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            PROLOGUE

          

          AVERY

        

      

    

    
      Avery Blake realized too late that her pickup truck wasn’t the best-equipped vehicle to transport fragile, old Nora Grayson. First of all, the cab was about two feet higher than Nora could even lift her leg at the age of eighty-four. Avery had to take her by the arm to steady her and then more or less heft her into the seat, noting the papery quality of Nora’s skin and worrying that she would hurt her with this motion.

      Secondly, there was no good way to secure Nora’s oxygen tank and keep it from rolling across the bench seat, so Avery had to keep one hand on the steering wheel and one on the portable oxygen. This task was made all the harder by the fact that Avery hadn’t thought to clear out the tools that were always banging around in the foot wells – she really should have planned this outing better, but who plans for a funeral?

      She was just thinking that she should have forked over the cash to have Nora transported in some kind of medical van when they pulled into the driveway of Nora’s old house. The trip from the nursing home back to Nora’s place – right across the street from Avery’s house – had been mercifully short, but the journey to the funeral home would be a longer one and Avery wasn’t looking forward to juggling the oxygen tank and her octogenarian neighbor – along with her meds and the packrat purse she’d brought along with her – thirty more miles down the road.

      “We’re home,” she said to Nora as she parked the truck and jumped out. Avery walked around to help Nora down, glancing at the house as she went.

      It was an old Victorian house with peeling yellow clapboard and lots of ornate details that had been succumbing to dry rot in the years that the house stood empty. Avery spent a lot of time on her porch in the summers, and therefore a lot of time watching the gradual decay of the house across the street. She wasn’t sure she wanted to bring Nora back here and let her see what had become of it, but Nora insisted. She wanted to find something of Minnie’s to remember her by, and Avery knew Nora’s good-for-nothing kids couldn’t be bothered to bring her here. They weren’t even going to the funeral.

      Avery helped Nora down, leaving the oxygen tank momentarily behind and letting Nora lean heavily on her arm as they made the short walk from the truck to the house.

      “It’s not very pretty anymore, is it?” Nora asked, sounding a little winded as they reached the top of the three creaky steps onto the porch. “Just like me, old and decrepit.”

      “Stop,” Avery scolded, patting Nora on the back of her hand. “It just needs a little love.”

      The foyer was dark and Avery could see the dust stirring in the air as their steps disturbed it from the floor. It was hard to believe that Nora had only been gone two years – the house felt ancient and forgotten, and the sheets that had been draped over the furniture had a thick layer of dust on them.

      “Do you know what you’re looking for?” Avery asked.

      There were a lot of dusty sheets in the living room alone – Nora lived here almost fifty years, first with her husband and then with Minnie, and that was a lot of years to fill a house with the kinds of knickknacks and tchotchkes that she figured Nora would be looking for now. The funeral was in two hours, and Avery was starting to wonder if they had enough time for this detour after all.

      “I think there’s something in our bedroom,” Nora said, and her voice was so frail that Avery had no idea how she could possibly make it up the stairs, let alone endure the next few hours. Minnie had been everything to her and they spent the last fifteen years inseparable until Nora’s kids split them up. Nora made a move for the stairs and Avery took her elbow.

      “If you tell me what it is I can go up and get it,” she offered.

      “Thank you, dear,” Nora said, “but I’m afraid I’ll only know it when I see it.”

      “Let me help you up the stairs, then,” Avery said, walking beside her as they took them one riser at a time.

      With Nora’s limited strength, it felt like climbing Mount Everest and Avery thought it might be easier to carry her on the way back down. She couldn’t weigh more than ninety pounds dripping wet. When they finally reached the landing, Nora gestured for Avery to wait in the hall.

      “Do you want me to hold your bag?” Avery asked, reaching for the large purse slung over Nora’s shoulder that she hadn’t stopped clutching since Avery picked her up from the nursing home.

      “No,” Nora said. “It’s not a burden.”

      “Okay,” Avery said, watching Nora shuffle over to a closed door near the end of the hall. “Holler if you need me.”

      Nora disappeared into her bedroom, the door swinging almost shut behind her, and Avery stood around in the hall. There was an antique oak credenza opposite the bannister, covered in a thick layer of dust just like everything else, and a mirror that was starting to lose its silver hung above it.

      To kill the time, Avery walked over to it and blew a cloud of dust off the glass, stepping out of the way while it settled. Then she stepped back in front of the mirror, inspecting her short, nearly black hair, normally untamed and falling across her forehead, to make sure it was still neatly slicked back. She straightened the tie around her neck and brushed away the wrinkles that had worked their way into her jacket and pants on the ride over.
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        * * *

      

      Nora went into her bedroom, putting her hand on the dresser by the door for support. Walking through the house and seeing everything covered in sheets had been hard enough, but looking at the bed was something different entirely. She walked over to Minnie’s side – always on the right – and ran her hand over the blanket, smoothing it out.

      Minnie always made the bed as soon as they got out of it in the mornings, and turned it down meticulously each night. It even used to irritate Nora the way she tucked the sheets so tightly under the mattress. Nora preferred to give her feet a little more freedom to roam in the night… but oh, what she wouldn’t give to feel the tightness of the sheets around her toes now.

      A plume of dust rose into the air as she tidied the bed, reminding her that it had been two full years since she last slept in it, and three since she shared it with Minnie.

      Nora turned away from the bed before the tears had a chance to come. She went back to the dresser by the door. It was covered with a sheet like most everything else in the house, and the top of it was lumpy since whoever closed up the house hadn’t taken the time to pack away the knickknacks before covering the furniture. Nora carefully lifted the front of the sheet, more dust flying into the air, and revealed a collection of figurines on top of the dresser, exactly the way she remembered them.

      They were Florence ceramics and most of them belonged to Minnie. She started collecting the little ceramic women during the war, while she and Nora were raising their families and their husbands were fighting. The figurines had been an occasional splurge to balance the pressures of working and homemaking and child rearing, and they always lit up Minnie’s face whenever she showed off her latest acquisition.

      A few of them belonged to Nora, though. Minnie had gifted them to her at a time when symbolic gestures were all they could share, and they continued to mean a lot to Nora. She wanted to bring them with her to the nursing home, but she couldn’t bear to separate them from the rest of the collection.

      Now, she picked up a figurine in a full-length pink dress and a bonnet decorated with gold foil accents – her name was Clarissa, according to collectors – and wrapped it carefully in a kerchief she brought with her. This was the very first figurine Minnie ever gave her, and it always held a special place in Nora’s heart. She tucked it into the bottom of her purse, and then she pulled a small leather journal out of her bag, tucking it into the top drawer of the dresser beneath a pile of neatly folded slacks where she hoped it would be safe.

      Then Nora opened the bedroom door and announced into the hall, “Okay, dear, I’m ready. I appreciate your patience with an old woman.”
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        * * *

      

      The funeral was small, primarily attended by Minnie’s children and grandchildren. They all thanked Nora for coming out to pay her respects to an old friend, and Avery watched her face carefully for a reaction.

      She didn’t think she could stand it if she lost someone as close as Minnie had been to Nora and no one even acknowledged her grief, but Nora seemed to take it in stride. They’d hidden their relationship for so many years, Avery figured she was just used to playing the role of the best friend. It was more than Avery would have been able to do.

      Nora held it together like a real trooper through the entire funeral service, watching solemnly as the casket was wheeled down the aisle toward the altar and dabbing delicately at the corner of her eyes while the priest spoke. Avery was standing by with tissues and the oxygen tank and a supportive hand if need be, but Nora turned out to be a lot stronger than she looked.

      She didn’t really break down until they lowered poor Minnie into the ground.

      The cemetery was wet with last night’s rain and Nora clung to Avery’s arm as they walked to the grave site. She thought it was just that the terrain was rough going and Nora’s modest one-inch heels were sinking into the earth with every step. It wasn’t until the priest said his final prayer over the casket that she realized Nora was clinging to her because Avery was the only thing keeping her from collapsing.

      A small yelp, something like a wounded animal would make, came from Nora’s lips while everyone else crossed themselves and muttered an amen, and then Avery felt Nora’s weight pulling on her arm as her legs went to jelly.

      She dropped the oxygen tank to the wet grass and held onto Nora, keeping her on her feet and holding her tight for support as she sobbed. Most everyone headed back to their cars after the casket was lowered, a few of them looking at Nora with a mixture of pity and confusion, and Avery felt the urge to lash out at them rising up in her throat.

      Who the hell were they to stare at her grief?

      Move it along, asshole, she wanted to growl when their eyes lingered on Nora, and Avery held her tighter to keep her from the realization that she’d become a spectacle for them.

      When they got back to the truck, Avery practically carrying Nora across the grounds, she carefully looped the oxygen cannula over Nora’s ears and brought it to her nose. Avery gave her a few minutes to settle down before starting the journey back to the nursing home, and the way Nora’s face was twisted into a physical manifestation of the pain of losing Minnie really ate at Avery.

      In a million years, she couldn’t be as strong as Nora had been that day, or as tenacious as she’d been in her love for Minnie all her life. If this was the heartache people signed up for when they fell in love, she didn’t want any part of it.
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          HANNAH

        

      

    

    
      It was just past noon when Hannah Grayson’s Uber car pulled up in front of her Great Aunt Nora’s house – Hannah’s new house, as it turned out. She hadn’t had many drivers to choose from when she called the car, and the young guy who drove her into Camden seemed like he was gobsmacked at the possibility of making money driving people around his small town. It was nothing like New York, where Hannah could call an Uber and the car would pull up to the sidewalk two minutes later.

      The positive side was that the kid gave her incredible customer service. Hannah didn’t have a lot of bags to bring with her – she had only planned to stay in Camden a few days and here she was a week later – but he picked up her solitary travel bag and loaded it carefully into the trunk, and when they arrived at the house he carried it all the way up to the porch for her.

      A move like that in New York might result in his car getting jacked while it was unoccupied.

      “Thanks,” Hannah said, processing the payment on her phone as the kid grinned at her as if she’d done him a favor.

      This must be what people talk about when they say Midwesterners are friendly, she thought as she watched him get back in his car and drive away down the long, straight country road. To the west, it was soybean fields as far as the eye could see, and Hannah knew from visiting Aunt Nora in the summers when she was a kid that the town of Camden was a couple miles down the road to the east. There was a pristine white farmhouse directly across the street, and other than that, Nora had no close neighbors.

      Hannah noticed a young woman sitting on a porch swing over there, periodically bringing a beer to her lips and, if Hannah wasn’t mistaken, glaring at her.

      Now there’s an example of good old-fashioned New York attitude, Hannah thought with mild amusement. Maybe she was wrong, though – maybe it was just the way the sun hit her eyes, making her squint. Hannah waved, and the woman took another sip of her beer, not acknowledging this gesture in the slightest.

      “Ooo-kay then,” Hannah said, picking up her bag and going over to the door.

      The house looked pretty dilapidated to her, nothing like how she remembered it as a kid – back then it seemed like a castle with its intricate details and many rooms, and the whole house was on about a dozen acres of land that had been thrilling for an imaginative little girl to explore. Now the porch steps creaked and wobbled when she stepped on them, the paint was peeling off the side of the house, and everything looked like it could use a good cleaning.

      That didn’t matter though, because Hannah wasn’t planning to stay. She still had no idea how on earth she’d wound up inheriting it, and a week after the funeral, her cousins were already trying to contest Aunt Nora’s will. Hannah wouldn’t have accepted the keys to the house at all if she had anywhere else to go – Nora’s grandkids had more right to it than a distant relative like her – but for now, she was grateful to at least have a roof over her head.

      She went inside, acutely aware that the woman across the street still had her eyes fixed on her, and shut the door.

      Hannah set her bag down in the foyer and a cloud of dust billowed up, invading her nostrils and making her sneeze. She didn’t do well with dust. Waving it away, she took a few more steps into the house. The windows in the living room were covered in a thin layer of grime so not much light filtered in, but when she flicked the light switch on the wall, praying for electricity as she did it, a floor lamp nearby turned on.

      She let out a sigh of relief – if the electric had been shut off she didn’t know what she would have done. Hannah had barely enough money in her bank account to pay the Uber fare and rent the Airbnb room she used last week, and the well was quickly running dry. She couldn’t have afforded to get the utilities turned back on, and the thought of trying to become one with the nineteenth century - with candles and meals cooked on the hearth - was enough to make her queasy.

      She looked around and saw that the room was full of ghostly, sheet-covered furniture. It didn’t look or feel like Aunt Nora’s house, and if Hannah hadn’t remembered that soft yellow paint and the house’s intricate details, she might have thought she was in a stranger’s house.

      Not that she’d seen Aunt Nora since she was around twelve years old and her parents started sending her to summer camp instead of Camden. The fact that she hadn’t seen anyone from this branch of the family tree in almost two decades only added to the mystery surrounding the house – surely Aunt Nora’s daughter or her two grandkids would have been a more logical choice.

      There was no use worrying about that right now, though, because Hannah couldn’t afford to look a gift horse in the mouth.

      She walked through the rest of the house, taking the sheets off the furniture here and there and finding it all exactly as she remembered it, except aged and worn by fifteen years. She went upstairs and took stock of the bedrooms, putting her travel bag at the foot of the bed in the smallest room, where she always slept as a kid. Then she got up the nerve to flush one of the toilets. It was in working order despite a small pool of water that collected around the base as the bowl filled back up – a lack of modern plumbing was another thing she would not have been able to cope with.

      There were a lot of things wrong with the house – peeling wallpaper, crumbling plaster, mouse droppings in cobwebbed corners, and worn hardwood floors – but those were all things Hannah could live with. This was all temporary, and Hannah just needed her cousins to let her stay long enough to figure out what came next.

      The day before Aunt Nora’s funeral, Hannah was packing her bag when she got into a huge fight with her girlfriend. They’d been fighting a lot lately – more than usual – and Rebecca was dead set against Hannah flying to Ohio.

      “Come with me,” Hannah had begged, knowing it would be easier to get through the funeral if Rebecca was by her side.

      “You can’t expect me to drop everything,” Rebecca had said, looking at Hannah with an expression of disgust she’d come to know well over the years. “Why are you even going? You barely knew your aunt.”

      “But I used to,” Hannah said. “I visited her every summer as a kid. Besides, she’s family. It’s only right to pay my respects.”

      The fight had dragged on all night, rising to a fever pitch about an hour before Hannah had to leave for the airport, when Rebecca threw Hannah’s travel bag into the hall, shoved her out after it, and slammed the door. By the time Hannah got off the plane in Cincinnati, she knew two things – her relationship was over, and she couldn’t go back to New York.

      That left Aunt Nora’s house – a little bit of luck she wasn’t expecting – but it also left Hannah broke. The house was in livable condition, but one thing she’d noticed on her tour was a complete lack of the more mundane necessities. Running water and electricity were great, but they didn’t mean all that much if there was no food, or cleaning supplies, or toilet paper.

      Hannah took out her phone and checked the balance of her bank account. She had exactly one hundred and forty-three dollars and no hope of replenishment any time soon. The plane ticket, the Uber car, and five days’ worth of Airbnb accommodations had completely wiped out her savings and it wasn’t like she could get a job in Camden because she had no transportation to get there. The bus route surely didn’t include the old country road – not when Aunt Nora and the neighbor across the street were the only possible passengers.

      Hannah did need to find a way into Camden, though, and today at that. Eventually she would need to eat, and use the toilet, and it would be nice to clean the years of dust and mouse droppings out of the house. Even though Hannah was sure her Uber driver would be thrilled to get a repeat customer, it seemed terribly extravagant to call him back. She needed every cent she had just to subsist until she knew what her next move would be.

      She decided to cross her fingers and hope her luck held as she went through the kitchen and into the back yard. There was an old barn back there, much worse for the wear, and when Hannah was a kid that was where her Great Uncle Carl parked his Chrysler LeBaron. It was old even back then so she didn’t expect to find that particular car, but there was at least half a chance that whatever Aunt Nora was driving before she went into the nursing home would be parked in the barn.

      No such luck.

      When she pulled the heavy barn doors open, Hannah was greeted by nothing more than a powerful, musty smell, a few rusty garden tools, and a bike with two flat tires.

      “Oh well,” she said, trying not to be too disappointed. “I guess my luck had to run out some time, right Aunt Nora?”

      Hannah couldn’t remember how far it was to Camden from Aunt Nora’s house, but it was at least a ten-minute drive. That must mean it was close to five miles, which would be a very long walk, made even longer when she was weighed down with grocery bags.

      She went over to the bike, which looked like something out of the seventies with its banana seat and high handle bars. Hannah hadn’t ridden a bike in years and the last time she put air in a set of bike tires was… never? She’d always been perfectly content to let someone else handle stuff like that before, and now she was wishing she’d done it at least once.

      Don’t break a nail, princess, she could hear Rebecca saying. That was one of her favorite refrains, and it more or less meant, ‘just stay on the couch eating bon-bons and leave the work to the capable people.’

      Was it mean? Yes.

      Was it kind of true? Considering the fact that Hannah had been out of work for two whole years, it most likely was.

      Hannah brought the bike into the yard where the air was more breathable, having to drag it along because of how rusty and stiff the chain had become from years of disuse, but other than the tires and the chain, it seemed to be in decent condition. Hannah went back into the barn, digging around on a shelf full of old tools for a bike pump, and she found a can of WD-40 in the process. She brought both things into the yard, and after a minute or two of puzzling out how to get the bike’s front tire back onto the wheel where it had slipped off in its deflated state, she filled up the tires. Next, she sprayed a generous amount of WD-40 on the chain until it was dripping with grease, figuring that as she pedaled, it would work its way in.

      Then she stood back, knocking the dirt from her hands, and felt pretty darn full of herself in that moment.

      “Look at that, Rebecca,” she said out loud. “I didn’t even break a sweat.”
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      Avery got up from the porch swing after a while and went inside, throwing her empty beer bottle in the recycle bin with a little more force than was necessary. She heard the glass crack as it hit the bottom of the bin, and then she went over to the door where her keys were hanging on their customary hook.

      She didn’t recognize the pretty brunette who had just let herself into Nora’s place – she definitely wasn’t one of the grandkids – and Avery couldn’t figure out what business the girl had here. Probably hired by Nora’s ungrateful family to sell the house and suck every last cent out of the poor woman, even after her death.

      Avery thought this would be a fine time to drive into town and get her grocery shopping out of the way for the week. She couldn’t stand to stick around and watch Nora’s place become some generic house with a For Sale sign in the yard. Avery grabbed her keys and headed out to her truck. There was no sign of the girl and the house looked just as abandoned as always – for now, at least. It was strange that the girl didn’t come in her own car, but Avery had long since learned that there was no sense in looking for logic where Nora’s family was concerned. Self-interest and greed never failed to win the day with them.

      She made the short drive into Camden and went to the small grocery store on the edge of town. It was a mom-and-pop place that mostly stocked the staples and no frills, and Avery had been going there for years - ever since she bought her house in the early days of Camden’s boom period. Now there was a Kroger in town with much better selection and fresher produce, plus one of the biggest Wal-Marts Avery had ever seen, and a drug store chain on almost every corner.

      Avery knew because she’d built a lot of them, and that was why she liked giving her money to Hansen’s Market – in a way, it was like atoning for her sins. But Avery needed to work and there were plenty of construction jobs to go around in a town like Camden, which was in the middle of an evolutionary leap from rural to suburban.

      She parked in the gravel lot – Hansen’s was doing its best to hold onto that small-town vibe while the buildings that went up just down the street were growing higher and higher. Then she went in and grabbed a cart. Avery never needed a shopping list – she packed the same turkey sandwich and bottle of Gatorade in her lunch every day of the week, and ninety percent of her dinners came in a box that could be microwaved in less than five minutes. It was quick and didn’t require any fuss, even if it was a bit flavorless sometimes. She didn’t have time to cook a meal for one when she’d rather be focusing on her work. The construction jobs in Camden weren’t going to be booming forever, so she might as well take all the work she could while the getting was good.

      She’d just finished pondering the meager selection of frozen waffles, throwing a box of Eggos toward her cart as always, when someone came around the corner and smashed right into her.

      The box flew off its trajectory, skidding across the floor, and Avery couldn’t help smirking at the comical way the girl rebounded, stumbling backward as her hair fell over her face. Then Avery realized who she’d gotten into a collision with and the smile dropped off her lips.

      It was the girl from Nora’s place, and now she was in Avery’s grocery store.

      “I’m sorry,” the girl said, picking up the waffles. “I was in my head and I guess I wasn’t looking where I was-”

      As she handed the box to Avery their eyes met and her words trailed off. She was a lot prettier up close than she’d been from across the street – the word ‘shrewish’ had come to mind when Avery was watching her earlier, but that turned out to be a very unfair assessment. She had hazel eyes and her long, dark hair was thick, flowing over her shoulders and just grazing over large, perfectly formed breasts. Avery had
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