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    For the women who have spent a long time being useful.

    And for the ones who are just now learning that they don’t have to be.

  

  
    “Chi ha fretta, mangi solo.”

    He who is in a hurry, eats alone.

    — Italian proverb
  





  Contents

  
    	 A Letter from the Author

	ONESunday Inventory

	TWOThe Office

	THREEFor When You Remember You Are a Person

	FOURMargarita

	FIVEPine Lake

	SIXThe Key

	SEVENA Day That Was Hers

	EIGHTWhat Rosa Knows

	NINEThe Small Door

	TENA Reasonable Request

	ELEVENCleveland

	TWELVEMargarita, in Person

	THIRTEENThe Letter Inside the Letter

	FOURTEENA Sunday Without Her

	FIFTEENThe First Argument

	SIXTEENHis Wife’s Garden

	SEVENTEENA Door Lucia Opens Herself

	EIGHTEENEnzo’s Hand

	NINETEENThe Conversation in the Car

	TWENTYThyme

	TWENTY-ONEWhat James Wants Now

	TWENTY-TWOThe Wrong Kindness

	TWENTY-THREETwo Weeks of Silence

	TWENTY-FOURA Sister’s Knock

	TWENTY-FIVEHer Own Door

	TWENTY-SIXThe Cottage in November

	TWENTY-SEVENThe Person She Has Become

	TWENTY-EIGHTA Table She Sets Herself

	EpilogueSpring

	 A Note & A Favor

	 The Salvatore Sisters Will Continue

  





  A Letter from the Author

  Dear reader,

This is Lucia's book.

If you read Rosemary and Ruin, you already know her — the middle Salvatore daughter, the one who stayed, the one who answers her phone on the first ring no matter what hour you call. She is the daughter every family has and pretends not to. She is the one you assume is fine because she hasn't told you otherwise, and she hasn't told you otherwise because nobody asked.

I wrote this book for the women who have spent a long time being useful.

Lucia does not have a meet-cute. She has a meeting in a law office, on a Monday morning, and across the desk is a man who looks at her the way nobody in her life has looked at her in a decade — like she is a person, not a position. The story you are about to read is what happens when a woman who has stopped asking what she wants is given, by a dead uncle and a quiet attorney and a cottage on a small lake, no choice but to begin again.

Go slowly. Lucia does. She earns every step of this, and so will you.

And when you get to the end — and I think you will read late on this one; I am sorry in advance for your morning — there is one small favor I'd like to ask. But that's at the back. For now: come sit at the table. Bring whatever you've been holding. There's room.

With love,

— Adriana Vale







  
    Chapter
    ONE
    

    Sunday Inventory
  

  At six in the morning on the third Sunday of October, Lucia Salvatore stood alone in the walk-in cooler at Tavola with a clipboard and a sharp pencil and made a list of everything her family was going to need before the day was over.

She always made the list in the same order.

Produce first — because the produce was perishable, and her mother had taught her at twelve that you respected the things that could not wait. Then proteins, because Valentina would shout at her if she found a thawed chicken without an order behind it. Then dry goods, dairy, the line of olive oils her father lined up like soldiers, and finally — last, always last — the small list at the bottom of the page, the one Lucia did not show anyone, the one that was not about the restaurant at all.

Dad — refill of the heart pill, the small white one, Wednesday.

Mom — has been wearing the same cardigan four days. Wash it.

Valentina — out of the lemon hand cream she pretends not to use.

Caterina — owes the orthodontist, won't say so.

Simone — birthday in eleven days, will not mention.

She wrote Simone — birthday and underlined it twice and then, after a beat, drew a small box around the words, the way she boxed things she was not allowed to forget.

She did not write anything for herself.

This was not a thing she noticed anymore. It was simply how the list went. The list was a record of other people's needs, kept by a woman who had decided a long time ago that her own needs were a category of paperwork she did not have time to file.

The walk-in hummed. She could hear, faintly, through the kitchen, the sound of her father coming in the back door — the heavy hinge, the slow boots, the small grunt as he set down the bag of bread flour he insisted on carrying himself even though his cardiologist had a specific opinion about bags of bread flour. Six on the dot. He had been arriving at six on the dot at this restaurant since before Lucia was born.

She touched the pencil to her lower lip.

She added: Dad — bread flour, fifty pounds — make him let Danny carry it next time. Tell him it was Valentina's idea.

Then, because she was a person who answered her phone on the first ring no matter what hour, her phone rang.

It was 6:07 a.m.

The number was a 419 number she did not know.

She almost let it go to voicemail. She almost — for the length of a single breath — pretended she had not seen it. The walk-in cooler was cold and quiet and her clipboard was warm against her chest from where she had been holding it, and for one second she allowed herself to consider being a woman who did not pick up unknown numbers on Sunday mornings before the sun was all the way up.

Then she picked up.

"Lucia Salvatore."

"Ms. Salvatore. I'm sorry to call so early." A man's voice. Low. Careful. The voice of someone who had been awake for a while and had been thinking, before he dialed, about what to say. "My name is Daniel Ashworth. I'm the attorney handling your uncle Salvatore's estate. I tried to reach you Friday. I left a message."

She had not returned the Friday message.

She had received it. She had logged it in her brain in the same drawer where she logged everything that was about Uncle Sal, which was a drawer she had been opening only as required since the funeral in August, because it was a drawer that did not have a satisfying way to close.

"I'm sorry," she said. "It's been — I meant to call back."

"You don't need to apologize." A small pause. "I'm calling because there's a matter from your uncle's estate I need to discuss with you. In person, if that's possible."

She shifted the clipboard against her hip.

"My family," she said carefully, "is meeting with someone next week about Sal's apartment—"

"This isn't about the apartment." His voice did not change in volume, but it changed in something else. It became a degree more careful. "Ms. Salvatore. Your uncle was very specific. There's a portion of his estate left to you alone. He asked that I speak to you about it privately. Not with your sisters, not with your parents. Just you. I apologize for the awkwardness of the request. He was clear, and I'm honoring it."

She stood very still in the cooler.

The hum of the compressor. The faint, distant sound of her father in the kitchen, beginning the bread.

"All right," she heard herself say.

"Tomorrow morning?" he said. "My office, if that works. I have a nine and a ten. I can clear either."

She looked at her clipboard, at the small boxed note that said Simone — birthday — eleven days, and she thought, with a clarity that surprised her, that she did not particularly want to clear her schedule for this man. She wanted him to clear his.

"Nine," she said.

"Nine. I'll have my assistant text you the address."

"All right."

A pause. Through the phone, she heard him take a breath, the small kind a person takes when they are about to say a thing they are not sure how to say.

"Ms. Salvatore. I'm sorry for your loss. Sal was — he was a good man. I liked him very much."

She was not prepared for that sentence.

She had not been prepared, since August, for any sentence about Uncle Sal that did not fit on a casserole label or a sympathy card. The sentences about Sal had become formula. He was a wonderful man. He will be missed. Eighty-one is a good long life. He was a good man and I liked him very much was a different kind of sentence. It was not formula. It was a sentence from someone who had known him.

"Thank you," she said, and her voice was, suddenly, not entirely steady.

"Tomorrow," he said.

"Tomorrow."

She hung up. She stood in the cooler for another minute. Then she wrote, at the very bottom of the clipboard, in handwriting that was neater than anything else on the page:

Daniel Ashworth, attorney. Tomorrow, 9 a.m.

She drew no box around it.

She told no one.

She walked out of the cooler and into her father's kitchen and kissed the top of his head, because he was bent over a tray of bread dough and his white hair was thinning at the crown in a way she had only recently let herself see, and she said Buongiorno, Papà, and he grunted his good morning, and the day, on the surface of it, began.

The Salvatore Sunday dinner was at six.

It had been at six for as long as anyone could remember. Six was the compromise, in the years when Caterina had been little, between Rosa's preference for an early sit-down and Enzo's preference for closing the restaurant first. Six had survived four daughters' worth of school plays, two of them getting married, one of them getting divorced, three of them moving away, and one of them — Lucia — never moving away at all. Six was the time. Tavola was closed Sundays. The dining room belonged to the family.

By 5:50, Lucia had set the long table in the back of the restaurant — the one with the four legs that did not match because Enzo had built it himself in 1987 from scrap from the old St. Vincent's pew refurbishment — and she had laid out the plates her mother liked best for family Sundays, which were the ones with the small chip on the rim, because Rosa believed perfect plates put pressure on a table.

At 5:54, Caterina arrived, because Caterina was always early when she said she would be late and late when she said she would be early.

"Luce!" Caterina shouted, the second she came through the door, as if Lucia were not standing twelve feet away in plain sight. Caterina was twenty-nine and held herself like a person who had never been in a room where she was not loved. She was wearing what appeared to be three sweaters at once and she was carrying a Tupperware. "I made tiramisu and it has not — it has not — set. Do you have a thing? An ice thing? It needs to live in your freezer for an hour or it will be soup."

"Walk-in," Lucia said, taking the Tupperware. "Top shelf, left of the cream."

"I love you," Caterina said, kissed her cheek, and disappeared.

Caterina — orthodontist, Lucia thought, and did not cross it off.

At 5:57, Simone came in.

Simone was forty-two and was the eldest and had been a divorce attorney for twelve years and walked into rooms the way attorneys walk into rooms — with the faint, perpetual sense that she had already read the file. She was wearing a black sweater and dark jeans and a small gold necklace Lucia had given her on her thirty-fifth birthday, which Simone wore on Sundays the way some women wore religious medals.

"You look tired," Simone said, by way of greeting, and pulled out her usual chair.

"Good evening to you too," Lucia said.

"I mean it kindly."

"I'm sure you do."

Simone looked at her for a beat longer than she needed to. Then she let it go, because Simone was a person who picked her moments, and a Sunday dinner was not a moment.

At 6:02, Valentina came out of the kitchen, because Valentina did not arrive at family dinners — Valentina emerged from them, the way weather emerged. She had flour on her forearm and her hair was tied up in the specific knot she only wore when she had been in the kitchen for a long time, and she was carrying a sheet pan of something that smelled like rosemary and butter and the inside of an oven on a winter night.

"Move," she said to Caterina, who had come back from the walk-in and parked herself in Valentina's chair, and Caterina moved, laughing.

Valentina set the pan in the center of the table.

Then she looked, for one full second, at Lucia.

It was the look the eldest cook gives a younger sister when the younger sister is in a room and the cook has not yet decided what is wrong but knows something is. Valentina had been giving Lucia that look for thirty-four years. Lucia had become, in those thirty-four years, very skilled at not being read by it.

She smiled. "Smells incredible."

Valentina did not smile back. She said, "You good?"

"I'm great."

"Mm."

That was all. Valentina turned to her father, who was in the doorway from the kitchen now, leaning on the jamb in the way he had not leaned on doorjambs before August, and she said, "Papà, sit."

Enzo Salvatore sat. He was sixty-nine and the heart attack four months ago had put a thinness into his face that none of his daughters were finished getting used to. He sat heavily, with the specific small grunt that had begun appearing in his vocabulary at some point in the last year, and he reached, automatically, for Rosa's hand on the table without looking to see if it was there.

It was there.

It was always there.

Rosa Salvatore, sixty-six, had come in at 5:55 with no fanfare, the way she did most things, and had taken her chair without speaking, and had been watching the room for seven minutes already when Lucia first noticed her.

Rosa was watching Lucia.

Lucia caught her mother's eye. Rosa held it, mildly, for the half-second that meant I see you, and then looked away, because Rosa was a woman who did not push at her daughters in front of the others.

Lucia's stomach turned over once, slow, like a fish in still water.

Rosa knew.

Rosa could not possibly know — Daniel Ashworth had called eleven hours ago and Lucia had told no one — but Rosa knew something, the way Rosa always knew something, and Lucia would have to manage that the way she managed all things, which was carefully and from a distance.

"Eat," Rosa said to the table.

They ate.

The chicken was perfect. It was always perfect. Valentina cooked the way Valentina did everything, which was as if a panel of European judges were going to score it. The rosemary had crisped against the skin in the last three minutes under the broiler, the way Lucia had learned at seventeen, watching her sister watch a clock. The lemon was their grandmother's; the olive oil was the new one from Puglia Lucia had ordered last month, the one Enzo had complained about for four days and then quietly approved by reaching for a second piece of bread.

Caterina was talking about a kid in her sixth-grade art class who had glued his hand to a desk on Friday — intentionally, Caterina kept saying, he intended this, I want it on the record,—and the table was laughing in the practiced way of a family that knows when to laugh. Simone was dry-eyeing her wine and watching the room like a witness. Enzo was eating slowly, smaller bites than he used to take, and Lucia was tracking his bites in the back of her head, the way she tracked everything, one, two, three, good, three is good.

She did not feel the envelope. Daniel had not yet handed it to her. There was no envelope, technically, in her life.

But there would be, in fourteen hours and twelve minutes, and her body knew this the way bodies know weather, and she ate her chicken and laughed at the right places and asked Caterina if the kid was okay, and underneath all of it she thought:

Tomorrow.

Tomorrow at nine.

Tomorrow I will sit in a room with a stranger who knew Sal in a way I did not, and he will give me something my uncle did not want my family to see, and I will have to decide what to do with it before any of these people across this table know to ask.

She did not eat her tiramisu.

Caterina noticed. Caterina noticed everything that involved sweet food.

"Luce," Caterina said. "Are you actually okay? You always eat my tiramisu."

"It's still soup."

"It's not still soup. It set."

"I'll have some at home."

Caterina looked at her. Caterina was the youngest and the loudest and was generally considered, in the family taxonomy, to be the one who saw the least, but Lucia had known for years that this was not strictly true. Caterina saw plenty. Caterina chose, more often than not, not to say.

"Okay," Caterina said. And then, after a beat, gentler: "Take some home. I made too much."

"Okay."

After dinner, Lucia stood at the kitchen sink — the small one, in the back, where the family washed dishes on Sundays because nobody believed in making the busgirls do family dishes — and she ran the water hot enough to redden her hands, and she scrubbed plates that did not need that much scrubbing, and behind her she heard Rosa walk in.

Rosa did not say anything for a while.

Rosa stood at Lucia's left shoulder and picked up a clean towel and dried what Lucia rinsed, and they did this the way they had done it for thirty years, in the silence of women who do not need to be making a point.

After a third plate, Rosa said:

"Whatever it is, bambina, you do not have to carry it alone."

Lucia did not turn off the water.

"Carry what?" she said.

"Whatever you came in carrying tonight."

The water ran. The plate in Lucia's hand was clean. She rinsed it again anyway.

"It's nothing, Mamma."

"Mm."

That was Rosa's mm. It was a different mm from Valentina's mm. Valentina's mm meant I do not believe you and I will return to this later. Rosa's mm meant I do not believe you and I do not need to.

Rosa took the rinsed plate, dried it, set it in the rack. Then she put one hand — small, warm, lined — on the back of Lucia's wet wrist, very briefly, and she said:

"Whatever you decide, you decide. I am only telling you that you are not alone with it."

She did not wait for Lucia to answer. She pressed her lips to Lucia's temple — quick, not sentimental, the way Rosa kissed her daughters in kitchens — and she walked back out to the dining room to scold Enzo, audibly, for sneaking a second piece of bread.

Lucia stood at the sink with her hands in the water and tried, for thirty seconds, not to cry into the rinse.

She did not cry.

She finished the plates.

She drove home at 9:14 with a Tupperware of tiramisu on the passenger seat and a list of Monday tasks unspooling in her head and, underneath the list, the small steady drumbeat of tomorrow, tomorrow, tomorrow—a word she had not been saying to herself in any meaningful way in a very long time.

She did not sleep.

She tried. She lay in her bed at 11, at midnight, at 1:14, at 2:40. Her ceiling had a small water stain in the corner that the building manager had been promising to address since June. She counted its irregular edges. At 4:30 she got up and made coffee and stood at her kitchen window in her mother's old robe and watched the maple in the courtyard drop a leaf, and another, and another, and she thought, with a small, dry, almost amused clarity:

I am thirty-four years old and I am about to do something my family does not know about, and I do not know what it is yet.

She showered at six.

She dressed at seven — black slacks, a gray sweater, the small silver earrings Rosa had given her at her divorce because a woman should always have something nice in her ears, bambina, even on the bad days—and she ate half a slice of toast, and at 8:21 she got in her car and drove the four miles to the address Daniel Ashworth's assistant had texted her at 7:08 on Sunday evening.

The firm was on the third floor of a building she had passed a thousand times without noticing. Ashworth & Pell, Estate Law. She read the brass plaque twice. She had not known her uncle had hired an estate lawyer. She had assumed Sal, like the rest of the family, used Marty Bellini, who had handled Salvatore matters since 1979 and who had been at the funeral and had hugged her, sweating, in the August heat of the cemetery.

This was a different lawyer.

Sal had, before he died, gone elsewhere for something he did not want Marty Bellini to see.

She stood for a full thirty seconds in the elevator before she pressed three.

When the doors opened on the third floor, she was in a small reception area with a brown leather chair and a fern that was actually thriving, which was rare in Morello's office buildings, and a young woman behind a desk who looked up and said, "Ms. Salvatore?"

"Yes."

"He's expecting you. He said to send you straight in."

She was — to her own faint, grim amusement — early. It was 8:54. She had built an extra six minutes into her drive.

The young woman pointed her down a hallway. "Last door on the left."

Lucia walked the hallway. She passed two closed doors. The third was open.

A man stood up from behind a desk when she came in.

He was — she registered this in the half-second before he spoke — younger than she had assumed from the phone, or possibly the same age and tireder. Dark hair gray at the temples. A narrow build. A face that was not handsome in the way magazines used the word but was, instead, a face that had clearly been paying attention to things for a long time.

He came around the desk before she could decide where to stand. He did not put his hand out for her to shake. He gestured, instead, to a small grouping of two chairs at the side of the office, near a window — two chairs, a low table, no desk between them — and he said:

"Ms. Salvatore. Please. Sit wherever you'd like."

She sat.

He sat across from her, not behind the desk, in the second chair.

He had a folder on his knee. He did not open it yet. He looked at her for a beat — careful, neither cool nor warm, the look of a man who had done this many times and had learned not to start until the person across from him was ready.

Then he reached into the folder and took out an envelope.

It was cream-colored and thick. There were three things written on the front in her uncle's handwriting, which she had not seen since August: Lucia. Apri da sola.—Sal.

Open alone.—Sal.

Daniel Ashworth slid the envelope across the small table toward her, and he set it down between them, and he did not let go of it for a moment, the way you do not let go of a thing you are giving someone until you have made sure they are ready to take it.

"Your uncle was very specific," he said. "He asked me to give you this. And he asked that you open it alone."

She looked at the envelope.

She looked at his hand on it.

She looked, for the first time, fully at his face.

His eyes were a brown that had something gray in it.

"Alone meaning—" she began.

"Alone meaning not here," he said gently. "Not with me. Not in this office. Wherever you feel — wherever you can be by yourself, in a place that belongs to you. He was clear. Apri da sola. I'm just the messenger."

She put her hand on the envelope.

She did not pick it up yet.

Her hand and his hand were both on the envelope, for one second, and then his hand moved away, and only hers was left, and she felt — for the first time since the call yesterday morning — the shape of what was happening to her.

Something her uncle had wanted her, specifically, to have.

Something he had not trusted to anyone else's hands but this stranger's.

Something she would have to open by herself.

"Okay," she said.

It came out smaller than she had meant.

"Take your time," Daniel Ashworth said. "There are other things. But the envelope is the first thing. I'd like — if you're willing — to talk for a few minutes before you go. I have things he asked me to tell you in person. But that envelope is yours, and the rest of this can wait if you need it to. Tell me what you need."

She looked at him.

Nobody had asked her, in years, what she needed.

She had not noticed nobody had asked her in years until the words landed.

She said: "I think I need a minute."

"Take it."

He stood, gently. He walked to the window. He turned his back to her, not in dismissal, but in the specific kindness of a man giving a woman a moment of privacy in a small office she could not actually be alone in.

She picked up the envelope.

She held it in both hands.

It weighed, she registered with a small detached part of her that had always done this — measure, catalog, log—about eleven ounces. There was something inside that was not just paper.

She turned it over.

On the back, sealed in red wax, was the small S her uncle had used on letters his whole life, the S she had seen on Christmas cards from him for thirty-four years.

The wax was unbroken.

She closed her eyes for one second.

She put the envelope into her bag.

She said, to Daniel Ashworth's back: "I'll open it tonight. At home. Tell me the rest."

He turned around.

"All right," he said.

And he sat down, and he opened the folder on his knee, and the world Lucia Salvatore had been living in for thirty-four years began, very quietly, to come apart.





  
    Chapter
    TWO
    

    The Office
  

  He sat down. He opened the folder.

Lucia Salvatore — who had spent fourteen years managing a restaurant's payroll and supplier accounts and was, accordingly, a person who knew what an open folder meant — recognized the documents inside before he turned them around.

A deed. The pale green of a county recorder's stamp. A long-form will, paper-clipped. A check, face-down. A second envelope, smaller than the first, the kind of envelope a woman would buy at a stationery store on a Wednesday afternoon when she was thinking about the person she was writing to.

Daniel Ashworth let her see all of it for one breath before he spoke.

"There are three things, beyond the letter," he said. "I want to walk you through them, and then I want to answer whatever you want to ask. Some of it I'll have answers for. Some I won't." A pause. "I want to be clear about which is which, when we get there."

"All right," she said.

He picked up the deed. He did not unfold it. He kept his thumb at the seam, the way a man holds a thing he respects.

"Your uncle owned a property at fourteen Heron Way, in Pine Lake. He bought it twenty-six years ago, in his name alone. He has, eight months before he passed, transferred the deed into yours. The transfer is recorded. The taxes are paid through next April. He left a separate account at Morello First Federal to cover them indefinitely; you will not need to do anything about that for some time."

She looked at the deed. She looked at her own name on it, even folded as it was, because she could see the Lucia Marie Salvatore through the pale paper.

She had not known her uncle owned a cottage on Pine Lake.

She had not known her uncle owned anything at all besides the apartment above his old butcher shop, which he had sold in 2009, and the small life he kept in a one-bedroom on the east side of Morello with his books and his radio and his two cats.

"He never—" she said, and then did not finish.

"No," Daniel said. "He didn't tell anyone."

He set the deed down. He picked up the check. He turned it over, in his palm, and held it out to her so she could read it.

It was a cashier's check, drawn on Morello First Federal, made out to Lucia Marie Salvatore.

The amount was forty-eight thousand two hundred forty-seven dollars and thirty-six cents.

She stared at the thirty-six cents.

"That number—" she said.

"He was specific about it," Daniel said. "He told me, don't round it. I asked him why. He said, she'll know. I assumed it was a — a private thing. I didn't ask further."

She did know.

The thirty-six cents was the amount left over, in 1992, from a college fund he had quietly contributed to without Enzo's knowledge — Enzo, who believed his daughters should pay for their own educations, the way he had paid for his own, the way his father had paid for his — and the thirty-six cents had been the change from the last contribution, the one Sal had made the August before Lucia started college. He had handed her an envelope at the back of the kitchen and said don't tell your father, and inside had been four hundred and sixty-three dollars and thirty-six cents, and she had been twenty-two years old and had laughed and put the thirty-six cents in her sock drawer because it had felt like a joke between them, and she had not thought of those thirty-six cents in twelve years.

He had remembered them.

He had counted to them, in this last gift, as if to say: I see what we have been to each other. It was small, and it was specific, and I counted it.

She did not cry. She felt the wet in her eyes and she did not let it.

"Mr. Ashworth—"

"Daniel."

"Daniel." She put her hands together in her lap. "What — what does he want me to do with this?"

"Whatever you want."

"That isn't — that isn't an answer."

"It's the only one I have." He set the check down. He laid his hand over it, lightly, as if to keep it from blowing away in the still air. "He was specific about three things. He wanted you to have the cottage. He wanted you to have this money — privately, not to be folded into the family ledger. And he wanted you to be told, when the time was right, about a woman."

"Margarita."

He did not move.

"Yes."

He had not been expecting her to say the name yet. She watched him take in that she had known the name without him saying it. He shifted, very slightly, in his chair.

"He said he had left a letter," Daniel said carefully. "He told me you would have questions when you read it. Would you — is the name in the letter?"

"It is."

"Then he wrote to you about her."

"He wrote one sentence about her. Ask Daniel about Margarita. That's what he wrote."

Daniel took a breath. The kind of breath a man takes when he is about to do a thing he has, in advance, agreed to do, but has not enjoyed agreeing to.

"He said I should tell you what I know," he said. "After you read the letter, not before. I — I want to honor that. Will you let me be careful with it for a moment?"

"Yes."

"Read the letter first. Then come back. Or call me. Or — if you want to talk in a place that isn't this office — tell me where, and I'll meet you there. I owe him that. I owe you that."

She watched him.

She watched the way his jaw worked once, very small, and the way his eyes did not quite leave her face, and the way his hand on the check did not move while he spoke.

She realized, with the kind of small careful surprise she usually reserved for noticing a chipped plate at Tavola, that he was — that he had been, for a few minutes — afraid she would ask him something he was not going to know how to answer.

She decided, in that small careful moment, that she liked him.

She did not need him to be more than careful. He was being careful. That was a great deal.

"All right," she said. "I'll read the letter first."

"Thank you," he said.

He did not move the check away. He picked up the smaller envelope instead. He set it down between them, on top of the deed, the way you stack a small thing on a larger thing when you want the small thing to be seen.

The smaller envelope was cream too, but a different cream. Thinner. Older. There were two words written on the front, in a hand Lucia had never seen: a sloped, unhurried, deliberate hand. A woman's hand.

Not yet.

Lucia stared at the two words.

"That one," Daniel said, "is from her."

"From—"

"From Margarita."

"I'm not supposed to open it."

"Not yet. He was clear. Lucia opens that one only after she has been to the cottage and decided what she wants from her own life. Those were his words. Verbatim. I wrote them down."

"Decided what I want." She heard her own voice, flat, wondering. "He said decided."

"He said decided."

She looked away — out the window, at the side of the building across the alley, at the Morello clouds that were always October-gray in October — and for a moment she did not know what to do with her hands.

"I don't know what I want," she said quietly, more to the window than to Daniel.

"I think your uncle knew that," he said.

She turned back to him.

He was not looking at her with pity. She would have noticed pity. She had spent four months after her divorce deflecting pity from people who had not earned the right to feel it, and she could spot pity the way a chef spots a knife on the floor.

This was not pity. This was something steadier. This was a man who had, at some point in his own life, also not known what he wanted, and who had not forgotten what that felt like.

She picked up the smaller envelope.

She did not open it.

She put it in her bag, in the same pocket where the cream envelope from her uncle was already waiting. The two of them, side by side in her bag, made a small weight she could feel against her ribs through the leather.

"All right," she said.

Daniel reached into the folder one more time. He took out a small key.

It was an ordinary brass key on a leather fob the size of a half-dollar coin. The leather was soft, dark, oiled by years. There was a single word stamped into the leather in worn gilt.

Heron.

He set it in the middle of the table.

"This," he said, "is yours."

She did not pick up the key.

She looked at it for a long moment, and at the leather worn down to the texture of skin, and at the small stamped word that had clearly been Sal's hand at some point, marking what was his, and she felt, very small and very low, like a bell rung in a far-off room, the first stir of something she had not given herself permission to feel in a long time.

It was anticipation.

She put the key in her pocket. Not her bag. Her pocket. Where she could feel it against her hip when she stood up.

"I'll go," she said.

Daniel rose. He did not protest. He did not press her on the rest of it. He gathered the papers and the check back into the folder, and he stood, and he walked her to the door of the office, and at the door he stopped.

"Lucia," he said.

She turned.

"Whatever you read tonight. If it's hard." A pause. "Even if it isn't hard. Call me. I am — I'm in this with you, until you tell me otherwise. He left it that way."

"I'll think about it."

"That's all I'm asking."

She looked at his hand on the doorframe.

There was a pale band on the third finger of his left hand. A wedding band's ghost. The skin where the ring had been was a degree paler than the skin around it, the way skin is when a ring has been there for years and is no longer there.

She did not ask.

She nodded. She walked out. She made it to the elevator before her hand started shaking.

She did not, in the elevator, look at her reflection in the brushed steel.

She stood and watched the floor numbers go down.

In the parking lot, in her car, with the key in her pocket and the envelopes in her bag and Daniel Ashworth's voice still doing something quiet to the soft underside of her ribs, she put both hands on the steering wheel and she sat for two minutes without turning the engine on.

Then she drove out onto Route 17 toward Morello.

Three miles in, she pulled onto the shoulder.

She did not know why, until she had stopped the car. Then she knew.

She wanted to open the envelope in her bag — the bigger one, the one with the unbroken wax — and she wanted to do it now, on the shoulder of a road, before the courage left her body.

She took the envelope out of her bag.

She laid it on the passenger seat.

She looked at it.

She put her thumb against the wax.

She did not break the seal.

For three full minutes, she sat with her thumb on her uncle's seal and she did not press, and she did not move, and she watched a single semi-truck go past in the other direction and rock the car gently in its draft.

Then she put the envelope back in her bag.

She drove the rest of the way home with both hands on the wheel and a feeling in her chest she could not yet identify, and which she did not, in the moment, want to.

It was the feeling of standing on the edge of something she was about to do.





  
    Chapter
    THREE
    

    For When You Remember You Are a Person
  

  Tuesday, 1:47 a.m.

Lucia sat at her kitchen counter in the bathrobe that had been her mother's before it was hers. She held Sal's envelope in her left hand. She opened the drawer nearest her right hand and took out a paring knife, because at thirty-four she was still a woman who used what was nearest.

She slid the blade under the flap.

The envelope made the small sound envelopes make when they give up a secret they have been keeping.

Inside were four things.

A letter, folded in thirds, on cream paper heavier than any paper she owned.

The deed she had already seen, creased along the same folds, stamped and notarized, in the name of Lucia Marie Salvatore, single woman, for the property at 14 Heron Way, Pine Lake, Ohio.

The cashier's check, drawn on Morello First Federal, made out to her, for forty-eight thousand two hundred forty-seven dollars and thirty-six cents. She had carried it home with her at noon and had not been able to look at it again since. She did not look at it now.

And — last — the smaller envelope, the one marked Not yet, which she had carried home in the pocket of her bag and which she now took out and set carefully on the counter beside her, face down, as if looking at it too long would be rude to a person she had not yet been introduced to.

She unfolded the letter.

Lucia bambina -

I have watched you become a woman nobody notices properly. This is not a failing of your family. They love you completely. They have simply been let, by you, to love you through what you do. I did the same thing once. I know how it works. You make yourself so useful that nobody remembers to ask if you are happy, and after a while, you stop asking yourself, and eventually the question of your happiness becomes something only you could raise. And you do not raise it — because you have mistaken your usefulness for your worth.

The cottage is on Pine Lake. 14 Heron Way. You will understand when you see it. It is the one place I was ever quiet enough to become a person again. I am leaving it to you because I think you have forgotten you are one. The money is for whatever you need that you cannot say out loud. Do not give it to your father. Do not give it to the restaurant. Do not give it to anyone. This is for you. For when you remember you are a person.

Ask Daniel Ashworth about Margarita. He knows what I could not tell you while I was alive. Forgive me for the coward's way — some truths are not mine to hand you; they are yours to discover. But I wanted you to know there was a woman who loved me, and I loved her, and I kept her a secret because I loved my brother more than I loved my own life, and this was the wrong choice, bambina. Do not make my wrong choice.

Ti voglio bene.

- Zio Sal

She read it once, fast.

She read it the way she read everything — skimming for the action item, the thing that needed doing, the name she needed to put in her phone. On the first pass she was already halfway to a to-do list. Deed. Check. Call Daniel. Margarita. Her eye was on the logistics the way her eye was always on the logistics, because logistics were the thing that let her move through the world without stopping, and stopping, she had learned young, was the dangerous part.

She read it a second time.

Slower.

This time the second sentence of the first paragraph caught her like a sleeve on a nail. They love you completely. They have simply been let, by you, to love you through what you do.

She read that sentence three times.

Then she read the word usefulness, and the word came down on her chest like a hand, flat, warm, not unkind. She set the paper on the counter. She looked at it. She looked at the u of usefulness, which was her uncle's handwriting, which she had known all her life, and she watched the word without moving, the way you watch a wild animal that has come out of the trees at the edge of a field.

She read it a third time.

The third time, she could no longer pretend she was reading














































































