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 Chapter 1
The Moving Truck
Corliss was standing at the kitchen sink with her hands in a bowl of cold water and green beans when the truck pulled up across the street.

It was a yellow Budget rental, the sixteen-foot kind, not the big long-haul kind, and it rolled up Cyprus Street slowly, the way people drove when they were reading house numbers. The engine had that loose, hollow sound box trucks made, a kind of rattle that carried in a town this quiet. Corliss watched it through the window above the sink without moving her hands out of the water. She had lived in the house on Cyprus Street for nine years. She knew the sound of every car on this block. The UPS truck came on Tuesdays and Fridays. The mail carrier, Denise, drove a white Jeep Wrangler with a dented rear fender. Old Mr. Pelletier two doors down drove a maroon Buick LeSabre that hadn't been washed in the four years since his wife died. Corliss could tell those three engines apart with her eyes closed. She could tell most of the others, too, because in a town of thirty-one hundred people on a four-block main street with a closed mill at the far end, there weren't a lot of engines to learn.

A box truck was new.

It stopped at the curb in front of 1412, the small two-bedroom rental that had stood empty since the Ostranders left in May for Springfield. The Ostranders had been nice. Husband worked at a hardware store, wife taught third grade, two little boys who had always waved at Beau through the chain-link. When they moved out, the landlord, a man named Pierce-Nelson who lived in Creswell, had posted a sign in the yard and then taken it down after a month and put it back up in July. Corliss hadn't seen any cars park at the house to look at it. She had assumed it would sit empty through the fall, because rentals in Ashcroft did that sometimes. People thought they wanted the quiet and then they drove up from Eugene on a Saturday, saw the shuttered mill down on Olson Road and the boarded-up feed store on Third, and they drove back.

Someone had decided otherwise.

Corliss dried her hands on a dish towel and leaned closer to the window without meaning to. She noticed that and made herself step back a little. Beau was asleep on the linoleum behind her, his long gray body stretched out in the rectangle of sun that came through the back door every afternoon between two and four. He was twelve years old and his hips weren't what they used to be. He lifted his head when he heard her move, looked at her with those yellow Weimaraner eyes that always seemed to be asking a question, and then put his head back down.

“Somebody moving in across the street,” she said to him quietly.

He didn't answer. She hadn't really expected him to.

The driver's door of the Budget truck opened and a woman climbed down. Corliss watched her. The woman was maybe five-foot-seven, slim, wearing jeans and a dark green button-down shirt with the sleeves rolled up to the elbows. Her hair was a medium brown pulled back into a low knot. She had sunglasses on, the kind with thin wire frames. She stood at the truck for a moment and looked at the house, not like someone checking whether she had the right address, but like someone confirming something. Then she walked up the cracked concrete path to the front door, took a ring of keys out of her jeans pocket, and let herself in.

Corliss looked at the clock on the oven. Two-forty-seven. She looked at the truck. No other cars. No U-Haul trailer behind a pickup. No men in boots standing around smoking. Just the one truck and the one woman and the late August sun on the street.

She went back to the beans. She snapped them one at a time into a metal colander, the way her grandmother Aagje had taught her, and listened to the truck engine tick as it cooled. In a minute she would hear the woman come back out and start unloading. She thought about that and then she thought about what she would make for dinner. Chicken thighs with the beans. A small pan of cornbread. Shilo was on the back deck reading her summer AP Bio assignment, and Shilo ate cornbread the way other girls ate candy.

The front door of 1412 opened again. Corliss didn't raise her eyes. She snapped a bean.

She could see, in the edge of her vision, the woman walking back down the path. The woman pulled the roll-up door of the truck all the way open. Corliss could hear the clatter of the door's slats and then the smaller sound of someone dragging a first box to the open edge of the cargo bed.

Corliss finished the beans. She rinsed the colander. She put it in the dish rack and stood with her palms flat on the counter and allowed herself to look.

The woman was carrying a box that said KITCHEN on the side in black marker. The handwriting was careful and square. Corliss noticed the handwriting because she noticed handwriting generally. She subbed three days a week at the middle school and the elementary, and she kept the books for a plumber and a landscaping company, and between those two things she had developed a long, quiet interest in the way people formed their letters. The KITCHEN on the side of the box was written by someone who had been taught to print on a line in second grade and had never let it go.

The woman carried the box up the path, set it down on the porch while she got the door with her hip, and took it inside.

Then she came back for another one.

She did this for twenty minutes without stopping, without sitting, without pausing to wipe her forehead, which Corliss could see was damp even from this distance. She carried kitchen boxes and then two big square boxes marked BOOKS in the same careful print and then a rolled futon mattress on her shoulder, slowly, the way someone carried something that was heavier than they had thought it would be.

No one else came out of the house. No one else pulled up. No moving men. No husband. No kids.

A single woman, moving into a small two-bedroom rental in a town that had shut down the mill seventeen years ago and never come back. Corliss watched her carry a floor lamp across the yard and thought: All right.

She thought it without any particular feeling. It was just a noticing. A new neighbor. A woman by herself. Nothing wrong with any of that. Corliss had been a woman by herself for a while now too, if you counted Shilo, which Corliss did and didn't at the same time depending on the day.

She turned away from the window before the woman could notice her looking. She had a rule about that. You could observe a neighbor from a kitchen window for ten seconds without being nosy. You could observe for thirty without being anything worse than curious. Anything past a minute was a posture she didn't want to practice.

She went out to the back deck to tell Shilo about it.

The deck was small, a six-by-twelve redwood rectangle that Ziggy had built the second summer they lived in the house, when they had still been trying to have a normal marriage in a normal little town, and when Ziggy had still thought carpentry could save the things conversation couldn't. The redwood had gone silver in the nine years since. Corliss had meant, every spring, to seal it. Every spring she had found a reason not to.

Shilo was sitting on the deck step with her back against the rail. She had a highlighter in her mouth and a thick white paperback open on her knees. Her legs were tucked up under her in a way that would have given Corliss a cramp in forty seconds. Her long dark hair was braided loosely over one shoulder. She was eighteen, and she was, Corliss had thought many times that summer, suddenly a person rather than a child. A person who read Biology at the Molecular Level on a Monday afternoon without being asked. A person who would be gone in a year.

Corliss leaned in the doorway.

“Somebody's moving in at the Ostrander house.”

Shilo took the highlighter out of her mouth. “Yeah?”

“A woman. By herself, looks like.”

“Movers or her?”

“Her.”

Shilo tipped her head. “That's a lot of boxes for one person.”

“It is.”

Shilo smiled a little, not looking up from the page. “You've been watching.”

“I've been cooking. The window is right there. If she wanted privacy, she should have moved in at night.”

“Mm-hmm,” Shilo said.

“Do you want cornbread with dinner.”

“Always.”

“All right.”

Corliss stayed in the doorway another moment. Beau came up behind her and pressed his nose against the back of her knee, which was his signal that he had decided to come outside. She stepped aside and he went down the two steps to the yard slowly, one step at a time, the way he had been going down steps for the last year. He walked stiff-legged over to the Japanese maple and put his nose into the mulch at the base of it.

“He's getting slow,” Shilo said.

“I know.”

“He was slow last year too.”

“He was less slow last year.”

Shilo didn't say anything to that. Corliss knew what she was doing. Shilo was building up, a piece at a time, the case for the fact that Beau might not be there next fall. Corliss had been building the same case, inside her own head, for several months. She was not ready to talk about it out loud with her daughter yet, and her daughter knew that, and her daughter was doing her the courtesy of laying the framework very gently, very slowly, the way you laid kindling.

“I'll tell you if I see her again,” Corliss said, turning back toward the kitchen.

“Okay.”

“Don't read out here too long. You'll burn your shoulders.”

“I have sunscreen on.”

“All right.”

She went back into the kitchen. She could still hear, through the open front windows, the rattle of the box truck's door and the scuff of the woman's sneakers on the concrete walk. Over and over. No voices. No radio. Just the sounds of one person doing the work that was usually done by four.

Corliss thought about that while she started the cornbread. She was thinking, mostly, about the woman's shoulders. A woman's shoulders told you whether she had people in her life. A woman alone in a new town on a hot afternoon carrying a rolled-up futon by herself had a particular set to her shoulders. Corliss had worn that set herself once, briefly, in the spring of 2015, when she had moved a chair out of the marital bedroom and into the guest room at the old house on Walnut Drive in Springfield and had not been able to bring herself to ask Ziggy to help. She remembered the way her back had felt afterwards, and she remembered the way she had sat on the floor next to the chair for a long minute and looked at nothing.

She cracked two eggs into a glass bowl.

Shilo came inside with her book at a quarter past four. She sat at the kitchen table and kept reading. Beau came in after her and collapsed under the table with a sigh. Corliss stirred buttermilk into cornmeal.

Across the street, the truck rattled on.

Corliss Vandenhoek-Bree was forty-four years old. She had been born in The Dalles, the younger of two girls, to a Dutch-American father who had worked thirty-one years for the Army Corps of Engineers on the Columbia River and a Scottish-American mother who had taught Sunday school and had made everything from scratch. Corliss's older sister Fenella, who was forty-seven now and a high school counselor in Eugene, had inherited their mother's hands, which were narrow and precise and good at sewing. Corliss had inherited their father's patience, a patience that did not announce itself and that sometimes got mistaken for slowness.

Corliss had gone to Portland State and gotten a Master's in Elementary Education in 2004. She had student-taught in Gresham. She had met Ziggy Bree at a wedding in Hood River the summer she graduated. Ziggy was four years older than she was, a furniture builder who had grown up in Sandy, and he had sat down next to her at the reception and had said, “I've been watching you for twenty minutes. I'm going to be honest with you. I didn't know anyone's face could do so little and still be interesting.” She had laughed out loud. She had married him eleven months later at a small country church in The Dalles.

They had tried for a baby for two years. Then they had stopped trying and started getting tested. Then the tests had said certain things, and the fertility doctor had said other things, and Corliss had sat in the car in the parking lot afterwards with her hands on the wheel and had cried for fifteen minutes and then had wiped her face and driven to Fred Meyer to buy detergent.

The adoption happened in 2007. She was twenty-five. Shilo came home at five days old in a yellow knit blanket that Fenella had made. The blanket was in a cedar chest in the upstairs hall closet now, because Shilo had been a baby on it and a toddler on it and a kindergartener on it and had then outgrown it, and Corliss had not been able to give it away.

The marriage had ended in 2015. Corliss had been thirty-three. Ziggy had moved to Bend and opened a small custom-furniture shop. They had sold the house in Springfield, and Corliss and Shilo had moved to the rental on Cyprus Street in Ashcroft because the school district was small and the rent was half what it was in Eugene and because Corliss had not wanted, on top of everything else, to be alone in a city. Shilo had been eight. Ziggy and Corliss had sat her down at the kitchen table in the Springfield house and had told her together, using the words they had practiced, that they loved her and they loved each other and they were going to be a different family now. Shilo had cried for a while, and had asked some hard questions over the course of the next year, and had then, slowly, with a steady resilience Corliss had not known an eight-year-old could have, accepted it.

Shilo had been to Bend on every school holiday since. Ziggy drove out to Ashcroft once a month for weekends. They had an arrangement. It was not the arrangement Corliss had imagined when she had stood in a white dress in a Hood River church at twenty-four, but it was an arrangement. She and Ziggy got along now. They talked on the phone every Sunday evening about Shilo.

Corliss subbed at the Ashcroft Middle School and the Ashcroft Elementary three days a week. She kept the books for a plumber in town named Rob Ingerbretsen and for a landscaping company out on the south end of town called Tall Pine Yard and Lawn. Between the two jobs she made enough to cover the rent and the groceries and Shilo's cross-country shoes and the Honda's occasional oil change, and she had, in the shoebox under her bed, a slow-building envelope of twenty-dollar bills that she had been setting aside toward Shilo's first year at Reed, because Reed was not cheap and because Corliss did not entirely trust financial aid packages until she saw them in writing.

It was a quiet life. It had been a quiet life for nine years.

She stood at the kitchen counter with her hands in cornmeal and watched, through the window, the woman across the street carry a kitchen chair up the walk. She watched her set it down carefully on the porch, and then go back to the truck for another.

By six o'clock the truck was almost empty. Corliss had put the cornbread in the oven and the chicken thighs on a sheet pan and had the beans simmering in a skillet with a little butter and salt. The kitchen smelled, she realized, the way her grandmother Aagje's kitchen had smelled on a Tuesday in 1986. Her grandmother had been dead for twenty years. Corliss still made oliebollen at New Year's and lefse at Christmas, partly because Aagje had taught her how and partly because if she stopped, no one else would do it.

Shilo was at the table with her book closed. She had moved on to a thin paperback of selected Elizabeth Bishop poems because she was, in her own way, a person who needed to read two things at once, one academic and one not. She had a glass of ice water at her elbow. Beau was across her feet.

“She stopped,” Shilo said.

Corliss looked out the window. The woman was standing at the back of the truck with one hand on the open door, the other on her hip. She was looking down the street toward the mill. Corliss couldn't see her face because of the angle, but she could see her shoulders, which had loosened a little.

“She's done,” Corliss said.

“Did she do it all herself?”

“Yes.”

“That's impressive.”

“It is.”

The woman pulled the roll-up door down in one slow motion. It slapped against the truck bed with a hollow clang that carried across the street. Then she walked around to the driver's side, climbed in, and sat there for a minute with her arms on the wheel.

Corliss watched her sit. The woman put her forehead down on her own wrist. It was not quite a posture of crying. It was a posture of being finished.

Corliss turned away from the window.

“Dinner in ten,” she said.

“Okay.”

She pulled the cornbread out of the oven and set it on a trivet to rest. She set the table for two, the way she had set the table for two for nine years. She put down the blue stoneware plates that had been a wedding present from her mother-in-law. She put down the cloth napkins that Fenella had hemmed for her last Christmas. She put down the small pottery salt cellar that her father had brought her from a trip to New Mexico before he died. These small objects, placed on a table at six in the evening in a rented kitchen in a town that had been dying quietly since 2009. A life, Corliss thought. A quiet life.

Across the street, the truck started and pulled away. The woman drove it down to the corner and around toward the highway. The sound faded.

“She'll be back,” Shilo said, putting the book down.

“Probably tomorrow.”

“Did you see anybody else?”

“No.”

“Huh.”

Shilo didn't say anything more. She got up and washed her hands at the sink. Corliss noticed the way she turned the water on without looking, the way her daughter's hands moved the way her own hands moved, although nothing in their genes connected them. Eighteen years of living in the same kitchen had made them the same person at a sink. Corliss had thought about this before, and would probably think about it again. For now she took the chicken out of the oven and served it.

They ate at the table in the kitchen. They talked about Shilo's cross-country coach, a woman named Lindstrom who was newly pregnant and who had made the fall schedule four weeks earlier than usual because she wanted to be off her feet by November. They talked about the library book Corliss was reading, a mystery set in a Hebridean fishing village that was a little slow. They talked about whether Beau should go to the vet again, and decided not yet, and moved on.

They did not talk, for the rest of the meal, about the woman across the street.

After dinner Shilo put on a record while Corliss washed the dishes and Shilo dried. The record player was a small Crosley that Corliss had bought Shilo for her fifteenth birthday at the advice of a Fred Meyer clerk who had insisted it was the easiest model to maintain, and Shilo had been slowly building a small collection of records at garage sales and at the used shop in Cottage Grove. Tonight she put on Joni Mitchell's Blue, which she had bought two weekends ago for four dollars. The record crackled through the first few bars and then smoothed out, and Joni's voice came into the kitchen the way it came into a million kitchens, thin and clear and a little rueful.

“You like this one,” Shilo said, cross-checking.

“I love this one.”

“I know.”

They washed the dishes to it. Corliss did not sing. She never sang. But she moved a little with the music, which Shilo had pointed out to her once was her version of singing, and she handed plates to her daughter in the rhythm of it.

The kitchen window over the sink faced 1412. The lights were off in the rental. The truck was gone. The August sky had gone the lavender color it went for about twenty minutes before full dark in this valley.

Corliss rinsed a plate, handed it to Shilo, rinsed another.

“Mom,” Shilo said.

“Mm.”

“Do you think she's running from something.”

Corliss thought about it. She thought about the woman's shoulders at the tailgate. She thought about the careful block printing on the side of the KITCHEN box.

“I don't know,” she said. “It's none of our business if she is.”

“I know. I just wondered.”

“People come to towns like this for a lot of reasons. Sometimes the reasons are sad. Sometimes they're just tired.”

Shilo nodded. She dried the plate and set it in the cupboard.

“Cross country starts Thursday,” she said.

“I know.”

“Can I borrow the car Wednesday to pick up Tessa from Eugene? She's back from her grandma's.”

“Yes.”

“Thanks.”

“Don't go through the roundabout on Thirtieth. There's construction.”

“I know.”

“I'm just saying.”

“I know, Mom.”

Corliss smiled at the sink. Beau thumped his tail once on the linoleum behind her. Through the window, the rental house sat dark. Somewhere in Eugene, she imagined, the woman was standing at a counter at the Budget rental lot, handing over a set of keys and signing the paperwork to return the truck. Then she would drive back, maybe in a car she had parked at the lot that morning, and she would arrive in Ashcroft, and she would carry a pillow and a toothbrush and a phone charger into the house on Cyprus Street, and she would lie down on a futon that still smelled like the truck, and she would be a neighbor.

That was all it was. A new neighbor.

Corliss dried her hands on the towel hanging on the oven handle and put it back carefully, the way she always did, with the embroidered hem facing out.

“I'm going to read on the couch,” Shilo said.

“All right, honey.”

Shilo went into the living room. Beau followed her, slowly. Corliss stood at the sink another minute. She looked at the dark windows of 1412 across the street. She thought, with a kind of surprise, that it had been a long time since she had felt even mildly curious about another person in this town. She had, if she was honest, stopped being curious about most people by about the end of 2018.

A woman. Alone. In a box truck. In August. With careful printing on her boxes.

Corliss reached up and pulled the string of the kitchen light, and the window went to a reflection of her own face: a forty-four-year-old woman with gray beginning at her temples, a straight mouth, steady eyes. She stood there for a second. Then she turned around and went to sit with her daughter.

It was the second-to-last evening of Shilo's seventeenth year. Corliss did not know that, exactly. Shilo would turn eighteen at the end of the week. Corliss knew that, of course. She had been counting the days since June. But she did not know, sitting down on the couch next to the long warm body of her half-grown daughter in the lavender Oregon dusk, that the woman across the street had moved in on the wrong side of a question that Corliss had not yet asked.

She reached over and put her hand on Shilo's ankle.

“What are you reading,” she said.

“Bishop.”

“Read me one.”

Shilo read her “The Moose,” slowly, in a voice that had become, in the last two years, a young woman's voice. Corliss closed her eyes. Beau snored. Across the street, the new neighbor's dark house kept its own counsel.

That was the first day.

The second day Corliss saw the woman twice and spoke to her once, briefly, although what happened on the second day did not yet feel like meeting a neighbor.

She saw her first at a quarter past seven in the morning. Corliss was in the kitchen with a cup of coffee. Beau had gone out into the small fenced back yard to take his first small walk of the day, and Corliss was waiting at the back door for him to come back in, because when he stood too long on wet grass his hips seized up and he could not do the two steps. The first light was coming in through the front windows, the low pink kind that came in the last week of August right before the summer gave up. Corliss was in her robe. She was not looking at the front window. She was filling a water bowl.

She glanced up, as she turned off the tap, and the woman from across the street was standing on her own porch.

The woman was in a long gray T-shirt and leggings. Her hair was down and a little tangled. She had a mug in her hand. She was looking, not at Corliss's house, but at the sky above the Douglas firs at the end of Cyprus Street. She was looking the way someone looked at a sky she had never seen before, with a careful slow attention. The mug was steaming.

Corliss watched her for maybe ten seconds. Then she turned her head, because she did not want the woman to catch her watching.

The second time she saw the woman was a little past noon. The woman had come out of the house in jeans and a different shirt, a cream button-down, with a canvas shoulder bag and car keys in her hand. She had gotten into a gray Subaru Outback that Corliss had not noticed before — the Subaru must have been there already when the truck had pulled up, perhaps on the far side of the house — and she had backed out of the driveway slowly and driven down Cyprus toward the highway.

Corliss was at the mailbox at the curb when the Subaru pulled out. She had gone out to the curb to collect the mail, which came at eleven-fifteen on most weekdays. She was standing at her own mailbox with a small stack of envelopes in her hand when the Subaru came backing out of 1412.

The woman braked at the end of the driveway. She looked over her shoulder through the passenger window. Her eyes caught Corliss's. She smiled.

“Hi,” she called, through the open passenger window.

“Hi,” Corliss said.

“I'm Wendy.”

“Corliss.”

“Nice to meet you, Corliss.”

“Nice to meet you.”

“I'll come over properly when I'm not in my car.”

“No rush.”

The woman laughed, a small laugh. She waved. She put the Subaru in drive and she pulled away. Corliss stood at the mailbox with the three envelopes and a J. Crew catalog and watched the Subaru go down Cyprus and turn.

It had been, by the honest clock, an eight-second exchange. Corliss had not noticed anything about it, other than that she liked Wendy's laugh, and that her own introduction of herself had felt a little stiff the way first introductions sometimes did.

She carried the mail back inside.

On the third day Corliss did not see the woman at all.

The Subaru was in the driveway in the morning. It was still in the driveway at lunch. It was still in the driveway in the evening. The house looked, from across the street, like a house a person was living quietly inside of, doing whatever a person did on a quiet first day in a rental cottage in a new town. The lights came on at dusk. Two lights, at first, and then one. The one light was at the back of the house, a warm yellow through what was probably a bedroom curtain. The light stayed on until about ten-thirty. Then it went off.

Corliss noticed herself noticing all of these things and she gave herself a quiet talking-to about it at the sink while she rinsed the dinner plates. She was, she thought, being a small-town woman. She was being a woman Shilo would tease her about if Shilo knew. She promised herself that on the fourth day she would stop watching.

On the fourth day, the knock came.



 Chapter 2
The Lemon Bars
It was the afternoon of the fourth day when Wendy Thorne-Oster came to the door.

Corliss was at the kitchen table with a stack of receipts from Tall Pine Yard and Lawn, three highlighters, a ten-key calculator that had been her father's, and a mug of coffee that had gone cold an hour ago. She was doing August. Tall Pine paid her on the first of each month to close out the previous month's books, and August was a big month because it had the hot-weather irrigation calls and the last of the summer mowing accounts and two small tree-removal jobs that the owner, a man named Dwight Calhoun-Pell, always forgot to itemize properly. Corliss had gotten used, over four years, to calling Dwight and asking whether the stump grinding on the Jorgenson property had been part of the tree bid or a separate add-on. Dwight would say, “Oh. Huh. Yeah. Separate. I forgot.” And then Corliss would enter it in the spreadsheet and move on.

She had her reading glasses on. Her hair was up. She had not put on earrings that morning. She was wearing an old gray T-shirt of Ziggy's from a 2008 trail run in Smith Rock that had somehow never gone to Bend with him. She looked, she knew without looking in any mirror, like a woman at her own kitchen table doing her own work on a weekday afternoon.

The knock was three light taps.

Beau lifted his head from his dog bed in the corner and made a low huff, not a bark. He was too old and too kind to bark at a knock. He huffed the way a retired professor might clear his throat at a question he wasn't going to answer.

Corliss looked up. Through the small window in the front door she could see a shape. A woman in a dark red cardigan. Brown hair.

She took off her reading glasses and set them on top of the receipts. She stood up. She went to the front door and opened it.

“Hi,” the woman said. “I'm so sorry to bother you. I'm Wendy. I moved in across the street.”

Up close she was a little older than Corliss had thought from the window. Early forties, maybe. Lines at the eyes, a little weathering on the skin over the cheekbones. She had very clear brown eyes, and one of them had a small pale ring around the pupil, the way Shilo's left eye did, although Corliss did not think about that in this moment because she had no reason to.

Wendy was holding a white Pyrex pan covered in foil. She was smiling, a little tentatively, the way someone smiled at a stranger's door.

“You're not bothering me,” Corliss said. “Come in out of the sun. I mean, please, stand on the porch. Or come in. Whichever you'd like.” She laughed at herself a little. “Sorry. I'm in the middle of bookkeeping and my manners are terrible today.”

“The porch is fine. I don't want to take up your afternoon.”

“All right.”

Corliss stepped out onto the porch and pulled the door mostly closed behind her. The porch had two painted white chairs that had been there when they moved in, and a half-dead fern in a blue pot that she kept meaning to throw out. The August sun slanted across the Japanese maple in the front yard. Wendy stood at the top of the three porch steps with the pan balanced on her forearm.

“I brought you these,” she said. “Lemon bars. I made them yesterday. They're a peace offering, or a hello offering, or both. The truck on Sunday was, I think, louder than I wanted it to be. I apologize for the noise.”

“You don't have to apologize for moving in.”

“It still felt rude.”

Corliss took the pan. It was warm. Wendy had probably just pulled it from the oven. There was a small piece of masking tape on the foil that said, in that square printed hand, FOR YOU.

“Thank you,” Corliss said. “These are very nice. You didn't have to.”

“I know. I wanted to. I'm trying to start right. I'm not always good at starts.” Wendy smiled again, a small self-conscious smile. “I'm Wendy Thorne-Oster.”

“Corliss Vandenhoek-Bree.”

“That's a mouthful.”

“It is. I keep it anyway.”

“I keep mine too. For the same reason, probably.”

They stood for a moment on the porch. A car went by on Cyprus. The Pelletier cat, an elderly orange tabby named Hezekiah who thought he lived in everybody's yard, walked across the lawn.

“I don't want to keep you from your work,” Wendy said. “I just wanted to say hi and put a face to the woman across the street.”

“I've been the woman across the street for nine years. You're the new person on the block.”

“How about that.”

“How about that.”

Wendy laughed. She had a nice laugh. It was not a performance of a laugh. It was small and a little tired, like she had not done enough laughing lately and was out of practice.

“Where did you move from?” Corliss asked. She asked it the way a neighbor asked it, not the way an interrogator asked it. She was holding a warm pan of lemon bars. She was being a woman on a porch.

“Sacramento,” Wendy said.

“That's a ways.”

“Yeah.”

“Big change.”

“That's what I wanted.”

Corliss nodded. She didn't press. You didn't press on a first conversation. You let the person tell you what they wanted to tell you.

“I was out of a marriage,” Wendy said, after a moment, like she had decided it was better to offer the detail than let Corliss imagine worse. “It had been coming for a long time and then it finally came. I wanted somewhere quieter than Sacramento. I have an aunt in Creswell, so I know this part of Oregon a little, and when I saw the rental listing I thought, why not.”

“That's a good why not.”

“I hope so.”

“Ashcroft is very quiet. I don't think anyone has ever complained that it isn't.”

“That's exactly what I was hoping for.”

“The mill closed in 2009. We've been in a sort of hush since then.”

“I read about that. It was in a piece I found online when I was researching the town.”

“You researched the town.”

“A little. I like to know where I'm going.”

“That's sensible.”

“It's also anxious,” Wendy said, smiling again. “But I prefer to call it sensible.”

Corliss smiled back. She liked this woman. She noticed that she liked her, and she made a small internal note of it, because Corliss had learned over the years that her initial impressions of people were not always worth much. Sometimes she liked people and then five months later realized she should not have. Sometimes she disliked people and then ten years later realized they had been all right all along. Beau, behind her, inside, made a small groaning sound as he shifted on his bed.

“Do you have a dog?” Wendy said.

“An old one. Beau. Weimaraner. He's twelve and his hips hurt.”

“I love Weimaraners. They have a look.”

“He does have a look.”

“They always seem to be about to say something.”

“He never does.”

Wendy laughed again.

Inside the house, there was the sound of the kitchen door from the deck opening. Soft steps. Corliss heard Shilo coming through the kitchen. She called, without turning, “Shilo, come meet our new neighbor.”

Shilo appeared in the front doorway in bare feet, a cross-country T-shirt from sophomore year, denim cutoffs. Her hair was in the same loose braid as the day before. She had a water glass in her hand.

“Hi,” Shilo said.

“Shilo, this is Wendy Thorne-Oster. She moved in across the street.”

“Hi,” Wendy said.

“Hi,” Shilo said again, and then, because she had been raised to say something other than hi twice in a row to a stranger, she added, “Welcome to the neighborhood.”

“Thank you.”

“Is that Ashcroft High cross-country?” Wendy said, nodding at the shirt.

“Yeah. Senior year.”

“Senior year. Good for you.”

“Thanks.”

“Are you applying to schools this fall?”

“Reed, mostly. And Whitman. And U of O for backup.”

“Reed's a great school.”

“I hope I get in.”

“You will.”

There was a small silence. Shilo shifted her weight onto the other foot. She did that when she felt she had been in an adult conversation for long enough. Corliss saw her do it and saved her.

“Shilo, I left my glasses on the kitchen table. Would you put them on top of the receipts for me so they don't walk off.”

“Sure.” Shilo lifted her water glass in a small wave at Wendy. “Nice to meet you.”

“You too.”

Shilo stepped back into the house. Corliss could hear her bare feet on the floorboards going toward the kitchen. Beau thumped his tail once.

Corliss turned back to Wendy.

“That's my daughter,” she said.

“She's lovely.”

“Thank you. I think so. I'm biased.”

“A mother's prerogative.”

“One of the few.”

Wendy laughed a third time. Her eyes had gone a little softer, a little far-off, for the span of three or four seconds. Then she recovered, and she said, “I really don't want to take up your afternoon. Thank you for coming out. I just wanted to say hello and leave the bars.”

“They're very kind. I'll get the pan back to you.”

“No rush. Any time in the next week.”

“All right.”

“If you ever need anything from my side. Flour, sugar. Or if you need a hand with something. I'm right there.”

“Thank you.”

“And welcome me, I guess, at some point, in however you do it here.”

“We have a pie, in a couple weeks, at the library. Just a thing they do at the end of summer. Everyone's invited. I can walk you over.”

“I'd like that.”

“Good.”

Wendy smiled once more and took a half-step back, and then she turned and walked down the porch steps. Corliss watched her walk across the front yard and across the street and up her own cracked driveway and into the house at 1412. She stood on the porch with the warm pan of lemon bars on her arm and watched.

She thought: That was a perfectly nice fifteen-minute conversation.

She went back inside.

Shilo was at the kitchen table putting the reading glasses exactly on top of the stack of receipts, the way Corliss had asked. She had drunk half her water.

“Lemon bars,” Corliss said, setting the pan on the counter.

“She seemed nice.”

“She did.”

“She has sad eyes though.”

Corliss looked up. “You noticed that.”

“Mom. Come on.”

“What.”

“I'm eighteen. Not four.”

“I know.”

“She had a smile that keeps going after it's supposed to stop.”

Corliss didn't answer. She put her hand on Shilo's head, briefly, the way she had done since Shilo was seven, and Shilo tolerated it the way she had tolerated it since she was seven. Then Shilo picked up her water glass and walked back to the deck.

Corliss peeled the foil off the Pyrex pan. The lemon bars were the color of summer, a pale pleasant yellow, with a dusting of powdered sugar on top. They had been cut into neat squares. The powdered sugar was even. The crust, around the edges, was a perfect medium brown.

She cut one out with a butter knife and ate it standing at the sink.

They were delicious.

She ate a second one.

There was something disorienting about the bars. Not the taste, which was exactly what a lemon bar should taste like, tart and sweet and with the shortbread underneath giving the exact right amount of structural push. Lemon bars were, for Corliss, a memory food. Her grandmother Aagje had made lemon bars at Easter and sometimes at Christmas. Aagje's recipe had been a little different from the recipe most American grandmothers had used in the eighties: Aagje's had used a hint of cardamom in the shortbread, a trace, which Corliss would not have noticed if she had not known to look for. Wendy's bars did not have cardamom. Wendy's bars were the standard American recipe, perfectly executed. Corliss felt, for a moment, faintly disappointed that they were not her grandmother's.

Then she laughed a very small laugh at herself, because it was ridiculous to be disappointed in a neighbor's lemon bars for not tasting like her grandmother's lemon bars. The neighbor had made Corliss lemon bars. The neighbor had brought them over. The neighbor had stood on Corliss's porch for fifteen minutes and had made small pleasant conversation. A woman's kindness did not need to have cardamom in it.

She stood at the sink, chewing, looking across the street at 1412. The Budget truck had been gone since Sunday night. Wendy had apparently driven back from Eugene in a gray Subaru Outback that had appeared in the driveway Monday morning. Corliss had noticed that too, because the Subaru had Oregon plates, which was, she had thought at the time, a small detail that did not quite square with a woman who had just driven a moving truck up from Sacramento.

California plates on a moving truck, she had thought, were one thing. You could rent a truck with any state's plates, of course. But a personal car, a car you had presumably been driving in Sacramento for a few years, usually had the plates of the state you had been living in. Unless you had already registered it in Oregon. Which you would only do after you moved. Which Wendy had done before she moved, apparently.

It was a small noticing. It was one of those noticings Corliss did all the time and that did not usually mean anything, because most people's lives had several small inconsistencies that were perfectly innocent. A person who had inherited a car from a relative in Oregon. A person who had two residences for a while and had updated the registration in the one they intended to stay in. A person who was absent-minded about DMV paperwork. Any of those. Any. All.

She finished the second lemon bar. She put the foil back on the pan. She walked back to the kitchen table and sat down and put her reading glasses back on, and she got back to work on the August books. The receipts were in three stacks: mowing, irrigation, and hardscape. She worked through the mowing first, the way she always did, because it was the largest stack and she preferred to get the large thing done before the small things.

She worked for ninety minutes. She entered numbers. She stapled things. She ran the ten-key. The rhythm of it, the small click of her father's old calculator, was soothing.

It was only later, around five o'clock, when she was clearing the receipts off the table to start dinner, that her mind went back to the fifteen minutes on the porch.

She thought, with some surprise, that Wendy had been watching Shilo the whole time Shilo had been in the doorway.

She thought about that for a moment. She sat down in her own chair at the kitchen table with the stack of receipts in her hand and she considered it.

Not Wendy looking at Shilo during the small exchange. That had been normal. Adults looked at the teenager in the doorway when the teenager was the one talking.

It was the span before, and the span after. While Corliss had been the one talking. While Corliss had been explaining about the library pie. While Corliss had been saying thank you for the pan. Wendy's eyes had been on Shilo. Not obviously, not creepily. Wendy had looked perfectly at Corliss at the moments Corliss had been speaking. But in the small beats between, while Corliss had been fumbling for a sentence or catching her breath, Wendy's eyes had gone past Corliss's shoulder to the doorway behind her, where Shilo had been standing.

And when Shilo had stepped out of the doorway, Wendy's eyes had stayed on the empty space for a second longer than they should have. Corliss remembered it now because she had caught it in her peripheral vision at the time and had not given it any weight. The eyes had come back to Corliss. The conversation had finished. Wendy had left.

Corliss sat at the kitchen table with the stack of receipts on



















