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Disclaimer  

	Unexpectedly Mine is a work of fiction. All names, characters, businesses, places, events, and incidents in this book are either the product of the author's imagination or are used in a fictitious manner.

	Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. The Panadería Castillo, Bennett & Sons Orchard, and all businesses depicted in this novel exist only within these pages.

	 


PROLOGUE

	Mari  —  Twelve Years Ago

	The last of the sugar was still on my hands when I heard his truck.

	I knew the sound of it the way I knew my own pulse—the little catch in the engine before it settled, the door that never closed on the first try. Elena had flipped the sign to CERRADO an hour ago and gone up to bed, and the panadería still breathed out cinnamon and warm flour into the dark, the way it did every night, like the building itself was reluctant to let the day go. I stood behind the counter with a rag in my hand and did not turn on the porch light.

	If I didn’t turn it on, I told myself, he might change his mind.

	He didn’t. Cole never changed his mind about anything. That was the first thing I ever loved about him and, I would learn, the last thing I could survive.

	He came in smelling of orchard and September, dust in the creases of his knuckles, and he set a paper sack on the counter between us like an offering. I didn’t have to look to know. A concha, gone a little flat from the ride. He’d been buying that same pastry off me for five years, ever since he was seventeen and too shy to say my name, back when a thirty-cent sweet roll was the only excuse he had to stand in front of me for a while.

	“You already have a whole orchard of things you don’t need,” I said. “And you keep buying bread you don’t eat.”

	“Never bought the bread.” His mouth tipped. “Bought the two minutes.”

	And there it was, the thing that undid me every time—that he’d known, all along, exactly what he was doing. That he’d always been braver than me about the only things that mattered.

	He reached across the counter and turned my hand over, the floury one, and pressed his thumb into the center of my palm like he was checking whether I was real. Then he got down on one knee on the scuffed tile where I had spent my whole childhood, and my whole heart went somewhere very high and very far away, and watched.

	“Mari,” he said. “Marry me.”

	He had the ring in a box that had clearly been opened and shut a hundred times. He had the plan, too; he laid it out the way he laid out everything, gentle and certain, a man describing a road he’d already walked in his head a thousand times. The house down the lane from his folks. The orchard that would be ours. Kids with my eyes and his stubbornness. A life so good and so small I could see the edges of it from where I stood, and the edges were the problem.

	Because I loved him. God, that was never the question. I loved him so much that I could already feel it turning—could feel the exact shape of the woman I’d become fifteen years down that pretty lane, standing at a sink that looked out on his trees, my hands full of somebody else’s bread, my mouth full of all the things I never got to be. I knew that woman. I’d been raised by the ghost of her. My mother had said yes to a good man in a good town once, too, and I had watched the yes eat her alive one patient bite at a time until all that was left was a woman who flinched at the word someday.

	I could stay, and love him, and hate him for it eventually. Or I could go, and love him, and let him hate me instead.

	Those were the only two roads I could see, and only one of them left him whole.

	“Cole.” My voice came out wrong. “Get up.”

	He didn’t. He looked up at me with everything he had, and I understood that if I told him the truth—that I was afraid of us, that I was afraid of what I’d do to him if I stayed—he would only love me harder for it. He would take my fear in his two capable hands and try to fix it like a fence rail, and he would not understand, not ever, that some things break precisely because you hold them too tightly in a place too small.

	So I didn’t tell him the truth. I gave him something crueler and kinder both. I let him think I simply wanted more than he could give.

	“I can’t,” I said. “This isn’t—Cole, this was never going to be my whole life. You know that. You’ve always known that.”

	I watched it land. I watched the certainty go out of him like a light under a door, and I told myself that a clean wound heals better than a slow one, and I did not believe it even as I thought it.

	He stood. He was careful about it, the way he was careful about everything, and he closed the little velvet box with a sound so quiet I would hear it for the next twelve years.

	“Okay,” he said. Just that. “Okay, Mari.”

	Three weeks later I took a line cook’s job in a city where no one knew my mother’s name, and I left before dawn so I wouldn’t have to see the orchard in the light. The concha was still on the counter when I locked up for the last time. I couldn’t make myself throw it away.

	I told myself I was setting him free.

	It would take me twelve years, a funeral, and a little girl I hadn’t met yet to understand that the only person I’d ever managed to leave behind was me.

	 


Chapter One

	Mari

	Ashes & Paperwork

	 

	The drive into Cedar Hollow takes twelve minutes from the county line, and I know every bend of it the way I know the inside of my own eyelids. The place where the road drops and your stomach lifts a little. The stand of ash trees that leans west like it's been listening to a secret for forty years. The water tower with the faded C that someone repainted every summer when I was small, and I don't know if they still do because I stopped looking.

	I had not been back in four years. Not for Christmas, not for Elena's last birthday, not when she called me in February with that careful voice she used when she didn't want to frighten me, and told me the word the doctors had given her.

	I had sent money. I had called every Sunday. I had told myself that was enough, and I had almost believed it, and then three days ago my phone rang at two in the morning and a nurse I'd never met said your grandmother passed quietly, Ms. Castillo, and I sat on the floor of my Chicago apartment with my back against the refrigerator and understood, with a clarity that felt almost like violence, that I had been lying to myself for a very long time.

	The funeral home is on Birch Street. The paperwork is in a manila envelope on the passenger seat. The will, which Elena's lawyer read to me over the phone yesterday in the apologetic tone people use when they know they're handing you something complicated, is four pages long. I have read the key paragraph eleven times. I have not yet decided what to do with it.

	I park in front of the panadería and sit in the car.

	It is eleven in the morning on a Tuesday in early September and the street is quiet the way small streets are quiet when they've been going about their business since before you were born and expect to keep doing so long after you're gone. The sign on the door is still the same hand-lettered one Elena made in 1987, the paint worn soft at the edges. CERRADO. Closed. She closed it two years ago when she couldn't stand for long enough to manage the ovens, and the windows have that particular look of a room that is simply waiting — dusty and patient and full of itself.

	I was born in the apartment upstairs. I learned to count using the register. My first memory is flour on my mother's hands, and my second memory is my mother leaving, and both of those things happened in this building, and I am thirty-four years old and the sight of it still does something to my sternum that I don't have a clean name for.

	I give myself exactly thirty seconds. Then I get out of the car.

	The funeral is at two. I have time to walk through the building, which is now mine, and take stock of what a sale will require. That is what I am here to do. Not to feel things in parking lots. Not to let twelve years unspool in my chest like thread from a dropped bobbin. I have a restaurant in Chicago with eleven employees and a February anniversary dinner already two-thirds booked, and I am here for four days, maximum, to settle an estate and say goodbye to the woman who raised me and then go back to my life.

	The key sticks the way it always did. I have to lift the door slightly, the trick Elena taught me when I was six, and the lock gives with a sound so familiar it punches me somewhere I wasn't guarding.

	Inside, it smells like ghost.

	Like cinnamon and something floral — Elena's hand cream — and underneath it all that specific warm dark scent that old bakeries have, that lives in the walls and can't be painted out. The display cases are empty and clean. The chairs are stacked. Someone has been in here recently; the surfaces aren't dusty the way they should be after two years, and there's a coffee mug on the back counter, rinsed and upended, that I don't recognize.

	I stand in the middle of the room and breathe.

	In and out. In and out. The way my therapist in Chicago taught me, back in the year I turned twenty-five and fell apart quietly in a way that no one in the restaurant noticed because I was very good, even then, at doing difficult things on the inside where they didn't inconvenience anyone.

	I manage to make it all the way to the kitchen before I cry. It's not much — a minute, maybe less, one hand flat on the stainless steel of the prep counter where I stood beside Elena every Saturday morning of my childhood, where she taught me the difference between bread that was alive and bread that was only going through the motions. Then I wash my face at the deep utility sink and dry it on my sleeve and look at the space with a professional eye, the way I look at my own kitchen in Chicago when something isn't working.

	The ovens need servicing. The walk-in is empty and the seal on the door needs replacing. The plumbing under the sink has a slow leak — there's a faint watermark on the cabinet below, and someone has put a small pot to catch the drip, not recently enough. The floors are original tile, the kind you can't get anymore, and they're beautiful and cracked in three places near the back door.

	A sale will need work. Cosmetic mostly. A few weeks of attention. I can hire someone.

	I go upstairs to the apartment.

	Elena's things are exactly as she left them. A book on the nightstand with a bookmark three-quarters through — she never did get to finish it, and that detail, more than anything else that has happened in the last seventy-two hours, cracks me open completely. I sit on the edge of her bed with the book in my hands and I let it happen this time, no tricks, no Utah breathing, just twelve years of distance collapsing all at once until there's nothing between me and the fact that she is gone and I was not here.

	I don't know how long I sit there.

	Long enough that the light shifts. Long enough that I hear a sound from downstairs — not a break-in sound, a key sound, familiar and unlocking — and I go still in the way of someone caught somewhere they weren't expected.

	Footsteps. More than one set. Then a child's voice: clear and high and unself-conscious, the way only very small children speak, as if volume is simply not a category yet.

	"Daddy. It smells like Abuela in here."

	And a man's voice, low and careful, the way you speak in a place where someone has recently died: "Yeah, baby. It does."

	I know that voice.

	I have spent twelve years in a city of three million people constructing a life with the specific and largely unconscious intent of never hearing that voice again. I have dated men who were nothing like him. I have been to therapy and made peace — I thought — with who I was at twenty-two and what I did and why. I have told myself the clean, practical story: we were young, I made the right choice, we are both better for it.

	Thirteen stairs between the apartment and the ground floor. I count them because I need something to count.

	He is standing just inside the doorway with a small girl at his side — maybe six years old, dark-eyed, wearing overalls and holding a paper bag from the diner down the street. He has one hand on her shoulder and he is looking at the mug on the counter, not at the stairs, and for a fraction of a second I see him before he sees me.

	Cole Bennett at thirty-five looks like the same person drawn by a steadier hand. The same wide shoulders, the same unhurried way he holds himself, that quality he always had of taking up exactly the space he needed and not one inch more. But there is something settled in him now that wasn't there before, or maybe it was and I was too young to understand what it was called, and his face when he turns and finds me at the bottom of the stairs does something very complicated in the span of a single second before it goes quiet.

	"Mari," he says.

	One word. My name. The way he says it tells me nothing and everything — controlled and careful and underneath the control something that moves too fast for me to catch.

	"Cole," I say.

	The little girl looks between us with the frank curiosity of someone who has not yet learned that some silences are not hers to fill. "Are you Abuela's Mari?" she asks. "The one from the pictures?"

	I look down at her. She has his jaw and someone else's eyes — darker than his, with long lashes, and she is watching me with an openness so complete it is almost hard to look at directly.

	"I am," I say.

	She nods, satisfied, as if this confirms something she already knew. "Abuela talked about you a lot," she says. "I'm June. My daddy and Abuela were best friends."

	I look at Cole over the top of her head.

	He meets my eyes for exactly the length of time it takes to say something without saying anything, and then he looks at his daughter. "We brought breakfast," he says, to me now. "Didn't know if you'd had time to eat."

	It is such a careful, neutral, ordinary thing to say that I feel it like a small cut.

	"Thank you," I say. "You didn't have to."

	"No," he agrees. "We didn't."

	Twelve years of distance in that sentence. Twelve years, and the four-hundred-mile drive I made yesterday, and the eleven times I reread the paragraph in Elena's will, and none of it — not one single brick of the wall I have spent my adult life laying — prepared me for the fact that he would look like that, and she would call Elena abuela, and he would stand in this room that is the oldest room I know and tell me he didn't have to come and come anyway.

	June holds out the paper bag. "There's a blueberry muffin," she says. "And Daddy got the egg thing even though he doesn't like eggs."

	"I like eggs fine," Cole says.

	"You always give me the yolk."

	"Because you like the yolk."

	"That's not the same as liking eggs, Daddy."

	The corner of his mouth moves. Not quite a smile — the territory just south of one, the place where smiles go when they've decided they're not ready yet.

	I take the bag from June.

	"Thank you," I say again, and this time I am not saying it to Cole, but I feel him hear it anyway.

	Outside, a car passes. Someone's radio. The ordinary Tuesday world, entirely indifferent to what is happening in this room.

	I have a funeral at two o'clock and a return flight booked for Friday and a very clear plan.

	June slides her hand into mine — just like that, decided, complete — and looks up at me with her father's steadiness and her own particular certainty.

	"Abuela said you'd come back," she says. "She said you just needed enough time."

	I don't trust my voice, so I don't use it.

	Cole is looking at the wall.


Chapter Two

	Cole

	The Man Who Stayed

	 

	I knew she was coming back. Elena told me — in the way Elena told you things, which was sideways and too wise to argue with — sometime back in April, when she was having a good day and we were sitting on the upstairs porch drinking coffee she wasn't supposed to have anymore and she said, Mari will come for me when I'm gone. She'll come and she won't know what to do with herself. Be patient with her, Cole.

	I said I didn't know what that meant.

	Elena gave me the look she reserved for men who understood perfectly well what something meant and were pretending otherwise. She had a particular gift for that look. She could make you feel, with a single lift of one eyebrow, that you were transparent as glass and that she found this mildly amusing and not at all inconvenient.

	So yes. I knew. I had approximately three months to prepare, and I was not prepared.

	She was standing at the bottom of the stairs in the gray September light, and she was thirty-four years old, and she looked like herself at twenty-two with the scaffolding showing — like someone who had built something hard and beautiful and was carrying the weight of it in her shoulders and her jaw. Her hair was shorter, cut neat below the ear. She was wearing a black dress that belonged to a city, not a Tuesday morning in Cedar Hollow, and her hands were
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