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PROLOGUE

	JAKE

	The sun came up over Tinker's Ridge the morning I left Cedar Hollow, and I remember thinking it was showing off.

	That particular October light — the kind that turns the whole valley gold before it earns it — had been doing the same thing every fall of my life, and I had never once taken it personally until that morning. Until I was twenty-two miles north on Route 11 with my duffel bag on the back seat and my guitar wedged against the passenger door, and the light was still coming, still sprawling across the ridgeline like it had nowhere better to be, and I had to turn the radio up to stop thinking about Grace Calloway's face.

	I didn't look back when I passed the town limits sign. That part is true. My eyes stayed on the road and my hands stayed on the wheel and the sign went by in my peripheral vision — Cedar Hollow, Est. 1847, Pop. 2,389 — and I drove. I have spent fifteen years being proud of that. Telling myself it meant something. That I was the kind of person who committed to a direction and held it.

	What it actually meant was that I was eighteen years old and terrified, and if I had looked back I would have turned the truck around.

	The party had been at the Morrow farm, same as every graduation, same bonfire and same bad warm beer and the same people I had known since second grade trying to figure out who we were going to be now that we didn't have to show up anywhere together. I had sat on the tailgate with Grace for most of it. We did that — found each other at parties without ever deciding to, without ever talking about why. It was just gravity. It had always been gravity.

	She was wearing a yellow dress. I am aware of how that sounds. I'm telling it anyway.

	We walked home along Cedar Creek because we always walked home along Cedar Creek, and at the firefly bend — the wide part where the creek turns and the willows hang low and there are, in summer, fireflies, though by October there weren't — I stopped walking. She stopped too. I don't know who moved first. I know the creek was loud and the stars were out and her hand came up to my jaw like she'd been thinking about where to put it.

	We kissed. It was the realest thing I had ever done.

	I drove north twelve hours later and I didn't look back.

	Here is the part I don't tell cleanly: in between.

	The morning of graduation, Patsy's Kitchen, nine a.m. Ryan Tanner and Marcus Webb and half the senior class in the corner booths, and Ryan looking at me with that grin and saying something about time, about finally, about Grace Calloway — loud enough for the room — and me sitting there with my coffee cooling in my hands and fifteen hours of a decision I hadn't made yet, and I said: nothing happened. We're just friends.

	I said it because I was scared. Because committing to Grace meant committing to Cedar Hollow, and Cedar Hollow meant the life my father had lived, and I couldn't see yet that there were worse lives to inherit. I said it because I was eighteen and foolish and because the music program in Nashville was waiting and it felt like a door that would close if I looked away from it.

	I said it because I was a coward. There are other explanations and they are all true and none of them is better than that one.

	Grace was at the counter. I didn't know she was there. I knew she was there.

	She didn't say anything. She set down her coffee cup and she walked out, and the bell above the door rang once, and that was the last real conversation we had for fifteen years.

	By the time I hit Winchester I had told myself three things: that I'd call her when I landed, that she'd understand eventually, that what I'd felt on that creek bank was just the specific madness of graduation night and it would pass.

	I didn't call. She didn't understand, because there was nothing to understand — I had simply left. And the feeling didn't pass. It just went quiet, the way a radio goes quiet when you drive out of range, still transmitting somewhere, just not reaching you anymore.

	The sun was fully up by the time I crossed into West Virginia. The valley was gone behind me. I turned the radio louder and I drove toward the life I'd decided to have, and I told myself the hollow feeling in my chest was just nerves.

	I was wrong about a lot of things that morning.

	That was the first one.



	
 Chapter 1

	GRACE

	October in Cedar Hollow starts with apples. Not the festival, not the foliage — though both come — but the smell. The orchards on the ridge above town let loose something sweet and faintly fermented when the nights get cold enough, and by the first week of the month it drifts down into the valley and settles into the streets like it belongs there, which it does, which it always has. I have woken up to it every fall of my life and it still gets me. It still makes me stop in whatever I'm doing and breathe it in and think: okay. Here we are again.

	I was at the shop by seven, which was an hour before I needed to be but forty minutes after I'd given up on sleeping. The Reading Nook occupies the ground floor of a Victorian-era building on the south side of the square — mine on a thirty-year lease that my grandmother negotiated in 1991 and that I renewed six years ago when she died and left the business to me. The building itself is narrow and deep, the way old commercial spaces in small towns tend to be, with original wide-plank floors that creak in specific places I know by heart and bookshelves that go all the way to the ten-foot ceiling and a fireplace in the back corner that I light every year on the first of October and keep going until April. There's a coffee bar along the left wall where the old service counter used to be, and four armchairs arranged near the fireplace that I recovered in green velvet two years ago and that are never all empty at the same time between October and Christmas.

	My grandmother called it a bookshop. I call it a bookshop and coffee bar on the sign and on the website and on the business license, though if you asked most people in Cedar Hollow what it was they would say something like: the place you go when you need to be somewhere. Which is what my grandmother built it to be, and what I've tried to keep it as, and which is a harder thing to maintain than it sounds.

	I turned on the espresso machine and let it run its pre-open cycle and stood behind the counter in the low morning light with the October smell coming through the gap at the bottom of the front door, and I looked at the fourteen pages of my proposal spread across every inch of counter space.

	The Calloway Building Community Arts Center.

	I had been working on this proposal for two years. Two years of architectural assessments and community surveys and grant applications and late evenings at this counter with a cold cup of coffee and spreadsheets that I understood better than I wanted to. The concept was straightforward enough: the Calloway Feed Store building, two stories of 1920s red brick on the north end of the town square, had sat empty for six years since the town took ownership of it. Before that it had been my grandfather's business for forty years. Before that, his father's. The Calloway name was still on the deed in the county records — Earl Calloway, original owner — though Earl himself had been gone for eleven years and the building had passed through probate to the town when no family member had the funds to take it on.

	I had the funds. Not personally — I ran a bookshop in a town of twenty-four hundred people, which meant my personal finances were comfortable and not excessive — but the Cedar Hollow Heritage Grant was a real and fundable thing, and I had spent eighteen months building a case for it, and the grant office in Richmond had told me in August that my application was competitive, which was grant-speak for: you're in contention. The local match requirement was forty percent of projected renovation costs. I had pledges from fourteen Cedar Hollow businesses and individuals that covered thirty-six, and a conversation scheduled with the Morrow family for next week that I was cautiously optimistic about.

	What I needed was the council vote. The council vote required a proposal meeting. The proposal meeting was Thursday.

	I was going to win on Thursday. I had been telling myself this for two years and I believed it.

	Then Lila Park had texted me on Tuesday morning, and I had spent the subsequent forty-eight hours believing it somewhat less.

	I had the proposal open to the grant impact section when Patsy Delaney came through the door at seven forty-two, which was when she always arrived, having long ago established a standing order and an understanding that standing orders superseded posted business hours. She was carrying two coffees from her own diner, which she did sometimes when she had something to discuss, because sitting at a table with a coffee was a more accountable thing than standing at a counter, and Patsy had always been a student of the conditions under which people were most likely to be honest.

	She set one of the coffees in front of me and pulled herself onto the stool across the counter and surveyed the proposal with the expression she reserved for complex situations that she had already formed opinions about.

	"You're going to wrinkle those drawings," she said.

	"I'm not wrinkling them."

	"Your elbow's on the corner."

	I moved my elbow. She nodded, satisfied.

	Patsy Delaney was sixty-one years old and had run her diner on the north side of the square for thirty-four years and knew more about Cedar Hollow than anyone alive, a fact she considered a natural consequence of running a breakfast counter in a small town. She had known my grandmother well enough to fight with her, which was the highest form of Cedar Hollow friendship, and she had given me my first job at fourteen and had been in this shop at least twice a week for six years and had never once come in without some piece of information she thought I needed to have. I trusted her more than I trusted most people. I also knew that trusting Patsy meant accepting that she was going to tell me things I didn't want to hear and was going to do it warmly and thoroughly and with no particular obligation to be invited.

	"Any more word on the developer?" I asked.

	She turned her coffee cup in her hands, which meant she was deciding how to say something. "Tommy Briggs — Helen's husband, not the one in Woodstock — said he heard it was an investment group. Out of Nashville. Music venue concept, live events, that kind of thing. The idea is Cedar Hollow as a weekend destination for heritage tourism."

	I looked at the community impact section of my proposal. "In Cedar Hollow."

	"The valley's been on a couple of those regional travel lists lately. There's an audience for it, supposedly." She paused. "They apparently have money."

	"I have a heritage grant."

	"You have a pending heritage grant."

	"Patsy."

	"I'm on your side." She held up both hands. "I'm completely on your side. I'm just telling you what I heard because it's better you hear it from me than walk into Thursday without knowing."

	This was true. It was also true that Patsy's version of being on your side included an unshakeable conviction that you needed all the information whether you wanted it or not, and that her particular brand of care looked, from certain angles, very much like her being right about everything.

	"Have they named a consultant?" I asked. "Someone local to front it?"

	She turned her coffee cup again. "Not that I've heard. Helen will know."

	I made a note on the edge of my draft. Outside, the square was coming awake. Tom Ellerby unlocking the hardware store across the way, moving slowly and deliberately the way he'd moved every morning since I could remember. Marisol Reyes at the Mercantile two doors down, putting out the sandwich board that advertised the weekly specials in her careful schoolteacher's handwriting. The courthouse already lit, a maintenance van in the small parking lot, someone up early to deal with whatever maintenance vans dealt with at seven forty-five on a Tuesday in October.

	I had grown up looking at this square. My grandmother had taught me to look at it as a system, as a living thing — the way each business depended on the foot traffic generated by the others, the way an empty storefront changed the psychology of a whole block, the way a town's health showed in its public spaces before it showed anywhere else. The Calloway building sat on the north end and had been empty for six years and in that time I had watched it the way you watch a thing that was once full of family and is now just a building. The cracking mortar between the upper bricks. The boards across the ground floor windows. The ghost of the sign that used to say Calloway & Sons Feed in letters you could read from the ridge road.

	My great-grandfather built that building. My grandfather worked in it for forty years and knew every square foot of it and left his initials carved above the back door in the particular private way that working men sometimes mark the things they've made their own. I was not sentimental about a lot of things, but I was sentimental about this.

	I was not going to let a Nashville investment group turn it into a weekend entertainment venue.

	The bell above the door rang and my first customer of the day came in — Vera Hutchinson, eighty-three years old, who came every Tuesday for the new releases shelf and a small dark roast and had been doing so since my grandmother put in the coffee bar. I made her coffee and walked her to the new releases and spent fifteen minutes talking about the novel she'd read the previous week, which she had strong opinions about, and by the time she settled into the green armchair nearest the fire with the new one I'd recommended it was eight-thirty and the shop was starting to fill with the particular Tuesday morning crowd: two women from the elementary school on their prep period, a man I didn't recognize who turned out to be visiting his sister on Orchard Street and had wandered in out of the cold, and Marcus Webb, who worked at the county extension office and came in for coffee three times a week and never bought a book but always picked them up and read the back covers with the focused attention of someone thinking seriously about it.

	I served coffee and made change and recommended things and answered questions and all of it was real and not performed — I loved the shop, I loved the particular low-level hum of a place where people came to be comfortable — but part of my mind was on the counter behind the bar, on the fourteen pages of proposal language and the question of who was on the other side of it.

	It was nine-fifteen when my phone buzzed.

	Lila: do you have a sec

	Lila Park was thirty years old and had been the Cedar Hollow Courier's only full-time reporter for four years, a job she had taken after a stint at a Roanoke daily that she described as professionally educational and personally miserable. She was my closest friend and the person most likely to tell me something true and most likely to tell it to me at a time when I was trying to do four other things. She had been chasing the developer story since the first rumors appeared two weeks ago, which I knew because she had told me so and because Lila chasing a story meant a specific quality of focused energy that was visible from a distance.

	Me: at the shop, what's up

	Lila: so I've been digging on the developer situation

	Me: and?

	The three dots appeared. Disappeared. Appeared again. Lila did this when she was choosing words, which she only did when the words were going to matter.

	Lila: the outside consultant. the one they've brought in locally to front the project and present to the council. I got the name.

	Me: okay

	Lila: you're going to need a minute when I tell you

	I looked up from my phone. Vera Hutchinson was reading in the armchair, her white head bent over the book I'd given her, entirely content. The school teachers were leaving, waving. Marcus Webb was reading a back cover with his usual grave consideration.

	Me: just tell me

	Lila: it's Jake McAllister

	I read it twice. Then a third time, which was not necessary, because it was eight words and I had understood them on the first pass. I put the phone face-down on the counter and stood with my palms flat on the proposal and looked at the square through the front window — the courthouse, the hardware store, the empty red-brick building across the way — and breathed in the smell of old paper and woodsmoke and October apples and coffee, and I thought, very precisely: of course it is.

	Jake McAllister. Cedar Hollow's most notable departure. Son of Martin McAllister on Sycamore Street, former star of approximately every interaction he'd ever been in, gone to Nashville at eighteen on a music scholarship and apparently returned at thirty-three to take the one thing in this town that still had my family's name on it.

	The fireplace popped. Vera turned a page. The espresso machine exhaled.

	I picked up my phone and put it in my apron pocket and went to take Marcus Webb's order, because Marcus had finally apparently decided on a book and was approaching the counter with the cautious optimism of a man who had been considering this for a while, and whatever I was feeling was mine to deal with on my own time.

	"Good choice," I said, when he set it on the counter.

	He looked pleased. I rang him up and recommended the author's earlier one, which was better, and he bought that too.

	The morning moved. I let it.

	 



 Chapter 2

	JAKE

	The GPS lost confidence about forty minutes before Cedar Hollow, which felt right. Route 11 through the Shenandoah narrows after the county line and the signal goes patchy and you start reading signs instead of screens, and after the first twenty minutes I had put the phone in the cupholder and stopped looking at it anyway. I knew the road. That was the thing I hadn't fully prepared for — how completely I still knew it. Fifteen years in Nashville, fifteen years of highways that went straight and long through flat Tennessee landscape, and my hands and eyes remembered this road like I'd never left it. The way the ridge rose on the left at the county line. The two-lane stretch where the creek ran alongside the shoulder for a quarter mile and you could hear it if you cracked the window, cold and clear, coming down out of the hills. The place on the south shoulder where Ronnie Aldrich put his truck into a ditch sophomore year and the fence post had never been fixed right, still leaning at its corrected angle like a small monument to Ronnie's relationship with black ice.

	I slowed down to look at it. I don't know why. Some instinct to verify that the record was accurate, that the things I remembered had really happened.

	The town appeared at the bottom of a long curve, the way it always did — first the white steeple of First Methodist catching the afternoon light, then the orchard rooftops
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