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For everyone who needs an escape, a refuge, a moment to breathe
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CHAPTER ONE

There were a lot of trees.

Calisa stood by the mailbox with her backpack and her suitcase and told herself very firmly that this was exactly what she needed.

Ahead of her was a forest, hemming in a one-lane road. Pine trees clustered together, the expanse of evergreens only broken by the occasional white-barked tree that stood out like a candle against the dark green. Overhead, the sky was a matte white, clouds blotting out the sun, which matched Calisa’s mood—cloudy with a chance of rain.

“This is going to be an amazing summer,” she said, as if saying the words out loud would act as some kind of spell to make them come true.

She just hadn’t pictured what it would feel like to actually be here, by herself, in the middle of a truly excessive number of trees, away from everyone she knew and everything familiar. She’d been too focused on not being there.

A few weeks ago, she’d never have considered coming to Vermont by herself for two entire months, but after her world fell apart, she’d pounced on the invitation. She’d wanted to spend her summer anywhere but Brooklyn—anywhere but where Ethan, the boy who’d yanked her heart out of her chest and then stomped on it with the enthusiasm of a four-year-old in tap shoes, was going to be. It was essential self-care.

In retrospect, Calisa supposed she should have had the Uber driver take her all the way to her great-aunt’s doorstep instead of just the mailbox, but after the hours on the train and then in the car, she’d wanted to walk.

Also, the driver wouldn’t stop talking about fly-fishing. So, here she was.

It will be fine. She could tell from the clouds it wasn’t going to rain until later. And if it did, she’d packed an umbrella, though she wasn’t sure exactly where.

Everything is going to be fine.

Shouldering her backpack, Calisa hauled her suitcase down the road. On either side, the trees loomed over her. It smelled like pine and wet earth and not at all like the mix of hot gyro meat, bus fumes, coffee, and overripe trash that she associated with the street outside her family’s apartment in Park Slope. Above, birds cawed to one another with sharp, biting cries that made her feel like an intruder. Listening, she thought she heard one softer trill, a cascading chirp that was more friendly. Squirrels leaped from branch to branch, causing the forest to rustle. She wondered if Vermont had wolves. Or bears. Probably not. Or maybe yes? This wasn’t the city or even suburbia. Bears weren’t impossible. On the plus side, being attacked by a bear would make a unique party story. Or an excellent college application essay. She hadn’t started writing hers yet. On the minus side, it would not be great to be mauled.

Close beside her, the trees rustled again, and Calisa jumped. She spotted a squirrel racing up the trunk of a pine tree. Just a squirrel. Not a bear. Only my overactive imagination.

In Google Maps, it hadn’t looked that far from the main road to the bed-and-breakfast. She pulled out her phone. No signal. She shoved it back into her pocket and kept walking. Ahead, the sky was darkening as gray clouds seeped into the white.

The road twisted, and in front of her, on the left side, was a wooden sign, half devoured by ivy, with letters gouged into it that read:

THE FARAWAY INN

She exhaled and smiled.

“See,” she said to the trees. “Almost there.” She’d thought it was a melodramatic name—Vermont wasn’t that far from Brooklyn—but now that she was here in a random, possibly bear-infested forest, she decided it fit. She felt extremely far away from everything, which was exactly what she wanted.

Cheered, Calisa walked faster—and it began to rain.

At first it was just a few drops, one on her cheek, one on her head, and a few spattering on the road around her, and then it increased to a drizzle. She shivered as she walked, wishing she had worn something warmer than her favorite Brooklyn Beans T-shirt (teal with a picture of a coffee cup and the words “Brew can do it!”) and a pair of jean shorts. Mom-Kate had insisted she pack a jacket, even though it was summer, but it was shoved deep somewhere, probably with the umbrella. She didn’t want to stop to dig either of them out and risk drenching everything else in her suitcase in the process. Better to just keep walking.

A few minutes and many raindrops later, the road rose up a hill and then, as it crested, widened to reveal a hollow between slopes thick with pine trees. Behind it was a panorama of the mountains, crowned in gray clouds.

And in the center of the hollow was her great-aunt’s inn.

“Huh,” she said out loud.

Calisa hadn’t been here in years, not since she was five or six, and it did not match her memory. She thought she’d remembered a storybook inn, framed in roses and lilacs, with a burbling brook next to or behind it. Had she imagined all of that? She’d been young enough that it was one of those fuzzy kinds of memories that felt jumbled. But she’d still been expecting cute.

This . . .

It was not cute.

Well, she supposed it could have been charming once, but if so, that had been many, many years ago. Blinking through the droplets on her eyelashes, Calisa looked at the run-down inn and wondered what had happened. Auntie Zee’s B&B was gray, drab, and . . . the kindest description she could think of was “vintage distressed.” It reminded her of a squashed wedding cake. Three stories tall, it had faded and peeling paint that could have been white with ivory trim at one time but was now gray with dirtier gray. The roof was tilted, lopsided, and the shutters hung crooked on either side of the windows. One window on the second floor was boarded up with plywood. And the wraparound porch was so overrun with vines that half of it was buried beneath greenery.

It was all tremendously overgrown. The flower gardens, which Mom-Kate and Mom-Elise had gushed about while Calisa was packing—“Daffodils and lilacs and roses and lilies everywhere!” they’d said—were a mess. Okay, that was putting it mildly. Brambles and ivy from the forest sprawled across the flower beds as if trying to devour them. She couldn’t even see the supposed burbling brook, if there still was one.

It looked as if the forest was on the verge of swallowing the inn whole.

To be fair, her moms had said Auntie Zee was having trouble keeping up the place. It was, in fact, the reason that Mom-Kate had the idea to send Calisa here. She could help Auntie Zee and recover from her heartbreak at the same time. “Two birds with one stone,” Mom-Kate had chirped cheerfully. But Calisa didn’t think her mother had any idea how run-down it really was. If it wasn’t for a few lights inside, she’d have thought it was abandoned.

Calisa stood, staring into the hollow at the shabby bed-and-breakfast while rain slithered down her shirt and seeped into her sneakers. Her socks were already soaked, and her hair dripped on her shoulders. It wasn’t the arrival moment she’d pictured.

At least Auntie Zee will be happy I’m here. There was clearly a lot of work to do. Calisa wasn’t afraid of hard work. Just afraid of being pathetic. Far better to be the unpaid, overworked help than the heartbroken girl everyone felt sorry for. She’d cheerfully be Cinderella so long as it meant she didn’t have to dance with any kind of prince.

Her original plan for the summer hadn’t involved any of this. Before Ethan upended everything, she’d had it all nicely mapped out: she’d secured a job at a vintage boutique called Buttons and Bell-Bottoms, which would have been fantastic. She’d work there for a few hours every afternoon, primarily playing on her phone and trying on the most random outfits she could assemble. After work, she’d meet up with her friends. She, Maddy, and Crystal had set themselves a challenge to visit every single coffee shop in Brooklyn before the end of August. Every evening, she was going to meet Ethan at the bodega where he’d be working, downstairs from her apartment. They’d have dinner (sometimes with his family, sometimes with hers, sometimes just the two of them), watch movies, and cuddle, or go out and drop in on one of Ethan’s friends’ parties. It would have been a very, very different summer than this.

Now . . . even if she spent the entire summer on nonstop yardwork and housework and whatever else until she had blisters and calluses on both hands, it was still a better option than having to see Ethan every day when she walked past the bodega and feeling as if she were being ripped to shreds from the inside out all over again.

At least here, her heart would be okay.

If a bit damp.

She’d be able to start her life anew in the fall, with her head held high for senior year.

Calisa took a deep breath and continued down the hill toward the Faraway Inn. She hurried along the path, ignoring the way her socks squished inside her shoes. Her suitcase bounced over the uneven walkway as she pulled it behind her.

A gray stone statue of a woman with hands clasped in front of her watched Calisa pass. Rain dripped down her stone face and pooled in her blank eyes.

Hauling her suitcase up the steps, Calisa climbed onto the porch. She exhaled and resisted the urge to shake like a wet dog. Instead she just dripped. But it was an improvement: she was under a roof, though the porch roof clearly had multiple holes in it—rain collected in puddles every few feet.

She studied the front door, unsure if she was supposed to knock or just walk in. She was expected, and this was an inn, not a house. You didn’t knock at a Marriott. But it had a knocker, made of brass and shaped like an owl. . . . Calisa told herself to quit delaying. She had nothing to be nervous about. She’d made the leap: backed out of her summer job, said goodbye to her friends and parents, and come here. The hard part was done. Knock, then enter, she decided.

She took a step forward—

And the wood planks beneath her snapped. She plunged through the porch, and her breath whooshed out of her. Her backpack caught on the unbroken boards, hiking up above her shoulders. Her suitcase sat innocently beside the hole.

“Gah!” The sound came out of her like a chicken squawk.

She wasn’t hurt, was she? She took stock—knees, ankles, elbows. All fine.

She’d fallen up to her chest, and the hole was about as wide as she was, plus a portion of her backpack. Placing her hands up on the unbroken boards in front of her, Calisa tried to hoist herself out.

It didn’t work.

At all.

Maybe if she hadn’t been wearing her pack when she fell—but she had been, and now her backpack was wedged behind her. With it, she was a cork in a bottle.

Calisa tried again, jumping up while pushing with her arms and, after she was a few inches off the ground, bicycling with her feet. After huffing and puffing for a solid minute, she sank down again into the hole.

Okay, this is not good.

She was not going to panic, she told herself. It wasn’t as if she’d fallen into a hole in the middle of the Vermont woods with bears and wolves and strange men with axes. She was on (or, more accurately, in) the front porch of a respectable bed-and-breakfast. If she yelled for help, someone would hear her and come to her rescue. Except this was not how she wanted to start her summer job. How did she say to her aunt, whom she hadn’t seen in years, “Hey, Auntie Zee, I’m here to help, so I broke your porch”?

No, she’d figure out a way to get out of this herself.

If she squirmed out of the backpack first and then—

“Hello?” a voice said. Male. Youngish. “Are you hurt?”

Calisa felt herself blush, torn between relief that someone was here to help and embarrassment to be stuck in a hole in the first place. “I’m fine.”

She twisted as much of her upper body as she could to see the owner of the voice. Standing on the porch above her, he looked to be her age (as far as she could tell) and handsome (that she could definitely tell), with tousled wet-from-the-rain hair. In addition to looking absurdly fresh-off-a-movie-set pretty, he was strong, which was obvious not just from the bulk of his arm muscles but also because he was carrying a large stone gargoyle on one of his shoulders like it was a sack of potatoes.

“I’m Jack. Groundskeeper,” he said. “Or, technically, groundskeeper’s son, but I help out.” He was frowning at her as if she didn’t belong here, which she thought was a fair assessment. She did not belong mid-porch.

“Uh, hi, I’m Calisa, Auntie Zee’s niece. Grandniece.” It wasn’t the most poetic of introductions, but at least she hadn’t stumbled over her name, which she had done the very first time she had set eyes on Ethan. He’d told her it was charming. But she had not come here with the intention of having another awkward meet-cute like that. In fact, she hadn’t even considered the fact that she might have to interact with anyone her age at all. She’d thought the summer would be just her and Auntie Zee, with a few aloof adult guests who came and went. She did not want or need any complications. Like falling through a porch.

He pointed to the gargoyle with his free hand. “This here is Zef. He’s supposed to be in room eight. I’m just bringing him out of the rain before I get the cheese.”

None of that made sense. “Cheese? For . . . Zef?”

Jack laughed, a nice, warm laugh that made her feel like she’d just successfully told a joke, even though she’d merely been confused. “The guest in room twelve likes cheese. And vegetables. But mostly cheese.”

“I like cheese.” She winced at herself. Why am I incapable of holding a normal conversation with a good-looking guy? Is it maybe because I’m trying to be friendly while stuck in a hole? “All except blue cheese.”

“Never understood blue cheese,” Jack agreed.

“The blue spots are supposed to be edible, but I can’t get past the fact that they’re mold.” Why was she talking about mold? She did not want to be talking about mold. She wanted to be out of this hole. “I like cheddar. And goat cheese, the soft kind that you can spread. It’s really good with fig jam.”

“I especially like cheesecake.”

“Everyone likes cheesecake.”

“Except the lactose intolerant,” Jack said.

“Mm-hmm, it’s probably a cruel joke to them,” Calisa said. “Cake but not.”

Jack frowned. “You’re right. In that case, we shouldn’t serve it.”

“Unless you use cream cheese with lactase.”

“You can do that?”

She knew it existed, but she’d never baked with it before. “I made a regular cheesecake last year. Trick is you have to cool it gradually, or it cracks. Probably same process.” Oh God, why was she still having this conversation? If the universe expects me to swoon into his arms after he rescues me as some kind of cosmic apology for last month . . . Nope, not going to happen. She did not want to have to be grateful to him.

“I had a slice of white chocolate raspberry cheesecake once,” he said dreamily. “Fresh raspberries are the best.”

“Blueberries are better,” Calisa said.

“You clearly have never eaten a raspberry straight off the bush.”

She hadn’t, but that wasn’t exactly her greatest concern right now. Calisa squirmed, trying to angle her arms better to lever herself out of the hole. “I’m sure it’s delicious.” She failed again and heaved a sigh.

With the careful tone of someone who isn’t sure whether he’s being rude or not, Jack asked, “Are you an invited guest? I mean, you said you’re Auntie Zee’s grandniece, but . . . she didn’t mention you. Are you supposed to be here? Did she know you were coming?”

“She should,” Calisa said. “My moms talked to her.”

“Ah . . .” He looked relieved. Tentatively, he asked, “Are you okay?”

No. “Yes. But I think I’m stuck.” Wait, did he think she was dangling halfway through the porch on purpose? Did he not see she very obviously needed help?

“Hmm,” he said, examining the break in the porch as if it were a feature of the architecture, not an unintentional disaster. “Let me just return Zef to room eight, and I’ll be back to rescue you. And then you should talk to Auntie Zee. She’s the boss of everything that happens here.”

Before she could ask for help now, not after he finished his chores, Jack—the polite and handsome but ultimately unhelpful groundskeeper’s son—had already disappeared inside. Calisa muttered to herself, “Okay, so definitely not a meet-cute.” That was just awkward. What was with the are-you-supposed-to-be-here questions? It was an inn. Even if she wasn’t invited, shouldn’t they get people popping up unexpectedly all the time?

“Whatever.” She had zero desire to be rescued anyway.

And even less desire to wait around to be rescued.

Climbing out wasn’t going to work, though. She looked across the porch and out at the yard, but all she saw was the statue of the lady, with one hand outstretched, in between the weeds. “Thanks, but I don’t think you can help,” Calisa said.

She tried one more time to propel herself out. It failed again.

What about if she went down instead of up? Could she crawl out from beneath the porch? That wasn’t a bad idea. Calisa ducked down easily, her backpack coming with her a second later and then thumping onto her back. It was dark beneath the porch, as well as damp, but she could see light to her left. Squatting, she waddled toward it.

Up ahead, she heard murmuring.

Shivers danced up her spine, and she stopped. “Hello?”

The murmuring ceased.

Could it be the voices of guests within the inn? Peering into the shadows beneath the porch, she didn’t see any movement. She continued on with her awkward waddle, not wanting to crawl on the muddy ground.

Another cascade of whispers, this time behind her.

She turned fast. Again, no one was there. Her heart beat faster. It had to be the acoustics under the porch warping the sound from inside somehow, but there was an edge to the whispers that made every inch of her skin prickle.

Moving more quickly, Calisa hurried toward the light and emerged from beneath the porch. She stood up straight, facing the overgrown gardens and the mountains in the distance. The rain had lessened, and she could see streaks of blue breaking through the clouds by the peaks. The whispers were silent.

Returning to the front of the inn, she skirted the hole and approached the door carefully. She opened it without incident and stepped inside, bringing her suitcase and backpack with her.

She exhaled, feeling as if she’d achieved a minor miracle by simply entering the B&B.

Inside, the lobby was shadowed. Light filtered through the dusty windows to bathe the foyer in a soft haze. She waited for her eyes to adjust. On either side of her were open doorways, all hooded and silent. The lobby’s peeling wallpaper was streaked with water stains. A mirror hung on one wall. It was so grimy that it looked as if it were reflecting smoke. Instead of her face, all she saw was a wispy smudge as she passed by. In front of her, between a set of stairs (which she assumed led to the second-floor guest rooms) and a hallway (which led who knew where), was the reception desk, with old-fashioned skeleton keys hanging from hooks on a board behind it. Only a handful of keys were absent from their hooks. She wondered if that meant the B&B was mostly empty.

There was a silver bell on the desk, and she wondered if she should ring it. Again, she wasn’t a guest, and she wasn’t sure what she was supposed to do. Her parents’ instructions hadn’t gone beyond which subway to take to Penn Station, which train to take to Burlington (as a parting blow, the train line was named the Ethan Allen—how far did she have to go to escape reminders of Ethan?), and what address to give the Uber driver. Plus she had clear instructions to text as soon as she arrived (or call if there was no Wi-Fi, though how could you have an inn without Wi-Fi?) so they’d know she was safe and sound and hadn’t gotten lost in the mountains and been forced to eat squirrels and berries to survive. . . . Her moms were worriers, especially Mom-Elise, who raised parental fussing to an art form.

Calisa peeked through the first doorway on her left into what looked like a sitting room. It was gray with dust, matching the shade of the outside of the bed-and-breakfast. Formerly white but now dingy sheets covered half the furniture, as if the room had been partially put into storage. A tea set of tarnished silver sat in one corner on top of a tea tray with wheels. A cobweb stretched from the handle of the teapot to the edge of the tea tray. No one was in the sitting room, except for an elderly white cat who lay on a faded red velvet chair. The cat opened one eye to look at Calisa and then closed it again—a very clear don’t-bother-me look. Respecting that, Calisa retreated.

Opposite the sitting room, on the other side of the lobby, was a library. It too was empty of guests or Auntie Zee but had clearly once been nice. The shelves were dusty, and she spotted a few cobwebs on the top shelf, but it had a perfect window seat tucked in between bookshelves and beneath an arched window. The shelves themselves covered every wall, filled floor to ceiling with books, and a ladder on wheels leaned against it so guests could reach any book they wanted—or just glide along the perimeter of the room. Calisa resisted the urge to try it out.

First find Auntie Zee, then play with the library ladder.

And pet the cat, if it lets me.

She peeked into the next open doorway, into the dining room, which looked as if it hadn’t been used in years. A vase of dead flowers sat in the center of the table, and a chair with only three legs leaned against a wall. Beyond the dining room, tucked behind the stairwell, was another short hallway that looked as if it led to a handful of guest rooms.

On the other side of the reception desk, down the hallway she’d noticed before with peeling wallpaper, Calisa found the kitchen. It was old-fashioned, with a brick oven on one wall, rafters that had dried herbs hanging in batches, and a large butcher block island with a few rickety stools around it. Unlike the other rooms, it had been cleaned recently, but it still looked unused and unloved. Pots and pans were stacked on the stove, piled high as if the burners were never turned on, and the measuring spoons that hung on the wall looked more like permanent decorations than cooking tools. Overhead the dried herbs were desiccated nearly to the point of crumbling.

She crossed to the sink to look out the window at the backyard. Outside was an old and sprawling apple tree, with curved branches and a riot of leaves. She spotted a few unripe apples, small and green, between the leaves. Beyond the tree were the mountains. Sheathed in misty clouds, they looked ethereal, as if they might dissolve if she stared for too long.

Where is everyone?

If it weren’t raining, she’d have suspected that some guests were out strolling through the forest or hiking up a nearby mountain. Just because she had zero interest in hiking didn’t mean that the guests did. Or maybe they were out in whatever town was nearest, going antiquing or doing some other Vermont-ish activity? Or they were in their rooms, tucked away from the world, enjoying their escape from whatever disappointment or stress or heartbreak had sent them fleeing into the wilds of New England. . . . But where was Auntie Zee? She should at least—

“Little Cali,” she heard behind her.

And Calisa turned to face the innkeeper, her great-aunt, Auntie Zee.

Auntie Zee was half a head shorter than Calisa and had startlingly white hair, skin so wrinkled that she very closely resembled a walnut, and sunken eyes with pupils rimmed with milky blue. She looked, Calisa thought, far older than her eighty-two years. “Hi, Auntie Zee,” Calisa began. “It’s great to—”

“You can stay the night,” Auntie Zee cut her off. “But then you have to leave.”

Calisa felt her mouth drop open.

“I neither need nor want you here.”
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CHAPTER TWO

“I can fix it,” Calisa said immediately, thinking of the porch.

“Unlikely.” Auntie Zee let out a mirthless laugh. “You’re your mother’s daughter.”

Ouch. She meant Mom-Kate, who was Auntie Zee’s biological niece and Calisa’s bio mom and was not what one might call handy. She’d once infamously confused a wrench for a screwdriver. But Calisa thought she could figure it out, if she had an afternoon and access to a few YouTube videos. Also wood, a hammer, and nails. Plus a saw? “I can try.”

“She couldn’t help me, and she tried for years when she was your age. No, I have enough on my plate as it is. It’s better if you leave now before you muck up anything for my guests.”

She isn’t talking about the porch, Calisa realized. This was broader than that. It was possible that Auntie Zee didn’t even know about the hole. With a sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach, she said, “I thought my moms talked to you.”

Auntie Zee grunted. “They talked.”

So why didn’t she—

“They didn’t listen.”

“But . . . I need to stay!” It was supposed to be her summer to recover and heal—to do self-reflection and find inner strength and practice self-care and all of her best friend Crystal’s favorite phrases—before she had to face senior year, college applications, and the utter lack of regret in her ex-boyfriend’s beautiful eyes. She needed this! And she’d come all this way. She couldn’t slink back to Brooklyn jobless after one day and say her aunt didn’t want her.

Auntie Zee shuffled to the kitchen window and made shooing motions, as if scattering a flock of pigeons. She then humphed and turned back to Calisa. “So melodramatic. You don’t need to stay. You want to stay.”

Glancing out the window, Calisa didn’t see what Auntie Zee had shooed away. It looked the same as before: an apple tree in an untamed yard, the forest and mountains beyond, the darkening sky. “Please, Auntie Zee, I know I can be helpful. I like to cook. Or at least bake. Pretty good at it, I think. Or I could clean. Dust. Vacuum. Whatever.”

Auntie Zee was shaking her head.

“How about dishes? I can do dishes! We don’t have a dishwasher in our apartment, so I’m expert-level at dish washing, even vases that have had flowers in them so long that leaves and petals are practically glued to the inner glass—”

“I don’t need your help.”

Calisa gestured at the stack of unused pots, the desiccated herbs, and the horrifically overgrown garden out the window. “You clearly need someone’s help.”

“Says a girl who knows nothing about running a bed-and-breakfast.”

“Says a girl who has eyes and can see—” She cut herself off. She wasn’t going to convince her great-aunt by insulting the state of her inn, even though it was blatantly obvious that the place was one strong sneeze away from collapsing into a pile of dust. Auntie Zee was looking at her like she was a clump of muck on her shoe. Calisa added in a smaller voice, “I want to help.”

Studying her for a moment more, Auntie Zee snorted. “Why?”

“Because . . .” What reason would the old innkeeper like to hear? Should she say she thought it was important to help family (except she hadn’t seen Auntie Zee in years)? Or that she thought it would add a necessary line of work experience to her college applications (except she’d barely begun to think about them)? Or that she had no other way to spend her summer that wouldn’t involve her feeling as if she had been shoved through a vegetable slicer every time she saw Ethan with another one of his apparently multiple girlfriends that everyone had known about except her?

“The truth,” Auntie Zee demanded.

“Because I walked in on my boyfriend with his hand up the shirt of Jocelyn Pullman,” she burst out, “and I need to be as far from anything that makes me think about him as possible.”

Auntie Zee stared at her again, and then she laughed.

Calisa felt herself blush. She wished she’d chosen a different answer, ideally one that sounded less pathetic. She glanced up at the rafters, down at the scuffed wood floor, then over at the cabinets with their faded paint. You could just barely make out the remnants of delicately painted roses and ivy that decorated the wood. She focused on the little roses while her eyes grew hot.

The laughter stopped. “I appreciate your honesty. A far better answer than claiming you want to help out a grouchy old lady who never even sent you birthday presents.”

She looked back at her great-aunt, wondering if she had, against all odds, said the right thing. I can’t just turn around and go home. What would she tell her moms? Mom-Elise would tell her she needed to learn to stand up for herself and understand her own value, while Mom-Kate would want to march up to Vermont to yell at Auntie Zee. Neither reaction would help with the core problem of what Calisa was going to do to make it through July and August without turning into a blithering mess of self-pity.

“My B&B has always been a place for people who needed to escape.”

Yes. Escape. That was exactly what she wanted. She needed trees and mountains and so much work to do that she wasn’t able to think. Hope rose into her throat. “So you’ll let me stay for the summer?”

“Absolutely not.”

The hope dissolved.

“No, that’s a terrible idea. But . . . a few days, I think. You can stay three days, finish whatever moping you need to do to make yourself feel better, and then you go home.” And with that, Auntie Zee waddled out of the kitchen.

Whatever moping she needed to do . . .

The entire point was not to “mope”!

Shaking it off, Calisa followed after her great-aunt.

Auntie Zee shuffled down the hallway into the lobby. She waved at the smoky mirror. “Ignore the mirror. It’s a pessimist.” And then she sidled behind the reception desk.

Calisa studied the mirror. That was a strange way to say a mirror was unflattering, especially when what it really needed was a wipe with Windex, which just seemed to be more evidence that she did know more about running a bed-and-breakfast than Auntie Zee thought she did. Not that she was going to say that out loud.

Thump.

She turned around to see that Auntie Zee had plopped a leather-bound book on the reception desk. Scowling, she flipped open the pages. Calisa drifted closer to see—

“Gah. Private.” Auntie Zee shooed her backward.

Calisa took a step away but still tried to peer at the book. It was full of handwritten notes neatly spaced in columns, like a guest register. Or was it more than that? On one side of the page, she spotted a list of expenses, as well as supplies. It looked like Auntie Zee kept all the inn’s records in this book, instead of, like, a spreadsheet. Given the state of the inn, Calisa supposed it wasn’t a surprise to see that Auntie Zee hadn’t upgraded to computers.

At least she’d progressed from ink and quills.

“Guests at the Faraway Inn are all afforded privacy,” Auntie Zee said. “You will respect that for the three days you are here.”

At least three days was better than “leave in the morning,” which was where the conversation had started. She thought of the line from her moms’ favorite movie: Good night, Westley. Good work. Sleep well. I’ll most likely kill you in the morning.

Maybe after three days she’d be able to convince Auntie Zee to let her stay another three, and after that another three, until all of a sudden, boom, it was September and Calisa was fully healed from her heartbreak, emotionally stable, and ready to return.

“That’s important: you must respect the guests’ privacy. Do you understand?”

“Of course.” She’d follow whatever rules Auntie Zee wanted, so long as she was allowed to stay. Clasping her hands behind her back, Calisa hoped she looked responsible and respectful. She wasn’t certain that was possible after just pathetically pleading for mercy, but her goal now was to convince Auntie Zee that she’d be an excellent addition to the summer staff.

Auntie Zee added a notation to the guest book. “You can stay in room two.”

“Great!” Before she could ask a follow-up question—such as “Where’s room two?” or “Can I have the key?”—she saw a flash of movement out of the corner of her eye. She turned her head, but all she saw was the blurry streak of her reflection in the grimy mirror—hair matted from rain, shirt still damp, face a hazy smudge. I look like a half-drowned mouse. Pessimistic mirror indeed.

Calisa turned back toward the reception desk. The logbook was gone, squirreled away wherever Auntie Zee kept it, and, more significantly, so was Auntie Zee.

How had the old innkeeper scooted out of the room so fast? She hadn’t seemed that speedy. Also . . . well, it was kind of rude. Calisa had just arrived. Granted, Auntie Zee didn’t want her here, so she could hardly expect a tour or any kind of grand welcome, but still . . .

None of this is what I expected.

She stood for a moment, unsure what to do. Fix the hole she’d made? Change out of her soggy socks? Chase after Auntie Zee? Call home and tell her parents . . . what? She’d tell them she was fine, of course. She’d made it here safely. I’ll be fine. Probably. Maybe.

Coming down the stairs, Jack said, “Ah, you’re not in a hole!”

She glanced up at his cheerful face as he took the steps two at a time. “And you’re not inexplicably carrying a gargoyle. How things change.”

“He doesn’t like rain.”

She was ninety-nine percent sure he was joking. Eighty-five percent? It was hard to tell, given his excessively earnest face. As he reached the bottom step, she said, “Auntie Zee told me room two. Do I just take the key?” Calisa waved her hand at the wall of hooks with skeleton keys behind the reception desk. “Also, do you have a hammer, nails, saw, wood, and knowledge of how to fix a broken porch?”

“You talked to her! Great!” He looked enormously relieved, also surprised. More surprised than she thought he should be. Then again, he probably knows how unfriendly his boss is. He added, “I was planning to fix the hole after it stops raining.”

“I think it stopped.” Crossing the lobby, she opened the front door and peered outside. “Sort of?” The rain pattered down in sparse drops, as if the sky were a dishcloth that was nearly wrung out. Out in the yard, the statue was sleek with water. Drops dripped from her outstretched hands.

He joined her in the doorframe. “Close enough.”

There was still an hour or two of daylight left. Calisa had taken the earliest train she could so that she’d arrive with time to settle in. Plus the sun set late this time of year. She should have time to do a little carpentry before it was fully dark out. How long could it take to patch a few broken boards?

“And yes,” Jack said, “if Auntie Zee said room two, then you should take the key for room two. But, um, don’t go into any of the other guest rooms, okay? Even if the keys are there. Not sure if she said so, but Auntie Zee is very particular about that. She assigns the room, no changes allowed.”

“Sure, no problem.” Calisa had no intention of wandering into random rooms. “Let me just change my shirt and socks and then I’ll be back to fix the porch.”

“Um, sorry about doubting you before, whether you’re supposed to be here. I just . . . I didn’t know she’d invited you. She’s been pretty adamant about not hiring anyone new. Dad’s asked lots of times. Usually she just grunts, but sometimes she launches into this impressive monologue about the importance of self-sufficiency. She’s run this B&B for decades. She doesn’t want to let a stranger muck it up. Not that you’re a stranger. You’re family. Guess that makes it different.” He smiled at her, and it was like the sun coming out after the rain.

Wow, that was quite the smile. She wondered if she should tell him it was just a three-day probation. On one hand, it was embarrassing that her own great-aunt didn’t want her to stay, but on the other hand, it was possible Jack could help convince her. “She didn’t toss me out immediately, but she also didn’t agree to the full summer. Yet.”

The smile wavered. “So you know about the inn, right?”

“To be honest, no, I don’t know anything about working at a bed-and-breakfast.” She dropped her voice lower as she said that, in case Auntie Zee was listening. If Ethan were here, he would have told her to project confidence. He was a huge believer in blustering his way through any situation—it was one of the things she’d admired about him when they first met . . . and despised about him at the end, when she was the one he was lying to. But there was something about the way Jack was looking at her that made her not want to pretend to be more than she was. “I was thinking if I can fix the porch, it would help with Auntie Zee, except I’ve never actually fixed a porch before.” Or anything, really. There wasn’t much cause for carpentry in an apartment in Brooklyn.

Jack looked dubious, and she wished she could bring back that smile.

“I’m willing to try, though,” Calisa added. That had to count for something, didn’t it?

The pause went on longer than she liked. A lot longer. At last, he said, “Well, I can teach you how to fix a porch, if you’re really up for helping me. It’ll be easier with two people anyway. You hold the wood, and I’ll saw?”

“Deal.”

He still looked uneasy, and she was suddenly aware that they were standing side by side in the doorframe, inches from touching. If she shifted her hand a little bit, would he smile? Or would he flinch? “I’ll just . . . um . . . put my stuff in my room, change, and then . . . um . . . meet you outside?” Calisa said, hating that she stumbled over half the words. No, she told herself. Absolutely not. No rebound boys. He’s a coworker. Just a coworker. Who happened to have a nice smile, when he decided to use it and wasn’t busy looking dismayed that she was here. That was all. Last thing she needed was to invite more heartache.

“I’ll get the wood and tools.” Skirting the hole, he hopped down the steps.

She watched him for a moment as he headed around the side of the inn. She felt prickles on the back of her neck as if someone nearby was watching her. There was no one there, though. Only the statue. Raising her eyebrows at it, Calisa said, “Don’t judge me.”

The statue stood silent as rain pooled in her stone eyes and cupped hands.
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CHAPTER THREE

Calisa plucked the room key from the board and then dragged her suitcase down the hall behind the stairs. The hallway featured a faded blue carpet, a broken sconce, and a bathroom at the end. She could see the corner of a sink through the partly open door. It all smelled faintly of lavender. And dust.

Only two guest rooms budded off the first-floor hallway. She halted in front of the second door. Above the number two was an X painted in red.

She wondered what that meant. In need of cleaning? Not suitable for guests? Condemned for health reasons? Scene of a crime?

She unlocked the door and peeked inside warily.

It was adorable.

Or it had once been adorable, which was close enough.

She smiled as she walked in and dropped her luggage. Looking around, she saw a queen bed with a canopy, a window seat with a view of the mountains, and a fireplace with a stone mantel. Yes, the quilt on the bed was frayed, the paint on the window seat was peeling, and the hearth of the fireplace was stained with years of soot, but it was all quaint as hell. The wood floor was covered by a faded rug with pictures of flowers, and the curtains were slightly tattered lace. A few leather-bound books were lined up on top of the dresser in between bookends shaped like cats. Everything was a little bit old, a little worn, but it was cleaner than the common rooms, and it smelled like the sprigs of lavender that were in little vases in various places around the room: on the bedside table, on the mantel, on top of the dresser.

I can live here, she thought. If I’m allowed to.

She liked that it was nothing at all like her room at home, where the walls were covered in photos of Ethan and her friends, the bed was rumpled and half buried in not-yet-put-away laundry, and her desk was stacked with stuff from school that she planned to ignore until September. And it was nothing like his room either.

This would be a fine place to spend the summer, with mountain views and lots of tasks to keep her busy and distracted. Now, if she could only find a way to convince Auntie Zee to let her stay for longer than three days . . . I can start by fixing the porch. At least Jack was going to let her help with that, even if he did seem less than thrilled she was here.

He’d been perfectly friendly while they were talking about cheese. It was only when he’d realized she wasn’t one hundred percent invited that he’d gotten skittish. She supposed it made sense—he wouldn’t want to piss off his boss by being overly welcoming to someone who wasn’t actually welcome.

Calisa lifted her suitcase onto the window seat and changed out of her damp T-shirt and soggy socks. After she’d draped them over the back of a chair by the fireplace to dry, she checked her phone. No signal. And no Wi-Fi to log in to.

She’d said she wanted distance from Brooklyn, with zero updates from anyone about Ethan, so this wasn’t tragic. She knew her friends would forgive her for a few weeks of silence. Before she’d left, her best friend Crystal had tried to convince her to drop off the grid entirely for the summer, and now it looked like she’d be doing that. Of course, she still had to call home, but luckily there was an old-fashioned phone by the bedside table, complete with a curly cord.

She reported in, reassuring Mom-Elise that the train was fine, the Uber was fine, and everything was fine and telling Mom-Kate that she’d met Auntie Zee, her room was very nice, and she’d packed dental floss, even though she had no intention of using it until, like, the day before her next appointment—who did?

She did not mention that the B&B was a wreck, or that Auntie Zee had said she could stay for only three days. Why worry them? “Gotta start work,” she told them.

They dumped bits of advice on her (don’t work too hard, don’t not work hard, remember to eat a vegetable or two, call often, make friends, listen to Auntie Zee, don’t leave wet towels in a heap on the floor) and smothered her with love (“I love you to the moon, I love you to Neptune, I love you to Pluto, which is still a planet in our hearts . . .”) until she laughed and said goodbye.

After hanging up, Calisa hurried outside. Oddly, that call had felt more like a goodbye than getting on the subway this morning had. She was acutely aware of how far from home she was and how different this was from the summer she’d planned. Stepping out the front door, she took a deep breath. The air after the rain smelled so—

“Petrichor,” Jack said.

She exhaled. “Sorry?”

“It’s the name for the smell after rain. Petrichor. It’s caused by . . . eh, I don’t remember. A chemical in the soil that releases when it rains, but I always thought it was cool that it has a name.” He was carrying planks of wood on his shoulder and had a tool belt strapped around his waist. Safety goggles dangled around his neck.

She helped him set the wood down on the unbroken section of the porch. He then contemplated the hole, first from one angle and then from another. There were two planks that she’d busted through. Broken bits of wood had fallen into the hole, and the bits that remained attached to the porch looked jagged and splintery.

“What do we do first?” she asked.

“Ever used a crowbar?”

“No, but if you say I get to use a sledgehammer, I’ll love you forever.”

He grinned, which went a long way to making her feel better about the fact that those words had just come out of her mouth in that order. It was the kind of thing she said to her friends, and it had spilled out without her thinking about the fact that she was talking to a near stranger, especially one that her mind had already labeled as very, very pretty. “No sledgehammer,” he said. “But we do have to take the old boards out. Crowbar will be fastest.”

“Sledgehammer will be faster.”

“But it might break parts of the porch that we don’t want to break, like the supports.”

He put on his safety goggles and handed her a pair too. She put them on, aware they made her look a bit like a frog, but since Jack was looking froggy too, it was fine. They could be froglike in solidarity.

He then showed her how to use the crowbar, which was straightforward: slide it under the wood she wanted to remove and pry the wood out. While she worked to extract the broken pieces, he measured the width of the porch. It was simpler, he explained, to replace the two broken boards than to patch the hole. It would look nicer too, because the wood would weather at the same rate. She liked the way he explained things—he did it all with zero condescension. It was more like a kid showing off his toy dinosaur collection. He seemed happy to teach her, even if he wasn’t sold on her being here.

“How did you learn to do this?” Calisa asked.

“My dad taught me.”

“You said your dad’s the groundskeeper?”

“And the carpenter, plumber, electrician, whatever else needs to get done,” Jack said, pride in his voice. “He can do just about anything. If he were here, he’d already have the porch fixed and be on the roof, fixing those holes.” He measured the width a second time and then marked the board.

“He’s not here?”

“He’s off on a trip,” Jack said. “Picking up supplies for the inn for the summer season. He’s supposed to be back soon, but not, you know, soon enough. Can you hold the other end of the wood? That’ll keep it from breaking before I’ve cut all the way through.”

Leaving the crowbar, she joined him and held the wood. He was going to cut it over the steps up to the porch, to avoid the risk of sawing through anything that wasn’t supposed to be sawed through. “So, it’s just you, while your dad’s away? Anyone else work here? Who cooks? Who cleans? It can’t all be just you.” She hadn’t seen any other staff. Surely Auntie Zee had other employees, didn’t she?

“Just me. Until Dad gets back, I’m in charge of cleaning the guest rooms, washing the towels and sheets and everyone’s laundry, preparing the breakfast trays, helping the guests with whatever they need, and fixing everything that breaks. Also supposed to take care of the grounds, but aside from the vegetable garden, I kind of . . . haven’t. At all. It’s been busy.”

That . . . was a lot. How much work had she gotten herself into? Why was there no other staff? There must have been at some point. She was certain she remembered a few from when she’d been here as a kid. Had Auntie Zee fired them all? Or had they quit? Exactly how grouchy was she?

Positioning the blade over a mark he’d made on the wood, Jack began to saw. She held one end steady; he held the other with one hand and one knee as he sheared through the board.

“What’s Auntie Zee like?” Calisa asked.

He paused and glanced at her in wary surprise. “She’s your aunt.”

“Great-aunt. And I haven’t been here since I was a kid. Besides, the last time, I was entirely too distracted by the fact that there was a tower of chocolate-covered strawberries to think about what she’d be like to work for.”

His expression warred with itself for a minute, as if he wanted to stay disapproving but couldn’t help grinning again. He resumed sawing. “A tower of chocolate-covered strawberries?”

“I’m not going to tell you how many I ate.”

“I hope it was a lot,” he said. Even though she was holding it, the end of the board still thumped down on the steps when he sawed through the last bit. “Can’t waste an opportunity like that.”

“It was absolutely a lot.”

Jack nodded approvingly. “Excellent.”

He measured the second board, then began sawing it. Returning to the key question, she asked, “Auntie Zee? What’s she like?” She also wanted to ask: Did he like working here? How long had he worked at the B&B, and when had it begun to fall apart? Did he know? Was he here full-time? Did he live at the B&B? Did he have a girlfriend? Did he like girls? Did he like her? Whoa, Calisa, no, she told herself. That’s absolutely not why you’re here.

“She’s . . . Well, I’ve known her since I was a kid.”

“You grew up here?”

“Yeah. Used to live just a few miles away. You’re from New York City?”

“Brooklyn. You said ‘used to.’ Do you live at the inn now?”

“Yep, room six,” he said. “We—that is, Dad and I . . . My mom died when I was born. Dad and I used to have our own place, not much, but home. Anyway, Auntie Zee needs us here now, so we’re here. Hired us both, package deal.” He shrugged as if that were a complete explanation of his life.

Together they began nailing in the new boards. She had at least used a hammer before, to help Mom-Kate put pictures up on the wall, but those had been gentle taps. It was a lot more satisfying to drive a nail into a thick board. She only missed a few times, denting the wood on either side of the nail.

“Why won’t Auntie Zee hire more people?” Calisa asked. “I mean, I get the wonders of self-sufficiency and independence and all that, but it’s an inn. It’s supposed to have staff. Cooks and cleaners and maintenance people.”

He didn’t answer, and she thought he was focusing on the task at hand, but when she looked up, he was staring out at the garden as if she’d asked a complex question.

Finally, he said, “She doesn’t want to.”

“Uh, okay.”

Jack returned to hammering the nails with greater concentration.

“She can’t afford it?” Calisa guessed. She’d noticed how few of the room keys were in use, compared to the total number of rooms. It would most likely cost a lot to refurbish a three-story building and even more to hire additional full-time help. But if Auntie Zee couldn’t keep the inn clean and not falling apart, then fewer and fewer guests would return. . . . She wondered how close the bed-and-breakfast was to failing entirely. Maybe this is why she’s so unfriendly. “If she needs the help, though, why send me away? I’m a relative. Free labor.”

He shrugged.

It could be pride. Auntie Zee didn’t want to admit she needed
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