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 Chapter One

 


Life was a routine.
It was a cycle of repetition. The sun rose, the birds sang their
songs, and I woke up to kisses from the man I called the love of my
life. However, life isn’t always continuous. It can throw you into
chaos. Spiraling into confusion.

Like now.

My boyfriend of five
years had broken up with me. It was so sudden, like a train
speeding across the cityscape. I always thought we would get
married one day, live in a small house near the sparkling water in
Crescent City, with a family of our own. I was a fool to think he
envisioned the same.

Here I am, crying in
my car. My tears, now black from the mascara, fall onto my lap. I’m
not usually the type of person to show sadness. I’ve always worn a
smile on my face even if I may have had a terrible day. But today
is one of those days I can’t keep my true feelings hidden.

I feel like my life
is now spiraling out of control at the thought of my grandmother’s
death. It was so sudden hearing this news months ago. I was
planning on visiting her once I sorted out my living situation. I
wish I could go back in the past and at least spend more time with
her before the angels decided it was time to take her. My shoulders
shake from trying to hold in the flow of tears. My grandmother
meant so much to me. She was the only one who understood me. She
always supported me no matter what, bringing great wisdom to my
life.

Now she’s gone
forever.

Muffled chatting
vibrates through my car. People dressed in black loiter around the
parking lot in front of a small, quaint, blue-and-white house while
some of the guests head into my grandmother’s house. I know I will
have to get out of my car soon.

I check myself in
the mirror. My mascara is still intact despite the tears trickling
down my face. I wipe the dried up tears and clean my face, though,
my red eyes give off the impression I was crying. I take a deep
breath before I am ready to leave my car.

The afternoon sun
glares down on my black dress. I put on my veiled fedora hat for
the shade, but that doesn’t help much. My heels click on the cement
leading all the way to the front porch. Some of the guests glance
my way. Most of them already recognize me from their time being
friends with my grandmother when I was a little girl. I don’t
remember their faces.

“I’m so sorry for
your loss,” a man in black with another woman says to me. I don’t
say anything to him but give a simple nod of acknowledgement. I
don’t have it in me to talk today.

As soon as I enter
the house, the air carries a scent that makes my eyes tear up
again. The entire house still smells like my grandmother’s cooking,
transporting me back to my college days when I visited her during
the spring season. She would always bake my favorite—strawberry
shortcake. Years later I still never learned to bake like her. A
strong, acidic scent forces its way into my nostrils as I venture
into the house. The sweet air now has the harsh scent of bleach
mixed into the air. It’s like they tried to erase the last of
grandma’s essence.

I find myself in the
living room. There is no one here other than the incense candle
wavering to the air’s bidding. The living room is where I always
crashed while grandmother watched one of her boring sitcoms. I find
a picture of my grandmother in the middle of the room crossed by
pretty flowers of all colors in the rainbow. I miss everything
about her. Her smile always lit up my day. Her comforting words
wrapped into a pillow.

“Look who finally
showed.” A woman’s voice sounds from behind and I already dread who
that voice belongs to.

“Mom.”

“Lynette.”

I stare at my mom in
silence. I haven’t seen my mother since I moved out after high
school. She looks exactly the same as when I last left. In fact,
she looks just like grandma sometimes. They have the same brown
eyes, curly, dark brown hair, and soft complexion. However, my
mother’s eyes are shaped like a predator targeting its next meal.
Her lips are always in a perpetual downturn like she’s either upset
or unimpressed—by almost everything in existence. Mom draws her
expensive designer bag to her other hand like it relieved some sort
of weight. She is dressed more for a business meeting than a
funeral.

“Really? Is that all
you can say to your folks after so long?” Another man who has the
same rich brown complexion as me pops from behind my mother. His
wedding ring sparkles like the golden wine in his hand.

“Hi, Dad.” I don’t
hug him or Mom. My parents are not the type to show affection
unless it is necessary. And by necessary it means never. Dad takes
a sip of his drink and the room is bubbling with tension. I never
got along with my mother for various reasons. My dad, on the other
hand, always takes her side.

Mom’s block heels
sound on the floorboard that creak with each step she takes to a
grandma remembrance photo. She kisses the pad of her fingers and
places it on top of grandmother’s forehead. “It is a shame. She
could have lived longer if she moved in with us. But the old woman
was stubborn.” She faces me. “Just like you.”

I scoff. “If you
came all the way from the city just to insult me then I will be on
my way.”

“You know running
away from your problems isn’t going to change your current
situation.” Mom eyes me and I don’t back down either. Mom still
hasn’t gotten over the fact Dante and I are no longer together. She
always looked at Dante like the perfect son she never had, hoping
that he would join the family one day.

Dad steps close to
me. I can smell the alcohol permeating the air. “What your mother
is trying to say is she misses you.”

“Then why don’t you
say it to my face?” I cross my arms.

Mom places the
picture back where she saw it. “You should move back in with
us.”

“What?” I blink.
“No, I can’t.”

“Living in a closet
and having a job is not a life, dear.”

“How did you….” My
shoulders slump once I realize the answer to my own question. Dante
must have told her everything.

“We know you are
struggling financially right now. Why don’t you move in with us to
get back on your feet. Your dad and I can set up a position in
our—”

“I’m not working for
you.”

“Here we go again.”
Mom rolls her eyes. “You are Desmond, Lyn, and being a hard-headed
woman isn’t going to get you anywhere in life.”

I narrow my eyes at
Mom. Words cannot describe how much I hate hearing those words.
It’s always a reminder I bring shame to the Desmond name. A soft
knock echoes in the room, breaking the tension between my mom and
me. A lanky, blond-haired man in a gray business suit hangs out by
the doorframe. He looks like a coworker in my parents’ company. I
don’t know who this man is, but I feel relieved by his
presence.

“Sorry for intruding
on your family meeting, but may I speak to Miss Desmond?”

“Yes?” Mom and I
answer at the same time.

“Granddaughter of
Gladys Monroe.”

“That’s me.”

“Great. My name is
Loid Sawyer. I’m your grandmother’s lawyer. I would love to speak
to you regarding your grandmother. She left you a message.” He
glances at my mother whose curiosity rises in that look she always
gets. “I suggest we speak alone.”

“Outside should be
fine.” I lead the lawyer outside to the porch. I catch my mother
peeking through the blinds and I block her view with the back of my
body. I have all of my attention on the lawyer who seems eager to
share news from my grandmother.

“This is not how I
wanted to meet you, Miss Desmond. Unfortunately I couldn’t get in
touch with you because you don’t have a number.”

“I just changed
numbers, that’s why.” I feel my fingers sweat. The truth is, since
I’m not living with Dante anymore, it’s been really hard to live
without him. I had to sell my phone to afford groceries. “What is
it you’d like to speak about?”

“Gladys has left you
a letter—sorry for your loss, by the way.” He fiddles with his
briefcase balanced on the porch railing. He draws out an envelopes
once he opens his briefcase. “Please read the letter in your own
time. It may be a lot to handle and I do not want to cloud your
judgment.”

“Okay…” I take the
closed envelope.

“Here is my card.
Call me if you have any questions.” He hands me a black card that
gleams in the sun.

I read the card.
Loid Sawyer: Chief Lawyer and Real Estate Agent. “Wow, how
many jobs do you have?” I ask, trying to lighten up the tension I’m
feeling.

“I have many jobs.”
He fixes his glasses again. “Call me when you are ready to talk
about the finances. It was nice finally to meet you, Miss
Desmond.”

“Call me Lyn.” I
bring my hand out and Loid shakes my hand before he gets his
briefcase. I watch him waltz over to his expensive car and drive
down the street.

The hair on my arms
rises and I glance over my shoulder. I catch my mom still watching
through the blinds. I quickly head back to my car before she can
get to me and ask who that man was. Whatever is in this letter, my
mother knows what is inside. I take a deep breath staring at the
envelope on my lap.

Whatever lies in
this letter could be something that will either break me down or
lift me up. My hand shakes as I take a hold of the letter. It
doesn’t feel thick, but I hang on to something hard on the end of
the envelope as I begin to tear it open. I flip open the letter and
read the handwriting.

My sweetest
Lynette,

I know by the time
you’re reading this, my time on earth has come to an end. My dear,
I am so grateful to have witnessed you grow from a baby to a woman.
I know life was hard for you and I wish I could have been there for
you longer but my condition has gotten worse.

All I want to say is
thank you for always giving me comfort in my life. And I wanted to
give you something special in return. I want you to have the Monroe
estate. It’s a cottage located in Northern Cali and has been in the
family for generations. My siblings and I were to care for the
cottage; however, we all moved our separate ways when we found a
better life in the city. I always thought that I would have moved
back to the cottage when the kids were older, but life always has a
funny way of keeping you away from things.

It would be nice for
you to call the cottage your second home. Of course, it may be too
much asking a modern girl like you to care for such an old house. I
understand you have set up a successful life for yourself, and I do
not want to burden you with my family’s lost legacy. But please do
me one wish. Visit the estate and put my ashes in my favorite room
in the cottage in the study room near the windowsill. I want to see
my family’s legacy one last time.

Love,

Ma

My tears fall down
the bottom of the letter. Reading it feels like I can hear her
actually speaking to me. I flip the paper around and see more
handwriting. It’s an address to the estate—Acres County. There’s
also a necklace inside a tiny Ziplock bag taped to the paper. I
take out the golden chain with vines and roses engraved on the
pendant. I look at the necklace and notice this is the same one my
grandmother always wore. Then I realize it’s not just a simple
necklace, it’s the key to the estate.

Without thinking, I
rev my car engine and set the destination to a place called Acres
County.


 


 Chapter Two

 


The bustling
cityscape that I’ve grown accustomed to fades into a lush world of
greenery and trees as tall as skyscrapers. The car starts to
vibrate as I drive over the unpaved road. I glance at the
navigation on my phone telling me to continue driving straight
despite the dirt roads making my car shake. The sun is showing
signs of setting—the sky in dusty pinks and watercolor oranges lets
me know it is now afternoon. By now, my roommates will probably
start to miss me when they find out I’m not there. I told them I
was going to visit some relatives for a while. They don’t know I’m
really going to check on my inheritance property.

I follow the single
lane road down to nothing but trees surrounding me. To help with
the driving boredom, I put on some music to stimulate my mind. I
tap my fingers on the steering wheel as I drive through the woods.
Driving here reminds me of when I was younger and my family would
take long trips to camp every summer. Dad would bluff about his
time fighting a bear, and Mom would tell him to shut up while she
typed on her phone furiously. I would look out the window,
pretending to be a faerie picking mushrooms for dinner and petting
foxes all day.

Back when things
were normal.

I grip the steering
wheel and focus on driving. But the silence of the woods bears down
on the thoughts in my mind. Things in our family changed for the
worse as I got older. Mom and Dad’s business took off, raising
their status in life and souring parts. We stopped going places
together as a family. I can’t be in the same room with my mother
without us ripping each other to shreds.

After driving for
what seems to be hours, the bumpy roads become smoother—still a bit
bumpy, but better than the rest of the roads. I finally set sight
on something different from the greenery—a single wooden sign on
the side of the road. I read the words faded by time and weather.
Acres County.

I step on the gas
pedal and drive down the dried dirt road illuminated by sunlight.
There are still trees around, giving the space forest vibes, but
it’s a lot less overbearing than the drive through the woods.
Cottages are scattered along the open wooded space. They all have
their own unique coloring, and flowers surrounding them. I close
the window to block the heavy smell of manure. Regardless of the
smells, I admire the flowers and the picket fences.

I slow down when I
catch a first glimpse of the locals roaming around the place. Like
me, they all stare with curiosity. Some with a type of anger that
I, an outsider, dare step foot in their town. My hands grow a bit
sweaty as I venture into their land. I just hope I am not traveling
to one of those small towns that hate outsiders.

I look at a house
that catches my attention. It’s larger than the rest with red
paint, and flowery designs. It seems like an artist lives in this
cottage by how beautifully decorated it is. I step on the gas, the
car suddenly starts to shake, then it sinks. I push on the gas
again, hearing the car wheels struggling to roll. I get out of the
car to take a look at the situation, and I see that I’m stuck in a
pothole. I decided to try and force the car out again. I step on
the gas pedal, but it doesn’t help my car budge. “Dammit.” I honk
the horn out of frustration.

“Hey!” A stout woman
with her hair wrapped in floral headwear approaches the window to
my car. She doesn’t seem angry at me despite her yelling. But I can
tell she has a lot to say to me. I roll down the window and the
woman rests her arms on the windowsill. “Miss ma’am, this place is
closed down to tourists. Come back next spring.”

“I’m not a tourist.
I came here to check out a property.”

“Not you city people
coming to gentrify my home.” She narrows her eyes at me. “You
should get on outta here before I make you.”

“I think you made a
mistake. I am not here to buy property. I’m here to visit my
grandmother’s cottage.” I gesture to the navigation app telling me
to continue driving straight, ignoring the fact I am stuck in a
hole.

The lady pauses. She
takes one good, clear look at me with her light brown eyes boring
into me. Having her stare at me makes me a bit uncomfortable. “My
name is Lyn Desmond-Monroe.” I bring my hand out for a shake with a
plastered smile on my face.

“Monroe?” The
nameless woman blinks. “You mean you came to look at Gladys
Monroe’s place?”

I nod. “She’s my
grandmother.”

The lady’s lips
open. “Baby sweet Jesus! You’re Gladys’s grandbaby? Oh, my stars.
And all these years I thought she was dead.”

“Uh…” I keep my
mouth shut. It’s better not to tell her yet.

She eyes me. “And I
always thought that woman would have ended up being a single cat
lady. She did a damn good job having all those kids.”

“Thanks?”

“Why didn’t you say
you were a relative of Gladys? I would have been a lot nicer to
you.”

“Not many people
know of my grandmother.”

The woman leans away
from the passenger window. “If you are looking for Gladys’s place,
continue walking this path and take a right. You’ll see the house
when you see it. But don’t expect anyone to open the door for you.
The cottage has been abandoned for decades.”

“Thank you so much,
Miss…”

“Ester Ford is the
name, but you can call me Granny.”

“Lyn,” I say.

“Nice meeting one of
Gladys’s grandkids. Now leave … I’m going to leave. The chicken
needs to be fed. Also, try not to honk your horn next time. The
people here are private and love their peace and quiet.”

I open my mouth to
ask Ester one more thing, but she’s already gone before I can ask
her if there is a way to get my car unstuck. Despite being stuck on
the road, I don’t give up hope. I take my carry-on containing my
skincare, makeup, laptop, and important documents with me. And I
can’t forget about grandma’s urn. It was surprisingly easy to take
ownership of her urn. I suppose mother felt like I was closer to Ma
than she was.

A sloshing noise
sounds below me. My brand-new white flats are now covered with a
deep layer of mud. Great. I continue walking down the path
the nice lady told me to follow. Beads of sweat start to form on my
forehead from how hot it is. I stop in front of a pathway that
leads to two cottages. One blue-colored wooden house on the right
is covered in vines, sunflowers, and a cute black cat resting on
the porch. The other house is on the left. Its brown wooden frame
and dark blue roof stands out from the greenery that surrounds both
properties.

I approach the house
on the left, not knowing if it is my house. Fences wrap around the
property. Every corner I look at is covered in a thick layer of
grass or flowers of all varieties. For a house that was abandoned
before I was born, it still had a fresh spring glow. A tall rose
tree with flowers drooping downward catches my attention. It sits
in the middle of a green patch where both house paths meet in the
middle. I stand where I am taking in its beauty.

“I found the
culprit.”

My body jolts at the
sudden male voice behind me. A tall, buff man approaches from a
white van parked on the dirt path. He wears a yellow glove on one
hand and the other one is tucked into his belt. His messy, wavy
brown hair waves in the wind. His hazel eyes are tender, yet sharp,
and bore right into the top of my head and down my body as he nears
me. The man crosses his arms, the muscles becoming more
prominent.

“Is that your car in
the middle of the road?”

“Yes. Sorry about
that, my car got stuck.”

“So you left it
there?”

“Not on
purpose.”

The nameless man
takes a good look at me again. I feel tingles just from his gaze on
my body. He seems to have taken notice of my discomfort. “We don’t
get many visitors here—you’ll have to excuse the wandering
eyes.”

His last words set
my skin on fire. Yet, I remain composed even if I do find this man
a bit attractive. He approaches me then brings out his hand covered
in dirt. “Marshall Vale.”

His hand is
surprisingly soft and warm to the touch when I shake it. And it
swallows up my hand easily. I meet his eyes, full of light, then I
realize I’ve been staring at his hands a little too long.

“I’m Lynette, but
people call me Lyn.”

“So what are you
gonna do about that car of yours?”

“I’ll move it when
I’ve settled down. Driving all the way from Crescent City took a
toll on me.” I let out a dry chuckle.

His eyebrows raise.
“So you are a city girl.” His eyes flicker on me again. “As I
expected. Girls like you can’t drive to save your life.”

“Excuse me.” Maybe
it was too early to call him attractive before I knew he had a bit
of an attitude. Marshall’s smirk brings out the sun in his
eyes.

“I was only playing
with you. No need to get your panties all in a twist.” He pauses, a
smirk lingers on his light tan face.

“If you’ll excuse
me, I have things to do.”

“You are the owner
of the cottage?” He raises an eyebrow, giving me that same confused
look Ester gave me when I first told her of the Monroe estate.

I nod.

“Well, that makes us
neighbors.”

“I’m not staying
here for long, but it’s nice to know that.” I grip the urn tighter
as I anticipate the next wave of questions.

“What a shame,” he
says like he’s actually upset, but I suspect a glint of sarcasm
behind his tone.

“I have to go
now.”

“It was nice talking
to you, Lynette.” His eyes set on me one last time, for more than a
second before he saunters off to the white van behind him.

I speed walk to the
cottage once I am free from his curious gaze. I fumble with the
keys, hand a bit sweaty from the little interaction I had with that
strange man. It’s only been a few minutes talking to him, and I can
already smell that he’s trouble. A type of man that I am all too
familiar with. The hot and cold kind of men that I should stay
clear from.

Dust escapes through
the opened door. I step into the cottage and I’m impressed by how
intact everything looks. I was expecting a nest of raccoons by the
stairs, and overgrown plants invading every inch of the cottage.
The cottage is a lot smaller than I expected. It reminds me of
being thrown back into the 1950s with all the vintage furniture and
paintings around the house.

My nose wrinkles at
the dust particles entering my nostrils. The entire room smells
like old paper, and something moist and wet—like it had been
raining for a long time. I find myself in a little office room of
some kind. I open the blind and see Marshall parking his van just
on the patch of dirt adjacent to the pathway. I could see the great
rose tree swaying in the afternoon breeze. This is where
grandmother wants me to put her to rest.

“Here you go,
Grandma. You are finally home.” I placed the vase on top of the
table next to the window where she could see the rose tree for
eternity.

An eerie tone
rattles through my spirit, almost making me want to piss my pants.
I look around the room, but there is nothing. The doorbell rings,
blaring across the house for a few seconds. “I’m coming!” I rush to
the door and open it before the second chime rings through the
house. A pair of glasses, rosy cheeks, and frizzy, ash blonde hair
greets me.

“Hi, ya!” a woman
that seems to be around my age says. She brings out her hand for a
shake. “‘Name’s Rosemary. I just heard you moved in.”

“Nice to meet you…
I’m Lyn.”

“Wow, so you are the
Monroe heiress.” She fixes her blue glasses.

“And you must be my
neighbor?”

Rosemary shakes her
head. “I actually live down the path. I’m sure you already passed
by my cottage.”

“The cottage with
the red flowers? So … you are Ester Ford’s relative.”

“Granddaughter to be
precise!”

“It’s nice to meet
you, Rosemary. I was just getting settled.”

“I can tell.” She
stands on her tiptoes, taking a quick peek into the cottage. “Well,
once you are done, Granny said you can come over for dinner. She
said you need more meat on your bones.”

“Thanks, that’s what
living off ramen noodles does to you.”

She laughs. “Granny
was right about you being a witty one.”

I share a small
smile with her, feeling a bit uncomfortable. It’s been less than
ten minutes in this town, and I already have met quite a lot of
unique people. In the city, most people minded their business. It
would make my day if I got a simple “hi” from people I see every
day, unlike strangers who walk to my house.

“I’ve got to go
now,” says Rosemary. “It was nice meeting you.” She waves, prancing
down the path until I do not see her curls anymore.

I glance over at
Marshall sitting on his porch steps. His large hands stroke a
sleeping black cat. How long was he staring at me? I shake
off the feeling as I see his lips spreading into a smirk. Out of
all the people in this town, Marshall seems to be the one I should
stay away from.


 


 Chapter Three

 


After settling in
the cottage, I weigh my options. I could take my time and start
cleaning up the rest of the cottage, or I could figure out a way to
get my car unstuck. Neither of these options seem like a great idea
right now. There’s no point in me cleaning the cottage because I’m
only staying here for a day or two. And I need someone to help me
get my car unstuck.

I lightly dust the
couch before I sit on it as I scroll through my phone, searching
for a car towing service around here. The sun starts to set lights
in the living room, cascading everything in a deep honey glow. I
catch a glimpse of a shadow walking from my side of the path to the
other side. It must be Marshall coming to ask when I’m going to
take the car away from the road.

I let out a deep
sigh and force myself off the couch. Grabbing the house keys and
putting on my shoes, I leave the cottage. The sky is starting to
get dark and the hot sun is now fading into an orange glow.
Something catches my attention. It whizzes by me so fast that I
don’t get a chance to see what it really is. Maybe it’s a fox. I’ve
never seen a fox in person before. Living in the city, the only
type of animals I’ve seen are food stealing seagulls and the
occasional dog or cat.

I follow foot tracks
out of the house and into another building that is only just across
this tiny town. The building itself looks like it came right out of
a fantasy book set in a mythical, magical woods. The wave of regret
hits me once I see my black car in the middle of the road. Someone
has put caution tape around the the car and I think it had to be
Marshall. He was the only one who complained. I notice a yellow
piece of paper sticking out of the windshield. I read the contents
and then groan in frustration. The county police have found my car
and are going to charge me a hefty fine if I don’t get it out in a
few days.

With no time to
lose, I hop in the car and rev its engine back to life. I take a
deep breath and step on the gas pedal. Unfortunately it is not
enough to get the car unstuck. I keep applying more pressure,
hearing the tires rolling on the dirt to no avail. No matter how
hard I try, the car remains stuck.

I decide to exit the
car and try the next option. I rock the car back and forth, try
pushing from behind, yet none of my efforts come to fruition. After
almost an hour trying, I decided that it’s time to give up. I know
that I can’t get the car out by myself, and there’s no point in
wasting any more time and energy. I carefully step out of the mud
pit, kicking off the fresh mud stuck on my feet.

“Hey, Lyn, right?”
Someone close calls for me. Curly hair pops up from the doors
belonging to the Ford estate. I want to ask her for help then the
smell of something sweet and spicy catches me off guard.

“What are you
cooking, Rosemary?”

“Granny made some
zucchini
pasta.” She pauses, staring at me and my car. “Want some?”

“No, thanks—” My
stomach growls seconds later, followed by a hollow pain shooting
into my gut. I almost forgot I haven’t eaten anything since I left
the city this morning. I stare back at Rosemary, still confused
about what I’m going to do with my car. “Actually, is it too late
to change my mind?”

“Okay, then wrap up
whatever you’re doing over there and come on in.” She opens the
door wider.

I head to the trunk
of my car and grab a few things I may need for when I return to the
cottage. I kick the door with my foot, leaving a fresh layer of mud
on the side of the door. I’ll clean that later. I meet Rosemary on
the porch. She looks at the stuff in my hands.

“You can put your
things in the living room.”

As I walk through
the front door, I can see the colorful decor of the house. Red and
white accent walls, floral wallpaper in random areas of the house,
and some vintage portraits, trinkets and furniture bring life into
this house. I get a sense of warmth emanating from inside.

Rosemary leads me to
the dining room where a young girl with large, round glasses and
brown pigtails is setting the table. She stops what she is doing,
staring at me, then she immediately looks to Rosemary for
answers.

“This is Astrid.
She’s my little sister. Astrid, this is Lyn, a new friend.”

I greet Astrid,
feeling a bit nervous because I’m not that good with kids. Astrid
only looks at me without a single emotion on her face. She then
turns her head, yelling, “Granny, Rosemary brought someone
over!” then runs to the same room she was just calling her
granny.

Rosemary chuckles.
“Astrid’s a bit shy. She’ll warm up to you.” She begins setting the
rest of the table so I help her.

“Thanks for inviting
me.”

“No mention of it.
You are a guest here and will be treated as such.” Her rosy cheeks
lighten.

A few minutes later,
Astrid runs back to the dining room with a small silver tray. She
sets it on the table before she takes her seat in the second chair.
She kicks her legs under the table, fidgeting in her spot.

“Does Granny need
help?”

“No, she’s
finished.”

Seconds later,
Granny does in fact show up. She carries a heavy, gray-blue pot
through the door. Her face beams when she sees me standing by one
of the chairs I unconsciously claimed.

“When Astrid told me
we had a guest, I already knew who it was.” She shows her teeth,
finally placing the pot in the center of the dining table.

“Thank you for
having me over,” I say. “The food smells delicious.”

“It sure does. It
took a while to make so I wanna hear nothing but praise from
y’all.”

We all take our
seats. The table is beautifully set with a vibrant tablecloth and
colorful plates. The centerpiece is a bouquet of wildflowers that
adds a pop of color to the room. The smell of fresh herbs and
spices fills the air and my mouth begins to water.

“I hope you like
zucchini
pasta,” says Rosemary, showing the first course, a zucchini
pasta that looks and smells divine. The pasta is tossed with fresh
tomatoes, garlic, and basil, and topped with parmesan cheese and
chicken mixed in.

I take a bite and
savor the flavors, feeling the warmth of the dish in my belly.
Eating this food brings me comfort and I began to forget about the
car stuck in the mud just outside the house.

“You can take more
if you want.” Rosemary says to me.

“No, I’m fine—”

“Nonsense, you need
more meat on your bones.” Granny slaps another round of pasta on my
plate.

“Granny,” Rosemary
whisper-shouts at her.

“This is my house,”
she says, now looking at me. “I know city girls like you love to
pretend you don’t eat a lot, but I know you are still hungry.”

And she’s right. I
am still in a mood to take seconds but I didn’t want to seem rude.
I begin eating again, savoring the meal.

“Where is your
brother anyways? It’s getting late.” Granny asks.

“He’s still at the
cottage working,” Rosemary answers. The confused look on my face
catches Rosemary. “I have another younger sibling. He works in the
daytime but sometimes stays over at his friend’s place or at
Marsh’s place. He thinks he’s too big for us now.”

“You mean
Marshall?”

“It seems like you
two have already met.” She raises a brow at me.

“We spoke a little
bit, but I’m sure he doesn’t like me.”

“Marshall can be
critical at times. Just give him space and he’ll leave you
alone.”

I wish she’d told me
that a lot sooner. The evening passes by in a blur of laughter and
good food. I feel grateful for the warmth and hospitality of
Rosemary’s home and Granny’s delicious cooking. It’s the perfect
reminder that sometimes all you need is good food and good friends
to make everything feel right in the world. The forks scrape on the
empty plates. I’m not planning on taking thirds because I’m
full.

“For some reason
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