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Chapter 1






Shivers penetrated Miranda’s thick layers, raising prickly goose bumps and questions about “what if” and “how come.” A suit of armor, complete with gauntlets and a breastplate, would have sufficed for the afternoon’s meeting. Or a ball and chain and a striped prisoner jumpsuit with bold lettering—Property of the Baxter Law Firm.


Upholstered chairs with supportive wooden arms lined the attorney’s waiting room, but Miranda occupied the saggy-cushioned couch closest to the exit. If she sat much longer or sunk any deeper, she might need a crane to hoist her slender frame from the medley of tasseled throw pillows.


March had come in like a lion, but there was no sign of a lamb. Nothing about the unseasonably cool day was ordinary except the emptiness that accompanied Miranda through time and circumstance. Clenched fists with tucked thumbs resurfaced from hiding beneath her thighs to button her blazer and upturn its collar.


Sorry, cuticles. No nibbling allowed.


While free, her nubby fingernails scratched an ever-spreading patch of neck hives before resuming their time-out.


To the left of the room, leather-bound journals with rigid spines rested on mahogany shelves. The books at the tippy top seemed unreachable, not unlike Miranda’s curtailed aspirations in life. They discriminated against those without access to a rolling ladder. Miranda was afraid of heights.


“Ms. Blair?”


A woman with a perfected librarian’s bun and dangling hematite earrings summoned her from the doorway.


“Mr. Baxter will see you now.” She jotted notes on a clipboard as if she were taking dictation through an earpiece on a movie set. Each of her squoval fingernails flaunted a different shade of pink polish.


Miranda drew a deep breath and exhaled through pursed lips. Rising to her feet with a clutched handbag, she mustered fragments of courage strewn across the room during her thirty-three-minute wait.


The receptionist sashayed down the hall in patent leather pumps, an inch too high and a tad shiny for a professional setting. Miranda lagged on the trail of honeysuckle perfume and stifled a sneeze. Her worn ballet flats pinched the backs of her tender heels and squashed her pinky toes.


A charcoal-gray skirt hugged the receptionist’s pear-shaped figure and complemented her tailored blouse. While long-distance running fostered mindfulness, it failed to give Miranda desirable curves. And no amount of starch or elbow grease had ever made her dress shirts appear that crisp.


When they reached the doorway at the far end of the hall, the receptionist turned around. Up close, nonconforming strands escaped her slick bun. A hairstyle might offer insight about someone, but often the truth hid under the makeup. Even a foundation-covered complexion couldn’t disguise a constellation of imperfections.


The woman’s hollow eyes, outlined by subtle creases, mirrored a familiar sadness. Maybe her shoulders sunk from carrying too many disappointments. Had life overloaded her with burdens? Or was Miranda looking for someone—anyone—who could relate?


Inside the conference room, cumbersome drapes suffocated rays of sunshine from peeking through the windows. And muted paisley tapestries hung from ceiling to floor, masking the four stuccoed walls.


The awkwardly plump attorney, sporting a salt-and-pepper wizard’s beard, rose from his chair and extended a fleshy palm. His chubby arm jiggled with Miranda’s handshake. Unlike old Saint Nicholas or Harry Potter’s Dumbledore, there wasn’t anything jolly about the counselor nor magical about their afternoon encounter.


“Are you alone today, Ms. Blair, or are we waiting for someone?” Mr. Baxter arched a bushy eyebrow in need of plucking.


“Just me, sir.”


Perchance the misjudged receptionist would pull up a chair and come to Miranda’s rescue. Maybe she, too, lacked siblings, a second parent, and the moral support of a significant other.


“Well, then,” Mr. Baxter said, “let me express my condolences for your loss. It is never easy to say goodbye to a loved one.” He nudged a box of tissues across the table’s polished surface.


“Thank you, but I’m fine. Why am I here?” Miranda’s denied cuticles longed for a nibble. Far less gratifying, she picked at them with her fingers instead. “What do you want from me?”


“Ms. Blair, this is not about what I need from you, insomuch as what you may gain. You see, many years ago, Gertrude Blair hired me to draw up her final will and testament. As her attorney and the executor of her estate, I contacted you upon her passing.”


The alluded letter had been scrutinized, folded along the creases in thirds, and tucked within a zippered compartment of Miranda’s handbag. Although she’d had weeks to prepare for the meeting, her grandmother’s officially addressed name awakened the reality: Trudy was gone.


“According to this document, your grandmother named you the sole heir to her estate,” Mr. Baxter said. His crooked smile revealed a row of typical nicotine-stained teeth.


Miranda placed a hand on her cheek, then forehead. It wouldn’t take long before her underarm sweat seeped through the fabric. Her eyes darted back and forth. The room suddenly appeared smaller, as if the walls had closed in to eavesdrop. With the faux snakeskin material of bargain outlet shoes holding her feet hostage, crouching and climbing through the emergency window wasn’t a viable escape.


If Miranda snuck out the door, would Mr. Baxter chase her down? And would the receptionist lift her eyes from the clipboard long enough to notice?


She tugged on her collar. Patchy hives continued to spread, creating a reddish abstract on her skin.


“I sense this is catching you off guard, Ms. Blair.”


“Are you sure she chose me?”


“There is no mistake.” Mr. Baxter’s tone was resolute and his delivery quick. “These were Gertrude Blair’s intentions, her documented final requests. A legacy left to a chosen one honors a bond. The relationship can transcend time, as it were. Think of it as extending the forecast for blue skies.”


“More like patchy fog and suffocated sunshine,” Miranda replied with a huff. “I never understood Trudy. How could I when she didn’t give me a chance? Relationships and bonds didn’t exist in my family history, so this doesn’t make sense. Wasn’t there anyone better suited to inherit her estate?”


“I can only decipher what’s black from white.” Mr. Baxter shrugged his rounded shoulders. “If you’re curious about the gray areas, you’ll have to venture there. We will review the contents of your grandmother’s estate at our next visit. For now, there are some guidelines we must discuss. Gertrude was specific about her New England cottage on Primrose Lane in Cobblers Hill. She requested—”


“Sorry to interrupt.” Miranda’s slight hand raise didn’t expose her underarm. “I know this sounds ungrateful, but I’m not interested in black, white, or any other color if it involves my grandmother. I don’t plan to keep what she left behind, especially her property lacking memories. I’d want to sell it as soon as possible.”


“Anxious, aren’t we?”


“Very,” she replied, her stare unwavering. “There were many things I wished for over the years, but Gertrude Blair’s estate wasn’t one of them. Her assets won’t buy back time, and I can’t pawn them for an unconditionally loving relationship. An inherited bank account can’t strengthen my family bonds, which never should have been compromised in the first place.”


“Fortunately, or unfortunately, I only handle the legalities. I’ve had plenty of experience dealing with grieving families in the aftermath of loss, but I’m a useless therapist.” The attorney’s chuckle yielded an awkward giggle-snort. “I know life often doesn’t make sense. Do we get what we want? Sometimes. Is it what we need? Possibly, but not always. Is it fair? Occasionally, but there are no guarantees. Are we privy to what the future holds? Sadly, or maybe luckily, never.”


Miranda stifled a yawn. No one requested a monologue or a square dance routine. It shouldn’t have been square anyway when he spun the conversation in circles. She wouldn’t allemande left or do-si-do with the attorney. Nor would she bow to anyone, especially her estranged grandmother.


Mr. Baxter leaned in, and his protruding belly greeted the edge of the conference table like he was in his third trimester. “C’est la vie. That’s life, Ms. Blair.”


Not only hadn’t Miranda requested a therapist, but she didn’t require a translator either; two years of college French and a slew of psychology classes covered more than the basics.


“How long will this process take, and when can we proceed with the property’s sale?”


“Your grandmother can address that question for you herself. While it’s clear Gertrude wanted you to be her sole heir, she established a time frame for acquiring the estate—a seasonal arrangement, so to speak.”


“Wait a minute.” Miranda inched toward the edge of her seat and rubbed her palms against her suit pants. “Are you saying my grandmother is still calling the shots from the other side? I’m her heir but not the decision-maker here?”


The attorney repositioned his dark-rimmed glasses on his Nubian nose and peered at the engraved linen letterhead. “In time, Ms. Blair.”


The grandfather clock in the room’s far corner ticked steadily, preparing for its echoing of bells at the eleventh hour. There was no escaping time’s passage despite attempts to detain its hands. Of course, time waited for no one; it couldn’t be bought, bottled, or borrowed. When time was up, as it was for Gertrude Blair, there were no more chances.


Mr. Baxter cleared the phlegm from his throat. “Shall we proceed?”


Miranda tore off small pieces of skin from the corners of her unpolished fingernails as the attorney relayed Trudy’s plans for her only grandchild. While there may have been much to gain by consenting to the old woman’s arrangement, Miranda had all of herself to lose in the process.


Would she be a willing participant in her deceased grandmother’s game of final requests? Or should she forfeit everything and walk away as Gertrude Blair had done all those years ago?
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Chapter 2






June 21 welcomed a season long-awaited by many for its outdoor leisure, generous daylight, and abundance of vitamin D. For Miranda, the first official day of summer marked her reluctant departure to New England and the countdown of a hundred days.


“I’ve always known I’d be horrible at goodbyes,” Miranda grumbled to her mother at the curbside, their modest home providing her farewell’s backdrop.


“Until now, you found reasons not to say them.” Clara reached forward with the remaining suitcase but hesitated to relinquish her grip. “I’m not sure what’s changed, but you can still dodge this curveball. Trudy may think she gained the upper hand by tearing us apart, but you’re in the driver’s seat. Don’t let anyone convince you otherwise.”


“Goodbye is unavoidable this time, Mom.” Miranda hoisted luggage into her old Toyota’s trunk and shimmied it into place. “Something is luring me to this gray area, and it’s not dollar signs. Well, maybe a few. I can’t explain the nudging, but I know I must go.”


She shoved an overstuffed duffel bag in the vacant passenger seat and turned to Clara with her head hung low. “Now, about that suggestion you had—” Miranda’s brittle voice cracked.


“What did I call it the other night? Ah, yes, a mini-vacation from communication,” her mother replied with an unreciprocated giggle. “But seriously, honey, I’ve thought it through. We should probably refrain from contact for a while.”


Clara swept back golden strands of hair from Miranda’s face. “It will force us to make a move—you know, step beyond our comfort zones. Maybe I’ll rediscover old friends and hobbies, and you’ll make new ones. I could volunteer at the YMCA or take a few Latin dance classes.” She awkwardly gyrated her hips. “Oh, the possibilities! Agree?”


Miranda flashed a customer service smile at her mother’s charade. There was no denying the truth. Clara could maintain the wall constructed decades ago between mother-in-law and daughter-in-law by keeping a safe distance from Gertrude Blair’s arrangement.


“The alternative would be to waste the next few months flying through our data plan and rehashing your grandmother’s demands. I can hear our uninspiring phone conversations and see the string of texts about loneliness and boredom.”


“And don’t forget resentment.”


“That too.” Clara folded her arms across her chest and huffed. “I’m not sure what that evil woman was thinking with this silly arrangement, but I can tell you this—wallowing in our circumstances is not an option.”


For two homebodies equally dependent upon one another, a wedge in communication was a long jump rather than a step. Deliberate silence made as much sense as the unorthodox plans that coaxed Miranda from the nest. She nodded while her insides churned.


The postal truck made its rounds through the neighborhood, stuffing mailboxes with anticipated letters and dreaded bills. Across the way, the eccentric cat lady placed bowls of food in her driveway for visiting strays. Neighbors expressed concern that rodents and raccoons might be among those mealtime guests. Their complaints only fueled the woman’s blatant disregard for others.


A noisy sanitation truck zigzagged down the block, claiming piles of garbage and leaving behind a pungent odor that lingered like an old lady’s stale floral perfume. The conscientious UPS driver made timely deliveries of various shaped and sized packages while eager homeowners peeked out their windows. It was an ordinary day in Barron Park. The grind would continue with or without Miranda Blair.


She forced the back door closed, and the entire car shook. “I may be leaving, but I won’t allow anything or anyone to define me over these next few months. Especially the ghost of my grandmother.” Miranda fussed for the ignition key among the jingle of others.


“That’s my girl. You were never a fan of the paranormal.”


“You’ll see, Mom, I’ll resume my position at the historical society in the fall and take more grad classes over the winter semester. It’ll be business as usual.”


Dark sunglasses disguised Miranda’s glazed blue eyes, and the humidity tightened each curl. Threatening clouds hovered. With nothing left to pack, shift, or load, there were no reasons to delay.


“I guess this is it.” Miranda nudged at a loose stone in the curb with her sneaker. She had practiced a confident posture and sure-footed strides for weeks. But this was no longer a rehearsal, and there wasn’t an encore performance.


“Did you bring a water bottle for the long ride, honey?”


“Yep, two.”


“What about time fillers? A season’s worth of reading material? Enough art supplies?”


“Why would I need all that when you have me making friends and finding new hobbies?” Miranda smirked. “But, yes, my survival gear is packed. I even brought an Eiffel Tower wall calendar for the countdown.”


“How about those inserts for your sneakers? I know they make long-distance runs more comfortable.”


“Yep, got my orthotics.”


“And the house key? What about the key? Can’t forget the key.”


“I refuse to add it to my key ring with the others, but I have it. It’s burning a hole in my back pocket.”


“I thought only money did that, but I guess neither of us would know. Things are going to get better.” Clara lifted her daughter’s chin. “The summer isn’t forever. It’s a single season of your life. Keep reminding yourself these circumstances are temporary—only temporary. Then we can leave this bad dream behind us.”


“Only temporary,” Miranda said with an exaggerated sigh.


They held each other tightly in a final mother-daughter embrace, lingering longer than the typical hug.


“Speaking of bad dreams,” Miranda winced, and her white knuckles clung to Clara like a lifeline, “remember the one of people parting ways on a train station platform?”


“You mean the dream where passengers said their goodbyes? How could I forget? It haunted you every time you fell asleep. We read lighthearted books with fairy-tale endings. You drank warm milk before bed and left on the light. I even bought you a white noise machine for your birthday.”


“And nothing worked. I still visited the imaginary train station, awoke in a sweat, and carried an emptiness throughout the day.”


“I remember those unsettled mornings all too well,” Clara said. “You would ask me the same questions over breakfast—where I thought the travelers were heading and whether they would see each other again. Unfortunately, I never had the answers, and your untouched omelet fed the garbage.”


“Yet you always suggested their sad departures were for happy reasons: a new job, a golden opportunity.”


“A trip of a lifetime, a fresh start,” Clara added. “But you never believed me.”


“I wish I could have.” Miranda withdrew her arms and leaned back. “There was no sign of joy, only tortured hearts and raw emotions. I was a helpless bystander, watching at a distance, waiting and wondering. I never did find out what led those people apart, and I still think of them sometimes. Now I understand the void they felt for having to leave.”


“As do I for being left behind.” Clara took baby steps away from her daughter’s car. “But unlike those travelers, you know your destination. And we will reunite in a hundred days—that’s for certain.”


Miranda took her place behind the wheel. A fastened seat belt would brace her for the uphill climbs and detours ahead, but it wouldn’t prevent the highway from taunting and tempting her to reconsider plans. And while she pledged to return home unscathed next fall, she risked forfeiting one familiar layer of herself with each passing mile. Change, after all, was inevitable.


As her car backed down the driveway, she gave a final wave and choked back a sob. There would be idle moments for the sting of tears when she quarantined in Gertrude Blair’s time capsule.


The countdown had begun.


Temporary, only temporary.


Miranda glanced in her rearview mirror and accelerated her speed.
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Chapter 3






Clouds surrendered to bright, glorious sunshine as Miranda’s old Toyota rounded the final stretch of Primrose Lane. Perched on a hilltop, the disenchanted cottage came into view through the smudged windshield. Swallowing wouldn’t dislodge the golf ball–sized lump in Miranda’s throat, which increased by size and discomfort.


A graceful blue jay with tail feathers of the purest hue chirped a friendly greeting from the picket fence. Feisty squirrels chased one another up the stout trunk and down the draping arms of a weeping willow. At least the animals seemed content in Cobblers Hill.


Miranda permitted the engine a well-deserved rest and stepped out to greet the earthy scent of wild mushrooms, a respite from her hometown’s smog. The tall, brittle grass against her calves made them itch, and her sneakers trapped gravel, crunching along the camouflaged walkway.


She would have stopped for a tick check, but the relentless afternoon sun beat down on her semi-bare shoulders. Aside from everything else she left behind, Miranda had forgotten to pack sunscreen.


The cottage resembled a dilapidated garage on stilts rather than a home built on a solid foundation. Chipped blue paint offered a glimpse of natural cedar shingles hidden beneath years of neglect. Boards covered the two front windows like coffin lids, keeping the outside world at bay. With one shutter missing and another hanging from a corroded nail, Gertrude Blair’s house was likely avoided by Halloween trick-or-treaters. Egg-throwing, shaving cream–spraying, adrenaline-seeking teenagers might have gathered there in the wee hours for a thrill. Miranda wouldn’t stick around long enough to hand out candy or shoo away trespassers.


On the front step, the underlying message provided by the tattered and discolored welcome mat was “Go away!” While the door’s rusted lock and bent key may have shared a long history, neither was eager to get reacquainted.


Once inside Gertrude’s time capsule, Miranda maneuvered her arms like wiper blades. An army of spiders left behind silky cobwebs—wall-to-wall decorations of the creepiest kind.


“I guess this is hello again, Trudy,” Miranda called out into the emptiness. “You’d probably expect me to say, ‘I’m home,’ but we know I’m nothing more than an extended houseguest.”


The humidity amplified the mildewed basement smell, seeping through the cottage’s pores like a plague. Miranda wheezed each time she drew a breath of damp air. Of her many ailments—dry eyes, anxious stomach, neck hives—asthma had never been one of them.


Floorboards creaked beneath her feet throughout the shoebox-sized rooms. A stucco ceiling hung low in the beam of her cell phone’s flashlight. Obsolete appliances, many unidentifiable, waited to reconvene with electrical outlets. Books proffering folklore and fishermen’s tales rested on the fireplace mantel under a blanket of dust.


A patchwork quilt partially covered a metal-framed bed within the bedroom. Clips and combs for outdated hairstyles sat idly on the antique dresser. There were straw hats and gardening gloves, half-filled mason jars, broken strands of pearls, reading glasses, and beaded costume jewelry. Stuff was everywhere—Gertrude Blair’s stuff.


Blood whooshed through Miranda’s veins, her heart pounding obnoxiously in her ears. The remnants of her family history dwelled within this old, rotted house. But rather than dreaded photographs of the man she once called “Daddy,” an array of inspirational plaques masked the dark-paneled walls. Clutching her chest, Miranda exhaled.


Trudy may have designed the plaques herself or purchased them at a craft fair for a bargain. Maybe she received them as gifts from friends to commemorate special occasions. Sadly, Miranda would never know.


The palm of her hand cradled her cell phone, and her thumb hovered over the lock screen. A single swipe and tap could bridge the gap between Cobblers Hill and home. Clara might convince her to reconsider plans; it wouldn’t take much coaxing from her mother. If Miranda left now, she would arrive in Barron Park before dark with time for a rest stop along the way.


But an agreement was an agreement—even if her grandmother had a poor sense of humor to concoct such a ridiculous arrangement. The nagging question remained: “Why?” Miranda bit her thumbnail.





The rustic wood planks held the day’s heat and baked Miranda in the oven of her grandmother’s old bedroom. While she spent the first of many evenings by herself, wrestling with the musty fitted sheet and its overstretched elastic pockets, she wasn’t alone. Shadows in the moonlight danced around the room’s perimeter, and an ambitious critter logged its ten thousand steps within the walls. Miranda added mousetraps, night-lights, sunblock, and an antihistamine to her growing mental checklist.


For such a small house, the cottage bellowed a midnight symphony of clanks and whirs. She covered her head with a lumpy pillow that wreaked an eau de attic scent and counted the minutes until daybreak rather than sheep.


Sometime in the early morning hours, during the familiar goodbye sequence in her train platform dream, Miranda awoke from the discomfort of her sweat-dampened pajamas. At the first glimmer of sunlight, she leaped from the bed.


Relentless stomach growls took a back seat to her runny nose and itchy eyes. Empty boxes and aired storage bags waited on standby, but goggles and a dust mask lingered on an endless scavenger hunt list.


Had Miranda been wearing long sleeves, she would have rolled them up to her elbows. Instead, she wound her tousled hair into a tight ponytail and cracked each finger’s knuckle in size order. A hundred days was a lengthy stay for any visitor, but it was hardly enough time to reflect on Gertrude Blair’s items—items with an unknown history. Stuff—meaningless stuff.


The porcelain knickknacks and decorative plates were first to enter the sturdy cardboard box labeled “Donations.” A stack of deteriorating magazines dropped to the bottom of a plastic garbage bag and hit the floor with a thud. Next, the rusted coffee can storing bent crochet hooks met its demise, as did unruly balls of yarn. Knitting was an old-fashioned craft in Miranda’s generation anyway.


Decks of cards and artificial plants, spools of thread, and a bowl of sequined fruit awaited their fate. So did the puzzles, oil-splattered cookbooks, and overflowing bucket of buttons. Her hands flew across Gertrude’s belongings like her fingers were playing ragtime on a saloon piano—a catchy tune of pack, purge, ditch, donate, and dump.


Childhood board games retreated on dusty shelves as if they had lost hope the next generation would play. Perhaps the local school could offer them another chance to instill joy.


“Wow, I never once considered—” Miranda grazed her hand across paint-clad canvases reflecting her grandmother’s graceful signature in the bottom corner. “Interesting choice of colors. Warmth and detail. Had I known—” She shook her lowered head with a tsk, tsk. It wouldn’t have made a difference.


The acrylic paintings joined the other items in the ever-growing donation pile, a windfall for the local thrift shop. Charcoal sketches and a bookcase full of classics suggested the DNA-sharing stranger mirrored Miranda’s appreciation for art and literature. Trudy’s modest possessions hinted at a simple life in Cobblers Hill. And the wall plaques declaring inspirational messages about the possibilities for tomorrow reflected faith. Or perhaps that’s what Miranda wanted to believe about the woman who never deserved the loving title “grandma.”


“It’s a start,” she said aloud of the boxed and bagged clutter that yielded open space. Her knees cracked as she stood and stretched. Years of running on the concrete pavement alleviated stress but instigated noisy joints. Negatives seemed to stem from positives.


A defiant crochet hook poked through one of the many overfilled garbage bags and scraped against Miranda’s leg. Marks or a bruise she could handle, but blood was another story, especially without an available bandage.


Which of Trudy’s disposed belongings would seek retribution next? Would the artificial plants sprout thorns and spikes and come alive with a vengeance? And might the rusted iron heat up and straighten things out? Maybe Miranda’s hypocrisy, a historical society employee dismissing pieces of her grandmother’s history, warranted the backlash.


With some nudging across the floorboards and one final shove, the pierced garbage bag tumbled down the backyard steps and landed with a thump. Miranda clapped the dust from her hands.


The late-morning air was undisturbed except for the metal door’s bang, which set a sparrow into flight. Trudy’s fractured birdbath no longer provided a refreshing splash for feathered visitors. Dire conditions aside, at least the cottage had plumbing.


In the yard, shrubs suffocated neighboring trees, and climbing grapelike wisteria disguised an arbor. Ivy wandered across strategically placed boulders in a decorative stone wall. And the remains of a lopsided outhouse, with its crescent-mooned door, balanced on stubborn tree roots. Colleagues at the historical society in Barron Park would have been intrigued by such a relic. They may have even suggested an archaeological dig. Miranda kept her distance.


Instead, she trekked back and forth through the Kentucky bluegrass to Trudy’s potting shed, her sneaker soles marking a patterned trail across the kitchen floor. The moss-covered structure wasn’t one of those convenient PODS, but it would suffice as a makeshift storage unit for clutter.


“Yoo-hoo! Over here,” a faint voice called from the adjacent yard.


A woman outfitted in wrinkly skin wiggled her way from behind the blueberry bushes, a wide-brimmed straw hat flopping to one side. Her cankles made a bold introduction below the hem of her housedress, but the tray resting across her sunbaked forearms captivated Miranda’s attention.


“Didn’t mean to startle ya, but thought ya might be hungry. Breakfast is the most important meal of the day. I reckon ya hadn’t had any. Brought ya some raisin scones and tea, both freshly made. Hope ya don’t mind that I added a cube of sugar. Ya ain’t gotta worry about goin’ light on ’em sweets with that there figure.”


“How thoughtful.” Miranda’s smile reciprocated the old woman’s warmth. “I arrived yesterday and haven’t had time to get used to my surroundings, let alone eat.”


“Ya have a lifetime for that, darlin’. Gettin’ used to ya surroundin’s, that is. Ya must be the granddaughter.”


“I’m Miranda Blair.”


“Been expectin’ ya for quite some time but wasn’t sure when. Adelaide Colby here. Friends call me Addie. Haven’t seen ya since ya were itty-bitty. Anyway, tea is gettin’ cold.”


The mysterious woman extended the tray with outstretched arms and age-spotted hands.


Had Miranda spent more than a single summer in Cobblers Hill, she might have recalled the hospitable neighbor. Adelaide Colby was another stranger from Miranda’s vague history.


“Thank you, Adelaide.” She peeked under the red-checkered cloth, then closed her eyes and leaned in for a whiff. “Oh, my goodness, these smell amazing. They’re still warm too! I don’t remember the last time I had a homemade treat.”


When Miranda looked up, the old woman was gone.
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Chapter 4






Voilà!


Baking soda mixed with white vinegar and a cleaning regimen of rinse, wipe, toss, sigh, and repeat breathed new life into Trudy’s relics. Despite rattles and groans, the avocado-green refrigerator kept a dozen eggs fresh and a half gallon of almond milk cold.


The pantry closet stored nonperishables, and the pine cabinets shelved mismatched glasses and hairline-cracked plates. Frayed dish towels hung from the stove door handle, and the fruit bowl sheltered a few ripe bananas and a semi-firm plum.


The cottage’s sand-free windowsills welcomed elbows to lean. A panoramic view highlighted lush treetops and stone-roofed cottages, one of which belonged to the effervescent Adelaide Colby.


While some Airbnb guests might claim a place like Trudy’s exuded rustic charm, most would give scathing reviews. Clean and orderly didn’t mean the bungalow was, or would ever be, home.


The neighbor’s breakfast tray waited idly on the counter as it had the previous day and the ones prior. A week was too long to procrastinate its return, even for an out-of-town visitor with an overflowing to-do list.


Miranda paced back and forth across the linoleum floor, following the same pattern that avoided cracks. If distance had been her ally in Barron Park, keeping others at arm’s length, then an acquaintance in Cobblers Hill was a potential threat.


Joyful Adelaide hadn’t come across as the obtrusive type, but that didn’t mean she wouldn’t meddle. Of more concern, she might have been Trudy’s friend who held the key to their family’s secrets.


Miranda’s stomach churned, a sour taste surging from her throat into her mouth. Two decades had passed since the Blairs locked the door to what might have been. She paced into the den, across the rickety floorboards, and farther from the cloth-lined tray that reflected neighborly kindness. An unscathed Miranda would return to her disciplined routine back home in less than a hundred days. No one would be allowed to compromise these intentions, including the petite woman who pacified her appetite with raisin scones.


Hadn’t Clara Blair assured Miranda she was in the driver’s seat? Suppose the driver dictated a vehicle’s destination and length of stay. In that case, a visit next door could be short and sweet like the southern-drawled Adelaide. It might even lift Miranda’s spirits; seven days was too long to isolate among muted colors, outdated furnishings, musty smells, and ornery appliances. She grabbed the tray and headed out the back door.


In a feast for the senses, the music of swaying wind chimes welcomed Miranda into the neighboring yard. An eye-catching display of fuchsia roses entwined a white picket fence. Jewel-toned lanterns, draping from low-hanging branches, outlined a stone path.


A gentle breeze carried the comforting aroma of cinnamon and clove, honey and nutmeg, bringing to mind a crisp autumn afternoon despite the day’s humidity. Come the fall, Miranda would resume her hometown’s preservation projects. She could then toast the completion of Trudy’s arrangement with mulled cider and a justified sigh of relief.


Adelaide leaned on her hands and knees in her garden, poking and pulling from the dirt while singing an off-key rendition of “Amazing Grace.”


“Ya got out for a bit, eh?” The spunky old woman didn’t turn around. “Nice to stretch ’em legs and take in the scenery. It’s a glorious day to be alive, I tell ya. Put the tray on the table over yonder.”


“Thank you again, Adelaide, for the treats. The scones were delicious.”


“No worries, darlin’. That’s what neighbors are for. You’ll have plenty of time to repay the favor. Mind handin’ me my snippers?”


“I’m sorry?” Miranda cocked her head. “I’m not familiar with—”


“Ah, that’s my name for ’em. Most folks call ’em shears or scissors.”


“Oh, you mean these guys?” Miranda handed over the tool, but the feverishly working woman failed to look up from her patch.


“Funny thin’ about my garden, it knows when I’m attentive and when I’ve been slackin’. It ain’t so happy with the latter. And that there okra is monopolizin’ my time. What do ya think about okra?”


Miranda shrugged. “Never heard of it, although it sounds like a garden pest. Or some green mythical swamp creature. Oh, wait, I’m thinking of an ogre. You know, Shrek.”


Adelaide let out a hearty laugh and turned around to Miranda, the joy on her face more prominent than her wrinkles. “Okra is a delicious veggie, darlin’, and one high-maintenance garden snob. The patch’s princess needs perfect growin’ conditions—the right soil, good nourishment, hot temps, and freedom from ’em neighborin’ weeds. Most northerners don’t attempt to grow okra, but this southern gal here never backs down from a challenge.”


Adelaide held the stem toward Miranda with her soiled gardening glove.


“Look at that there flower. Here today, gone tomorrow. And the second treasure is ’em pods. I’ll harvest ’em, freeze ’em for a cool evenin’, and make the most delicious gumbo. Mm, mm, mm. Anythin’ worth havin’ in life is worth puttin’ the time and effort into, ya hear? The proof is in the okra.”


The old woman rose to her feet with shaky legs as if she had cycled a carousel too many times.


“Um.” Miranda inched closer. “Here, let me help you.” She extended her hand, bracing herself for the catch.


“Help me? Nonsense.” Adelaide huffed and wobbled off with her head held as high as her hunched shoulders would allow.


Heat radiated from Miranda’s cheeks. “Um, I meant with your garden.”


“Oh, my garden. Of course, of course. I’m afraid I’m retirin’ for the day, though, darlin’. Gotta tend to my oven, and it’s about time for tea.” She squinted at the face of her oversized watch. “Care to join me for a cup?”


Hate was too strong of a word, but Miranda genuinely disliked tea. Whereas coffee was her preferred pick-me-up beverage, she associated tea with having a nagging sore throat, missing class, and watching mindless television alongside a pile of crumpled tissues.


“Sure. I’d like that.” The words escaped Miranda’s lips before she could consider the repercussions.


So what if the two women shared an appreciation for structure in their day? One commonality among many disparities hardly laid the groundwork for a friendship. Besides, there must have been a reason for all the talk about okra. Maybe Adelaide was lonely too—a southerner living up north and missing her roots.


“Very well, then, we gotta table to set,” the spirited senior said. “I gotta gather ’em tools and clean up. Ya can tend to my apple crumb cake. That there timer is gonna buzz. Mitts are in the drawer next to the sink. Water in the kettle is simmered but needs a good boil. Plates and cups are above. Everythin’ else is on a tray,” Adelaide hollered, although Miranda was only a few feet away. The pint-sized woman resumed singing the same tune but a different verse equally off-key.


The knotty pine kitchen reflected more unfamiliar walls and unspoken boundaries, especially for someone not looking to become acquainted. Miranda pulled drawers and opened cabinets as if a mouse waited to greet her on the other side. Oh, how she feared rodents!


Locate tray with tea condiments.


Check!


Oven mitts.


Check!


Cups and saucers.


Check!


Boil water.


Still waiting.


The buzz of the oven timer resembled her washing machine’s completed spin cycle back home.


Shut timer off.


Check!


Remove crumb cake from the oven.


Check! Ouch, hot!


A shower was running in the adjacent room. Knobs screeched, and a bar of soap dropped. Miranda grabbed an extra place setting from the overhead cupboard just in case.


Steam rose from the piping hot cake. Ideally, it required ample time to cool, but perfect timing failed to exist in Miranda Blair’s world. She glided a butter knife along the perimeter of the Bundt pan the way bakers did on cooking shows, then said a silent prayer while flipping the cake over. Even with a nudge, it resisted her taps and side-to-side jiggles.


The whistling kettle reached its boiling point, triggering an imaginary choke hold around Miranda. Her arms flailed, and the cake slipped from her cumbersome oven mitts. The bottom half plopped onto the plate while the rest of it clung defiantly to the pan. Crumbs flew into the air and scattered on the floor.


The high-pitched screech resembling a train whistle could make a hungry dog retreat from a porterhouse steak. With a shot of adrenaline surging through Miranda’s veins, she wanted to ditch the cake and flee the kitchen.


It was never a suitable time for an episode of PTSD, especially when striving to leave a favorable impression. So much for Adelaide’s masterpiece—so much for Miranda developing a thick skin to childhood distress.


A barefoot, half-dressed guy entered the kitchen and left a trail of wet footprints across Adelaide’s floor. His muscles flexed as he towel-dried his hair with his free hand while simmering the teakettle with the other. Beads of water trickling down his bare chest and defined abs warranted an audience.


“I’m used to her teatime routine by now,” he said with an incandescent smile. “Sorry if I startled you.” He exited the kitchen with his khaki shorts hanging low, a loose belt undone around his waist, and the clean smell of masculinity lingering behind.


Miranda wanted to say something—say anything—but only silent words escaped when her jaw dropped. Miranda Blair didn’t lose composure around men, even one like him. Her light-headedness was likely attributed to the oppressive heat and an overactive oven.


She aired out a handful of her T-shirt, the last few crumbs falling to the floor.


Adelaide’s cake!


With the remaining pieces unstuck, Miranda transplanted them onto the bottom half and shimmied them into place. Then she eyed the cake from different angles before its grand introduction outside.


There was plenty of shade and a delightful breeze at the far end of the neighbor’s yard. Teatime was a welcomed respite, nestled among hydrangea bushes and serenaded by a fountain’s trickles. Miranda’s usual afternoon break entailed a ten-minute commute from class to work while scarfing down a dry granola bar in three equal bites.


“Not used to the heat in that there kitchen, eh?” Adelaide chuckled. “Ya cheeks are nice and rosy, but ya wear the color well. Lookie at what we got here. Brava!”


Miranda placed the tray down with delicate hands and curtsied. Somehow she had traded her driver’s seat for a place at the neighbor’s bistro table. She was never steadfast behind the wheel anyway, having failed her road test multiple times in high school.


“So, darlin’, I reckon ya have a green thumb too.”


“Hardly. Our yard back home isn’t large enough for a garden. Besides, it would be tough to grow anything on concrete.”


“But ya here now, and ya got rich soil.” Adelaide nursed her tea bag in the steaming cup of water and used her spoon to twirl it in a graceful figure-eight motion.


“True, but Trudy’s property is overgrown, and the garden is a jungle. Even if it’s tameable, I doubt I’m the right candidate for the job.”


Miranda never intended to bring her grandmother’s name into the conversation or discuss heritage rather than horticulture. She added a heaping spoonful of honey and three sugar cubes to her tea. Another cube waited on standby. “Where would I begin if I were up for the challenge? Frankly, I can’t tell the flowers or fruit trees from the weeds, let alone care for them.”


“There ain’t no right or wrong place to begin, darlin’, as long as ya start somewhere.” Adelaide sliced between the Bundt cake curves and rested a piece on two of the three plates. Her straw hat occupied the empty chair.


“First, ya gotta open ya heart; then ya gotta use ’em senses. Every garden has a story to tell, so be a good listener.”


Miranda accepted the smaller piece of cake and shoved a forkful in her mouth before it crumbled on the dish.


“Experience the mornin’ dew when the day awakens and get to know ’em critters that visit,” Adelaide said. “Ya gotta always make time for friends. Take in the afternoon breeze and ’em fragrant smells.” The old woman closed her eyes and inhaled a deep, exaggerated breath. “Don’t be too busy to notice ’em surroundin’s.”


She lifted her teacup, paused, and took a cautious sip. Miranda did the same.


“Ya gotta respect each vine, tree, and flower for its unique qualities. Abandon ’em weeds, and you’ll rid the negativity that threatens ya garden’s well-bein’. Weeds make their presence known. If ya ain’t sure, let ’em be. Give everythin’ a chance to grow, ya hear?”


Miranda nodded with a wandering eye to the back door.


“Stroll after the rain, knowin’ the rich soil is providin’ all ’em nutrients.” Adelaide pointed a crooked finger at her. “But beware if ya keep ya head down, ya only gonna notice ’em slugs. Gotta look up to find ’em rainbows and fruit that hangs from ’em branches.”


Miranda tilted her head back at Adelaide’s imaginary scene across the sapphire sky.


“A new day welcomes another chance—take that chance,” the old woman said. “Patience, perseverance, and passion are key ingredients; the rest is up to nature. No matter how bad ’em storms are, never give up. That there sun always shines again.”


“Wow, you make it sound so profound—almost spiritual.”


“That’s ’cause it is. Gardenin’ is a form of art, I say.”


A moment of silence emphasized the significance of Adelaide’s words. Wide-eyed, Miranda leaned in closer.


“Takes creativity and imagination, a captivatin’ eye and self-expression,” Adelaide said. “Most every lesson in life comes from that there garden. Gotta be willin’ to learn from the teacher and be open to the message.”


“It’s intimidating, though, taking over seeds I didn’t sow.” Miranda placed her teacup back on the saucer. She would not become attached to anything in her grandmother’s hometown—not even a garden.


“No stinkin’ thinkin’. Few can take credit for bein’ the initial planter,” Adelaide garbled with a mouthful of cake. “That there is history now. What matters is ya garden’s evolution. It’s constantly changin’, day by day, season to season, flower to flower. So, let go of yesterday—ya gotta appreciate today and plant ’em seeds for tomorrow.”


Adelaide patted the corners of her mouth with a napkin. “Enjoy the journey, darlin’, and don’t go addin’ any of ’em unnecessary limitations, ya hear?”


Miranda nodded, residual pain shimmering in her eyes. If only Gertrude Blair had shared treasures of personal experience unattainable from a Google search. If only there were underlying messages about nurturing healthy relationships and sprinkles of wisdom disguised in a teatime chat about plants and shrubs. If only . . .


“It would help pass the time,” Miranda said after a lengthy pause assembling crumbs in the center of her plate. “And since I don’t have the opportunity back home, and you say it’s a form of art—one that I haven’t explored—I guess I’ll give gardening a chance this summer. There’s nothing to lose. Right?”


“Oh, and everythin’ to gain,” Adelaide replied with a twinkle in her eye. “That a gal! I’m only a holler over the blueberry bushes if ya need me.”


He walked out of the house, keys in hand and dark aviators resting on his visor. Miranda swallowed hard and washed down the last forkful of cake with a sip of tea.


He gave Adelaide a reverent kiss on the head and outstretched his hand to Miranda.


“I don’t believe we’ve officially met. Jake Colby. A pleasure to meet you.”


“Miranda Blair. Likewise.”


“Miranda here moved next door.” Adelaide’s eyes sparkled.


“It’s temporary. Um, I’m a visitor. A seasonal one. For the summer, is all.”


“I hope you’ll enjoy your visit then,” Jake said. “You’re going to love Cobblers Hill as much as I do. That’s why I can’t stay away. Right, Gram?”


“Always welcome—both y’all.” Adelaide turned to Miranda. “Our yards are connected, darlin’. We’ll leave the gate open for ya to come and go as ya please.”


“Thank you for sharing your teatime, Addie.”


A-d-e-l-a-i-d-e. Addie is reserved for friends!


The old woman beamed.


Miranda rose to her feet and gathered the cups and saucers with fidgety hands.


“Don’t even think about it.” Addie tapped the table. “I’ve got the entire afternoon, now, ya hear?”


“I guess I’ll awaken the dinosaur mower and attempt to cut the grass before it gets any later or grows taller.” Miranda gave an awkward chuckle she quickly regretted.


“If you don’t mind me saying so,” Jake chimed in, “a weed eater will trim the grass, which will make it easier to mow. I’ll be happy to stop over tomorrow and give you a hand.”


Addie nodded at her grandson.


“Well . . .” Miranda cleared her throat. “I’d appreciate that.” She addressed her sneakers rather than the neighbors. How could she keep accepting kindness from these strangers? Under the circumstances, how could she not?


“It’s a date, then,” Jake said. “Not to worry, we’ll have the place shaped up in a few hours. The grass should be dry by midmorning, which will make the job easier.”


He placed his hand on Addie’s shoulder. “I’m heading out for a few hours, Gram. I’ll see you later.”


Jake Colby was gone as quickly as he appeared, driving off in a roofless gunmetal-gray Jeep, raising dust and Miranda’s curiosity as he accelerated down the country road.
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