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For every woman who stopped expecting to be surprised.
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Prologue
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Silas Thorne had not spoken out loud in eleven days. He knew the number because he kept a tally on the back of an electric bill, five marks and a slash, the way men do in prison movies, and the last time he’d looked the envelope was running out of room.

At 6:47 on the morning of December twentieth he stood at the window of his cabin with a mug of coffee gone lukewarm in his hand and watched the sky over the White Mountains turn the color of an old bruise. Purple along the ridgeline. A yellow-green smear above it where the sun was trying and failing. The forecast on the radio had called it a fast-moving clipper, a dusting to three inches. Silas didn’t trust forecasts. He trusted the barometer in the hall, which had dropped most of a tenth of an inch overnight and was still dropping, and the two crows on the woodshed roof, who sat with their feathers puffed to double their size, saying nothing, like men outside a hospital room.

And he trusted his left thigh. Fourteen years after a piece of steel the size of a house key had settled into the muscle, it still knew weather before the weather did. Right now it felt like somebody was slowly turning a wing nut.

The cabin ticked around him. The stove, the beams, the wind trying every window. He’d built the place himself, three years of weekends and bad winters, on forty acres that had been his grandmother’s. Twelve hundred square feet of pine and glass. He had sanded the floors on his knees. The kitchen held one plate, one bowl, one good knife. The bed was enormous, a cherry-wood thing he’d framed and joined himself, and he’d made it that size on purpose, because he slept the way some men drove, badly and with his whole body, and a man like that needed room to lose a fight without anyone getting hurt.

He was forty pages from the end of the book.

That should have felt like something. It was the fourth Cal Mercer novel and the first one where he knew, from page one, what it would cost. Cal Mercer, sheriff of a fictional county that looked a lot like this one, had finally cornered the man who’d killed his deputy. He had the man on his knees in a barn. He had a pistol and a choice, justice or mercy, and every morning for three weeks Silas had sat down at the desk, written four sentences, and deleted all four.

His agent wanted pages by January fourth. Her voicemails had been piling up like snow on a porch rail, four on Friday alone, the last one just his name, said in a tone you could have carved a ham with. His editor wanted to talk about publicity, which meant a podcast, which meant his voice. His ex-wife wanted nothing from him anymore, which was the kindest thing she’d ever done.

On the laptop behind him, in a folder he hadn’t opened in eleven months and nine days, was an email. He didn’t have to open it. He knew the subject line the way he knew his own serial number, and some nights he said it in his sleep.

He drank the cold coffee. Out past the woodshed the first flake came down and hit the glass, small and dry. Then a second one. Then so many at once that the ridge went out like somebody had pulled a sheet over it.

Behind him on the desk, face down, his phone lit up with a message from Granite Peak Getaways. The subject line said Quick calendar thing!! It buzzed once against the wood and went dark.

Silas didn’t turn it over. He hadn’t turned it over for anyone but his mother in eleven days, and he wasn’t about to start for a property manager.

Outside, the snow got serious.
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Wrong Address

By the fourth hour of the drive, Elena Voss had stopped being afraid of the snow and started taking it personally.

It had begun politely, a few flakes floating across the windshield outside Hartford like something you’d see in a department store window. By Concord it had gotten ideas. Now, somewhere north of Plymouth with the sky the color of dishwater and the afternoon light going early, it came at the Jeep sideways, in handfuls, as if she’d said something about its mother.

“All right,” she told the windshield. “Point taken.”

The Jeep did not answer. It was a rental, a Cherokee in a gray the agent in Newark had called Billet Silver, and she had said yes to everything he’d offered her at the counter because it was easier than saying no. All-wheel drive, yes. Roadside assistance, sure. The insurance that covered the insurance, fine, why not, here’s my card. He’d looked at the camera bags she was hauling and at the way her thumb kept worrying the bare place on her ring finger, and handed over the keys with the kind of gentleness normally reserved for hostages.

She’d been getting that look a lot lately. Seven weeks of it. She was getting very good at ignoring it.

The wipers ticked. The heater smelled faintly of crayons. On the dash her phone, which had been her one reliable friend since Boston, showed a single bar, flickering like a candle in a draft, and above the map it showed the last text she hadn’t answered.

Brian: Please just call me. We can fix this. I love you.

Three sentences, and she could have taken them apart like a bad exposure. The please was for show. The we was a lie. The third was the only one with any truth in it, and it was the truth that made her want to put the phone in the glove box and set the glove box on fire. Because he probably did love her, in the way he loved the corner office and the espresso machine and the version of himself that existed in her pictures. That was the whole trouble with Brian. It had never been that he didn’t mean it.

She flipped the phone face down and gripped the wheel at ten and two the way her father had taught her, back in a parking lot in Bakersfield in a cranky Ford pickup. Eyes up, Lenny. Look where you want to go, not where you’re scared of. Jack Voss had fixed other people’s engines for forty years and had believed that nearly every problem in life was a version of that sentence.

The turnoff for Carrow came up on the right, half-buried. Elena slowed. She was a woman who had once talked her way past a checkpoint in Kyrgyzstan with a bag of dried apricots, and she was not above admitting when a situation had gone from adventurous to stupid. But she’d booked this cabin at three in the morning in a state she would charitably call unwell, and she had been looking forward to it ever since, the way you look forward to a dentist who promises to put you under. Five nights. No Wi-Fi, no neighbors, no one who knew her name. The listing had said secluded, and she had read that word the way other people read beachfront.

Carrow turned out to be one street. A church, a hardware store with a plastic Santa strapped to its awning and leaning into the weather, a diner with its lights already on, and at the end of the block, under a sagging porch roof, a sign that said PRUITT’S GENERAL STORE — GROCERIES, HARDWARE, BAIT, TRUTH.

She pulled up. Her thumbs hurt from gripping. She decided that counted as a reason to get out.

The bell over the door was an honest-to-God cowbell. Inside it smelled of coffee, wet wool, kerosene and fudge, and behind a counter piled with lottery tickets and jars of pickled eggs sat a woman who had to be seventy and looked like she’d been installed with the building. Red flannel. White braid down one shoulder. Reading glasses on a beaded chain, and over them a pair of eyes that went across Elena’s California license plate through the window, her wet boots, her hair, and her thumb working at her bare ring finger, all in about three seconds.

“Help you?”

“I hope so. I’m looking for Thorne Hill Road.” Elena stamped her feet on the mat. “There’s a cabin at the top. I’ve got a reservation.”

The woman’s eyebrows rose by about an eighth of an inch.

“Thorne’s place,” she said.

“I think so. It said Thorne Cabin.”

“Mm.” The woman set down her crossword. “Nobody rents out Thorne’s place, honey.”

“Well, somebody did. I have the confirmation.” Elena held up the phone, and the one bar, in an act of what she could only call spite, vanished. She put it away. “It’s a small cabin, glass in the front, a wood stove, got a hot tub on the porch in the pictures—”

“Oh, that’s his.” Something moved under the woman’s face, and Elena would think about it later, because it looked an awful lot like amusement. “Dorothy Pruitt. Dot. You’ll want chains.”

“Sorry?”

“Chains. For the tires. That hill is a mean one on a good day, and today, sweetheart, is not that. Storm’s coming in early, three, four hours before they said. They always say.” She pointed a pen at a wall hung with ice scrapers, mousetraps, bags of rock salt and one entire taxidermied pike. “Back of the store. Forty dollars. Can you put them on?”

“I can put them on.”

Dot looked at her for a moment longer, and Elena had the odd sense of being weighed on an old, accurate scale.

“Hm,” said Dot, which seemed to be good news.

She paid for the chains. She also paid for a loaf of bread, a dozen brown eggs, a block of cheddar, a bag of coffee and a wax paper square of maple fudge Dot pushed across the counter without comment, because she apparently wasn’t going to be allowed to leave without something sweet. Behind the register, a radio muttered about whiteout conditions in the Notch.

“You sure that cabin’s expecting you?” Dot said, as Elena pushed the door open with her shoulder. “Because I’d hate to see you drive all the way up there on a mistake.”

“It’s the only mistake I’ve got right now,” Elena said. “I’m committed to it.”

Dot Pruitt laughed, one dry bark. “Well,” she said. “Good luck, California.”

It took her twenty-five minutes in the lee of a snow-crusted maple to get the chains on. Her fingers went numb on the second tire. She did it the way her dad had shown her, laid out flat behind the wheel, drive forward, hook the ends, tighten, and while she was down in the slush with the cold working its way up her sleeves, she heard his voice in her head saying, Slow hands, Lenny, you can’t hurry cold steel. And she very badly wanted to call him. This was the sort of grief that arrived with no warning, and almost always at a moment when she was holding a tool. He’d been gone six years in February. Her mother had kept his voice on the answering machine in Bakersfield and had not changed the greeting in six years, and neither of them had ever mentioned it.

She got back behind the wheel with wet knees and a feeling that was nearly pride. The Jeep ground up Thorne Hill Road in first gear with the chains chattering on the packed snow, and the world shrank to a tunnel of white, a smear of pine on either side like brushstrokes, her own breath fogging the glass.

Twice the back end wandered. The first time, she corrected so hard it felt like a prayer. The second, the guardrail on the left came up out of the whiteness so close she could see the rust on the bolts, and the Jeep gave out a groan that sounded very expensive, and Elena said something to the guardrail her mother would have washed her mouth out for.

Then the road gave up pretending and became a driveway. A steep one, packed smooth and curving up between pines so heavy with snow they bowed like old men. At the top, where the trees fell back, there was a cabin.

It was not the cabin from the listing. She knew that right away, and it took her a second to see why. The photographs had been taken in summer, in daylight, in a green so bright it looked wet. They’d shown a clean, square house with a long window wall and a deck and a pile of split cedar by the door. All of that was still here. But the house in her windshield sat inside the storm like a lit lantern, glass glowing amber against the dark afternoon, smoke going sideways off the chimney, and it looked so sure of itself, so thoroughly lived in, that she felt for an instant like a trespasser.

A black pickup sat in the lee of the woodshed, with a skin of snow over its hood.

She turned off the engine and sat there while it ticked. Her pulse was doing something odd. The owner checks the place, she told herself, or a caretaker. A man with a snowblower. She knew the sound of a person talking herself into something. She’d done it for three years.

She got out. The cold took her by the face. She dragged the duffel from the back seat and slung the camera case over her right shoulder, and got halfway up the path, knee-deep, before she saw that someone had shoveled the porch steps. Not just shoveled. Salted, squared off, sharp-edged, a job done by a person who had very particular feelings about a shoveled step.

The door was oak, heavy, studded with iron bolts. No bell. She knocked.

Nothing.

She knocked again, with the flat of her hand, hard enough to sting.

The door opened.

She had photographed men in forty countries. She had put war correspondents against the blown-out walls of Kharkiv, and surfers at dawn in Bali, and a Michelin-starred chef in the middle of a tantrum, and one very beautiful and extremely stupid Italian soccer player who’d tried to hold her hand in a lift. She had a theory about faces: they were maps, and you could read the weather in them if you knew where to look. Most men’s were easy. Most men wanted you to read them, and they’d arranged their faces accordingly.

This face wanted her to leave.

He filled the frame. That was the first thing. A tall man, wide through the shoulders, and the light from the room behind him put a halo on the edges of a gray Henley with the sleeves shoved to the elbow, and forearms that didn’t come from any gym she’d ever been in. Dark hair, cropped, going gray at the temples in a way that was not at all careful. A jaw with a day or two of stubble on it, more salt than pepper. A thin white scar that divided his left eyebrow and gave one side of his face a look of permanent skepticism. And eyes the gray-blue of a river in March, with nothing at all in them that said welcome.

“You’re not supposed to be here,” he said.

It was a low voice, with a rasp in it, a voice that sounded like it had been left out in the weather. A voice that hadn’t been used much lately. She noticed that the way you notice a stiff hinge.

For a moment Elena forgot what she’d been planning to say. This irritated her more than the snow.

“I have a confirmation number.” She dug out the phone, held up the screen, and there was no signal, so the screen was a picture of the email she had saved. “Elena Voss. Five nights. Paid in full. It’s,” she squinted at it, “Thorne Cabin. Which I assume is this.”

He didn’t look at the phone. He looked at her. It was a brief, flat, thorough look, from the snow in her hair to the duffel to the boots, a look like a man checking a stranger for weapons, and she was dismayed to feel it in the pit of her stomach, like a hand pressed low.

“There’s a storm,” he said.

“I noticed.”

“Notch road closes at four. The plow won’t be up until it’s over, and it’s not going to be over for days.”

“Then I’ll leave in the morning.”

“You won’t. You’d be in the ditch before the second bend, and I’d have to dig you out, and I’m not in the mood.” He glanced at the phone then, finally, the way you look at a bill. “Granite Peak double-booked. This is my house. I live here.”

It took her a moment to hear the second sentence. The first one had already sunk through her like a stone through ice. Double-booked. Of all the things that could have gone wrong, she had braced for a leaking roof, mice, a hot tub full of beer cans. She had not imagined a person.

“I paid,” she said, and was furious at the way her voice came out. Small. Wobbly at the edges. “I drove six hours. I put chains on the tires in a parking lot. There’s nowhere else.”

“There’s the inn in Lincoln.”

“Is that open?”

He opened his mouth. Closed it. “No.”

“Is it reachable?”

“Not by you.”

They looked at each other. Snow gathered on her shoulders and melted down inside her collar, one cold finger at a time. The wind came down off the ridge and lifted the end of his shirt and he stood in it without a flicker, a man who had apparently stopped noticing temperature as an idea.

And something in his face changed. It wasn’t warmth. She doubted this man kept any on the premises. But the hostility went out of it, and what came in behind it looked more like fatigue. The expression of someone adding up a sum he didn’t like, and finding it correct.

“How long?” he said.

“Five nights.”

He laughed, one syllable, with no pleasure in it. “The storm’s three days. Minimum.”

“Then I guess you’re stuck with me.”

“I guess I am.” He stepped back and opened the door wider, and warmth came out around him, heat and woodsmoke and something savory simmering on a stove. It hit her so hard her eyes stung. “Come in before you freeze. Boots off. I spent a month on that floor.”

She crossed the threshold.

She’d walked into a lot of rooms for a living. There was always a moment, in the first few seconds, when the room told you everything, if you’d shut up and let it. This one was long and low, with a ceiling of beams the color of honey. Pine floors, sanded so smooth they looked wet in the lamplight. A wood stove in the corner, squat and black, its glass door glowing orange. A kitchen along the left wall with an island of thick gray stone, and a pan on the stove and a knife laid precisely on the board beside it. Windows all along the front, black now with weather.

And books. They were everywhere. Stacked on the floor in careful towers, ranked along the sills, laid flat on the stone counter, spines out, in at least three alphabets.

The light was what got her. Lamps low and gold, firelight on the pine, the snow-dark glass behind it all. It was the kind of light photographers spend years chasing and never catch, and it fell across the room as if the room had been built to hold it. She had her hand halfway to the camera case before she stopped herself.

Not now. Not yours.

She bent to unlace her boots. Her fingers weren’t cooperating. She was aware of him behind her in the way you’re aware of a stove, and when she straightened up, her sweater had ridden high on her hip, and she saw his eyes go to the small black aperture there, inked just above her waistband, the old tattoo she had gotten at twenty-two on a day she was very drunk and very sure of herself. He looked at it for exactly one second. Then he looked at the wall.

He did it on purpose. She saw that. It was the way you’d step off a path to give someone room, and it undid something small and tight in her chest, and she was irritated by that too.

“Silas Thorne,” he said. He didn’t offer a hand.

“Elena.”

“I know.” He went to the counter and lifted a printed sheet she hadn’t noticed. Her confirmation, run off on actual paper. “I’ve been reading yours for the last four minutes. ‘Travel photographer, Santa Monica, California.’”

“It’s what I do.”

“It’s a long way.”

“It was supposed to be,” she said, “the point.”

She had meant it as a joke. It didn’t come out like one, and he glanced up with an expression she couldn’t read, and she turned away to hold her hands out to the stove.

“I won’t be in your way,” she told the fire. “I swear. I’ll stay out of your house. I’ll sleep on the couch, if there’s a couch, in a corner, like a mouse. And the second the road opens I’ll be gone, and you can burn the sheets.”

“There’s a couch.”

“Great.”

“You won’t sleep on it.” She turned. He was looking at it, the leather sofa by the window, long and cracked and expensive and, she estimated, about five foot ten. Then he looked at her, and at the six feet of himself. “It’s short. I’ve tried. There’s a bed through that door. It’s yours.”

“I can’t take your bed.”

“You can, and you are. I’m not generous.” He turned away to the stove. “I’m practical. You’re no use to me if you get hypothermia on my furniture. The bathroom’s off the bedroom, there’s hot water if the generator holds. Dinner’s at seven. I don’t cook for two, so I’m doing it anyway.”

He lifted a wooden spoon, and the conversation was apparently over.

Elena stood in the middle of a stranger’s floor in her socks, with chain-link rust on her knees and a dozen eggs in a grocery bag, and she was surprised to find she wanted to laugh. It was wild, what a day could do. Seven weeks of grief, of fury, of rooms that wouldn’t stop echoing. Six hours of weather. A woman at a store who’d looked at her ring finger and given her fudge. And at the end of all of it, a man the size of a refrigerator in a nice kitchen, telling her she was welcome in the most unwelcoming voice she had ever heard.

“The fudge is from Dot,” she said, holding it out. “She said to give it to you.”

He took it. For the first time his face did something, a quick tilt at one corner of the mouth, there and gone, and she suddenly understood that Dot Pruitt had known exactly where she was sending her.

“She would.”

“She said nobody rents out your place.”

“Nobody does.” He set the fudge on a shelf above the stove and put one hand flat on the counter. “Bring your bags in. I need to check the generator before the light goes. Don’t touch the stove, and don’t go outside without telling me.”

“Is that a house rule?”

“That’s a survival rule. The house rules come at dinner.”

He pulled on a canvas coat from a hook, jammed his feet into boots she hadn’t noticed by the door, and went out into the storm. The wind snatched the door out of his hand and slammed it behind him. Then the cabin was quiet, except for the stove and the pan and the long low note of weather in the eaves.

Elena stood still for a full half a minute and let herself have it. The smell of onions. The warmth coming up through the floor. The small, absurd, enormous fact of being under a roof.

Then, because she was a photographer, and nosy by trade, and the man was gone, she turned all the way around and took the room in.

There were a few things. A pair of snowshoes hung on pegs. A tin of Danish butter cookies on a shelf, which she was quite sure had never held a butter cookie in its life. A flag, folded in a triangle in a glass case on the mantel, with a small medal on a ribbon beside it. She didn’t go closer. Some things you left alone.

The desk was under the north window, and it was the one untidy place in the house. A laptop, its screen gone dark. A cold mug. Index cards fanned out in what might have been an order. And a stack of paper, about two inches high, squared up neatly under a smooth gray river stone, with a title page on top in plain black type.

THE LAST HONEST MAN A Cal Mercer Novel S. L. Thorne

Elena read it twice.

The first time, it was only words. The second time, it was a hand reaching up through the floorboards and taking hold of her by the ankle.

Her camera bag was at her feet. In the side pocket of it, between a lens cloth and a spare battery, rode a paperback with a cracked spine, its cover creased white from being shoved in and out of tote bags, its first page covered in pencil. Hollow Ground. The third Cal Mercer book. She’d read it two nights ago on a friend’s couch in Brooklyn in a single sitting, after the first two had carried her through the worst nine days of her life. Nobody could have told her why a murder-mystery about a stubborn, decent sheriff in a snowbound county had been what she needed. But there had been something in the way Mercer never lied to himself. How he stood in doorways and told people the truth, even when it cost him. She’d underlined whole paragraphs. She had written YES in the margin, with force, at four in the morning.

And the person who’d written them had just walked out the door to check on a generator, with a jaw like a slab of granite and a voice like a rusty gate, and had told her to take her boots off.

She put a hand over her mouth. A sound came out of her that was not entirely a laugh. Of course. Of course she’d go looking for the one cabin in the Northeast whose owner had no author photo, no social media, no public face and a reputation, which she knew from the dust jacket and the Times review, for being “a recluse of near-mythic dedication.” Of course she’d found him. The man she’d been quietly in love with in book form since the middle of November was out in the dark right now, doing something with a propane tank.

She was standing there with her hand on her mouth, wondering whether it would be more mortifying to confess or to hide it until the storm let her go, when the front door banged open behind her.

“Don’t touch the pages.”

She turned so fast she nearly lost her balance. He stood in the doorway with snow on his shoulders and a splitting maul in one hand, and his eyes went from her face to the desk to her hand, and stayed there.

“I wasn’t touching them,” Elena said.

“You were reading them.”

“I was reading the title.”

Which was true. It just wasn’t the whole of it.
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Chapter Two
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House Rules

The generator had two modes. One was running. The other was a sulky silence that arrived whenever the temperature fell below ten degrees and lasted until somebody went out and spoke to it with a screwdriver.

Silas knelt in the lee of the shed with a flashlight clamped between his teeth and his bare hand inside the housing, and checked the starter relay for the fourth time that week. It looked fine. It always looked fine. It had looked fine on Tuesday, and then it had stuck for forty minutes in the middle of the night, and he’d lain in the dark listening to the cabin tick as the cold worked its way in through the walls. He’d ordered a replacement. The replacement was in a warehouse in Ohio, where, as far as he could tell, it intended to stay.

He pulled his hand out and flexed the fingers. Snow was already building along his shoulders.

Don’t touch the pages.

He’d said it like a man sending a dog off a sofa. He knew how it had sounded. She had been standing at his desk with a hand over her mouth, a small woman in wet socks and a sweater that had seen better years, and what he’d felt, coming through the door with the maul still in his fist, was not anger. It was closer to the feeling of finding somebody in your bedroom, drawer open. No one read the pages. Margo
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