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  Chapter One


  The unpacking was going swimmingly until she happened upon a piece of her “before” life, and her stomach knotted up. It was an old, chipped mug that had belonged to a diner that Kyle’s family had owned back in the 1940s. Why had she agreed to keep all of his family’s crap in the divorce?


  She knew the answer. These were things that, yes, belonged to Kyle’s family, but they were also keepsakes for her children. Her and Kyle’s children. Kyle’s mother had begged Melissa to keep some of these cheap but priceless trinkets in the family. Since Kyle was living in an apartment with his mistress… No, she was his girlfriend now. The divorce had been finalized and she could no longer in fairness be called “the mistress.” Since they lived together in a small apartment and the girlfriend wasn’t fond of old things and clutter, it fell on Melissa to be the keeper of the family’s more valued trinkets. She could feel the sour look on her face as she looked down at the stupid mug. She thought briefly about packing away all of the Caan family heirlooms that she’d been saddled with, but these things had all found comfortable places in her cabinets and life. Needing to do something to make herself feel better, she flipped the bird at the mug and said a few choice words to it before placing it gently in her china hutch.


  Melissa abandoned her unpacking for the time being and walked out onto her large front porch and sat heavily on the long porch swing. She began swinging slowly and lazily, taking in the quiet and beautiful April morning. She could hear her boys in their new rooms, talking to each other through the walls and playing with toys. Slowly, she felt the anxiety start to melt away from her middle and she began to relax.


  She heard the screen door creak open and she turned her head to see Dumb-Dumb walking out to join her. The dog was another thing of Kyle’s that she got stuck keeping after the divorce. Apartments in the big city could sometimes be sticklers about tenants keeping big dogs, and Kyle had guilted her, saying that the boys loved the dog. Of course, his name wasn’t originally Dumb-Dumb. Kyle had named him and Melissa couldn’t stand the highly specified name. Calling him Dumb-Dumb was one of the nicer names she gave him and her boys had found it amusing.


  “What do you think, Dumb-Dumb?” she asked the dog, looking down at him. His tail thumped lightly on the wooden planks of the porch and he grunted at her.


  Her eyes caught on the old red barn that had been on the property. She had walked through it briefly before she bought the land, but had never really looked around. The chain on the swing squeaked as she got up and started down the porch steps. She heard Dumb-Dumb’s tags jingle as he got up and followed her. She walked down the long driveway and through the grass, relaxing further as the nature around her blew away her previous annoyance. The rusted latch on the huge double doors on the barn gave her a little bit of trouble, but she eventually got it to open. She swung one of the doors outward and inhaled deeply. The barn retained the sweet smell of hay and large farm animals. It was warm and light in the huge empty space. She walked around slowly, looking at the rusted chains that hung from the walls. When she saw the rough ladder that led to the hayloft she gave it a good shake, decided it was still sturdy, and made her way to the top. The hayloft was dusty and it looked as if some bats and other critters had made homes up there. Melissa made a mental note to call an exterminator and have the barn thoroughly cleaned of all uninvited visitors. She walked to the large door at the front, the one where the hay would be put in via pulleys, and opened it, letting the sunshine in. The barn was in fantastic shape. The realtor had told her that it had been raised in the 1940s or 50s. By the hay door, she noticed words carved into the wood. She leaned closer and mouthed the words as she read them.


  Thomas Shchaeffer done got an axe


  And buried it in his two kids’ backs


  Took a break and ate some bread


  And took that axe to Liddy’s head.


  “Whoa,” Melissa said, running her hands over the rough wood, feeling the crude etching against the pads of her fingers.


  “MOM!” her seven year-old son, Logan, called.


  “I’m in the barn!” she yelled out the hay door.


  “Can I come up there?” Logan called from outside of the barn.


  “Yeah sure, just go slow,” she said to him.


  He ran into the barn and made his way to the steep old ladder. He looked at it for a moment and then up at his mother. She could see the apprehension in his face and smiled gently down at him.


  “I made it up here just fine,” she said. “You can do it.”


  Logan looked at the ladder and clenched his jaw. Melissa smiled. His face had lost the chubbiness of his baby years and she could see the beginnings of a hard jawline much like her father’s. Logan gripped the ladder rung in front of his face and made his way up. When he stepped onto the floor, he smiled at her proudly and started walking around.


  “Is this poop all over the floor?” he asked her.


  “Yes, I think we’ve got a critter problem in our barn,” she answered.


  “Maybe Daddy can help get rid of them,” he said absently. “He’s coming tomorrow, he could help you.”


  Melissa inhaled and made herself stay calm. She didn’t need to take her pain out on her son, even though she had explained to him the nature of divorce and separate lives several times.


  “Daddy won’t want to hang around here, babe,” she said finally. “I’ll just call an exterminator. He’d be better at it than me or your daddy.”


  “This place is really cool, Mom,” Logan said. “Can me and Ryan have a clubhouse up here?”


  “I’m not sure what I’m going to do with it yet,” she answered. “Ryan is a bit too young to be up here and I might want to get some farm animals.”


  “Farm animals?” Logan said, surprised.


  “Maybe,” she answered.


  “You’re nuts, Mom,” Logan said, grinning.


  “Hey,” she said, grabbing him and mussing his hair. “We’re farmers now, boy! We ain’t city folk no more! We need animals and overalls and a big red tractor that we use to chase goats out into the fields!”


  Logan giggled and wiggled out of her grip. They climbed down the ladder and exited the barn, Melissa closing the barn door behind them and latching it. She looked at her new house and smiled, walking beside her eldest son.


  “Ryan says he misses our old house,” Logan said.


  Melissa had sold the house that she and Kyle had bought together. It was a beautiful house in a desirable neighborhood. There was a large back yard and the tree-lined streets made everything look simply Rockwellian, but when Kyle left and the divorce was official, she couldn’t rid his presence from that home. The pantry that he’d built, the paint color that he’d picked out for the office, the baseboard that he’d installed in the bedroom—he was in all of it and she had to get away. Luckily, the house sold rather quickly, her day job was steady and reliable, and her second book did well with her niche audience. She was able to purchase a little under eight acres of land with the old barn (the farmhouse had been struck by lightning and had burned down) and have a small prefabricated house erected for her and her kids.


  “We’ll all get used to this just fine,” she assured Logan. “Ryan is still just a little guy. He’ll adjust faster than you and me put together.”


  They walked into the house, her arm draped over her oldest child’s shoulder. She went upstairs to check on Ryan, her five-year-old son. He was sitting on his floor, surrounded by mountains of his toys and stuffed animals. He looked up at her and smiled innocently. She smiled back.


  “Hi, Mommy!” he said to her happily.


  “Hey, baby,” she replied.


  “Mommy? Can we get pizza order for dinner tonight?” Pizza order was his way of asking for Domino’s Pizza. Melissa laughed.


  “We live out in the country now, baby,” she said to him. “We can’t do pizza order anymore. But guess what?”


  “What?” he asked, bright blue eyes wide and interested.


  “Mommy got us all our own little dinner boxes that you can help me make in the microwave, okay?” Dinner boxes meant that they had kids-themed TV dinners while she got to suffer through a Lean Cuisine.


  “Okay!” Ryan said, excited. He loved to help out in the kitchen, and pushing the buttons on the microwave was the best in his opinion. He returned to his toy mountain, forgetting about her, so Melissa made her way to her own bedroom to get it unpacked enough for her to sleep in that night.


  After the boys had been put to bed and she was snuggled under her own familiar blankets in a new room, Melissa cried. Bitter tears streamed from her eyes and made her pillow soggy. She cried for everything that she had lost when Kyle left her. She cried for everything that her sons had lost when Kyle left them. She cried for the memories that she knew Logan would always have of her crying when she confronted Kyle about his infidelity. She cried knowing Ryan wouldn’t remember what it was like to have a complete family. The pain eased out of her eventually and she remembered her therapy. She remembered to remind herself of how lucky she actually was. She could support herself and her kids with her day job, and Kyle faithfully paid child support. Her writing career was finally starting to become steady and promising, and that, coupled with the sale of her previous home and her day job, enabled her to afford her dream home in the country. Kyle used to share that dream with her, but she forced herself not to dwell on that. She was home. This was all hers and her boys’. Everything was going to be just fine, damn it. It had to be. It was her turn at something good.


  Chapter Two


  The next day she made waffles and bacon for breakfast. It was a favorite breakfast of the boys and Kyle had loved it, too. He was coming to get the boys soon and she briefly considered keeping a plate warm for him in the oven, but thought better of it. Even though her instinct was to be welcoming and hospitable, especially in her new home, his eating habits were no longer her concern.


  “Mom,” Logan began. “Will the Easter Bunny still come here even if we’re at Daddy’s?”


  “Yes,” Melissa answered. “Your daddy will give you your presents from him and then he’ll bring you home nice and early tomorrow so you can see what the Easter Bunny left you.”


  “Will the Easter Bunny hide eggs for us to find?” Ryan asked.


  “Maybe not this year. Since this place is new, he might want to get more familiar with it before he starts hiding stuff all over the place,” she said, smiling to herself. She wasn’t going to be able to do the Santa/Easter Bunny thing for much longer. The boys were growing up entirely too fast.


  Kyle pulled up and knocked on the old-fashioned screen door. Pulling her robe tight around her, Melissa went to the door and unlatched the hook. Kyle opened the door himself and stepped inside. He looked around and inhaled deeply.


  “Mmmm, I smell bacon,” he said with a smile.


  “Yeah, the boys are just finishing up,” Melissa answered, turning away from him and walking back to the kitchen.


  Dumb-Dumb, hearing Kyle’s voice, came running into the entryway, his whole body wagging.


  “Oh, hey, Kohaku!” Kyle said excitedly. Dumb-Dumb whined and groaned, happy to see Kyle. Kyle got down on the floor and gave the dog a good scratching before standing back up.


  “Are they all packed and ready to go?” Kyle asked.


  “Yeah, their bags are in their rooms. Let me go get them,” Melissa said, changing direction and going up the front stairs.


  When she came back into the kitchen with two small duffle bags that contained favorite stuffed animals and a change of clothes, Kyle was sitting at her kitchen table joking with the boys and eating bacon that he’d snatched from a plate. Dumb-Dumb had his head in Kyle’s lap, hoping for a piece of the bacon. Melissa frowned and set the bags on the floor and took her normal seat, which was next to Kyle.


  “Boys, if you’re done eating, go brush your teeth,” she said more brusquely than she meant to.


  The boys put their plates in the sink and raced each other up the stairs making a huge ruckus. She stared into her coffee cup and tried to ignore Kyle. When the silence got to be too much, she looked up at him. He was leaning back in his chair; his blue eyes, eyes that Ryan had inherited from him, were scanning the room.


  “You want some coffee?” Melissa asked him.


  “Nah, I’m good,” Kyle said lazily. “So, Liss, you just went ahead and bought our dream farm, huh?”


  Melissa bristled.


  “It’s always been my dream,” she said simply. “I got the chance to do it and I took it. This will be good for the boys.”


  “Yeah, lots of space out here,” Kyle said. “The house is really nice, too.”


  “Thanks,” she answered quickly.


  “Care to give me a tour?” Kyle asked.


  “Uhhh, okay,” Melissa answered. “This is the kitchen. Through that door there? That’s how you get to the front door. Through the front door is the outside. There, end of tour.” She smirked at him.


  Kyle smiled back at her amiably.


  “Still an asshole,” he said fondly.


  “So how’s apartment living in the big city treating you?” she asked, feeling more relaxed.


  “Cramped. Loud,” he said.


  Melissa raised her eyebrows at him, inquisitively.


  “I was used to having my own space to escape to, before,” he said. “Now, we live in this little apartment that only has four rooms and she follows me everywhere and the traffic noise just never fucking stops.”


  “I can’t believe you’re complaining already,” Melissa said, teasingly. “You usually stay pretty deep in your denial until stuff starts breaking off or falling on your head.”


  Kyle laughed.


  “I’m not in denial per se, it’s just new,” he said.


  “You’ve been there for a while now,” Melissa said, frowning at him.


  “She’s just so different from you,” he said.


  Melissa sat her coffee mug down on the table a little too hard and glared at him.


  “Wasn’t that the point?” she asked.


  Kyle shrugged. Luckily, the boys came bounding down the stairs then and piled onto their father, demanding to know what activities he had planned for them that day. Kyle had one boy under each arm and was waddling toward the front door. Melissa picked up their duffle bags and followed behind.


  Kyle pushed out of the unlatched screen door and set the boys on their feet. Melissa hugged and kissed them both and handed them their bags. She saw Kyle looking around again.


  “If you don’t mind, they want to come back a little early tomorrow for their Easter baskets,” she said, looking at her feet.


  “Yeah, okay,” Kyle said. “You going to be okay way out here all by yourself?” he asked, grinning at her.


  “This is my home now, so I’d better be,” she said, trying to sound lighthearted.


  “Okay, well I’ll see you tomorrow,” Kyle said. “If you need anything, you can call or text me, okay?”


  “Okay,” Melissa said, trying not to frown at him. He was acting much friendlier than usual.


  True, they had decided to try to be friendly with each other for the boys, and for the most part they did it very well, but Kyle was never really that talkative or eager to help. The boys piled into their booster seats and buckled themselves in, and Kyle pulled away, waving at her from his rolled-down window. She shrugged and looked down at Dumb-Dumb who was sitting next to her, watching the car pull away.


  After she had cleaned up the breakfast mess and dressed herself in old clothes to keep unpacking, through the screen door she heard a car coming up her long driveway. She made her way to the front porch and cocked her head at the old Subaru parking. A tiny old woman with a nearly shaved head got out of the driver’s seat. She opened the back driver’s-side door and pulled out a carrier, looked at Melissa standing on the porch and smiled.


  “Hi there,” the woman said. “I’m your closest neighbor out here in the hollow (she pronounced it ‘holla’)! I’m Ida Conklin. I heard you had young ’uns, so I made you some cookies!”


  “Oh my gosh, thank you!” Melissa said, taking the carrier from the small woman.


  “They’re snickerdoodles,” Ida said. “I didn’t know if anybody here had any of them allergies, and hell, everybody loves a snickerdoodle.”


  Melissa laughed.


  “The boys will be lucky if I leave any for them,” she said as she pried open a corner of the carrier and breathed in the sweet smell.


  “Just a little welcome to Threenechex Holla’,” Ida said.


  “Oh, I didn’t know this hollow had a name,” Melissa said. “I just thought it was Route Four.”


  “Everything’s got a name, honey,” Ida said, smiling politely. Melissa nodded.


  “It’s a weird name, though,” Melissa said. “Is it from some other language? It doesn’t sound Native American or anything. It sounds like breakfast cereal.” Ida flicked an uncomfortable look at Melissa and scuffed a foot on the porch.


  “It’s just some dumb name. It probably sounds weird because I’m an old mud-mouth an’ my accent makes it sound that way,” Ida said. Melissa frowned but decided not to pry.


  “I’m Melissa Caan,” she said, extending a hand to Ida. Ida shook it firmly and smiled warmly. “Would you like to come in? The place is an unholy mess, but I’ve got iced tea.”


  “I’d love to,” Ida said.


  Ida seated herself at Melissa’s warm wood kitchen table and looked around in naked curiosity. Melissa poured two tall glasses of iced tea and sat across from Ida. Without meaning to, she looked a bit too long at Ida’s shaved head. Ida saw this and laughed, running a thin and heavily veined hand over her head.


  “I had me a case of breast cancer a few years ago,” she began. “I lost the breasts, but I kept the haircut.”


  Melissa surprised herself by laughing. She quickly covered her mouth with her hand and felt herself turn red.


  “Sorry,” she said, sheepishly.


  “What for?” Ida said, smiling. “I was crackin’ a joke and you was good enough to get it. Nothin’ to
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