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      For my daughters.

      I will always cherish watching you grow up out on the ranch. Though we didn’t stay there forever, I believe those wide open spaces is where your love and respect for nature and animals began.
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      Nothing is ever the same when you return to a place you last visited as a child. Even when the memories are as clear in your mind as they were the day you watched the place disappear out of the back window of your family car at 9-years old. When viewed through adult eyes the trees are always bigger, the buildings always smaller, and the people...well, the people are always older. Sometimes they're no longer there at all.

      Lyla Woods had expected this when she came back to her grandparent's farm after a 45 year absence, though she hadn't expected it to feel so abrupt. So jarringly empty…while simultaneously filled with cobwebs.

      “Oh! Oh! Cobwebs,” Lyla waved her hand a little frantically at a thick grey blob of them, heavy with dust, as they dropped toward her face. They had been dislodged when her grandmother pushed open the wide door of the big barn.

      Rue, her grandmother, continued walking through the doorway without looking back. Her thin frame navigated the cluttered barn with the precision of a woman who had walked it ten thousand times. Which she likely had.

      "There are always cobwebs," Rue said.

      Lyla ducked under another one and said nothing more.

      The barn smelled like dry manure and engine oil and the dusty sweetness of hay long since gone. A John Deere tractor sat against the far wall. If she had to choose one word to describe it, Lyla would have said ‘vintage’. Beside it, a rusted disc harrow.

      Other various shovels and tools lined the walls, their handles grey and splintered at the grip. A wheelbarrow, a stack of steel boxes, and other items whose uses were unclear to her filled the space. They had obviously not moved in years, possibly decades, and were settled into the dirt floor as though they'd grown roots.

      She remembered this barn differently.

      Big and loud, full of motion and the smell of livestock, her Grandpa Ben's voice booming off the rafters as he called out instructions or sang to the cows. She had been small enough then that the tractor seemed like something from a fairy tale, impossibly large, and she'd been lifted up into the cab once and allowed to pretend to steer with Grandpa Ben at her side. He smelled like diesel and pipe tobacco and the yellow bar soap that sat next to a worn nail brush at the utility sink in the farmhouse mud room.

      The tractor was smaller than she remembered. The barn was smaller, too. Grandpa Ben was seventeen years gone.

      "Is anyone using the equipment?" she asked.

      “Garth takes care of it, what he uses of it anyway.” Rue had stopped near the far doors and was gesturing generally at the tractor, the harrow, all of it, with a wave of her hand that suggested the equipment was someone else's concern now. "He leases the fields.”

      "The neighbor?"

      "Yes."

      They stepped back out into the late afternoon heat, which hit Lyla like a wall after the shady stillness of the barn. She yearned briefly for the air conditioned comfort of her car.

      She had spent three days driving here with everything she still owned loaded into her Chevy Blazer, and before that two weeks living out of a suitcase in a Hampton Inn while she signed the papers that turned her and Drew's house into someone else's house. Thirty-one years of marriage. Thirty-one years of a shared address, a shared bathroom, a shared last name, Sutton. But she was Lyla Woods now. Lyla Sutton did not exist anymore.

      She had said she was fine. She had told her son, Adam, she was fine. She had told her mother, Barbara, repeatedly and with some irritation, that she was fine. They all knew she was not fine, as did she, but she was upright and she had made it here. That was something.

      "Small barn next," Rue said.

      The small barn was tidy. This surprised Lyla. Stacked bags of chicken feed, organized shelving, a broom leaning in the most convenient corner. This space, at least, was being actively maintained.

      "You do all this yourself?" Lyla asked, before she could think better of it.

      Rue turned and looked at her with an expression Lyla recognized immediately, though she hadn't seen it in forty-five years.

      "I'm ninety-one," Rue said. "Not dead."

      "No, I know. I just meant…” she didn’t finish the thought. Her grandmother already understood what she had meant.

      “Garth helps when he comes by." Rue turned back toward the door. "Come and see the garden."

      Lyla followed. She was struck by memories of her childhood when she had simply followed Rue around and absorbed whatever was offered, without asking for more. That had suited them both then and seemed like the best approach now.

      The vegetable garden ran along the south side of the house, long and orderly, staked tomato plants, sprawling zucchini, rows of green beans, and the bright orange of marigolds planted at the borders the way Lyla had seen in old gardening books. Grandpa Ben had built the beds years ago. The wood was dark and soft with age now, but the frames were holding. Things grew in them regardless.

      "It's beautiful," Lyla commented.

      Rue glanced back at her and said nothing, just nodded quickly and moved on.

      A large orange cat appeared from beneath the zucchini and wound itself around Rue's ankles. She looked down at it, her face neutral.

      "That's Tabby," she said. “She bites."

      "Good to know."

      "The grey one there,” she pointed toward the porch railing where an enormous old tom was spread across the top rail like a rug left out to air, "is Tom. He's old. Doesn't do much."

      Tom opened one eye and closed it again.

      "And there's a small black one," Lyla said, because she had already spotted it sitting perfectly still in the corner of the big barn, watching them. "What's her name?"

      "Midnight."

      Lyla waited, in case there was more. There was not. "Midnight," she repeated.

      "What?" Rue said.

      "Nothing." Lyla smiled, just slightly. Midnight was a bit creative compared to Tom and Tabby. She must have been named on a day Grandma Rue was feeling inspired.

      The chicken coop was properly kept, the run fenced securely. Gatherings of hens moved methodically inside of it, like small committees, some black, some rust, one white with black spots.

      Beyond the coop, the pumpkin patch began. Lyla slowed without meaning to.

      The vines had spread wide and low over the ground, and many of the pumpkins were still mostly green, as it was not quite September. Still, she could see the round shapes of them crowding the earth, dozens and dozens, possibly more than a hundred that she could see. Her grandmother was ninety-one years old and still putting in pumpkins.

      "We used to come out here when I was little," she said.

      "Yes," Rue answered, her eyes scanning the pumpkin patch.

      "I remember Grandpa always had one he was trying to grow really big. He was always losing to someone at the fair."

      "He never did win that ribbon."

      They stood for a moment in silence, looking at the pumpkins, and Lyla thought about how strange it was to be here. How strange it was that her circumstances had turned so dramatically that here was the only place left to go.

      Her brother, Steven, had offered a place to stay, sort of, in a way that made it clear the offer was not really intended to be accepted. Her sister, Karin, had a spare room but three grandchildren who used it every other weekend. And Adam, her son, her serious and careful son, had said, "Mom, I think this could be really good for you.” He had left out that there was certainly no room for her with him at college, and it would be good for him, and everyone else, if she would just admit that she had no real reason not to and go already.

      She suspected what he'd actually been thinking about was that he didn't know what to do with her, broken and rattling around in a Hampton Inn, crying into hotel shampoo at two in the morning about a man who had decided that thirty-one years was enough and that his office manager had nicer legs. But she hadn't said that to Adam. She had agreed with him, and said that she thought it could be really good for her too.

      Barbara had been the one to suggest Lyla move to Herbst Farm. Barbara’s relationship with her own mother had always been a complicated thing, full of silences and competing stubbornnesses, and they had stopped coming out to the farm when Lyla was nine years old after something happened between them. Lyla had never been fully told about the rift between her mother and grandmother, and had stopped asking about it somewhere in her thirties.

      "She needs a caregiver," Barbara had said, on the phone, three weeks ago.

      "She needs a caregiver," Lyla had repeated, to confirm she had heard correctly.

      "Someone to be there. To help with the property. The farm."

      “Mom, I haven't seen Grandma Rue in–”

      "She's family, Lyla." A pause. "And you need something to do now, don’t you?”

      The fields beyond the pumpkin patch ran to a fence and row of trees she couldn't see the end of. Lyla squinted into the distance at the neighbor’s place.

      "Come in," Rue said. "Supper's ready."

      Supper. It was four-thirty in the afternoon.

      The kitchen was the warmest room in the house. The linoleum floor was clean. The curtains at the window over the sink were yellow with lace trim. Lyla remembered them being yellow, surely these curtains were replacements. A single African violet sat on the sill. The table was set for two.

      Lyla sat down to a platter of sliced cold meats, boiled potatoes with butter going translucent over the top, green beans, and a basket of homemade bread already sliced.

      She was hungry. Actually hungry, which felt good after so many months of her life making her queasy.

      They ate without talking very much. Rue asked about the drive. Lyla said it had been fine. Rue said late August was not an ideal time to drive through Ohio and Lyla agreed that it was not. Rue asked if she'd had any trouble and Lyla said no, but she was glad she had made the trip before Labor Day traffic.

      After supper, Rue showed her to the room she'd be using. It was the second bedroom, the one that had always been the guest room, with a white iron bed frame and a braided rug and a window that looked out over the back fields.

      Lyla made four trips from her car an it was empty. She stacked the boxes against the wall and, surprisingly, did not cry.

      She hung a frame that held three photographs on the small nail that was already in the wall beside the window. One of Adam at his high school graduation, serious and proud, the sun at an angle that made him squint. One of Adam at maybe seven years old, catching fireflies in a Mason jar in the backyard, laughing, his face blurred a little from the motion. She had always loved that one more than the posed ones. And one old photograph, small and cracked at one corner, of her grandparents standing in front of this farmhouse, Rue in a house dress, Grandpa Ben with his hand on her shoulder. They were not smiling exactly, but were looking straight at the camera, unflinching.

      The sun was lowering by the time she sat on the edge of the bed and picked up her phone to call Adam.

      It rang four times and went to voicemail.

      "Hey, it's Mom." She looked out the window at the golden light spreading across the green fields. "I made it. I'm here. It's...it's actually really pretty out here." She paused. "Grandma Rue is fine. She’s kind of…a lot.  She always was, I guess, I just forgot." She paused again. "Anyway. Call me when you can. I love you."

      She ended the call, set the phone face-down on the bed beside her, and looked out the window until the sun finished setting.
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      Lyla had come downstairs in the dark for a drink of water, still in her pajamas, her hair barely pulled back, expecting to find the house quiet and herself first up. Instead, the smell of coffee and bacon met her in the hallway and the kitchen light was already on. When she entered, Rue was standing at the stove in a housedress and slippers, her white hair already pinned, a cast iron skillet radiating heat. The clock above the door read five forty-two.

      "Sit," Rue said, without turning around.

      Lyla sat, uncertain if they had somewhere important to go that day. Perhaps a flight to catch.

      A plate appeared in front of her. Fried eggs, two strips of bacon, a thick slice of toasted bread already buttered. Rue poured coffee into a mug and set it at her elbow then took her own plate to the opposite side of the table, sat down, and began eating.

      Lyla wrapped her hands around the coffee mug. Through the window over the sink, the sky was deep purple, not quite black anymore, not yet grey.

      "What time did you get up?" she asked, her voice still rough with sleep.

      “Five o’clock,” Rue said.

      Lyla lifted her eyebrows. “Oh, wow, is that your normal schedule?”

      Rue took a sip of her coffee and set her mug down. Her eyes flicked up to Lyla’s rough ponytail then back down with what might have been a glimmer of wry amusement. “Yes, every day.”

      Lyla nodded, but said nothing. She picked up her fork.

      The eggs were good. The toast and bacon were outstanding. The coffee was very strong, stronger than she was used to. She drank it anyway, hoping it would help her wake up.

      "I'll do the dishes," Lyla said when they had finished.

      "Good." Rue pushed back her chair. "Then I'll need you in the garden."

      It was not phrased as a question.

      The sun was coming up by the time Lyla finished the dishes, got dressed, and went outside, which helped. Then it kept coming up, which did not.

      By eight o'clock the heat was already building, and the garden was long. Lyla was bent over the green bean rows, her lower back becoming more and more angry as each second went by. She worked alongside Rue and did not complain, mostly because Rue did not complain and she was 91-years old.

      They moved along the beds pulling weeds, Rue's hands quick and practiced, Lyla's slower, much slower. The weeds came up in clumps, dirt still clinging to the roots, and Lyla collected them in the crook of her arm until she was holding an unwieldy armful of limp and wilting greenery.

      She stood up straight to stretch her back and turned instinctively toward the fence, looking for the trash pile or the green bin, and then she caught sight of the pumpkin patch.

      It went on considerably further than she'd understood yesterday.

      She had seen it. She knew it was there. But from where she stood with an armful of dead weeds, it seemed to stretch out for…for acres. If she could be trusted to gauge the size of an acre.

      The vines were sprawled wide and low, crawling over each other, the fat green pumpkins pushing up through the tangle of leaves. There were a variety of shapes, not just round. Some small, some large. She could see in the bright morning sun that most were speckled with orange, a hint that fall was just around the corner. She counted as far as she could and lost track.

      “Grandma,” she started, almost afraid to ask. "Do we need to weed in there too?"

      Rue was already walking toward the chicken coop. "Tomorrow," she said. "That's a big job."

      “Right, a big job.” Lyla looked at the pumpkin patch a moment longer, then followed.

      The chickens were not what she expected, which was becoming a pattern.

      She had been picturing something like the chickens in picture books, a tidy hen, a neat egg. What she found instead was a bit more chaotic. The hens stopped suddenly, started again for no apparent reason, and weren’t shy about flapping their wings wildly as they leaped high in the air and cackled their discontent. One of the rust-colored ones clocked Lyla with a skeptical eye.

      “Where do I put these?" Lyla asked, meaning the weeds.

      "Just toss them in." Rue unlatched the gate and stepped inside the run without ceremony. It was Lyla’s turn to look skeptical as she followed. Rue swept her hand toward the center of the run and added a jut of her chin for punctuation.

      With a shrug, Lyla threw the armful of weeds into the center of the run and was immediately astonished at the activity. The chickens descended on the pile with urgency. The wilting weeds became a full event. There was jostling. There were loud commanding clucks of disturbance then lower clucks of content as the weeds were consumed.

      "They eat weeds?" Lyla said.

      "They eat pretty much anything.” Rue was moving through the chickens, unconcerned, heading for the waterers. “I saw one catch a mouse and eat it once.”

      Lyla’s mouth dropped open and she turned to observe the chickens once more, noting how they strutted around and scratched with sharp claws for more food. She did not know chickens could be meat eaters.

      The waterers were the kind that needed to be tipped and refilled, and Rue carried two to the spigot on the outside of the coop, filling them with brisk efficiency. Lyla took the third one without being asked and followed her lead.

      The nesting boxes were built along the interior wall of the coop. Rue handed Lyla a wire basket when they went back in.

      "Collect what's in there," she said. "Watch for any that are cracked."

      Lyla reached into the first box and pulled out an egg, a brown one. The second one was also brown. The third was white. And then, in the back corner of the next box, two eggs that were pale and blue-green, the color of the inside of a shell at the beach.

      She held them up.

      “Grandma. These are...”

      "Yes?” Rue did not look up from the other end of the boxes.

      "Are they from the chickens?”

      "Yes."

      Lyla looked at the pale blue-green eggs in her palm for a moment, then she put them carefully in the basket.

      There were eleven eggs in total, and when she carried them out into the morning light she could see that a few had flecks of brown on them, bits of straw stuck to one, a tiny feather adhered to another. She understood where eggs came from, but had forgotten the details of it all.

      "Some of them have…” She paused. “Stuff on them."

      “Just be sure to wash them before you use them," Rue said.

      Lyla decided not to ask anymore questions.

      Back inside, she stood in front of the open refrigerator looking for a space for the egg basket. She moved aside a jar of something dark and jewel-colored, a bundle of green onions, a quart of what appeared to be homemade pickles.

      The refrigerator was mostly glass canning jars. They occupied every shelf in rows, some with red contents, some golden, some a deep amber, or deep green, some very pale. Fresh vegetables were tucked in between, and there were several bowls covered in aluminum foil. There was not a great deal of room for eggs.

      "Should I just put the basket on the top shelf?" she asked. She moved a jar of what might have been strawberry jelly, assessed the space, moved it back.

      "Counter," Rue said.

      "Sorry?"

      "Keep them on the counter. The bowl’s there." She pointed to a heavy ceramic mixing bowl near the window, old enough to have been there since before Lyla was born.

      "But." Lyla looked at the bowl and then back at Rue. "It's really hot.”

      “Fresh eggs keep on the counter.”

      Rue turned to look at her and Lyla couldn’t tell if she was exasperated or not.

      "The shells are sealed," Rue said, keeping her calm. "Still have their coating. You wash them and refrigerate them like the store does, their coating’s gone and then they go off quick. Leave them as they are and they keep fine. On the counter.” She turned back to what she'd been doing. "Weather will change in the next week or so, too. Always does."

      Lyla set the eggs in the bowl.

      She arranged them so the pale blue ones were the most visible on top. She couldn't help it.

      At about half past nine a tractor made its way slowly up the lane.

      Lyla heard it before she saw it, a deliberate low sound. She was sitting on the porch steps with a second cup of coffee, mostly recovered from the garden, when it rounded the corner of the drive and pulled toward the big barn.

      Rue appeared at the screen door and came out to stand at the porch railing. Her posture was the same as always, upright and alert, but the way she watched the tractor was different. Expectant.

      The man who climbed down from the cab was tall. That was the first thing. He moved with a quiet control that suggested he was used to physical work. He was wearing jeans, a worn green plaid western shirt, and stained yellow baseball hat whose brim had been curved to shade his face as much as possible. He reached back into the cab for something and came away with a pair of work gloves, which he folded once and tucked into his back pocket before he walked toward the house.

      She found herself noticing the way he walked. Solid, unhurried, with an ease that suggested nothing, absolutely nothing, could surprise him. He was broad across the shoulders, and his face was weathered in that way that worked in a man’s favor, the lines adding definition rather than taking anything away.

      He came to the foot of the porch steps and stopped there, his eyes moving briefly to Lyla before settling on her grandmother and ducking his head as he touched the brim of his cap. "Morning, Rue."

      Lyla wasn’t surprised to hear the deep tone of his voice, given what the rest of him looked like. But she was still struck by it.

      "Garth." Rue's response was almost warm. Not quite. Not gooey or anything like that, but definitely warmer than Lyla had yet heard it.

      Lyla looked between the two of them. Her grandmother had not used that tone with her once since they had been reunited yesterday, after over 40 years apart. She had used it with this man three words in.

      "Something I need from the barn," he said. "If that's all right."

      "Take what you need."

      He nodded. Then he looked at Lyla directly for the first time, and she was struck by his eyes, which were calm and interested.

      "You must be the granddaughter," he said.

      "Lyla." She stood and came down the steps to shake his hand, because that was the natural thing to do, and because she wanted to look less like she had been sitting there staring at him. His hand was dry and firm. "Woods."

      "Garth Richardson." He didn't offer much more than that. He looked at her with kind curiosity, and when she didn't say anything further he simply let the quiet settle without seeming to mind it.

      “My grandma told me you lease the fields," she said, needing to say something as she forced herself to let go of his hand. She found the words ‘my grandma’  sounded silly coming out of her mouth.

      "Part of them. And I borrow the harrow when I need it." He tilted his head toward the barn. "My grandfather and your grandfather worked this land together, some years back."

      Lyla hadn't known that.

      She waited for him to say more, and he didn't, and she wasn't sure if it was because there wasn't more to say or because he preferred not to say it. She looked at Rue, who was watching them both from the porch railing with no readable expression.

      "What kind of farm do you run?" Lyla asked, because the silence was getting away from her.

      "Sheep," he said.

      She had pictured corn or wheat, or even pumpkins. “Sheep?”

      “A sheep ranch.”

      “Oh, for their meat and wool?”

      “Multi-colored sheep.” He gave her a nod and a slight smile lifted at the corners of his mouth, as though the question was one he didn't mind answering. "Bred for their fiber. Different colors. Grey, black, brown, and some other interesting combinations."

      "I didn't know sheep came in colors," she said. "I mean." She paused. "I understood they came in white."

      From the porch, Rue chimed in, "She's from the city.”

      "I'm not." Lyla turned back to look at her grandmother. "I grew up in the suburbs, that’s not exactly a city."

      "It's not exactly a farm," Rue said, pleasantly enough.

      Garth looked at the sky, something between politeness and amusement flickered across his face.

      They stood for a moment. Lyla could feel the heat coming up off the gravel of the drive and thought about the fact that this man worked outside in it every day and presumably had for decades.

      "Are you getting ready for harvest?" she asked, not ready to abandon the conversation. It was the most conversation she’d had since arriving.

      "Some alfalfa fields, yes." He nodded toward the tractor. "Other things to sort before then. Shearing in the fall."

      "When is that?"

      "Depends on the weather. Usually between Labor Day and the end of September.”

      “Right, Labor Day’s almost here. Do you have plans for the long weekend?"  Immediately she felt like she had asked something too personal. She backtracked. "I was thinking about whether there might be something happening in town. I assumed there might be a church barbecue or something." She glanced at Rue as she said it.

      Rue made a small sound. "Farmers don't take holidays."

      “Not even for a holiday barbecue?”

      "The chickens don't know it’s a holiday.”

      Lyla’s face got warm, and it wasn’t because she was standing in the sun.

      “And I don’t go to church,” Rue added, putting the final nail in Lyla’s suggestion.

      Garth was looking down at the gravel, scuffing the front toe of his right boot into it quietly. "There's the Art and Craft Fair," he suggested it carefully, like someone offering a steak to a hungry lion. "Over Labor Day weekend, in town. They do it every year."

      Lyla looked at Rue, who was unimpressed.

      "I suppose there are people who go to that," Rue allowed.

      "I'll be there," Garth said. He said it without emphasis, in the same quiet, even tone he'd used for everything else. Yet he was looking at Lyla when he said it and she had a single harebrained thought that it was deliberate.

      Lyla did not look away. “That sounds nice.”

      Garth touched the brim of his hat. "I'll get what I need from the barn." He looked up at Rue. "Thank you, Rue."

      "Go on," Rue said, dismissing him with a wave of her hand, though her eyes were definitely smiling now.

      Lyla watched him walk across the drive toward the barn, and when she turned back to the porch she found her grandmother watching her.

      "He seems nice," Lyla said.

      "He is," Rue said, and she turned and went inside.

      Lyla stood at the foot of the porch steps for another moment, in the already considerable heat of the morning, and decided she needed a third cup of coffee. She needed something to quell the totally unexpected and fully ridiculous flutter in her stomach that she had felt while standing next to Garth.

      She decided, firmly, that whatever she had experienced in the last five minutes was simply the disorientation of being somewhere new. That was the reasonable explanation, and she was going with it.

      What she was less sure about was her grandmother. That tone of voice, the easy familiarity, the way her grandmother had watched the two of them from the porch railing. Garth Richardson seemed to come and go from this farm like he owned a piece of it, and maybe in some ways he did. Lyla wasn’t entirely comfortable with that.

      She went inside.

      The tractor started up again a few minutes later, and the sound of it moving back down the lane faded slowly the way farm sounds did, gradually, until the morning was just the chickens again, and the heat.
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      The small grocery in Applewood had everything on Rue's list and very little else. That was not a complaint. Lyla had found the coffee, flour, sugar, baking powder, and black pepper inside of four minutes. She had paid a cheerful man with a grey beard at the single register, and was back on the sidewalk in about the time it would have taken her to find a parking spot at her grocery store back home.

      She tucked the paper bag into the back of her Blazer and stood for a moment with her hand on the tailgate.

      She could go back to the farm.

      Or. She could not.

      There was a slight bite to the morning air, a thin cool edge underneath the warmth that hadn't been there even yesterday, and she turned her face toward it and breathed it in.

      The sky was high and blue and clean-looking. Main Street was quiet, but it wasn't empty. A woman walked a large dog on the opposite sidewalk. An older man came out of the hardware store carrying a paper bag in both arms. An American flag hung absolutely motionless over the door of a real estate office.

      It was almost…charming.

      The morning chores were done. Rue was not going to need her for a while. Plus, Lyla suspected Rue had been quietly pleased when she had volunteered for the errand. Even smiled and gave her a little wave when she left.

      They had been very much in each other's company for several days now, two women who didn't know each other very well orbiting a small farmhouse.  Rue was ninety-one years old, she had probably not had company underfoot since Grandpa Ben died seventeen years ago.

      The bag of groceries would be fine in the car for an hour.

      She started walking.

      The downtown of Applewood was only a few blocks in any real sense of the word, but it was the kind of few blocks someone had clearly taken care of.

      There were flower boxes under the shop windows with the last of the summer flowers still hanging on. The sidewalks were swept. A sandwich board in front of the hardware store advertised a sale on wheelbarrows in cheerful chalk letters, and a reminder that there was free popcorn inside.

      The storefronts were an eclectic mix, but they all had that hand crafted quality. Not surprising, Lyla guessed every single building in the town was at least 70 or 80 years old.

      She stopped in front of a florist and gift shop, its window full of dried flower wreaths, decorative baskets holding red and green painted wooden apples, and several small ceramic pumpkins.

      Then she found the clock shop.

      She stood in front of it for a full minute trying to understand. Clet’s Clocks, the sign said. The window was dense with cuckoo clocks, all of them hanging at angles, their carved wooden cases in every size, little Swiss chalets and carved leaves and tiny painted flowers around the edges. A few had birds poised at their little doors, some had deer, one had a bear. She could see through the glass that the inside was more of the same. Clocks, wall to wall, floor to ceiling.

      She had no idea how a cuckoo clock shop stayed open in a town of Applewood’s size. Yet here it was, open for business on a Thursday morning, with a little handwritten sign in the corner of the window that said We Ship Nationwide. This told her that whoever ran it, Clet perhaps, was clever about things. Good for them.

      She continued her stroll and was still wondering about the clock shop when the smell reached her.

      Coffee, definitely. Something baked, something sweet. She stopped walking and let herself smell it properly. It was coming from the place on the corner, where a carved wooden sign hung across the sidewalk. The letters were round and happy and spelled out The Cottage Kitchen. There was a small illustration of two coffee cups and a whole pie beneath. Lyla moved closer and found large windows with a refrigerated case inside one of them that held a number of pies.

      She checked her phone. It was five minutes to eleven.

      She had eaten breakfast at five-thirty this morning. She had pulled weeds, filled waterers, carried a bucket of kitchen scraps to the chickens, and picked every remaining cucumber off the vine because they were going soft and her grandmother wanted to pickle them. Five-thirty was a long time ago.

      She looked at the pies through the glass.

      There was a young woman moving around inside, visible through the window, carrying plates. She disappeared out of view for a moment and then came back.

      There was something about her, about the way she walked, the way she turned her head and spoke to one of the customers. Lyla watched her for longer than she intended to. She couldn't place what it was about the young woman that caught her attention, except she felt like she had seen her somewhere before.

      That curious draw, and the pie, was enough for Lyla to decide. She went in.

      The smell inside was considerably better than the smell outside, which had already been good. The place was warm and clean, full of comfortable clutter. The kind that happens by accident rather than design.

      Mismatched chairs at mismatched tables, a narrow shelf of paperback books near the door, a bulletin board crowded with notices and cards, and even a child's drawing of what might have been a dog but could also have been a cloud. Six or seven tables were occupied.

      The young woman Lyla had seen through the window came over.

      "Just one?" She had a bright open face and deep red hair, and she smiled at Lyla with ease.

      "Just me," Lyla said. She looked at the pie case as she sat down. "What are the pies today?"

      "We've got apple, cherry, peanut butter, and a chess pie, which is sweet and kind of custardy if you've never had one."

      "I've had chess pie," Lyla said. "I think maybe I'd like a piece of that and a cup of coffee."

      "Good choice. Do you want to do that first or look at the lunch menu?"

      "Both." Lyla accepted the laminated menu and set it on the table in front of her. "I might do lunch too, actually. Are we allowed to call the pie an appetizer?”

      The young woman laughed, and something in the laugh caught Lyla's attention the same way the walk had. She watched her go back behind the counter and tried to figure out why she was so familiar.

      The coffee arrived first. Then the chess pie. Lyla sat back and ate it slowly. She looked around the room, and let herself enjoy being out of the house without any particular task attached to it. When was the last time she'd done that. She genuinely could not have said.

      She was reading through the lunch menu, which was short and sensible, three different soups, a few sandwiches, both hot and cold, and a quiche that changed by the day, when the kitchen door at the back of the room swung open.

      The woman who came out was about Lyla’s age. Possibly exactly her age. She was carrying a tray with three fresh pies on it, and she moved through the tables with grace. She had the same deep red hair as the younger woman, except hers was starting to grey around the edges. Her face was one of those faces where you could see her younger self still there if you looked for it.

      Lyla looked.

      She set down the menu.

      The woman put the pies in the case and said something to the young waitress that made the young waitress shake her head and say something back, which made the woman laugh.

      That was it.

      The laugh was the same. The young woman's laugh and this woman's laugh were the same. And Lyla was sure she had heard that laugh before.

      Just then, the older woman turned and noticed Lyla staring. Instead of the polite and neutral expression that strangers usually offered each other in those situations, she tilted her head slightly. Like she was also trying to figure something out.

      Lyla's eyes opened wide as she had a thought. Before the woman could turn and go back into the kitchen, she said, "I'm sorry, but we’ve met haven’t we?”

      The woman looked at her fully. Then her own smile grew. "You have to be Rue's granddaughter," she said. "I would have gotten there if I’d had another minute."

      Lyla stood up, because it seemed like the right thing to do, and they looked at each other for a second, both of them smiling hard but not quite sure what to do next. “I’m Lyla,” she finally said.

      “Lyla with a ‘y’, right?” The woman asked.

      “That’s right, and you’re…” Lyla searched for the name she knew was somewhere in her childhood memories.

      The woman didn’t wait for her to remember. “Polly Wagner!” She opened her arms up to give Lyla a friendly hug before gesturing toward her table. “Please, have a seat.”

      Polly pulled out the chair across from Lyla and sat down at her table. "How long have you been here? I knew you were coming. Rue mentioned it when I ran into her at the store.”

      "About a week."

      "And you finally made it into town.” She said it without accusation.

      "I've been collecting eggs and pulling cucumbers," Lyla said. "I haven't really been released from custody until today."

      Polly laughed. Exactly the same way the young woman at the counter had laughed. "That's Rue." She leaned forward and lowered her voice just slightly. "How's she actually doing? And tell me the truth because she's never going to."

      Lyla thought about how to say it. "She seems fine. She is also ninety-one years old and operates on very little sleep…and a lot of firm opinions.”

      “Sounds about right.” Polly chuckled. “I opened up this place, oh gosh, over twenty years ago when Chelsea was just a baby.” She gestured at the younger version of herself taking an elderly couple’s order at a nearby table. “Rue has been a customer that whole time and has never lacked an opinion.”

      Lyla raised her coffee cup up in agreement. “Yep, that’s my grandma.”

      Polly laughed at that and Lyla laughed along with her. It felt good.

      They talked for a while with surprising ease. Both divorced, they established. Polly so long ago that she'd finished grieving, Lyla so recently that she changed the subject after one sentence. And Polly was emotionally adept enough to let her, smoothly.

      Chelsea came over with the coffee pot and an empty mug, giving her mother a questioning look while she poured her a cup.

      "Sit down for a minute," Polly said. "This is Lyla. She's Rue Herbst's granddaughter." She looked at Lyla and made a proper introduction. "My daughter Chelsea. She works with me."

      "Hi," Chelsea said, the curiosity winning out over the professional composure as she took a seat. "How do you two know each other?"

      "Summer camp," Polly said. She looked at Lyla. "What years were you here?"

      "We went three summers together,” Lyla said. "Starting when we were seven."

      Chelsea looked between them with open skepticism. "You have a summer camp friend, Mom? And you never told me?”

      “Well, it was long before you came along, my dear,” Polly said, pleasantly.

      "What kind of camp was it?"

      "Church camp," Polly said. "Two weeks, here in Applewood."

      "We were put in the same cabin because they put us alphabetically by last name," Lyla added. "Wagner. Woods." She stopped. "And the other girl."

      "Vargas," Polly said.

      "That was it. Her first name was so unusual, but I can’t remember it.”

      "Ravyn?” Chelsea’s surprise was real. “Ravyn Vargas went to church camp?”

      Lyla blinked. "Her name was Ravyn?”

      “Yes and yes.” Polly was smiling at both of them.

      “I remember she was very dramatic about everything,” Lyla said.

      "She still is," Chelsea added.

      “Do you remember when we were all three trying to sneak out one night to see something," Polly began carefully. "The counselors caught us and we got in trouble.”

      “Mom,” Chelsea faked surprise. “I’m shocked.”

      Polly continued, talking about it sparking her memory. “They separated us into different cabins for three nights. We thought it was the most unfair thing that had ever happened to anyone."

      "Oh, I remember that," Lyla said, because she did, in the vague way that very old memories came back, more feelings than pictures. She remembered the dark and the flashlight and being cold. "What were we trying to see?"

      Polly looked at her for a moment. Then she said, "I cannot remember."

      They both laughed again, harder this time. Chelsea shook her head and excused herself to go check on a table at the other end of the room.

      “So, she’s still in Applewood?” Lyla asked. "Ravyn?"

      "She owns the bookshop." Polly jerked her head in the general direction of down the street. "Nevermore Books. You should go by and tell her who you are. She'll be delighted." She thought about it. "Fair warning, though, delighted for Ravyn is a whole thing. You never know what it will spark.”

      Lyla looked down the length of the little cafe, at the mismatched chairs and the cheerful bulletin board, at the handwriting on the chalkboard menu and the fresh pie in the case.

      She thought she just might.
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      At the far end of the street, set apart from everything else, with no shop crowded up against it on either side, sat the Nevermore Bookshop. But it didn't look like a shop, book or otherwise. It looked like a house, because it had been one, a three story Victorian with a wraparound porch and gingerbread trim along the roofline. All of it painted black.

      Not a tasteful charcoal.

      Black.

      The shutters were black, the porch railings were black, even the trim that would have been a contrasting color on a normal house had been painted black. The whole building looked like it had been dipped in ink and left to dry in the sun, which Lyla thought might actually be fitting for a bookstore.

      A black wooden sign hung from a black iron bracket over the steps, the letters carved and painted silver, The Nevermore Bookshop. Then in smaller letters, underneath, and Curious Sundries. A Raven, also carved and painted black, perched on the top of the sign and looked down at the sidewalk with black marble eyes that glinted in the sun. Lyla peered at it curiously. It was very lifelike and even held the hint of a glare in its expression.

      She climbed the porch steps. A bell on a curved metal arm clanged against the door as she pushed it open, and the smell hit her before her eyes had adjusted to the dim light inside. The unmistakeable scent of books blended with patchouli, cloves, and stale coffee grounds, bitterly potent.

      The front room had probably been a parlor once. Now every wall was covered in shelving that went to the ceiling, with a rolling ladder on a brass rail in the far corner. The shelves themselves were a mess. Used paperbacks were crammed in two deep. A handful of hardcovers stood upright and faced outward on a small table near the front door, their covers glossy and new. Propped against them was a hand lettered sign that said, New Releases (but older is probably better).

      Below one window, a glass case held jewelry, silver rings set with stones in shades of purple and green, pendants on leather cords, and a tray of polished rocks. Beside the case, a low shelf held pottery, mugs and bowls glazed in deep blues and rusts, none of them matching. Two mismatched velvet chairs sat near a small round table by another window, the red velvet worn pale at the arms.

      Any open wall space that didn’t have bookshelves displayed paintings, framed and unframed, hung at varying heights. There was a counter near the back, an old wooden one that might have been as old as the house itself. A narrow table near the register held a stack of tarot decks in their boxes, a basket of crystals, and another basket full of refrigerator magnets.

      "Hello?" Lyla called.

      Nothing.

      She walked further in, past a rack of postcards that all seemed to be hand drawn, past a tall basket of umbrellas, and was looking at a painting of a woman with the body of a deer when a voice came from somewhere behind the shelves.

      "One minute, I'm wrestling a box."

      A few seconds later, a woman emerged from a doorway at the back, wiping her hands on her jeans. She was tall, or seemed tall, with a mass of dark hair that curled in every direction at once. Her eyes were dark too, lined in black, and her mouth was a deep, deliberate red that matched her fingernails. The nails weren't long in the way that would have made them impractical, but they were longer than anything Lyla had kept on her own hands in thirty years. Silver rings crowded several of her fingers.

      The woman looked at Lyla for a second with open, assessing curiosity.

      "Welcome to Nevermore," she said. "Can I help you find something?"

      "Maybe," Lyla said. "I'm actually looking for you, I think. Are you Ravyn?"

      "I am." She said it warily, the way someone says it when they're not sure if they're about to be served a subpoena or a compliment.

      "I'm Lyla. Lyla Woods. I was just talking with Polly, down at her place, and she mentioned you, and I thought." Lyla stopped, unsure suddenly how to finish the sentence. "Well, we all went to church camp together. A long time ago."

      Ravyn's face didn't change. She studied Lyla for a long moment, her head tilted slightly, the same assessing look Polly had given her over pie.

      "Woods," Ravyn said slowly.

      "Lyla," Lyla said again, helpfully.

      "Wagner, Woods, and Vargas." Ravyn said the names like she was reading them off a cabin door. Then she put both hands up to her own cheeks. "Oh my god! Church camp! Lyla Woods. You used to braid my hair so it wouldn't get in my face at the lake.”

      "I don't remember that," Lyla said, “but it sounds possible.”

      "Well, I remember, vividly, because you were terrible at it." Ravyn came around the counter and took both of Lyla's hands in hers, gripping them hard enough that Lyla felt the rings. "You're Rue's granddaughter. Of course you are. I heard something about you coming then I completely forgot, because that is who I am as a person. Sit. Sit, sit." She gestured at the velvet chairs. “I’ll make some fresh coffee."

      "Oh, I really shouldn't, I've had so much coffee already today.”

      "Not a problem.” Ravyn waved a ringed hand at her, the gesture sweeping the objection away like a fly. She stepped to the side of the counter, crouched down and opened a small refrigerator that Lyla hadn't noticed tucked in there. When Ravyn came up again she was holding an antique glass pitcher that had a piece of plastic wrap covering the top, held in place by a rubber band. Whatever was in the pitcher was bright yellow.  "Lemonade, then. The good kind."

      "The good kind?"

      "Hard lemonade. I make it myself
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