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	Chapter 1

	WILLA

	"Every Leaf a Departure"

	The GPS announced Ember Falls the way it announced everything — flatly, without ceremony, as though the word meant nothing particular. Willa Harte turned it off at the first road sign she recognized and drove the rest of the way from memory. Seven years and every turn was still there, patient and unchanged, waiting where she had left it.

	She'd driven through the White Mountains before dawn, the highway empty and the ridgelines still dark against a sky that was only beginning to suggest the possibility of light rather than commit to it. Somewhere north of Concord she'd turned the radio off. She did this sometimes on long drives — removed all the noise to hear whatever it was the road itself was saying. Usually the road said: look at me, I go somewhere. She had always found this sufficient comfort.

	Today it said something else, something that kept her hands too deliberate on the wheel, something she kept carefully not identifying.

	She stopped for gas in Littleton. She stopped again on the far side of Franconia Notch, not for any practical reason but because the ridgeline had gone to gold in the new light — that specific October morning gold, the kind that makes even experienced travelers feel slightly accused by a landscape for not paying sufficient attention — and she'd pulled onto the shoulder and sat with the engine off and listened to the quiet. She'd taken three photographs she would never publish. Travel writers were supposed to photograph with intention, everything in service of the story, but sometimes the light was simply doing that and you had to bear witness without purpose.

	It had been easier to think about the light than to think about where she was going.

	Nora Harte had died on a Tuesday morning in September, in her own bed, the hospice nurse had said. Very peacefully. There was a library book on the nightstand — two-thirds read, the spine cracked open to page 247, exactly where she'd left off. The nurse had mentioned this because she was the kind of person who understood that details matter to the people left holding them. Willa had written page 247 in her notebook somewhere over the Atlantic, flying back from Lisbon, and she had looked at it several times since without being able to determine what action, if any, it called for.

	She had called the Ember Falls Public Library. She had requested an extension. The librarian — new, someone who hadn't known Nora — had explained, with genuine regret and no flexibility whatsoever, that after sixty days, policy was policy. Willa had said of course, thank you and hung up and then sat in the Portland apartment — the rented, furnished apartment that smelled of other people's choices — and looked at the wall for a while.

	She had handled what could be handled remotely. Signed what the attorney required. Made two calls to her aunt, who folded her own sadness neatly to the side the way some people did, creating more room for everyone else's. Willa had kept two article deadlines, dropped one, told her editor she'd be in Vermont for a few weeks. The editor had said take all the time you need, which was a kind thing to say to someone you also needed a piece from by the fifteenth.

	She had not been back to Ember Falls in seven years. She was aware this was not a small number. She had been aware of it since she calculated the drive and realized she could no longer say five years, or even six. Seven was a different category of thing. Seven meant something she had not yet sat down with long enough to determine.

	She had decided it could wait one more day.

	 

	She crossed the covered bridge at the edge of town at just after noon.

	The bridge rattled the way it had always rattled — a low, specific, wooden complaint, the sound of old timber bearing weight with grudging competence — and below her, Ember Creek ran clear and cold over stones she had known since childhood, the same stones in the same unhurried arrangement, catching the same fractured October light they had always caught. She had sat on those stones. She had said things she meant to a person she loved on those stones, at seventeen, at nineteen, at twenty-two, and had believed she was saying them into something permanent.

	The water did not appear to remember.

	The town square opened on the far side of the bridge, the green gone autumnal and mostly bare. The Breadwinner had its green canvas awning extended against the midday sun; a chalkboard sign at the door read pumpkin scones / apple butter / coffee / warmth, all four items listed with equal gravity, as though warmth were something you could put on a menu and it would simply arrive when ordered. She made a private note to investigate within forty-eight hours. Forty thousand Substack readers had subscribed to her opinions on things, including the category of small-town bakeries that understood their purpose in the world, and she had never once let them down on that subject.

	Pages & Embers had dressed its window for the season with the kind of considered effortlessness that requires real effort — autumn-colored spines fanned against raw linen, a small ceramic owl observing them from the far corner. Nora had walked into that bookshop every Thursday for forty years, asked Agnes Prout what was new, and trusted the answer completely. Agnes had never steered her wrong; or at least that was how Nora had told it, and Nora's versions of stories were always the ones worth keeping.

	Past the war memorial, past the white steeple visible between the trees on the eastern hill, and then Willa turned onto Maple Ridge Road, and she let herself feel the full weight of it.

	The maples here had mostly let go. The road lay deep in the settled, honest brown of finished leaves — leaves that had made their color and their argument and were done with both — and only a handful of holdouts remained on the branches above, clinging in a last, burning copper that was beautiful the way all desperate things are beautiful, which is to say entirely and briefly. The houses sat steeply roofed and solidly planted in the manner of houses that have considered Vermont winters and prepared accordingly. She knew these houses. She knew the one with the blue mailbox, the one with the weathervane shaped like a rooster, the one with the kitchen garden behind its white picket fence where someone had already put in the cold-frame covers for October.

	The cottage sat at the end of the road, set back, the front walk swept clean.

	Her grandmother's house: white clapboard with green shutters, the hydrangeas gone to that papery, translucent bone-white of late autumn, the rosebushes clipped back, the window boxes holding their last frost-burned petunias with a tenacity that felt personally characteristic, like something a person would do rather than a plant. The porch listed very slightly to the left. It had always listed. The personality lean, Nora had called it, and refused every offer of correction. She said a house that stood perfectly plumb had nothing interesting to say for itself.

	Willa saw the truck before she saw any of the rest of it.

	Dark green pickup. Vermont plates. The toolbox bolted across the bed at an angle she recognized as much as she recognized the plates, as much as she recognized anything she had seen so many times it had stopped requiring active identification and moved into the body, into the place that knows things without being asked. A faded parking permit in the lower corner of the windshield, two winters old. She had not thought about this truck in years, or she had thought about it in the peripheral way you think about something you've put in a drawer and closed — the drawer present, in the back of the room, awareness without attention.

	She sat in her car. She gave herself one full minute of this without judgment, and then she got out. Whatever else seven years had or had not accomplished, they had furnished her with considerable practice in walking into rooms she did not want to walk into, and she was not someone who sat in driveways.

	She got her bag from the trunk. She walked up the swept path.

	The front door gave its familiar small resistance at the top — the autumn swelling of the frame, every year, that Nora had called a feature and not a flaw — and then it swung open, and the smell of the cottage came at her before anything else could. Lavender, from the sachets tucked into every linen cupboard and several places that were not linen cupboards. Old paper — the particular warm dry smell of many loved books in a warm dry room. The ghost of last winter's woodsmoke, pressed into the plaster and the beams. And underneath all of these, something new and sharp: the chemical edge of a heat gun at work, fresh pine shavings, paint stripper.

	She stepped into the hall.

	He was crouched at the base of the wainscoting along the left wall, his back to her, heat gun in his right hand and a wide flat scraper in his left. He worked in the rhythm of someone who understood that patience was not delay but method — not fast, not slow, simply steady and certain, like something that knows exactly where it is going and has decided speed is beside the point. Canvas tarp laid carefully beneath him, his tools arranged to the right with the precision of a person who expects to reach for things without looking. His canvas jacket, dark, worn soft at the elbows. His hair shorter than the last image she'd allowed herself to keep, but the same particular shade of dark brown.

	His hands.

	She knew his hands. She knew them the way you know a piece of music learned so young it lives below the place where learned things live — the breadth of them, the way the right one held the scraper with the ease of a tool that had come to know the hand it lived in, the small scar on the first knuckle of his left index finger from a chisel slip when he was nineteen years old. She could not see the scar from where she stood. She knew it was there anyway, with the absolute certainty of something that does not require verification.

	He went still. The heat gun clicked off.

	He stood up in the unhurried way he did everything, without announcement, and turned around. There was a moment — she was watching closely enough to catch it, she had always been the one who noticed things — where something moved across his face: something genuine and undefended, before the control came back down over it like a shade drawn with practiced efficiency. He looked at her with the expression of a man who has had time to prepare for a moment and is deploying that preparation carefully.

	"Willa," he said.

	"Ethan." Her voice came out level. She filed this privately and gratefully.

	October light lay across the floorboards between them in long, oblique slats.

	He set the heat gun on the canvas tarp with the habitual care of someone who protects old floors by reflex. He turned to face her with the air of a man who had thought about how this part of the conversation would go. "Nora commissioned a restoration," he said. "The original woodwork throughout — the wainscoting, the built-in bookshelves in the sitting room, the banister. She paid in full in August." He paused in the way of someone providing information, not apology. "The contract runs six weeks."

	She listened to this. She thought about her grandmother. She thought about a front walk swept clean before her arrival, and about page 247, and about the particular way Nora had always had of arranging the future with quiet, total confidence.

	"Six weeks," she said.

	"I can provide the documentation. For the estate."

	"That won't be necessary." She heard herself sounding more formal than she was, a register borrowed for the occasion, which she was reasonably sure he could see through. "If Nora contracted you, it holds. I'll stay out of your way."

	He nodded once, unsurprised. He turned back to the wainscoting. "Seven to five. I'll be gone by five."

	"All right."

	She picked up her bag and went upstairs to the bedroom that had always been hers — the one with the blue quilt and the window looking out at the back garden and the hills — and she stood at that window for three measured breaths, looking at the frost-silver October garden, and let the three breaths do what they could. Then she went back down.

	She went to the kitchen. She filled the kettle without thinking about it, the way you perform the rituals of a beloved place when your hands remember it better than your mind wants to. She took two mugs from their hooks above the sink. She put a teabag in each one.

	The kettle clicked. She stood with both mugs and registered, belatedly, what she had done.

	She made both cups. She carried her own, and she set the second on the wide painted windowsill at the foot of the stairs — the deep old windowsill where Nora had always placed things that were meant to be found: mail, library slips, small notes left for the household, a habit as natural to this house as the lean of the porch — and she said nothing about it, and she took her tea to the kitchen and stood at the window and looked at the garden.

	She heard him stop working. A pause, and then: the soft sound of ceramic lifted carefully from painted wood.

	His voice, not quite directed at her, aimed at the general space of the kitchen doorway: "Thank you."

	She didn't turn around. "You're welcome," she said, to the window.

	The garden held its last petunias against the advancing cold. After a while she heard him return to the wall.

	At five o'clock exactly, the front door opened and closed with the deliberate quiet of someone who knows there is sadness in a house — not loudly, not with any performance, just with care. She heard the truck start. She heard it back out of the drive and move down Maple Ridge Road, and she listened to the sound of it until it had gone entirely.

	Then she went to the sitting room.

	She sat down on the floor — not in Nora's reading chair, not yet, she was not ready for that — amid the books and the lavender sachets and the long, settled presence of a woman who had lived eighty-seven years and filled every room she'd ever occupied with the evidence of a life conducted with full attention. The bookshelves ran floor to ceiling along the south wall, dense with a logic that was entirely Nora's own, which Willa had never been able to decode but had always found comforting in the way you find comforting the particular order of another person's mind. The reading chair held the shape of someone who no longer occupied it. The October light had come all the way down to dark.

	She put her face in her hands.

	She cried — for the first time since the phone call from her aunt, for the first time since the hospice nurse said quietly, in her own bed, for the first time since the notation in her notebook and the librarian and the sixty-day policy. She cried for Nora, for the library book at page 247, for the garden still trying, for the reading chair that held a shape. She cried freely and without worrying whether she was doing it right, which was what Nora had always said grief required, and she cried for long enough that by the time she stopped, the room had gone entirely dark and the house had settled into its evening quiet around her.

	Outside, on Maple Ridge Road, the last few leaves let go.

	 


Chapter 2

	ETHAN

	"The Contract"

	He knew she was coming.

	The letter from the estate attorney had arrived three weeks after Nora's funeral — a formal communication on letterhead, noting that Wilhelmina Harte would be arriving in early October to manage the estate, and requesting confirmation of the restoration timeline so that her visit could be coordinated accordingly. He'd read it at his workbench on a Thursday evening with the lamp burning over the cherry tabletop he was jointing, and he'd set the letter face-down on the bench without reading it a second time, and he'd gone back to the wood.

	Wilhelmina. He'd almost smiled. Nobody called her that. She'd objected to it since she was old enough to have opinions about her own name, which had been early. She'd signed everything Willa from the age of seven and had told him once, with the solemn conviction of a child who has considered the matter thoroughly, that Wilhelmina sounded like a ship.

	He'd thought about this more than he should have, on Thursday evening, while he jointed the cherry. He recognized this as a fact and did not pursue its implications.

	He had arrived at the cottage that morning at seven, which was when he always arrived, because seven was when you started if you wanted to finish, and because Nora had always had coffee ready at seven, and because some habits you kept without examining too carefully why you were keeping them. Nora had died in September and the cottage was empty and the coffee was not ready, and he had let himself in with the key Nora had given him when he started the job in mid-September — the key he would return when the contract was finished, which would be mid-November, which was six weeks from now — and he had set his thermos on the kitchen counter and gone to work.

	He had been working the wainscoting in the front hall for four days. The original beadboard was New England pine, old-growth, dense and straight-grained and about as good as pine got, and whoever had painted over it in the 1970s with an oil-based primer and two coats of wall paint was someone he would, if given the opportunity, take aside and discuss the matter with at length. The paint came up slowly, as badly applied paint tended to, because it had never properly bonded to the original finish beneath it. He worked section by section, heat gun and scraper, methodical, letting the work happen at the pace it required. He did not hurry. He had never in his life produced good work by hurrying, and he wasn't going to start now.

	What he told himself, about the seven years, held the shape of a reasonable account of events.

	She had been given an opportunity — the kind that didn't wait and didn't negotiate. A fellowship, a year, three continents, the work she had always been building toward. She had taken it. This was not a betrayal; this was a person being precisely who she was. He had known who she was since they were sixteen years old, known it with the clarity of someone who had paid very close and very sustained attention to the person standing next to him. He'd said go. He'd meant it. He had reasons he couldn't leave — reasons that were his to carry, not hers, and which he had not fully explained because explaining them would have complicated a decision that should have been uncomplicated. He had not wanted her to stay out of obligation. That would have been a different and worse kind of loss.

	She had gone. She had sent Nora postcards from three continents, which he knew because Nora showed him sometimes — not unkindly, just the way Nora shared things she found beautiful or worth noting, which those were. He'd sent Willa a text after six months that he'd spent more time composing than was probably wise. She hadn't replied. He had his answer, and he had put it away cleanly and gone back to work.

	He was fine. The work was good — better than good; he had a waiting list and clients who trusted him and projects that required his full attention, which was convenient because full attention was what he had to give. He had his grandfather's property and his own workshop and the ridge to look at in the mornings and that was enough. It was enough. He thought about her sometimes at three in the morning, which was the hour that ignored instructions, but three in the morning was not a reliable source of information about how you were doing.

	He was five hours into the day's section, making good progress, when the front door opened.

	He knew — and this was something he had no clean explanation for, something he was not going to spend time on — he knew before he turned. Something in the quality of the sound. Or something in the particular aliveness of the air that changed when she walked into a room; he had spent six years learning that quality and apparently his body had not forgotten it even when the rest of him had been working diligently on the project of forgetting. He went still. His hands set the tools down before his mind had issued the instruction.

	He stood. He turned around.

	The floor moved.

	That was the only language he had for it afterward, and it was not the language he would have chosen — it was too large, too dramatic, the kind of thing you said in a version of events you were narrating to someone else, not the clinical account he preferred. But it was accurate: something rearranged under him while she stood in the doorway with her bag and the October light behind her and her face composed in that specific way, the careful composure that meant she was working to maintain it, which he recognized immediately and completely because he had spent six years learning the difference between Willa at ease and Willa performing ease.

	Seven years.

	The math arrived fast and rude. Seven years and she was standing in Nora's hall looking exactly like herself, which was the thing he had not prepared for with sufficient thoroughness, because he had prepared for older, or different, or changed in ways that would put some useful distance between who she had been and who she was now. Instead she was immediately, entirely, and with what felt like personal malice, exactly herself. The same quality of attention in her face, the way she was already cataloguing the room, the composed expression with its small evidences of effort. He knew all of it. He had not forgotten a single piece of it, which meant the last seven years of not-thinking-about-it had been a more creative project than he'd given himself credit for.

	He said her name. She said his. Her voice was steady. He noted this in the part of his mind that was still taking notes.

	He told her about the contract. He laid it out in the clearest terms he had: the scope of work, the payment in full, the timeline. He provided the information with the professional air of a man who is on solid ground because the ground is a contract, and he was grateful for the contract the way you are grateful for solid ground when the alternative is losing your footing entirely. Six weeks. Paid in full. The estate would honor it; she said so, in a voice that was more formal than her usual register, which he could hear through the formality the same way you can hear a familiar room through a closed door.

	She said she'd stay out of his way. He turned back to the wall.

	He worked the rest of the afternoon in the heightened, recalibrated awareness of a person who has had the floor moved under him and is navigating accordingly. He heard her go upstairs. He heard the particular sound of grief-work — the slow movement between rooms, the pauses that were longer than practical tasks required, the specific quiet of someone going carefully through the possessions of a person they loved. He kept his attention on the wainscoting. The work was there and it was real and it required his hands, which was what hands were for.

	He heard her in the kitchen, midmorning. The kettle. The sound of mugs taken from hooks.

	He kept his attention on the wall.

	Then he heard her come back to the hall. He heard footsteps stop. The soft sound of ceramic set on wood. Her footsteps moving back toward the kitchen.

	He turned, just enough.

	The mug sat on the deep windowsill at the foot of the stairs — the windowsill where Nora had always left things that needed to be found. Steam rising from it in the slanted October light. He looked at the kitchen doorway. He looked at the mug.

	He collected it. He drank the tea standing at the wall he'd been stripping all day, tasting it — it was good tea, she'd made it properly, a thing he noted without meaning to — and he did not say anything, and she did not say anything from the kitchen, and the afternoon continued.

	He packed up at five with his usual efficiency. Tools in their order, tarp rolled, heat gun cooled and cased. He worked through this quickly because he was efficient and not because he was trying to leave, though it was possible that both things were true and he was electing to credit only the first one. He had his jacket on and his thermos in hand before he thought about the mug he'd left on the kitchen counter. He had thought about saying something — thank you, for the tea, a simple and accurate statement of fact that any reasonable person in any ordinary circumstance would say without difficulty — and the thought had been swallowed by the more immediate business of getting his jacket buttoned, and he was at the door.

	"Thank you," he said, into the space between himself and the kitchen, without quite stopping.

	He closed the door behind him with care. He did not examine the care too closely.

	* * *

	He drove home the long way. He did not acknowledge that he was taking the long way; he simply drove it, through the birch corridor on the eastern face of Ember Ridge, the trees gone to bone-white and butter-yellow in the last light, and he did not
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