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Chapter 1

The radio in Roz Whitlock's car had lost its signal somewhere around mile marker forty-two, and she had driven the last hour and a half in what she was choosing to call contemplative silence. The more accurate description was: alone with the running inventory of everything she no longer had.

Husband. Gone. Gerald had left exactly thirty-one days ago, carrying his golf clubs and his dignity in that order, and had been staying at what he called "a friend's place" in a tone that indicated he thought she didn't know about Sandra in accounting. She did know about Sandra in accounting. She had known about Sandra in accounting for approximately eight months longer than she'd let herself admit knowing.

Job. Also gone. "Restructuring" was the word they'd used, with real sympathy in their eyes and real money in the severance offer, and Roz had taken it because the alternative was to stay in a building full of people who'd watched her marriage dissolve in real time and who would now watch her try to rebuild. No thank you.

The car smelled of the coffee she'd bought at a rest stop near Astoria, gone cold in the cupholder. The windshield collected mist faster than the wipers could clear it. The road wound along the coast in a way that required attention, and Roz gave it attention, which was the only reason she hadn't spent the drive crying. She was a great believer in purpose, currently in need of a new one.

"Selling the house," she said aloud, to no one, because after a month of living alone she had started narrating her own life as a coping mechanism. "Selling Great-Aunt Odette's house. Done by the weekend. Back to Portland by Monday. Find an apartment. Start over."

The words had a brisk, project-management quality she found comforting. She had been very good at project management, before her project had been restructured out from under her.

The GPS said to take the next left, and the road it offered was barely wider than the car, walled in on both sides by Douglas fir and sword fern going golden at the edges with the first proper autumn cold. The mist thickened. The sky was the white-gray that Pacific Northwest October wore like a habit, and through it the smell of salt and wet rock came in even through the closed windows.

She had been to Juniper Hollow exactly twice: once at eight, briefly, for a reason she couldn't now recall, and once at sixteen for a summer week she mostly remembered as fog and a woman with silver hair and an unnerving quality of paying complete attention. That had been Odette. Roz's mother's great-aunt, technically, which made the inheritance unexpected enough that she'd checked the paperwork three times. She had assumed she and Odette were the kind of distant relatives who exchanged Christmas cards in years they remembered and guilty silence in years they forgot.

Apparently Odette had thought differently.

The road emerged from the trees without warning and Juniper Hollow was simply there, arranged at the foot of a gentle hillside where it met the harbor: a town square of Victorian storefronts, a white-painted bandstand, a scattering of houses climbing the hill behind in various states of weathered charm. It was the size of a long weekend and smelled of brine and woodsmoke and, faintly, something sweeter, bread or cake, warm from somewhere she couldn't see.

The square was quiet. A handful of cars. A man in a waxed canvas jacket walking a terrier. A woman in an apron stood in a bakery doorway, shading her eyes against the flat morning light, looking in Roz's direction as if she'd been expecting company.

Roz drove through without stopping. She wanted to find the house, assess the situation, call Peregrine Ashby's office to arrange the paperwork, and be back through the square in under an hour. This was a practical errand. She was not here for charm.

*  *  *

The GPS directed her left and up, and Larkspur House appeared at the top of its own modest hill as if it had been there so long the hill had grown around it specifically to hold it up. Victorian, the listing had said, and that was technically accurate the way calling the Pacific Ocean "damp" was technically accurate. The house was three stories of gabled complexity, its painted siding once deep green and now the color of sea glass, its porch railings carved into a running pattern of interlocked leaves she was not close enough to identify, its windows numerous and mostly dark. The garden had gone leggy with autumn but it was not neglected, not exactly, more as if it had organized its own preferences in the absence of direction and was perfectly comfortable with the results.

It was considerably larger than she'd expected.

"Right," Roz said.

She pulled into the drive, which was gravel, level with the particular evenness of something maintained with recent care, and sat with the engine running for a moment because there was a cat on the porch.

Not a stray, tentative cat. A large cat, absolutely gray from the tips of his ears to the end of his long tail, arranged in the center of the porch stairs with the settled authority of someone receiving visitors in a professional capacity. He watched her approach with pale green eyes, and his expression conveyed that he had been expecting her and found the timing acceptable but not generous.

"That's not my cat," Roz told the steering wheel, and turned off the engine.

The walk from the car to the porch was thirty feet through air that smelled of late roses and something older underneath, stone and cedar and something she had no name for, pressing against the back of her throat like a word she hadn't finished. The gravel crunched. The cat did not move. Somewhere in the firs behind the house a bird called twice and went silent.

She stopped at the foot of the porch steps, and the cat regarded her from the second step up, which put them at approximately level eye contact. She suspected that was the point.

"I don't suppose you belong to a neighbor," Roz said.

The cat blinked, very slowly, once.

"Right," she said again. This was apparently going to be her word for the day.

She came up the steps, and the cat moved to the side with an air of granting permission rather than making way, and she found herself standing before the front door of Larkspur House. It was old wood, dark with age, a brass knocker shaped like a hand holding an acorn, and three small carved symbols around the frame that she didn't look at too closely because something about them made her eyes want to slide away. The keyring from Peregrine Ashby's office had a key for it. She got the key out.

She put her hand flat to the door, because the lockbox was to the right and the knocker was to the left and she was reaching past, and her palm met old wood.

The wood was warm.

Not sun-warmed. Not the residual warmth of a house with its heat left on. Warm the way a living thing is warm, from the inside out, steady and deliberate, the way a hand clasped over yours feels different from a hand-shaped object at the same temperature. It went up her palm and into her wrist and spread to her elbow before she pulled her hand back.

She stood with her hand held slightly away from her body, looking at it.

"That's nothing," she said. "That's, the house has central heating, or the door faces south, or." She looked up. The sky was flat overcast in every direction. "Or something."

The cat sat down next to her feet and made a sound halfway between a meow and a word, irritating either way.

*  *  *

Roz put the key in the lock, turned it, and pushed the door open.

The smell that came out was cedar and old books and something with vanilla in it, sweet and dry and long-settled, and underneath all of it the faintest trace of wood smoke from a fire that had been out for weeks. It was the smell of a house that believed itself inhabited and was waiting for someone to agree.

The hallway was dim, the wood floors dark and gleaming in the gray light from the door, a runner of deep red worn to softness underfoot, a coat rack with a single cardigan she did not touch. A staircase wound up to the right, carved with the same interlocked leaves as the porch railing, leading to a landing and more darkness. Directly ahead was a kitchen, visible through an open doorway. To her left, a sitting room, the curtains half-drawn.

The cat walked in past her feet with the decisive air of someone returning home, went into the sitting room, and sat next to the cold fireplace and stared at her.

Roz stayed in the doorway. Her hand still felt warm.

She had a plan. Assess, photograph, call Ashby, arrange a valuation, be back in Portland by Monday. What a sensible woman did when a house she'd never meant to inherit was her most liquid asset and her savings account was down to the number that woke her at three in the morning calculating.

She stepped inside.

The door swung shut behind her with a quiet click that sounded very much like something settling into place. She didn't look back to see whether she'd closed it herself.

"This is temporary," Roz said, to the hallway, to the cat, to Larkspur House in general.

The house offered no rebuttal. It didn't need to.

She stood in the entry with her overnight bag over one shoulder and the smell of old cedar in her nose and the warmth of the door still in her palm, and the cat watched her from the sitting room with an expression she would have called proprietary if cats had been capable of such a thing, and the September light was going gray and the mist outside was thickening toward afternoon, and the whole house breathed around her like a place that had been waiting, patient with the wait but glad to be done with it.

Roz Whitlock had spent twenty-two years being someone's wife, three years before that learning to become that person, and eight months before that knowing she was failing at it and pretending otherwise. She had spent sixteen years being very good at a job that had, in the end, been quite comfortable letting her go. She was forty-eight years old, standing in the hallway of a house she'd inherited from a woman she barely remembered, and the door had been warm under her hand, and the cat was still watching her, and she had absolutely no idea what she was doing.

She hung her bag on the coat rack.

The cardigan belonged to someone else, but the hallway was cold and she was practical about such things. She put it on. It fit as if it had been chosen for her, which was not a thought she chose to examine.

From the kitchen came the tick of a kettle. Not boiling, not starting to boil. Cooling, as if someone had stepped out for a moment and expected to be back before it went cold.

She went to look.
Chapter 2

Roz had expected cold.

Two months of empty Victorian house on a wet Pacific Northwest coast, and she'd expected the kind of cold that sinks into furniture and hangs in curtains and makes your breath visible when you step through a door. She'd had her coat buttoned on the porch. She'd had her expectations sensibly managed.

The house was warm.

Not the aggressive warmth of a furnace recently coaxed to life, but the settled warmth of a place where someone had been present until very recently. Like a bed still holding heat from a body that had only just risen. Roz stood in the front hall with her rolling bag and her sensible expectations and tried to arrange this into something she could work with.

The cat pushed past her ankles and walked directly to the left, into what turned out to be a sitting room, with the calm authority of a creature that already knew where everything was.

"Of course," Roz said, to no one.

She left her bag by the door and followed him.

The sitting room smelled of dried lavender and something darker underneath, cedar or clove, she couldn't be certain. An armchair was turned toward the large bay window that looked out onto the porch and the overgrown garden beyond, now going ragged and gold with the turn of the season. The chair didn't face the room or the fireplace or any of the things a person might reasonably orient themselves toward. It faced the window as if someone had sat there for hours watching the path that led up from town.

Watching for arrivals.

Roz put that down to an eccentric great-aunt and moved on to the fireplace, where the grate held the soft gray ruins of a recent fire. Not a months-old fire. The ash hadn't settled into the compact, desiccated state of ash that has been sitting since July. This ash was from last week, possibly less.

The cat arranged himself in the armchair and watched her: her discovery of the ash, her attempt to explain it away, the expression she was making with her mouth.

"Don't," Roz told him.

He blinked once, slowly, and looked back at the window.

*  *  *

The kitchen was at the back of the house, and it was the kitchen of someone who had cooked in it that morning.

A copper kettle sat on the gas range, and when Roz touched it, the metal was not hot, exactly, but not cold either. It held a temperature between the two that no innocent explanation reached. A cutting board held a dry knife and the ghost of an herb-smell, something green and astringent. A clay mug on the draining board had been washed and left to air and was still damp at the base.

Roz took her hand off the kettle and put it in her coat pocket.

She was a woman of forty-eight who had spent twenty-two of those years married to a man who told her, in various patient ways, that she had an overdeveloped tendency toward dramatic interpretation of ordinary events. The kettle was old. Old kettles held heat longer, probably. She had never tested this claim, but it seemed like the kind of thing that could be true.

The cutting board was clean. The mug was damp because the climate here was damp. The fire had been set by whoever Peregrine Ashby had paying the utility bills, some local who came in weekly to keep the place from going entirely to mildew. This was the explanation. It was sitting right there.

The kitchen table was a broad pine thing, scrubbed pale with decades of use, and in its center was a small ceramic dish holding a key, three dried lavender stems, and a folded piece of paper. Not a formal notice from Ashby's office, not a typed instruction sheet. A piece of paper folded once, her name written on the outside in a hand she didn't recognize but somehow felt she should.

Rosalind.

No one called her Rosalind. Not even Gerald, who had called her Rose for twenty-two years in a way that always made her feel reduced for convenience. Roz had named herself Roz at fourteen and held to it with the loyalty you feel toward a decision that turned out to be exactly right.

She unfolded the paper.

You took your time.

That was all. Three words in a compact, unhurried hand that had written many thousands of words over its lifetime and saw no reason to waste them now. No signature. There was only one person who would have left a note in this house addressed to Rosalind.

Odette Whitlock had been dead for two months.

Roz stood at the pine table and looked at the note for a long, careful moment. Then she folded it back along its original crease, put it in her coat pocket beside the hand that had touched the kettle, and went to find the rest of the house.

*  *  *

There was a visitor's book on a small table in the hall, the old-fashioned kind, a leather-bound ledger with a ribbon marker, the sort of thing you'd find in a bed and breakfast with taste and opinions about tea. Roz hadn't noticed it on her way in. She noticed it now because the cat had materialized beside it with the manner of someone who wanted to show her something and was too dignified to ask.

She opened it.

The pages held dozens of different hands spanning what appeared to be decades. A lovely three days in the blue room, October 1987. The garden is extraordinary. My thanks for the shelter, and for not asking what I was sheltering from. The lavender tea helped more than I can say. I'll be back when I'm better. Some of the entries were in languages Roz didn't read, and a few were in alphabets she didn't recognize, which she attributed to her own limited education rather than anything stranger.

On the most recent page, in the same compact hand as the note now in her pocket, was a single entry dated four days before Odette's death.

The last entry. The next hand will be hers, if she comes in time. I believe she will, eventually. Whitlocks are stubborn about the things they love, and slow to know what those things are.

Odette had left a pen below it, its cap still on, as if setting out a task.

Roz closed the book. She set the pen neatly across its cover.

"Bartholomew," she said, testing the name the way you'd test a step you weren't sure would hold.

The cat turned his head and looked at her with an attention that was not cat-like in any way she could quantify but could very distinctly feel.

"Barty," she tried.

He stood, stretched with the unhurried certainty of a creature that had all the time there was, stepped off the table with controlled and total grace, and walked toward the kitchen.

Roz followed him, because what else was she going to do.

*  *  *

She found the kettle hot when she returned to the kitchen.

Not faintly warm. Hot. She stood in front of the range and stared at it. The burner was not on. She checked twice. The kettle sat on an unlit ring and radiated heat like a small, composed fact, and Barty sat a little distance away and appeared to be examining something fascinating at the baseboard.

"I see," Roz said.

She filled the damp mug from the draining board, because the tea canister on the counter had a label in Odette's hand that read For arriving: lavender and lemon balm, two spoons, and because Roz had been driving since six in the morning and the note and the kettle and the visitor's book had used up what remained of her morning's sensibleness and she needed something to do with her hands.

She sat at the pine table and drank the tea.

It tasted of lavender and something warmer underneath, and it settled through her the way a decision settles, the way the moment you've finally committed to something feels different in the body from all the deliberation before it. She hadn't committed to anything. She was here for a weekend, possibly less.

The tea did not appear to care about her plans.

Barty cleared the chair across from her in one effortless movement and arranged himself with his tail curled over his front paws and watched her drink.

"You've been fed recently," she told him. She'd checked the ceramic bowl by the back door and found it empty in the way of a bowl a cat had emptied, not in the way of a bowl forgotten for two months. "I don't know by whom. I'm choosing not to examine that too closely at present."

Barty appeared to find this reasonable.

"She knew I was coming," Roz said, which wasn't a question. The note. The tea. The chair at the window, turned to watch the path. Odette had been waiting, and then Odette had died, and whatever she'd been waiting for had kept right on waiting in her absence. "She'd been watching for me."

She didn't ask the rest aloud. How long had the old woman sat in that chair, tracking the path from town.

Roz finished the tea and looked out the window above the sink at the back garden, going beautiful and gray in the failing afternoon light. A stone path curved through the overgrowth toward a small outbuilding. The garden looked as if someone had been tending it until recently and then stopped.

Her phone showed no messages. There was no one to tell about the warm kettle or the damp mug or the note from a woman two months dead. Gerald had someone new and had, mercifully, stopped appearing in her notifications. Her sister Pamela, down in Sacramento, had her own entirely reasonable life and had offered the spare room like a woman being brave about it. Her friends in Portland had been work-friends, and she no longer had the work.

She was forty-eight years old and alone in a Victorian house that had apparently been expecting her for some time.

Barty looked at her from across the table with an expression that contained, if she was reading him correctly, mild encouragement.

"Drafts," Roz told him. "Old houses breathe. Things retain heat. I'm tired, and I'm assigning meaning to ordinary objects because I'm in a strange place and the last month has been," she paused, "a great deal."

He twitched one ear.

"The note was written before she died. Left as a joke. Odette sounds precisely like the type." She did not actually know what type Odette was. She had seventeen-year-old memories of a tall woman at a cousin's funeral who had pressed Roz's hand and looked at her too long, and Roz had pulled her hand back and thought, strange woman, and gone on with being seventeen.

"The kettle is a fluke," she added. "Hot water pipes near the surface. I'm not a plumber."

Barty closed his eyes.

Outside, the afternoon turned toward evening, and the garden light went from gold to gray in the fast, final way of coastal autumn. Roz should find the bedroom. She should call Ashby in the morning and ask about the caretaker, the person clearly coming in to keep the kettle warm and the fire recent and her great-aunt's things from going entirely to dust.

She was building this explanation carefully, setting each piece in its place, the whole reasonable architecture of it, when her right hand moved on the table.

She hadn't told it to move. She was looking at the window, at the gray garden, and her hand went to the ceramic mug and her fingers closed around it, and the mug warmed under her touch. Warmed because she was warming it. She watched her own hand from a small, strange distance, as if it belonged to someone who knew something she didn't.

She drew her fingers back. The tea inside the mug was warm again.

From somewhere above her, upstairs in the empty house, a door swung quietly open.

Barty was already on the floor, already moving toward the hall, unhurried and entirely unsurprised.

Roz sat at her dead great-aunt's kitchen table with her coat still buttoned and looked at her right hand and found, for the first time in a long month of looking for them, that the ordinary explanations had run out.
Chapter 3

The morning fog off the water was thick enough to taste, salt and cedar and something faintly floral she could not identify, and it had not burned off by eight o'clock the way it was supposed to. Roz stood on the front porch of Larkspur House with Odette's good coffee in one of Odette's good mugs and looked out at it, trying to remember what a reasonable person would do next.

A reasonable person would call the lawyer's office when it opened. A reasonable person would find the local inn, check in like a normal guest who had not spent the night in a dead woman's house because leaving had felt strangely wrong, and then sign whatever papers needed signing and be gone by Friday at the latest. She had told Gerald's lawyer she needed one week. She had time. She had a plan.

Barty appeared at her ankle, sat down, and fixed her with the expression of a man who had seen this species of optimism before.

"Don't," she told him.

He said nothing, which was somehow worse.

She drank the rest of the coffee and went inside to find her shoes.

*  *  *

The walk into town was downhill through lanes that were mostly wet leaves and old stone walls, and Roz had to stop twice to get her bearings because the streets bent in ways that did not match the map application on her phone, which had given up and was displaying a blue dot against a gray void. She put it away and followed the sound of the water, which worked reasonably well until she turned a corner and found herself not at the shoreline but at the edge of the town square, blinking at the sight of it.

It was the kind of square you saw on old postcards, the ones people kept in shoeboxes without knowing why. A crooked ring of storefronts and old wood-framed buildings, a bench or two around a mossy fountain that was probably charming in July and was simply wet in late September, and at each of the four roads leading out, where they met the square's corners, low squat stones set right into the ground. Dark granite, knee-high, carved with a knotwork design she couldn't make out at this distance.

She had passed another one on her walk down and taken it for a property marker, the kind with a surveyor's stamp on top. Now she counted the square's corners and got four, one too many for property lines, and noticed a fifth further off where the lane bent toward the harbor, and a sixth at the path that angled down to the shore. All the same granite. All the same careful carving.

She told herself the town had an aesthetic and moved on.

The bakery was easy to find, the only business with its lights on and warm gold pouring through the window at this hour, and it smelled extraordinary. Even from the far side of the square, Roz caught it: cardamom and butter and a hot-bread smell that went straight past the stomach to whatever part of a person kept track of being safe. A hand-painted sign above the door read WINNIE'S, PROVISIONS AND SUNDRIES, and below, in smaller letters: Baked goods, teas, dried goods, and what you actually need.

Roz pushed open the door.

The warmth hit her first. Not the even warmth of central heating but the generous heat of a real oven that had been working since before dawn, the kind that settled into the walls and stayed. The shop was not large but felt it, organized along shelves of mason jars and paper-wrapped bundles and small pots with handwritten labels. Bunches of dried herbs hung overhead, lavender and rosemary and things Roz didn't recognize, which she assumed were botanicals until she looked closer and was not sure they were plants exactly. At a long wooden counter, a woman about her age was sliding a tray of something golden into a paper bag with the satisfaction of someone who had done this ten thousand times and still liked it.

She was tall, dark-skinned, with natural hair pinned up and a smear of flour on one cheekbone and a striped apron that had seen a lot of life. Good hands, quick and certain. When she looked up, her smile arrived in her eyes before her mouth caught up.

"There she is," the woman said. Not startled. Not performing welcome. The tone of someone who had been expecting a delivery and here it was, right on schedule.

Roz stopped just inside the door. "Sorry?"

"Roz Whitlock." The woman said it the way you said the name of someone you had been meaning to call. She set down the paper bag and extended her hand across the counter. "I'm Winnie. Come in, the door lets the cold through."

Roz had not given anyone in this town her name. She had introduced herself to no one. She had signed nothing, shown no ID, told no one she was coming except her friend Dana in Portland, two hundred and fifty miles away and acquainted with no one in Juniper Hollow.

She stepped inside and let the door swing shut behind her and said, with what she felt was admirable calm, "You know who I am."

"I know Odette's great-niece was coming." Winnie was already moving toward the back counter, pulling a second mug from a hook. "She talked about you."

"She and I barely knew each other. She sent Christmas cards."

"Odette's way of watching over something was not to make a fuss about it." Winnie poured without asking and slid the mug across the counter. "She was like that with the whole Hollow. Very quiet about the things she cared most for. Tea first. You look like someone whose morning started with questions she doesn't want yet."

Roz looked at the mug. The tea was already the right color and smelled warm and faintly citrusy. She had not said she wanted tea. She had not said anything, really, except to stand in the doorway radiating suspicion and general Whitlock stubbornness, which Winnie apparently read on sight.

She picked it up. "Thank you."

"Sit if you like." Winnie nodded at the two stools along the near side of the counter. "Ten more minutes on the cardamom rolls."

Roz sat. Around her the shop settled into its sounds: the tick of the oven, the low murmur of something on a burner in the back room, rain tapping the front window. The mason jars had labels in a careful, slightly ornate hand. Most made sense. A few were not Latin, or English, or anything she could place, and she decided not to examine that too closely before she had finished the tea.

"How long have you been in Juniper Hollow?" she asked.

"Fifteen years." Winnie's voice was dry in a way that said she had examined this particular fact many times and made a kind of peace with its absurdity. "Arrived for a weekend in November and never quite left. The Hollow tends to do that."

"I'm leaving Friday," Roz said. "Thursday, if the lawyer moves quickly."

Winnie hummed. It was not an agreeing hum.

"I mean it. I'm here to sign the papers and sell the house."

"Mm." Winnie pulled a rack forward to check the underside of the rolls. "Where will you go?"

Roz opened her mouth and found she did not have a ready answer. Back to Portland, technically, to Dana's spare room, where she had left two suitcases and her good knives while she sorted out the next chapter of her life. The next chapter was not yet sorted. It had not even been outlined.

"I'm between plans," she said, with dignity.

"That's a pause," Winnie observed.

"The house sale will help clarify things."

"Will it sell quickly, do you think?" Not unkind. Genuinely curious, the way of someone who knew the answer and was waiting to see whether Roz would find her own way to it.

Roz thought about Larkspur House. The rooms that seemed to go sideways when she wasn't paying attention, the warm door, the kettle, the chair angled toward the window as if someone had just stood up from it. The cat, who clearly planned to remain regardless of what the deed said. The note in Odette's handwriting.

"It's a good house," she said, and was annoyed to find that she meant it.

The oven timer went. Winnie pulled on thick mitts and opened the door, and the smell that came out was almost aggressive in its comfort, warm sugar and cardamom and browning butter, and Roz sat up straighter without deciding to.

"The stones," she said. "The carved granite ones at the road corners. And at the harbor, and the shore path."

Winnie didn't pause in lifting the tray. Didn't startle. But her shoulders shifted, slightly. "What about them?"

"What are they?"

"Boundary markers. Old ones. The town's been here a long time."

"They're carved very precisely. Not decorative."

"No," Winnie agreed, "not decorative."

They looked at each other across the counter.

"You're not going to tell me more than that right now," Roz said.

"I'm going to give you a cardamom roll," Winnie said, "and let you tell me what you've noticed since you arrived. Not what you've decided about it yet. Just what you've noticed."

It was an unusual request. Roz turned it over and found she didn't have a reason to refuse. She had the roll, which was warm and extraordinary, and she closed her eyes for a moment in simple animal gratitude before she collected herself and began to talk.

She talked about the fog on the drive up that had come in off the water like something with a purpose. She talked about Larkspur House and the warmth inside that should not have been there, the kettle, the chair, the note in her great-aunt's hand. She talked about Barty, who sat on things that mattered and ignored everything else, and about the house that felt occupied rather than empty, still carrying the shape of a life, still expecting to be lived in.

She stopped herself twice because she sounded like a woman who had mislaid her critical faculties.

Winnie listened without interrupting, refilling her tea and placing a second roll at her elbow as if neither act required comment. When Roz finished, Winnie nodded once, slowly, the nod of something confirmed.

"You felt the house," she said.

"I felt that it was warm when it should have been cold."

"That's what I said."

Roz ate the second roll. Outside, the rain came down more seriously, and a figure in a yellow slicker passed the window without looking in. Through the glass she could see the corner stone at the near road, sitting in the wet as if it had been there since before the road.

"What did Odette tell you about me," she said. "Specifically."

Winnie considered this for a moment, drying her hands on her apron. "She said you had the hands for it, but that you'd come late, and that when you came you'd be arguing with yourself the whole way in. She said that was Whitlock stubbornness and probably necessary, because someone who hadn't fought for it wouldn't hold it." She paused. "And she said to feed you when you arrived. That you'd be hungry and too proud to say so."

Roz looked at the second empty roll plate. She had been hungry. Odette's coffee and the low-grade anxiety of waking in a dead woman's house had kept the hunger abstract until the bakery smell cut right through it.

"I don't know what 'hold it' means," she said.

"I know you don't," Winnie said. "That's all right. There's time to explain it properly."

"There is actually very little time. I'm leaving Friday."

Winnie's smile was warm and particular and said, in the most pleasant possible way: we will see about that.

Roz stood, found her coat, and left enough cash on the counter for the tea and both rolls and then some, because she had been raised to pay for what she received. "Is there an inn? Somewhere with a room I've paid for and a key."

"Larkspur House has room enough."

"Somewhere that isn't Larkspur House," Roz said.

"Larkspur House isn't haunted, if that's the concern."

"That's a very specific reassurance."

"It's a very specific distinction," Winnie said, and her eyes were lit with something Roz could not read. She wrote on a card and slid it across the counter. "Bower Inn. Two streets east, past the fountain. Tell her Winnie sent you, she'll give you the quiet room."

Roz took the card and her coat and stepped back out into the rain.

*  *  *

The Bower Inn was where Winnie had said, a wide white building with a garden gate and a painted sign swinging in the wet. The woman at the front desk was small and brisk, and when Roz gave her name something moved across her face before she composed it back to professional welcome and said "One night?" in a tone that was technically a question.

"One night," Roz confirmed, and meant it.

She took the key and found the room, clean and quiet and smelling of cedar and fresh linen, and sat on the edge of the bed and stared at her phone. She would call the lawyer's office in the morning. One conversation, a few signatures, a week at the outside to manage whatever Odette's will required, and she would be gone before anyone else in this town had a chance to say her name as if they had been keeping it warm.

She pulled Winnie's card from her coat pocket. The front read WINNIE'S, PROVISIONS AND SUNDRIES. On the back, in the same careful handwriting as the labels on the jars, Winnie had written one word.

Stay.

Below it, a phone number.

Roz turned the card over twice. She set it on the nightstand.

Outside the inn's one small window, at the corner where two old roads met the square, the carved boundary stone sat in the evening rain with its knotwork collecting water. The water ran down the lines of the carving in slow rivulets, following the same paths they had worn for longer than she could guess, and from up here, at this distance, in this light, the patterns looked almost like something breathing.

She pulled the curtain closed.

One night, she told herself.

She believed it less than she had that morning.
Chapter 4

Roz had been to enough lawyers' offices in the past year to have developed opinions about them.

Gerald's lawyer, the one who'd handled the divorce with an aggressive cheerfulness she still found remarkable, had kept the sort of office that whispered money at you from every surface: cognac-colored leather, racing prints, a small bronze something on the corner of the desk that represented nothing but sat there looking weighty. She'd crossed that threshold three times and felt, each time, like a problem being efficiently filed.

Peregrine Ashby's office was nothing like that.

It sat on the far side of the square, between a shuttered chandler's shop and a bakery that appeared to have gone dark sometime before Roz was born. The brick face was darkened by the kind of sea-wet that happened over decades rather than seasons, and the brass plate beside the door read PEREGRINE ASHBY, SOLICITOR AND COUNSEL (EST. 1887) in letters softened to near-illegibility by too many polishings. Someone had hung a small pot of lavender on the door handle. The lavender was very much alive.

Roz stood in front of it for a moment, hands in her pockets. September had turned its collar up overnight. She'd eaten breakfast at the inn (a harvest hash involving eggs and roasted things and herbs she couldn't identify, astonishingly good, the kind of cooking that required either talent or knowledge she didn't have), and she'd walked the three blocks to the square with her coat buttoned to the throat and a plan taking shape with each step.

The plan was simple. Sign the papers. Get a figure from an estate agent, if Juniper Hollow ran to such a thing. Back on the coast highway by Friday.

She pushed open the door.

*  *  *

Peregrine Ashby was not what she'd pictured. She'd expected someone dim with age, the human equivalent of a forgotten receipt, a man who'd been filing things since the building's founding and had blended into the shelving. What she got was a trim, precise man in his late fifties, with the careful posture of someone told in childhood to stand up straight who had taken the advice seriously. His eyes were a cool, measuring gray behind wire-rimmed glasses.

He came out from behind a desk the size of a small country and shook her hand, brief and professional, and gestured her to the chair across from him with the slight gravity of a man who had prepared for this.

"Ms. Whitlock. I'm glad you came." He said it as though he had contingency plans for the alternative.

"Roz," she said. "Please."

"Roz, then." He settled back into his chair, hands flat on the folder in front of him.

The office smelled of beeswax and old books and something faintly herbal she couldn't place, between rosemary and something older than rosemary. The shelves held leather-bound volumes stacked with the density of people who used their reference material. Between them, at intervals, sat objects her eyes kept sliding past: a piece of carved stone, a stoppered bottle, a brass compass sitting open on a lower shelf that was, she noticed without meaning to, not quite pointing north.

A gray cat, not Barty, occupied a velvet cushion near the window and gave her a single assessing look before determining she was beneath further consideration.

"You've been staying at the house," Ashby said.

"At the inn," she corrected. "I spent one night at the house to assess the property."

Something moved behind his expression, briefly, and then went professional again. "Of course."

He opened the folder. It was thorough, meticulously attended to, and her name was on the tab in the same slightly-over-tidy hand as the note on Odette's kitchen table. She recognized it now, seeing it twice. You took your time.

"Your great-aunt was very specific," he began. "In all respects. Odette was, in my experience, a woman who left nothing to chance."

"She sounds delightful," Roz said.

He looked up, saw she meant it without quite meaning it, and something warm moved briefly through his expression. "She was. Genuinely." He cleared his throat. "The bequest itself is straightforward. Larkspur House and its contents, all property deeds, the household accounts, all of it passes to you as sole heir. No debts attached, no liens. Clear title."

"Good," Roz said.

"There is a condition."

She had known there was going to be a condition, had known it since she read that note on the kitchen table. You did not leave a note like that for a person you expected to simply collect a house and go.

"What kind," she said. It came out flat, not a question.

Ashby turned to a page in the folder with the ease of a man who'd rehearsed the turn, and read in the careful voice of someone who'd been sitting with the news a while.

"'The heir shall remain within the bounds of Juniper Hollow from the date of her arrival through the last night of October, to the Turning, without departure of more than one day's duration. Upon the Turning, the heir shall either take up the Keeping in the manner of the Whitlock line, before a witness of the Hollow's choosing, or formally decline the same before that witness, whereupon the property known as Larkspur House, its contents, and all associated deeds and accounts, shall pass in entirety to the municipal trust of Juniper Hollow.'"

He set the page down.

Outside, rain had begun tapping against the glass in small, deliberate bursts.

"The Turning," she said.

"The last night of October."

"That's six weeks away."

"Five weeks and six days," he agreed. He did not look pleased about it, which she appreciated. "I understand this may not be what you were expecting."

"And the Keeping," she said. "Which is."

"The will doesn't define it in legal terms." He said this with a steadiness that suggested he knew perfectly well what it was and had decided this was not his to explain. "It refers to a local tradition of some standing. You would want to speak with some of the town's longer-established residents for the particulars."

Winnie, who had known her name without being told it and treated her arrival like a long-overdue appointment.

"And if I decline today," Roz said. "Sign the decline now, leave now."

"Odette specified arrival through the Turning. Declining early carries the same legal result as not arriving at all. The house and all associated assets pass to the municipal trust." He paused. "You would receive nothing from the estate."

Roz sat with that.

She did not do the arithmetic visibly. She had some dignity left, and she was going to keep it.

But she did the arithmetic.

Her checking account held slightly under two thousand dollars, the last of the severance. The joint accounts were closed. The Portland apartment was month to month, which had seemed like flexibility and now seemed like a kindness she hadn't earned. The car had one hundred and eighty-three thousand miles and had developed, in the last two months, a sound from somewhere near the front left that she'd been addressing by keeping the radio loud enough to drown it out. Her sister Pamela had a spare room in Sacramento and had mentioned it gently, twice, and Roz had not answered either time, because answering meant admitting her life had come apart so completely she was reduced to a spare room at forty-eight.

Larkspur House, sold, changed all of it. Even modestly priced, even after agent fees, it was a deposit, breathing room, more than one path forward.

Larkspur House, lost, was two thousand dollars and an engine sound and Pamela's spare room.

"What am I expected to do," she said, carefully, "during the six weeks. While I'm waiting."

"Odette's will doesn't specify." Something almost fond entered his voice. "She wrote that the heir would find her way to what needed doing."

"She left me a note that said I took my time. As though I was late to something I hadn't been invited to."

"That does sound like her."

It was said warmly, and it shifted the temperature of the room. He had liked Odette, had been fond of her the way people are fond of someone they've known a long time and understood. This careful laying-out of conditions was a man honoring someone he'd respected, and the patience in his delivery was its own kind of tribute.

Roz looked past him to the window. A narrow slice of the square was visible: rain on the cobblestones, the warm yellow of Winnie's bakery light reflected in the wet stone, the carved pillar at the corner gone dark with moisture and doing that thing with its lines again, that almost-movement, as though it breathed.

She had felt something last night at the shore stone. She had no word for it yet. But it had not been nothing, and she had been telling herself it was imagination for approximately twenty hours and was not getting better at the telling.

"I want something clear," she said. "I'm not agreeing to the Keeping. Not today. I'm agreeing to stay long enough to understand what I'd be agreeing to or declining. That's the full extent of it."

Ashby nodded, once, precisely. "That is exactly what the will requires. Odette was explicit that the choice at the Turning be a genuine choice, made with full information. Not a pressure."

"She just arranged, incidentally, that the only way to have that information is to spend six weeks here with no house sale, no income, and a cat who has moved into my kitchen."

"She was, as I said, very specific about her arrangements." Something moved through his expression that looked like appreciation for the craftsmanship of it. "She knew enough to know what would keep you."

"She met me twice," Roz said. "I was a child."

"She kept an eye on you," he said simply, and passed a form across the desk. "This formalizes the agreement. The third page is a letter she asked me to hold until after you'd heard the will condition."

The form used the word Turning three times and Keeping twice and contained a clause about the Whitlock line and its obligations to the Hollow that Roz read once and then deliberately did not read again, because she needed to sign this before she thought about it too carefully. She had signed documents she didn't understand before. She had signed her divorce papers in a conference room overlooking a parking structure on a gray Tuesday in July and felt, doing it, a strange flat lightness, like setting down a bag that had been heavy a long time.

This felt nothing like that.

She signed it, and turned to the third page.

Odette's handwriting was small and definite and slanted slightly right, the writing of a person who always knew where she was going.

I do not ask you to forgive me the distance I kept. It was the only protection I could offer, and I gave it imperfectly. The house knows you. That is enough to begin. Do not be afraid of what your hands do. It is the Whitlock in you waking, and it has been patient a very long time.

So have you.

There is more I should have told you years ago. You will find it. You are, my dear girl, far more than what he made you think you were. Far more than what any of them did.

Take the six weeks. Look at what is here. Then choose freely.

With love and no apology, because I am past apologizing,

Odette

*  *  *

Outside, the rain had made a firm decision about itself. Roz stood on the steps of Ashby's building with her collar turned up and the letter in her coat pocket and watched the square go pewter and glossy with it.

She was staying.

Five weeks and six days in a town that didn't appear properly on her maps, in a house that warmed under her hand, because her great-aunt had arranged it all with a precision that required both genuine love and a fairly ruthless understanding of how broke her heir would be when she finally arrived. The note on the kitchen table looked less like a reproach now. A woman who had known exactly how this would go, placed her pieces on the board, and waited to see whether they would hold.

She would go back to the inn, collect her bag. She would go back to Larkspur House.

Barty would be there. The kettle would probably be warm. Somewhere in Odette's study was a journal she hadn't yet had the nerve to open, and a house that knew her, and six weeks in which to figure out what either of those things meant.

She thought about Sam Brightwater crouched over the broken shore stone, the look on his face over that clean deliberate line of damage.

She thought about Winnie's smile, patient and certain, as though Roz were the last piece of something finally coming into place.

She thought about what her hands had done when she'd touched the front door.

"Right then, Odette," she said, to the rain, to the letter folded against her ribs, to the carved stone on the corner of the square that was absolutely not watching her.

The lavender on Ashby's door handle was still very much alive.

She turned up her collar and went to collect her things.
Chapter 5

The solicitor's office had smelled of old paper and newer anxiety, mostly her own. By the time Roz walked back up the hill to Larkspur House, the fog had rolled in off the water and turned the pines into gray shapes and the streetlamps into soft, diffuse halos, and she had made up her mind twice and unmade it once, which felt about right for one afternoon.

Six weeks. She had agreed to six weeks.

She told herself it was purely financial, which was true and not the whole truth, and left it at that while she pushed open Larkspur House's front door. The house received her with that same warmth, the heat that had nothing to do with any furnace she had yet located or with the season outside, and Barty was already in the entry hall, sitting directly in her path with the composed authority of a doorman expecting a tip.

"I agreed to stay," she said to him.

He blinked, slow and deliberate, and walked away toward the kitchen.

"Glad we had this talk."

She had expected to feel worse about it. She had also failed to eat anything since a gas-station granola bar somewhere south of the county line, so she foraged through what Odette had left in the larder, a half-jar of lentil soup that smelled fine, a heel of sourdough, a wedge of something sharp and yellow wrapped in paper from a shop she didn't recognize, and ate standing at the kitchen counter while
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