open the door and stepped into the smell of perfumed candles and oils. She walked through the aisle letting her fingertips run across brushes, tubes of paint, and canvases, not really knowing what she wanted but finding the textures soothing. A young woman about Mia’s age approached her. She was tall and slender, like Mia, and as pale as milk. Her white blond hair floated around her head like a nimbus.

“Hello,” she said, smiling in welcome. “I’m Maeve MacBride. Can I help you?”

Mia’s eyes scanned the long shelf filled with tubes of paint. “I don’t know where to start.”

“Well, what’s your medium?”

“It’s been a long time.”

Maeve sensed her hesitation. “Watercolors would be a good place to start. They’re not as toxic as oils.”

“Perfect,” Mia replied, leaping at this. After her cancer treatment, anything toxic was an anathema.
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