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Burlington, Vermont sits nestled against the vast, steely blue expanse of Lake Champlain, a world away from the landlocked secrets of Ashwood. It’s early summer here too, but the air feels cleaner, lighter, carrying the scent of water and green growing things instead of dust and buried history. I came here following the last, most personal thread pulled from my mother’s tangled legacy: the adoption papers dated 1975, the photograph of a young woman with my eyes staring back at me from a city street. A sister.

Finding her wasn't difficult. Nora Sullivan. The adoption papers gave her name, the photograph gave me a face, and a quick online search led me here. She’s a rare book conservator, working out of a small, respected antiquarian bookshop near the university campus. The irony isn't lost on me – another daughter of Rose Ashwood, drawn to the world of old books. Is it genetics? Or just coincidence?

For two days, I just watch. I sit in a coffee shop across the street, nursing lukewarm tea, observing the comings and goings at "Sullivan & Provost, Booksellers & Conservation." I see Nora through the large front window, bent over a workbench in the back, her dark hair falling forward, concentration etched onto her features. The resemblance is uncanny, unsettling. Same curve of the jawline, same dark eyes, same way of holding her head when focused. Yet she’s different, too. A calmness in her movements I lack, a quiet self-possession that feels foreign.

How do I do this? Walk in and say, Hi, I think my dead, secretive mother might also be your dead, secretive mother? What if she doesn’t know she’s adopted? The papers seemed final, official, but Rose... Rose operated outside official channels when necessary. What if Nora knows but wants nothing to do with the birth mother who gave her away? What right do I have to potentially detonate her life with the Ashwood truth?

The questions churn, paralyzing me. The impulse to turn around, get back in my rental car, and drive back to the familiar ghosts of Ashwood is strong. But the face in the photograph, the name on the adoption papers, the final piece of my story tied up in her existence – they hold me here.

On the third day, I make a plan. A pretext. I choose one of the less revealing, but slightly damaged, first editions from the alcove – a volume of gothic poetry Eli confirmed was valuable but not central to the annotations – wrap it carefully, and walk across the street.

The bell above the bookshop door chimes softly. Inside, it smells wonderful – that perfect blend of old paper, leather, beeswax, and faint pipe tobacco that Eli’s shop also possesses, but cleaner somehow, more organized. Less chaotic accumulation, more curated history. Towards the back, through an archway, I see the conservation studio. Tools hang neatly on pegboards. Large presses stand silent. And Nora Sullivan looks up from a large, open volume spread under bright task lighting.

She pushes her glasses up her nose, her eyes – my eyes, almost – sharp and assessing behind the lenses. "Can I help you?" Her voice is calm, professional, lower than mine.

My heart pounds. Act normal. "Yes, possibly," I say, forcing a casualness I don't feel. "I was hoping to inquire about restoration services? I have an older volume, inherited, that needs some attention." I place the wrapped book on a nearby counter.

She comes forward, wiping her hands on an apron. Closer now, the resemblance is even more striking. It's like looking at a slightly altered mirror. Does she see it too? A flicker in her eyes – recognition? Surprise? Or just professional appraisal? It’s impossible to tell. Her face settles back into a polite, neutral mask.

"Alright," she says, her gaze briefly meeting mine before dropping to the book. "Let's have a look." She unwraps it carefully, her long fingers examining the spine, the corners, the pages with an expert touch that reminds me achingly of my mother.

"Hmm, nice edition," she murmurs. "Some wear to the spine, corner bumping... yes, this is definitely salvageable. Beautiful paper." She looks up at me again, a direct, intelligent gaze. "I'd need to do a full assessment, of course. You could leave it, or schedule a time to bring it back?"

"Maybe I could bring it back?" I say, needing an excuse to return, to prolong this fragile, unspoken connection. "Say, Thursday?"

"Thursday afternoon works," she agrees easily, already turning back towards her workbench, the brief encounter seemingly over. She jots down 'Ashwood - Poetry volume' and 'Thursday PM' on a notepad.

As I turn to leave, heart still hammering, she speaks again, her back still to me. "It’s lovely," she says quietly, gesturing towards the book I brought. "You can tell it was cared for, despite the wear."

I pause at the door, hand on the handle. Was there something in her tone? A hint? Or just professional observation? I risk a glance back. She’s still facing her workbench, seemingly absorbed in her task.

"Yes," I manage. "It was my mother's."

I slip out before she can respond, the bell chiming softly behind me. The encounter leaves me breathless, shaken. She saw the resemblance, I’m sure of it. But she gave nothing away. The story waits, still hidden, but the first page has been turned.
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Thursday afternoon finds me back on the threshold of Sullivan & Provost, the wrapped copy of Rebecca heavy in my hands. It feels freighted with more than just Daphne du Maurier's gothic suspense; it carries the weight of my mother’s annotations, her secrets, and now, my own calculated deception in approaching the sister I never knew. The bell chimes softly as I enter.

Nora looks up from her workbench, the same focused intensity in her dark eyes – eyes so like mine, yet holding a different history. Today she offers a brief, polite smile. "Ah, yes. Rebecca. You decided on this one?" (Polished) "Come on back."

I follow her into the conservation studio. It's cleaner than the bookstore, organized, smelling faintly of archival glue and leather treatment. Tools gleam neatly on racks. Books in various states of repair lie on tables like patients awaiting surgery. Nora gestures for me to place Rebecca on a clear section of her workbench.

"So," she says, carefully unwrapping the book. "Let's see the damage." She handles the first edition with an expert's gentle confidence, assessing the bumped corners, the slight water damage mottling the bottom edge of the pages – a relic from its time hidden in the damp alcove, perhaps – the weakened spine. "Standard wear for its age, plus some environmental impact. Nothing too severe. The binding needs reinforcement, cleaning, page mending... Yes, quite doable."

As she talks, she makes notes on a pad, her handwriting neat, precise. She uses small symbols in the margin
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