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    Chapter 1 — Page Six

    Margo

    Nobody in Fernwood Falls reads the obituaries for the dead people. They read them for the gossip.

    I learned that my first week at the Gazette, when Patrice Dunleavy called to complain that I'd described her late husband as "an avid fisherman." Everyone in town knew Gary Dunleavy's fishing had taken place exclusively at the bar of the Loon's Nest, and Patrice wanted it corrected. On the front page. In bold.

    So really, I should have seen this coming.

    It was 7:04 on a Thursday morning in October, in the run-up to Harvest Festival, when the whole town loses its mind. Pumpkins were stacked three deep on every porch step on Main Street, and the scarecrow contest entries had gone up on the lampposts overnight.

    One of them was almost certainly wearing the mayor's actual bowling shirt. The maples around the green had turned red and gold, and the air smelled like woodsmoke and hot cider.

    I was at my desk in my fuzziest sweater, eating a cider donut over my keyboard and pretending I wasn't. Then the bell over the door gave a violent jangle. A gust of cold air blew in, carrying a swirl of maple leaves and a man holding this week's issue like he planned to beat someone to death with it.

    He was tall in a way that made the Gazette office look like a dollhouse. It's one room, with four ferns and a radiator that knocks like it wants to be let out. He had dark hair that had been raked through by hand, a canvas barn jacket over flannel, and the forearms of someone who had recently fought a tree and won. There were shadows under his eyes so deep you could have stored winter squash in them. There was also a bright red maple leaf caught in his hair that he clearly didn't know about.

    I knew who he was before he opened his mouth. Only one person in town would look that tired and that angry this particular week.

    "I'm looking for whoever writes the obituaries," he said.

    I swallowed my bite of donut. It went down like a tennis ball. "That would be me."

    "You."

    "Me. Margo." I wiped cinnamon sugar on my jeans and held out a hand. He looked at it like it might also have been printed in the paper without his permission, so I took it back.

    "You're Ezra. Walter's grandson. I'm so sorry about your grandpa. He was—"

    "Page six," he said, and slapped the paper onto my desk.

    I didn't need to look at page six. I'd been staring at it since 5 a.m., when Bev dropped the first bundle of papers on the porch. I'd opened one to admire my work and instead said a word I'm not allowed to print.

    He read it anyway. Out loud. In a voice so flat you could have leveled a bookshelf with it.

    "'Walter James Holt, 84, died peacefully on October third at home on Holt Hill, among his apple trees and in the company of his goat, Delores, who he would like everyone to know was the better conversationalist.'"

    "To be fair, she's very expressive," I said.

    He kept going. "'He is survived by Delores; by the Thursday night poker table at the VFW, which still owes him eleven dollars, and he knows it was you, Hank; and by his grandson, Ezra, who is thirty-three, single, gainfully employed, has all his own teeth, and should take the Pike girl to the Harvest Dance.'"

    He lowered the paper.

    "My phone," he said, "has not stopped ringing since six fifteen. Eleven of those calls were from a woman named Dot, who wanted to know exactly what time I woke up this morning.

    A woman I have never met left a loaf of pumpkin bread on my porch with a note that says For the dance, wear the blue shirt. There's a sign-up sheet at the diner."

    "A sign-up sheet for what?"

    "I didn't stay to find out. I did ask who the Pike girl was, and the whole diner went quiet and got very interested in their pancakes."

    He planted both hands on my desk and leaned in. He smelled like apples and cold air and very strong coffee. "So I'm asking you. Who is the Pike girl?"

    Six inches from his left hand, half-buried under a stack of press releases, sat the brass nameplate Bev had given me on my first anniversary at the paper. MARGO PIKE, OBITUARIES & ASSORTED. I nudged the donut box over it with my elbow, very casually, the way an innocent person does.

    His eyes dropped to my elbow. "What are you doing?"

    "Resting."

    "Your elbow."

    "It's had a long morning."

    He was still waiting for an answer. I knew exactly why the diner had gone quiet. At 6:40 that morning, Dot Kowalski had called to tell me the knitting circle had started a pool on how long it would take Walter's grandson to figure it out. The knitting circle is mostly a betting syndicate with yarn. That explained the eleven calls, too. Dot needed a start time.

    There was also a side bet on whether he'd show up to the Harvest Dance. It's held every year in the old Mercer barn, under string lights and a disco ball someone's uncle bought in 1983. Half the marriages in Fernwood Falls started at that dance. The other half ended there.

    Dot wanted to know if I was in. I hung up on her. Then I called back and put five dollars on "never."

    Here's the thing. I am, generally, an honest person. I return shopping carts. I tell people when they have spinach in their teeth. (I hadn't told him about the leaf yet, but I was getting to it.) But I'd known Walter Holt for five years. Five Octobers ago, I'd just moved back to town to take care of my mom, and Walter caught me crying in my car in the orchard parking lot.

    Instead of asking what was wrong, he handed me a warm cider donut and an apple-picking bag. "Those Honeycrisps aren't going to pick themselves," he said. So we picked. Then we played cribbage on his porch under a wool blanket while the sun went down behind the hills. After that I drove up Holt Hill every Tuesday, every season, for five years.

    I always brought the Gazette, and he read my obituaries out loud and graded them. Too many adjectives, kid. Nobody's "beloved" unless they owed somebody money. He swore that when his time came, he'd write his own. Otherwise I'd make him sound like a saint, and he'd have to come back and haunt me.

    Walter died on a Friday. On Tuesday, out of pure habit, I drove halfway up Holt Hill with a thermos of coffee and the cribbage board on the passenger seat before I remembered. I sat at the turnoff with the engine running and watched the trees for a while. Then I drove back down and wrote obituaries for a retired dentist and a woman who'd bred prize-winning rabbits. I didn't cry until the rabbits.

    In those five years, I had seen his grandson exactly twice. Once was at Christmas, for about forty-five minutes. The other was at Walter's eightieth, where Ezra spent most of the party on the porch on his phone, saying things like deadline and budget and I'll be there Monday.

    Last fall, on the day we pressed the first cider of the season, Walter handed me a sealed envelope. "For when it's time, Margo. Word for word, no editing. I mean it."

    "Walter, you're going to outlive us all," I said.

    "Promise," he said, and I promised.

    I didn't open it until last Sunday. I sat at this desk at eleven at night and read the first page and cried so hard I had to blow my nose on a press release about the library bake sale.

    Then I broke my promise. I wrote my own version, a careful, lovely, dignified version without the goat, the kind of obituary he would have marked up in red pen. I left both on Bev's desk with a sticky note that said USE MINE.

    Bev had not used mine.

    And I had never read past the first page. Somewhere on page two, apparently, Walter Holt had decided to meddle from beyond the grave.

    "The Pike girl," I repeated slowly, like I was considering it. "Hm."

    Ezra's eyes narrowed. They were the exact gray-green of the underside of an apple leaf.

    That was a deeply unfair thing to notice about a man who was yelling at me. I must have flinched, because he said, "I'm not yelling."

    "I didn't say you were yelling."

    "You made a face like I was yelling."

    "I have a very expressive face. Like Delores."

    Something happened at the corner of his mouth. It wasn't a smile. It was more like a smile had briefly considered the location and then moved on.

    "Look," he said, and suddenly he sounded so tired that I felt a guilty pinch under my ribs.

    "I'm burying my grandfather on Saturday. I have sixty acres of apples to pick before the first hard frost and a cider donut stand that opens for the festival in nine days. Also a goat who has eaten two of my work boots and a decorative gourd. I don't have time to be the town's entertainment. I need you to print a correction."

    "We don't do that."

    "You don't do corrections."

    "Not for information supplied by the deceased." I pointed at the sign taped to the side of the filing cabinet. Bev had made it the week after the Dunleavy incident: GAZETTE POLICY: THE DEAD GET THE LAST WORD. "It's a whole policy. It's laminated."

    It was also, I realized as I said it, exactly why Bev hadn't used my version. I was going to need a minute with that.

    He stared at the sign. Then at me. "That can't be legally binding."

    "It's laminated," I said again, because I didn't have a better argument.

    "Then let me talk to whoever laminated it."

    "She's out." Bev spent every Thursday morning at the diner, collecting compliments on the new issue. Today she'd be collecting a lot of them.

    "Fine. Then you print it. Next week's issue. Say it was a mistake. Say he was confused at the end. Say whatever you want."

    I bristled. "He wasn't confused."

    "I know he wasn't."

    It came out quiet, and I think it surprised both of us. He looked down at the paper, at his grandfather's name in bold. "He skunked his cribbage partner the Tuesday before he died.

    Won by thirty-two points. You don't skunk anybody when you're confused."

    I went very still.

    I had been the cribbage partner. He'd skunked me, and he'd been unbearable about it, pegging out with a flourish and sending me home with a bag of Macouns as a consolation prize. It was the last time I saw him.

    I opened my mouth to ask how Ezra could possibly know that. Then I closed it again.

    Walter told everyone everything. He'd probably bragged to Hank before I made it to the bottom of the hill, and by Wednesday it would have been all over the VFW. There's always an explanation in Fernwood Falls, and it's usually Hank.

    I filed it away anyway.

    "Then why would he—" Ezra stopped himself and rubbed a hand over his face. "Who is she? Just tell me, and I'll go explain that she doesn't have to, that nobody expects—"

    The bell over the door jangled again.

    In came Bev Tolliver, seventy-nine. She has been editor-in-chief, publisher, ad department and sole owner of the Fernwood Falls Gazette since 1971. She wore her orange hunting vest and her reading glasses on a beaded chain, and she had a stack of this week's papers under one arm. She took one look at the two of us, Ezra looming over my desk and me almost certainly with a crumb on my face, and lit up like someone had handed her a front-page scoop.

    "Oh, wonderful," she said. "You two have met."

    Ezra straightened slowly.

    "Ezra, honey, I'm so sorry about your grandpa." Bev reached up, plucked the maple leaf out of his hair, and patted his arm. Then she dropped her stack of papers on my desk, right on top of the donut box, which slid sideways and uncovered my nameplate. "Margo Pike, did you offer the poor man anything warm to drink?"

    The radiator knocked. Ezra looked at Bev. Then at the nameplate. Then at me. I watched him put it together. It took about three full seconds, and I felt every one of them.

    "Margo," he said. "Pike."

    I gave him my brightest smile. "Hot cider?"

  
    Chapter 2 — Sixty Acres

    Ezra

    I'm a structural engineer. I know how things fail.

    It's almost never sudden, whatever the news says afterward. There's a crack nobody measured. A beam somebody notched to run a pipe through. A load that was supposed to be temporary and quietly became permanent. Everything holds, and holds, and holds, right up until the moment it doesn't.

    My grandfather died on a Friday. Six days later, I was sitting in my car at the bottom of Holt Hill with both hands on the wheel, trying to work out which crack I'd missed this time.

    Probably the one in the fuzzy sweater.

    "Margo Pike," I told the windshield.

    The windshield had nothing to add.

    She'd lied to me. Not well. She'd hidden her own nameplate under a box of donuts and then defended her elbow like it had a lawyer. But she'd done it with a straight face, while I stood in her office asking for help finding the Pike girl. Meanwhile the entire Maple Leaf Diner had gone quiet over their pancakes, like I'd asked where they'd buried the body.

    And then there was what she'd said as I left.

    You could have come more than twice in five years.

    I hadn't argued. She wasn't wrong, and there was nothing I could say that wouldn't sound like an excuse.

    I put the car in gear and drove up the hill.

    Holt Hill Orchard starts with a hand-painted sign at the bottom of the road. My grandfather repainted it every September, standing on a milk crate and refusing help. This year it said WALTER'S FAMOUS CIDER DONUTS — WEEKENDS FROM OCT. 18. He'd already painted the date. He'd been planning to be here.

    Above the sign, the road climbs through sixty acres of apple trees in long rows that curve with the hill. In October the branches bow under the fruit, and the whole hillside smells like cider before anyone's pressed a thing. When I was a kid, I thought that was just what air smelled like. I spent every summer here until I was fourteen. Then I stopped coming, and found out it wasn't.

    Last night, Delores had been standing on the hood of my car when I came out of the barn.

    This morning, when I pulled into the yard, she was standing on the porch roof. I don't know how she got up there. Nobody knows how goats do anything. They just appear at elevation and look at you like you're the one being unreasonable.

    "Get down," I said.

    She ate a shingle.

    I sat on the porch steps and finally made myself look at my phone.

    Forty voicemails. I'm an engineer; I deal with large problems by sampling.

    "Ezra, honey, it's Dot Kowalski again. Just to confirm, was it closer to six or six thirty when you woke up this morning? It's for a, um. A thing."

    "This is Patrice Dunleavy. I want you to know I've been trying to get a correction out of that newspaper since 2019, and I wish you all the luck in the world."

    "Sweetheart, it's Rosa at the diner. The sign-up sheet's full, so we started a second page.

    Also, my niece is a dental hygienist and she took ballroom. I'm just putting that out there."

    "Mr. Holt, this is Gene from Brennan's Funeral Home, confirming Saturday at eleven, at the orchard, per your grandfather's instructions. Also confirming that the goat is attending.

    We just need to know whether the goat will be seated."

    "Mr. Holt, Blake Sutter, Ridgeline Hospitality. First, I'm so sorry for your loss. Walter was a real character. When you're ready, and only when you're ready, we'd love to pick up the conversation we started with him this summer."

    I played that one twice. The conversation we started with him this summer.

    At the very bottom of the list was a voicemail that wasn't from this week. Grandpa.

    Tuesday, Sept. 30, 8:47 p.m. 0:22.

    I didn't play it. I knew every one of those twenty-two seconds by heart. I'd listened to it on Wednesday morning on the train into work, and laughed out loud, and meant to call him back. Then it was Friday.

    I scrolled up to my texts instead. Nothing new from my father. The last thing in our thread was from Friday night. I'd written, Grandpa died this morning. Twenty minutes later he'd answered: I'm sorry, Ez. I can't make it up there.

    Two lines. I'd known what the second one would say before I finished reading the first. I put it where it belonged and didn't look at it again. I'm good at that. You put each load where it belongs, and you don't look at it again unless it moves. It's most of engineering.

    There was also a text from Theo, my best friend and the only person at Calloway & Reyes who texts me outside business hours: How's the farm, Old MacDonald? The partners asked if you're back Monday. I told them you'd been kidnapped by a goat.

    Not far off.

    

    Inside, the farmhouse looked exactly the way it had on Friday, because I hadn't touched anything. Grandpa's reading glasses lay folded on top of Tuesday's crossword, half done, in pen. His coffee mug sat in the sink with a brown ring in the bottom. His barn coat hung on the hook by the door, still holding the shape of his shoulders. I'd been sleeping on the couch all week. My old room upstairs still had the glow-in-the-dark stars I'd stuck to the ceiling when I was eleven, and I wasn't ready for the stars.

    I had one job today, and it wasn't the stars. It was the donuts.

    Everyone in Fernwood Falls had told me about the donuts. The funeral director had told me about the donuts. A woman at the gas station had grabbed my wrist, unprompted, and said, "You're keeping the donuts." Not a question. The stand opened in nine days. Every weekend in October, people drove in from three states to stand in a line down the hill. And I could not find the recipe.

    I'd started with the stand. It sits at the edge of the gravel lot, a red shed with a serving window and a hand-lettered menu board: CIDER DONUTS, $12 A DOZEN, $7 A HALF. HOT CIDER, $3. Inside, everything was where it had been when I was nine. The big steel fryer.

    The flour bins. The dented tin of cinnamon sugar. And the donut dropper, an old cast-iron hopper with a hand crank that drops perfect rings of batter into the oil if you know what you're doing, and lumpy blobs if you don't.

    The summer I was nine, he let me work the crank. Every donut I made came out looking like a tire that had lost an argument. Grandpa sold them anyway. He wrote EZRA'S SPECIALS — 2 FOR $1 on the menu board and stood next to it all afternoon, telling customers they were a delicacy. We sold out.

    I remembered the dropper and the fryer and the tin. What I didn't remember was the batter. He always made it at night, after I'd gone to bed. When I asked what he put in it, he'd tap the side of his nose. Secret's in the waiting, Ezzy.

    I've been an engineer for eleven years. I have never once worked out what that meant.

    This morning, before Dot's eleventh call, I'd gone through the recipe box again. It sat on the counter by the stove, a green tin box full of index cards. Half were in my grandfather's blocky capitals and half in my grandmother's slanting cursive. She died before I was old enough to remember her. But I knew her handwriting from every birthday card he ever signed Love, Grandpa & Grandma June, years after she was gone.

    Apple Butter. Applesauce Cake. Cider, Mulled. Cranberry Relish. Dandelion Wine (DO NOT). Eggnog (HANK'S — TOO MUCH RUM).

    Between Cider, Mulled and Cranberry Relish, there was a gap. A card-shaped space, the cards on either side leaning toward each other like they were keeping a secret.

    I went through the box one more time anyway. Then I sat down at the kitchen table across from his empty chair and pulled over the stack of mail I'd been stepping around all week.

    Seed catalogs. A bill from the vet, Dr. J. Okafor, itemized: Delores — ingested baling twine (again). A postcard from the state Agency of Agriculture. And an envelope from Fernwood Savings Bank, postmarked September 29.

    I knew what it would say before I opened it. I opened it anyway.

    Re: Balloon payment due December 1 — $162,000.00. We regret to inform you that your request for an extension has been declined.

    I knew about the loan. Six summers ago a hailstorm had taken most of the crop and the roof of the cold-storage barn, and Grandpa had borrowed to get through. Nobody needs to know the Holts can't hold a hill, he'd said, the one time I pushed. And whenever I asked about December, he gave me the same answer. I've got a plan, Ezzy.

    His plan, apparently, had been to ask the bank nicely. The bank had said no four days before he died.

    I took out my phone and did the math, because that's what I do. My savings. My retirement account, and what it would cost to break it open. What I could borrow against a salary I might not have if I didn't go back to Boston. I ran it three different ways. The numbers didn't hold. They weren't even close.

    Under the bank letter was a thick cream envelope with an embossed logo: a stylized mountain over the words RIDGELINE HOSPITALITY — BOUTIQUE ORCHARD RETREATS.

    Inside was a three-page letter dated June 12, full of phrases like legacy property and curated agritourism experience. On the last page was a number. It was a big number. It was the kind of number that makes a man with a $162,000 problem sit very still.

    Stuck to the first page was a yellow sticky note in my grandfather's red pen.

    OVER MY DEAD BODY.

    I laughed. It came out of me before I could stop it, loud in the empty kitchen, the first time I'd laughed since Friday. Then it went wrong halfway through, the way a laugh does when it's built on a bad foundation. I put my head down on the table next to his reading glasses and stayed there for a while.

    When I sat up, I peeled the sticky note off the letter, very carefully, and put it in my wallet.

    I don't know why. Then I opened my email and found the message Blake Sutter had sent at 8:02 that morning. Thinking of you. No pressure. Whenever you're ready.

    I typed Not interested. I deleted it.

    I typed Let's talk. I deleted that too.

    After the festival, I wrote finally. Not before. I hit send before I could think too hard about what it meant. Then I went to the fridge, because I didn't know what else to do, and because my grandfather believed most problems looked smaller after a piece of cheese.

    

    The calendar still hung on the fridge door, held up by a magnet shaped like an apple. It came free every year from Lundgren Feed & Supply, with a different tractor for every month. October's was red.

    I'd looked at it a dozen times this week without really seeing it. Now I did.

    Every Tuesday had the same word on it, in red pen and blocky capitals.

    MARGO.

    October seventh. October fourteenth. The twenty-first, the twenty-eighth. I flipped ahead. Every Tuesday in November. Every Tuesday in December, right through the thirtieth. He'd written them all in at once, the way you'd write in something that was never going to change.

    I flipped back to September. Tuesday the thirtieth said MARGO, and under it, added later in a looser, happier hand: SKUNKED HER!!

    I knew about the skunk. It was most of that last voicemail: my grandfather, crowing.

    Ezzy. Skunked my cribbage partner tonight. Thirty-two points. Tell nobody, I'm being very humble about it. He'd mentioned his cribbage partner before, always like it was a title. He'd never once said a name. I'd pictured some old guy from the VFW with a hearing aid and a grudge.

    It was Margo Pike.

    She'd sat on that porch every Tuesday for five years, while I sat in meetings in Boston typing sounds good to emails about load calculations. And whatever he'd told her about me, it hadn't been much. I'd seen it on her face this morning. To her, I was the grandson who showed up twice.

    He'd kept us in separate accounts. Nobody needs to know.

    Delores came to the screen door and stared at me through it, chewing something I hoped was not a shingle.

    "Did you know about this?" I asked her.

    She had nothing to say. Better conversationalist, my foot.

    I looked back at the calendar. Next Tuesday was October fourteenth. It said MARGO in red pen, in capital letters, like a promise.

    I didn't cross it out. I told myself it was because I couldn't find a pen.

  
    Chapter 3 — The Sign-Up Sheet

    Margo

    Ezra Holt did not want hot cider.

    He looked at me for a long moment, the way you'd look at a porch step you'd trusted that just gave way under you. Then he turned to Bev. "I'd like a correction."

    "Oh, honey." Bev pointed at the laminated sign without even looking. "The dead get the last word."

    "So I've heard." He picked up his copy of the Gazette, folded it in half with great precision and tucked it under his arm like evidence. At the door he stopped, one hand on the knob, and looked back at me. "You could have just told me."

    I should have left it there. I should have said I'm sorry, or you're right, or even hot cider? again, which at least would have been consistent. Instead, something that had been sitting in my chest since Walter's eightieth birthday came out of my mouth before I could catch it.

    "You could have come more than twice in five years."

    The bell over the door went quiet. I hadn't known a bell could do that.

    He didn't argue. He didn't say anything at all. He just looked at me with an expression I couldn't read, nodded once, like I'd confirmed a measurement he'd already taken, and left.

    Through the front window I watched him cross Main Street between the pumpkins and the scarecrows and fold himself into a gray sedan with a goat-shaped dent in the hood.

    "Well," Bev said. "That went well."

    "That did not go well."

    "He came looking for you, didn't he? That's more than most men manage in a lifetime." She let her reading glasses drop on their chain and checked her watch. Then she uncapped a pen and wrote something on the back of her hand. At the time, I didn't think anything of it.

    I sat down hard in my chair. The donut box was crushed under her stack of papers, and my nameplate looked up at me like it had known all along.

    "You read page two," I said.

    "Of course I read page two. I'm the editor."

    "You read it, and you ran it instead of mine."

    "I ran it because it's what he wrote." She tapped the laminated sign on her way past. "And because yours was bad, sweetheart."

    "Mine was lovely."

    "Yours said he was beloved." She hung her hunting vest on the coat rack. "He'd have come back and haunted you."

    That landed somewhere tender, because it was exactly what he used to say. I looked down at my keyboard until my eyes stopped stinging. "Where's the envelope, Bev?"

    She studied me for a while. Then she went to her desk and unlocked the bottom drawer, where she keeps a bottle of bourbon and a framed rejection letter from The New Yorker dated 1974. She took out Walter's envelope.

    It was thicker than I remembered. On Sunday I'd been crying too hard to notice much of anything. She tipped it out on her desk: the two pages of the obituary, a letter folded in thirds with BEV written on the front, and three smaller envelopes, sealed. The one on top said MARGO in red pen, in Walter's capitals.

    I reached for it. Bev put her hand flat on top of the pile.

    "Not yet."

    "It has my name on it."

    "It also has instructions." She unfolded the letter addressed to her and read it aloud, holding it at arm's length. "'Bev. Hand these out one at a time, when it's time. You'll know.

    You always know. Don't let the kid edit me.'" She looked at me over the top of the page.

    "That's you. You're the kid."

    "I'm thirty-one."

    "You'll always be the kid. He was very clear." She kept reading. "'Funeral on Saturday, in the orchard. Margo gives the eulogy. No adjectives.'"

    I stared at her. "He wants me to give the eulogy?"

    "He wants you to give it without adjectives, which frankly is the bigger challenge." She folded the letter, slid everything back into the envelope and locked the drawer. Then she dropped the key down the front of her sweater, which ended the conversation better than anything she could have said.

    "When is 'when it's time'?" I asked.

    "When I say so." She sat down, pulled her typewriter toward her (she owns a computer and refuses to acknowledge it), and rolled in a sheet of paper. "Now. Next week's issue."

    "I'm not writing a correction. Apparently we don't do those."

    "We don't. We're doing something better." She typed with two fingers, fast and loud. "A column. Every week through the festival. The Last Harvest at Holt Hill. Walter's orchard, its first season without Walter. The stand, the picking, the whole town turning out. Five hundred words, by Tuesday noon."

    "He'll never agree."

    "He will if you ask nicely." Clack, clack, clack. "That donut stand is how that orchard gets through the winter, Margo. And that boy doesn't know a fryer from a fire extinguisher.

    Nothing sells donuts like a column."

    "Then you ask him."

    "I'm seventy-nine. I don't climb hills." She pulled the page out of the typewriter with a satisfying zip and handed it to me. It said, in its entirety: THE LAST HARVEST AT HOLT HILL, by Margo Pike.

    "Besides," she said. "You're the Pike girl."

    

    I go home at lunch every day. I've done it for five years.

    Our house is a yellow Cape on Birch Street, three blocks from the green, with a ramp out front that I built myself the summer I moved home. I watched a lot of videos for that ramp.

    It's slightly crooked, and my mother says that gives it character.

    She was at the kitchen table in her paint-stained bathrobe, the Gazette spread open to page six in front of her. She was laughing so hard she had to hold on to the edge of the table.

    "The Pike girl!" she said. "Oh, Walter. You old devil."

    "It's not funny."

    "It's extremely funny." She wiped her eyes. "Has he seen it? The grandson? What's he like?

    Is he tall? Walter always said he was tall."

    He's tall, I didn't say. Tired. Furious. Smells like apples. Knows things he shouldn't about my cribbage game. "He's fine. Did you eat?"

    "I had toast."

    "Did you take your—"

    "Thursday morning, all gone. You can check." She pushed the pill organizer across the table at me, the big one with a lid for every day and a row for morning, noon and night. I checked.

    Thursday morning was empty. She watched me check, and something in her face went a little flat.

    My mother was diagnosed with MS during my sophomore year of college. For a long time it was mostly a word: a few bad weeks a year, a tiredness she couldn't sleep off, numbness in her hands that came and went. Then, five years ago, a relapse took the feeling out of both her legs for most of a summer. She called me from the bathroom floor, very calmly, to ask whether I happened to be free that weekend.

    I was in Boston at the time. There was a job offer on my kitchen counter from a paper I'd wanted to write for since I was fourteen. Features. A real desk with my name on it.

    I came home that weekend, and I never left. I never told her about the job, and I never plan to.

    She's much better now. An infusion every six months has kept her steady for two years, and she only needs the cane on bad days. But I still come home at lunch. I still check the pill organizer. I still lie awake listening for the sound of something falling. When my dad left, the summer I was twelve, it was Mom and me against the world. When the MS came, it was Mom and me against that instead. I've never been very good at standing down.

    "You're going to the dance," she said.

    "I'm absolutely not going to the dance."

    "You should wear the green dress."

    "I'm not—"

    Her phone buzzed on the table. She flipped it face down so fast she nearly knocked over her tea, and her cheeks went pink.

    "Who was that?"

    "The pharmacy."

    "The pharmacy made you blush?"

    "They're very thorough over there," my mother said. She picked up the paper again and held it in front of her face like a wall.

    

    At four thirty, after I'd filed the police blotter (two loose cows and a stolen scarecrow), I walked over to the Maple Leaf Diner. It has eleven booths, a counter with spinning stools, and a pie case Rosa Delgado has kept full every day since 1996. The sign-up sheet was taped to the side of the pie case, between the cider cream and the pumpkin chiffon. It was two pages long.

    Across the top, in Rosa's handwriting, it said HELP EZRA HOLT GET READY FOR THE HARVEST DANCE!!! (WALTER'S WISHES). Below that were three columns: NAME, HOW I CAN HELP and BRINGING A CASSEROLE?

    Rosa Delgado — My niece (dental hygienist, ballroom!!) — Tuna noodle.

    Gene Brennan — Tux rental, 20% off for the bereaved — No.

    Patrice Dunleavy — Grief counseling. I've been through it. — Yes, but not tuna.

    Dot Kowalski — Haircut — Will he be there at 8 or 8:30?

    Hank Mercer — Will save him a spot at the bar — Chili.

    Somewhere in the middle, in purple crayon: DELORES.

    And at the very bottom of page two, in Bev's spiky handwriting: Margo Pike — dance lessons. Under that, in looping cursive I'd have known anywhere, my mother had added: She's a wonderful dancer!!

    "When was my mother here?" I asked.

    Rosa didn't look up from the coffee she was pouring. "Seven thirty. Coffee and an English muffin. Drove herself, too."

    My mother hadn't driven herself anywhere before nine in the morning in five years. I filed that away too. My files were getting full.

    "Margo Pike," said a voice behind me, "lied to a grieving man with a donut box."

    Jess Okafor slid onto the stool next to mine, smelling powerfully of barn. She's been my best friend since second grade, when she punched a boy for saying girls couldn't be vets.

    Then she grew up and became the only large-animal vet within forty miles. She was still in her coveralls. There was something on her sleeve I decided not to ask about.

    "I didn't lie," I said. "I curated."

    "And then," Jess said, taking a sip of my coffee, "you told him he'd only visited twice in five years."

    "How do you know about that?"

    "Bev told Rosa. Rosa told me." She glanced at the clock over the counter. "It's been about nine hours. Honestly, I'm surprised you're only hearing about it now."

    I put my forehead down on the counter. "It was true."

    "Sure." She nudged my coffee back toward me. "You know he came by the clinic Monday?

    Asked me how to keep a goat off a car."

    "What did you tell him?"

    "That you can't. It's like asking how to keep weather off a car." Jess went quiet for a second, which for Jess is a long time. "Walter used to talk about him, you know. Every time I came out for Delores. My grandson the engineer. Like it was a title. Proud as anything."

    I lifted my head. "He never talked about him to me."

    "Huh," Jess said. "Wonder why."

    I didn't have an answer. I thought about the cribbage game, and the thirty-two points, and the way Ezra's voice had gone quiet. I know he wasn't.

    "I have to write Walter's eulogy," I said. "He left instructions. No adjectives."

    "Wow. Brutal."

    "And Bev wants a column about the orchard, every week. Which means I have to drive up there and ask Ezra Holt for a favor. Right after I hid from him behind a donut box and then insulted him on his way out the door."

    "So apologize."

    "I'm not good at apologizing."

    "You're great at apologizing. You apologize to furniture. You're bad at being wrong." Jess stood and dropped a five on the counter for both our coffees. "Margo. Walter didn't put you in that obituary as a joke. He wanted you at that dance. He wanted you somewhere that wasn't his porch or your mom's kitchen or a desk full of dead people."

    "Dead people are excellent company. They never ask how I'm doing."

    "Yeah," Jess said, and squeezed my shoulder on her way out. "I noticed."

    

    That night, after my mother went to bed, I sat at the kitchen table with my laptop and a cup of tea that went cold before I touched it.

    Walter Holt's obituary had already been written by Walter Holt. It had a goat in it, and an eleven-dollar debt, and a matchmaking scheme. All I had to do was stand up in his orchard on Saturday, in front of the whole town and his grandson, and tell them who he was.

    Without adjectives.

    I typed Walter Holt was a kind, generous, stubborn and deleted it. I typed Walter Holt was beloved and deleted that so fast I nearly broke the key. Somewhere, I was sure, he was laughing at me.

    Outside, the wind moved through the maples on Birch Street, and a few more leaves came down in the dark. I thought about the porch, and the wool blanket, and the cards slapping down on the old board. Fifteen two, fifteen four, and a pair is six, kid. I thought about the bag of Macouns on my passenger seat, the last thing he ever gave me.

    I typed: Walter Holt was not beloved.

    Then I sat at that kitchen table until midnight, trying to work out how to tell the whole town what he actually was.

  
    Chapter 4 — The Funeral

    Ezra

    My grandfather planned his own funeral the way he did everything else: in red pen, on the back of a feed-store receipt, without asking anybody.

    Gene Brennan showed me the receipt on Saturday morning over coffee at the kitchen table. Gene has run Brennan's Funeral Home for thirty years. He was wearing a black suit and green rubber boots, because the receipt began: IN THE ORCHARD, NOT THE CHURCH. TELL GENE TO WEAR BOOTS.

    The rest went like this: No minister. No hymns. No adjectives.

    Hot cider for everybody. Not the store stuff.

    Poker table sits together. Hank in the back, where I can't hear him.

    Apples instead of flowers. Everybody eats one. Keeps their mouths busy.

    Delores attends.

    Margo talks.

    Put me next to June, under the Spy.

    "I had a few questions about the goat," Gene said.

    "So did I."

    "Seated or standing?"

    I looked out the kitchen window. Delores was standing on the roof of his hearse.

    "Standing," I said.

    

    The family plot is at the top of the hill, under a Northern Spy my great-grandfather planted in 1938. It's the oldest tree on the property and the ugliest, a twisted gray thing that leans downhill like it's trying to get a better look at the lake. My grandmother has been buried under it for thirty-one years. There's always been room next to her. Walter used to say he was keeping the spot warm.

    The cider was a problem. My grandfather's press had been broken since August; he'd been "meaning to get to it." So at seven that morning I'd driven across the valley and bought ten gallons from the Lundgrens' orchard, and I'd felt guilty about it ever since. It simmered in two stockpots on a camp stove at the end of the first row. I hoped he'd count it as not the store stuff.

    By ten forty-five, cars lined the hill and the county road below it, every folding chair between the rows was full, and people were standing among the trees with their hands in their coat pockets, breath showing in the cold. I'd ordered sixty chairs. I should have ordered three hundred.

    I'd known, in the abstract, that my grandfather knew people. I hadn't known he knew all of them.

    The knitting circle came as a group, in matching black shawls that I was fairly sure hadn't existed a week ago, with Dot Kowalski at the front checking her watch. Bev Tolliver wore a black hunting vest; from the look of the seams, they don't make them in black. Patrice Dunleavy informed me, before I'd said a word, that the chairs were on a slope. Dr. Okafor, the vet, came in a black dress and work boots and went straight to Delores, who was eating the ribbon off a wreath someone had brought in spite of instructions.

    And then Margo Pike came up the path with her mother on her arm.

    She was in a navy coat, holding a stack of index cards so tightly that her knuckles had gone white. She looked like she'd slept about two hours. Her mother walked carefully on the uneven ground with a cane. When she saw me, she let go of Margo's arm and held out her hand.

    "You must be Ezra," she said. "Diane Pike. You're even taller than he said."

    I shook her hand. "He talked about me?"

    "Oh, honey," Diane said. "Constantly."

    Beside her, Margo's head came up like she'd been stung.

    It was only a second. Then her face closed over, and she nodded to me stiffly, the way you'd nod to a man you'd insulted two days earlier, and steered her mother to the front row. But I'd seen it. Whatever my grandfather had said about me, he'd said it to Diane. He hadn't said it to her.

    I put that where it belonged, too.

    

    Gene opened. He'd clearly been warned about the adjectives, and it was hard on him.

    "Walter Holt was a—" he said, and stopped. The whole orchard waited. "Man," Gene said finally, with enormous effort, and sat down to applause.

    Then Hank Mercer stood up in the back row, where he'd been seated as instructed with the rest of the Thursday poker table. Hank is somewhere in his sixties, with a white beard and a voice like a gravel road. He turned his cap around in his hands a few times before he spoke.

    "In March of 1987," he said, "somebody took eleven dollars out of the pot at Thursday poker. Walter knew it was me. He said so every Thursday for thirty-eight years, and last week he said so in the newspaper." A ripple of laughter went through the rows. "What he never knew was why."

    He looked over at the grave, at the open ground beside my grandmother's stone.

    "June called me that afternoon. It was their anniversary, and he'd forgotten again. She said if he forgot one more time, she'd plant him under the Spy herself. So I took eleven dollars out of the pot, which was what a dozen roses cost in 1987. I bought her roses and signed his name to the card." He cleared his throat. "She knew. She never told him. And I'm still not paying it back, because he'd never let me hear the end of it."

    Half the orchard laughed. The other half cried. A good number did both.

    Then Gene looked at the front row, and Margo stood up.

    She walked to the front with her index cards. I watched her hands shake, and I watched her decide not to let them. She looked out at the whole town, at the trees, at the gray old Spy. She didn't look at me.

    "Walter Holt," she said, "was not beloved."

    A ripple went through the rows. Patrice Dunleavy gasped out loud.

    "He'd want me to say that first," Margo said. "He hated that word. He said nobody's beloved unless they owe somebody money." A startled laugh came from the poker table.

    "He left me instructions. No adjectives. So I'm just going to tell you what he did."

    She looked down at her first card.

    "He got up at four thirty every day of his life. Including Christmas. Including the day after his hip surgery, which the hospital did not approve of.

    "He pruned fourteen hundred trees every March, by hand, and talked to every one of them. He said the Macouns were the only ones who listened.

    "He knew the name of every dog in Fernwood Falls. He did not know the names of most of their owners."

    Another laugh, warmer.

    "He went to the Harvest Dance every year for sixty years and never danced once. He stood by the punch bowl and told the people who were dancing what they were doing wrong.

    "Every October, he left a bag of apples on the porch of anybody in town who'd lost someone that year. He never signed it. Most of you knew anyway."

    Across the aisle, a woman I didn't know put her hand over her mouth.

    "When my mother couldn't drive," Margo said, and for the first time her voice went thin, "he drove her to her appointments in Burlington. An hour each way. He did the crossword in the waiting room, in pen, and he never once let her pay for gas." In the front row, Diane was nodding slowly with her eyes closed. Margo turned to the next card.

    I hadn't known any of it. I'd known my grandfather for thirty-three years, and I hadn't known any of it.

    "He read my obituaries every Tuesday and told me what was wrong with them. He wrote his own, because he didn't trust me with it. He was right not to.

    "And every year, when the Northern Spies came in, he picked a bushel and put it in the cold barn with a sign that said DON'T TOUCH. Spies aren't good for anything but pie, and Walter didn't bake. I asked him once who they were for." She looked up. "He said, 'Someone who used to like pie.'"

    I stopped breathing somewhere around the word pie.

    The summer I was fourteen, my last summer here, my grandfather tried to make my grandmother's Northern Spy pie from her card in the green tin box. It was a disaster. The crust was like drywall and the filling was soup. We ate the whole thing anyway, on the porch steps, with two forks, straight out of the pan, laughing so hard he had to take off his glasses. Two days later my father drove up from Connecticut, and he and my grandfather had the fight, and I didn't come back.

    Nineteen Octobers. A bushel every year, for someone who used to like pie.

    Margo was still talking. I made myself listen.

    "So that's what he did," she said. "That's all I've got. No adjectives." She squared the cards.

    "Except I'm allowed one exception. I checked, and it's technically a verb, so he'd have to let it go." She looked at the old tree. "He was loved."

    She sat down. For a moment nobody moved, and the only sound in the whole orchard was the wind in the leaves.

    Then Delores, from somewhere behind the camp stove, let out one long, outraged bleat.

    The whole town broke at once, laughing and crying, and I don't think anybody ever fully recovered.

    

    We buried him under the Spy, next to June. Gene's boots earned their keep. Afterward, Hank and the poker table carried a bushel of Macouns up from the barn, and every person in the orchard took one and stood among the trees and ate it. Three hundred people, crunching. Nobody could say anything sappy with their mouth full. He'd thought of everything.

    I ate mine at the edge of the grave. It was cold and sharp and perfect.

    

    Afterward the barn filled with casseroles, and with people holding my hand and telling me stories I'd never heard, and every one of them asked if I was keeping the donuts.

    Patrice Dunleavy asked something else.

    "And where's Richard?" she said, loudly enough for the whole barn to hear. "His own father's funeral."

    Conversations stopped. Somebody set down a fork.

    "He couldn't make it," I said.

    "Couldn't—"

    "Patrice," Hank said from over by the stove. "Come try the chili."

    She went, eventually, and the noise came back up. I stood there holding a paper plate and repeated it in my head, he couldn't make it, the way I'd been repeating it all week, so I'd only have to hear it in his voice and not in mine.

    Across the barn, Margo had gone still with a cup of cider halfway to her mouth. She was watching me. I looked away first.

    By the fortieth donut question, I needed air.

    I went out the back of the barn and down to the donut stand, which was dark and locked, and sat on the bench under the serving window. The sun was going down behind the hill, and the rows of trees went gold, then orange, then blue.

    I heard footsteps on the gravel and knew who it was before I looked up.

    Margo stopped a few feet away with her hands in her coat pockets. She'd taken her hair down at some point, and her nose was red from the cold or from crying or both.

    "That cider was from Lundgren's," she said.

    "The press is broken."

    "I know. I could taste it." She sat on the far end of the bench. "Don't tell him."

    It was such a ridiculous thing to say about a man we'd just buried that I almost laughed.

    From the look on her face, so did she.

    "You didn't use any adjectives," I said.

    "I used one."

    "It was a verb."

    "That's what I said." She looked down at her hands. "About Thursday. What I said when you were leaving—"

    "I can't find the recipe."

    She turned to look at me.

    "For the donuts. I've been through the whole house, the barn, the freezer. There's a gap in the recipe box where the card should be. The stand opens in a week, everyone in that barn has asked me if I'm keeping the donuts, and I can't find the recipe."

    Margo was quiet for a long time. Then she looked over her shoulder at the dark stand, at the menu board in his handwriting.

    "He never wrote it down," she said.

    "Then how am I supposed to—"

    "He taught me." She said it quietly, like a confession. "Most of it."

    "Most of it?"

    "There was always something he wouldn't tell me." She almost smiled. "He said some things a person had to earn."

    We sat there while the light went out of the orchard.

    "I'll come up Tuesday," she said finally, and stood.

    She was halfway up the path before I realized she hadn't asked.

    

    I didn't go back to the casseroles. I went to the cold-storage barn and pulled the chain on the bare bulb.

    It was cold and dim and smelled like apples, the way it always had. Bins of Macouns and Cortlands and Honeycrisps stood in rows. And in the back corner, on a shelf by itself, there was an empty bushel basket with a piece of cardboard propped against it. Red pen.

    Block capitals.

    SPIES. DON'T TOUCH.

    The Spies wouldn't be ready for another three weeks. He'd set out the basket anyway, early, the way he'd written MARGO on every Tuesday through December. The way you'd write in something that was never going to change.

    I stood there for a long time in the cold, holding an empty basket, like an idiot. Like a grandson.

  
    Chapter 5 — Terms and Conditions

    Margo

    For five years, I drove up Holt Hill every Tuesday at two o'clock, right after the paper's noon deadline. On the second Tuesday after Walter died, I did it again. This time, I didn't turn around at the bottom.

    I had the thermos on the passenger seat, and last Thursday's Gazette, out of a habit so old I'd packed it before I remembered nobody was going to read my obituaries out loud anymore. I also had a pitch. Bev had given me until nine o'clock Wednesday night to file the first column, which for Bev was practically a sabbatical.

    And I had an apology. Jess had made me practice it on her at the diner, twice, and both times she'd said, "Less furniture."

    Ezra Holt was sitting on the porch.

    He was in one of the two rocking chairs with his boots up on the rail, which Walter never allowed. The little table between the rockers held two mugs and Walter's cribbage board, the old walnut one with the mismatched pegs. The wool blanket was folded over the arm of the other chair.

    My chair.

    I stopped on the bottom step.

    "I saw the calendar," Ezra said.

    It took me a second. Then I thought of the feed-store calendar on the fridge, and Walter's red pen, and all those Tuesdays, and I had to look at the trees for a while.

    "He wrote them in through December," Ezra said. "In case you were wondering."

    I wasn't. I'd watched him do it in January, at the kitchen table, all twelve months in one sitting, humming. Saves time, kid.

    I climbed the steps. "I want to apologize."

    "You don't have to."

    "I do. My friend made me practice." I took a breath. "What I said on Thursday was rude, and unfair, and none of my business. I'm also sorry about the nameplate. And the donut box.

    And the elbow. I'm not sorry about the leaf, because I was going to tell you."

    "You were never going to tell me about the leaf."

    "I was getting to it."

    He looked at me for a long moment. "You weren't wrong," he said. "About Thursday."

    It knocked the rest of the apology right out of me. I'd prepared for him to argue, or to be gracious about it, which would have been worse. I hadn't prepared for that.

    "I was a little wrong," I said.

    "Which part?"

    "The tone."

    Something happened at the corner of his mouth. It was getting closer to a smile every time. "Sit down, Margo."

    I sat, and put the blanket over my knees, because I always did. Ezra picked up the deck and shuffled, and I nearly dropped the thermos.

    He shuffled like Walter. The same riffle. The same little arch of the bridge. The same two taps of the deck on the table before he set it down for me to cut.

    "You play," I said.

    "He taught me when I was seven." He dealt, fast and clean. "Your crib."

    

    Ezra played the way he talked: carefully, efficiently, wasting nothing. He counted fast. He didn't gloat. He discarded to my crib like he was running load calculations on it.

    "So," he said. "Bev called. She said you had a proposal."

    So much for my pitch. "She wants a column. Every week through the festival. The Last Harvest at Holt Hill. The orchard's first season without Walter."

    "No."

    "You haven't heard the whole—"

    "I don't want to be a story."

    "You're not the story. The orchard's the story."

    "And who's running the orchard?"

    I opened my mouth. I closed it. "You."

    "So I'm the story." He laid down a five. "Fifteen for two."

    "People drive in from three states for those donuts," I said. "They came for Walter. Some of them have heard he's gone, and they'll figure it's over. If they read about this place every week—"

    "They'll come to look at the guy who doesn't know how to make donuts."

    "They'll come because it's still here."

    He looked out at the trees, heavy with fruit, deep green the way they go just before they turn. Then back at his cards.

    "I need help," he said.

    It came out flat, like a measurement. I don't think he'd said it out loud to anybody in a long time.

    "I don't know who picks on weekends, or what to charge for a half peck, or how much cider to press for a Saturday. I don't know the recipe. The register is older than I am, and I think it's hostile."

    "The drawer sticks unless you hit it on the left," I said. "I did his books for three years. I know the pickers and the prices and which high school kids show up and which ones only say they will. And I know most of the recipe." I put my cards down. "I know this place."

    "I know you do," Ezra said quietly. "I heard the eulogy."

    

    So we negotiated.

    I pulled last Thursday's Gazette out of my bag and folded it open to page six. Walter's obituary looked up at me. And should take the Pike girl to the Harvest Dance. I uncapped my pen and wrote in the margin, right next to it. 1. M. helps run the stand and the pick-your-own through the festival. 2. M. teaches E. the donuts. (What she knows.) 3. M. writes the column. E. reads each one before it runs. Notes, not vetoes. 4. Nothing about E.'s feelings.

    "I don't have feelings," Ezra said, reading upside down.

    "Noted. I'll put that in the column."

    He played a card, very deliberately. "There's one more thing. The dance."

    I went still.

    "Dot Kowalski has called me fourteen more times," he said. "There are six casseroles in my freezer. A man at the hardware store asked if I'd been measured for a tux. And your name is on the sign-up sheet at the diner. Under dance lessons."

    "Bev put it there. My mother added the second part."

    "So we go. Once. Together." He set his cards face down. "The town gets what it wants, and it leaves us alone."

    "That's not how this town works. They'll just start a new pool."

    He didn't answer. He was looking at the newspaper in my lap, at the obituary, and his finger was resting on the edge of the table a few inches from the line in bold. Should take the Pike girl to the Harvest Dance.

    "That's not why," I said.

    "It's a good reason."

    "It's not your reason."

    He was quiet for a long time. The wind moved through the orchard. Finally he said, very low, like he hadn't meant to say it out loud, "It's the last thing he asked me for." Then, louder: "And it'll get Dot off my phone."

    I looked down at the page so he wouldn't have to watch me understand. My five dollars had been gone since 7:16 last Thursday morning anyway. And it was the last thing Walter had asked me for, too. I didn't say that either.

    I wrote: 5. One dance. ONE. 6. No feelings.

    "That's the same as four," Ezra said.

    "Four is about the column. Six is about the dance. It's a different category of feeling." 7. No matching flannel. 8. E. does not wear the blue shirt.

    "What's wrong with the blue shirt?"

    "Somebody left you pumpkin bread with instructions. If you wear the blue shirt, she wins."

    "Wins what?"

    "I don't know. But she wins, and we lose." 9. Nobody tells Dot anything. Ever.

    He read them over, upside down, and nodded once, like he'd confirmed a measurement.

    "Deal."

    

    We finished the game. The sun dropped behind the hill, and the light went long and gold across the porch. I was losing badly.

    "So what happens after the festival?" I asked.

    Ezra looked out at the orchard the way you look at the view from a train window: carefully, like you're trying to remember it.

    "We'll see," he said.

    Something hot went up the back of my neck. I'd been holding it down all afternoon, through the apology and the terms and the blanket, and now it came up all at once.

    "We'll see?" I said. "He set aside a bushel of Spies every single year for somebody who never came. He wrote me in through December. He thought there'd be a December. Don't you dare we'll see this place."

    His face shut like a door. "You don't know what he thought about me."

    "I know what he did every Tuesday for five years."

    "You knew him for five years," Ezra said, very evenly. "I knew him for thirty-three."

    "Then where were you?"

    It rang off the porch. On the woodpile, Delores stopped chewing.

    Ezra didn't answer. He looked at his cards for a long time. I thought of the barn on Saturday, and Patrice's voice carrying, his own father's funeral, and the way he'd stood there holding a paper plate while nobody breathed. My face went hot for a different reason.

    He laid his last cards down one at a time. "Fifteen two, fifteen four," he said, "and a pair is six."

    It was Walter's voice. Not literally. But it was the exact cadence, the same little lift on six, the way Walter had said it to me five hundred times on this porch. I looked down at my cards until I could see them again.

    When I looked up, Ezra had picked up the spiral notebook that had sat on that table for as long as I'd been coming up the hill, the one where Walter kept the lifetime score. The last page said, in red pen, WALTER 1,204 — KID 611.

    "You won," I said. "Write it down."

    He looked at the page for a while. Then he closed the notebook, gently, and set it back where it had been.

    "That's his book," he said.

    

    "Your mom said he talked about me constantly," he said, as I was folding the blanket. He said it to the cards, which he was squaring into a neat stack. His voice was careful, like a man walking out onto ice.

    "He did. To her." I laid the blanket over the arm of the chair. "Not to me. Never."

    He nodded slowly, as if that were the answer he'd expected. "He called you his cribbage partner. In a voicemail. He never said your name."

    We looked at each other, and for a second the fight was just gone, the way weather goes.

    "Why would he do that?" I said.

    "I don't know."

    Somewhere below us, Delores made a noise like a metal thing giving up.

    "That," Ezra said, "is your windshield wiper."

    

    It was. Ezra got Delores off the hood of my car, which took two tries and the promise of a Cortland, while I tore page six out of the Gazette.

    "Let me check the terms," he said, holding out his hand. "I'm an engineer. I check things."

    I gave him the page. He read it in the dusk with Delores chewing at his feet, then took a pen from his pocket, wrote something, folded it back up and handed it to me through the window.

    "Drive safe," he said. "You have one wiper."

    I didn't unfold it until the turnoff at the bottom of the hill, where I'd sat a week ago with the engine running and the cribbage board on the passenger seat. I pulled over and turned on the dome light.

    Under my nine terms, after everything I'd said to him, in neat, square, engineer's capitals, he'd added one more. 10. Tuesdays stay.

  
    Chapter 6 — Test Batch

    Ezra

    Sunday was bad. Monday was worse. I don't want to talk about either of them.

    By Wednesday, I had a spreadsheet.

    It was called DONUT TRIALS v1. It had columns for batch number, flour, sugar, cider, buttermilk, spices, oil temperature, fry time and notes, and I'd added conditional formatting. When Margo Pike walked into the donut stand at two o'clock on Wednesday, with three grocery bags and a half day off that Bev had called "a dereliction," I had it open on my laptop on the counter. I'm not ashamed to say I was proud of it.

    She looked at the screen. She looked at me.

    "You made a spreadsheet," she said.

    "For donuts. Controlled variables. We change one thing per batch and record the result.

    That way, when we get it right, we know why."

    "Walter made these for fifty years without a spreadsheet."

    "Walter," I said, "knew the recipe."

    We hadn't talked about Tuesday. Neither of us seemed to know how. She'd come up the path stiff and polite, and I'd been stiff and polite back, and we'd both been very interested in the grocery bags.

    She took two aprons off the hook by the door. They were old canvas, gone soft with decades of cinnamon sugar, and someone had written on the bibs in black marker. The one she kept said KID. The one she held out to me said WALTER.

    I looked at it for longer than I meant to.

    "He'd hate it hanging on a hook," Margo said, a little less stiffly.

    I put it on. It was too short. He'd been shorter than me since I was fifteen.

    

    Margo was bossy in a kitchen, which I'd expected. What I hadn't expected was how good she was. She knew where everything lived. She made me wash my hands twice. She clipped a thermometer to the fryer and adjusted the dial a hair at a time, the way you'd tune a guitar. And she recited the recipe from memory, in Walter's cadence, like a prayer worn smooth.

    "Flour, sugar, baking powder, salt. Nutmeg, fresh. Cinnamon, a little. Cider, buttermilk, eggs. Butter, melted, not hot, or you'll scramble the eggs and he'll never forgive you." She cracked the eggs one-handed. "Don't overmix it, kid. It's not your enemy."

    Then she poured the batter into the hopper of the old cast-iron dropper and nodded at the crank. "You do it."

    "I'm bad at it. The summer I was nine, every donut I made came out looking like a tire that had lost an argument. He sold them anyway. He put up a sign: EZRA'S SPECIALS, two for a dollar."

    Margo stared at me. "He never told me that."

    "We sold out."

    Something moved across her face. Then she stepped back. "Let's see if you've improved."

    I turned the crank. A ring of batter dropped into the oil, hissed and floated, lumpy and lopsided.

    "Oh, no," Margo said, and for a second she forgot to be stiff. "Oh, it's a tire."

    By the sixth donut I'd found the rhythm. She flipped them with long wooden dowels, rolled them in cinnamon sugar while they were still hot enough to sting, and handed me one. We ate them standing over the counter in our dead man's aprons.

    It was a very good donut.

    Margo chewed with her eyes closed. Then she opened them, and her face fell.

    "It's a donut," she said. "His tasted like October. This tastes like a donut."

    I typed in the notes column: Batch 1. Tastes like a donut.

    

    Batch 2, more nutmeg: Tastes like a donut, but angrier.

    Batch 3, brown sugar for half the white: Tastes like a donut wearing a sweater.

    By batch 3 she'd stopped laughing at the notes. When I reached for the laptop again, she put her hand flat on the lid.

    "Stop typing," she said.

    "It's how we find the variable."

    "It's not a variable. It's his." Her voice cracked on it. "He made these every weekend for fifty years, by feel, in this exact spot, and you're turning him into a column on a spreadsheet."

    "His way isn't available," I said. "He's dead, Margo. What we've got is what's in your head and what's on this screen."

    It came out exactly as flat as I'd meant it, and much worse than I'd meant it. I watched it land.

    She took her hand off the laptop. She untied the KID apron, very carefully, and hung it on the hook. Then she walked out of the stand into the gravel lot and stood there with her back to me and her arms crossed, looking up at the barn.

    I stood behind the counter in my grandfather's apron, with a batch of donuts going cold, and thought about how my father would have said exactly that, in exactly that voice.

    It was ten minutes before she came back. She didn't put the apron on. She just stood in the doorway.

    "I'm sorry," I said. "That was—"

    "True," she said. "It was true. Don't apologize for true things. Just say them nicer." She looked at me for a long moment, and I had the strange feeling she was handing back something I'd given her on the porch. Then she pointed out the door, at the barn. "It's the cider."

    "We used cider."

    "We used Lundgren's. He always used his own, fresh off the press, the same day. He said Lundgren's was fine for people who didn't know any better." She uncrossed her arms. "The press has been broken since August. You're an engineer."

    "I design parking garages, mostly."

    "Is a cider press a structure?"

    I opened my mouth to say no. Then I thought about it.

    

    The press lives in the back of the main barn, under a tarp. It's older than my grandfather was: a massive oak frame, a slatted platform, a stack of pressing racks and cloths, and on top a big iron screw jack you crank down to squeeze the layered apples until the cider runs out into a trough.

    It took four minutes to find the problem. One of the oak crossbeams had split along the grain where the jack bolted into it, and the bolt had pulled halfway through. Every time he'd cranked the jack down, the beam had flexed a little more, until it couldn't.

    A crack nobody measured.

    "Can you fix it?" Margo asked. She was holding a flashlight. The barn's one bulb didn't reach the back.

    "Not properly. But I can sister it. Bolt a second piece alongside, so the two of them carry the load together."

    My grandfather never threw anything away. In the workshop corner I found a length of seasoned oak, a coffee can of carriage bolts and a drill older than I was. It took an hour and a half. Margo held the flashlight the whole time and only told me what to do twice, which I was beginning to understand was restraint for her. When I tightened the last bolt and cranked the jack down onto an empty rack, the beam held. It didn't flex at all.

    I looked up. Margo was watching me. Not the press. Me.

    "What," I said.

    "Nothing." She looked away. "You're just different with a drill."

    I didn't have anywhere to put that, so I held on to it.

    We ground half a bushel of windfalls and built the stack: cloth and apples and rack, cloth and apples and rack. When I cranked the jack down, the cider ran out into the trough, cloudy and gold, smelling exactly the way this hillside smelled when I was nine.

    Margo caught some in a mason jar and drank it with her eyes closed. When she opened them, they were bright.

    "That's his," she said.

    She went back to the stand ahead of me. By the time I got there, she had the KID apron on again.

    

    Batch 5, with fresh cider, was so much better that Margo did a small dance by the fryer, then saw me looking and stopped.

    But it still wasn't right.

    "Closer," she said. "There's still something."

    I typed Batch 5. Closer, and nothing else.

    By then it was after six and nearly dark, and the stand's lights were the only lights on the hill. In Fernwood Falls, it turns out, a lit donut stand is a bat signal.

    Hank came first, with two of the poker table. Then Dot, who asked what time Margo had arrived and wrote the answer on her hand. Then Rosa, and Dr. Okafor to check on Delores, and a carload of high school kids who worked the pick-your-own every October and wanted to know if they still had jobs. Margo told them yes before I could, and asked one of them how his mom's knee was.

    Everyone who walked into the light knew her. Everyone hugged her. She knew their kids and their dogs and which of them had just been through a divorce, and she never once made it look like work. They shook my hand and said they were sorry, and then their eyes went past me, looking for the man who should have been behind the counter.

    It was my grandfather's stand. I was the stranger in it.

    I went and stood at the register, because at least the register didn't know me either. It was a brass monster with round keys and a drawer that shot out hard enough to break a rib.

    When I tried to ring up Hank's free sample, it hit me in the stomach. Hank laughed so hard he had to sit down on a hay bale. Across the stand, Margo caught my eye and laughed too, and for a second I wasn't a stranger at all.

    Patrice Dunleavy came last. She ate half a donut in small, judgmental bites and announced that it was not Walter's. She had been eating Walter's since 1974, and she would know.

    "You're right," Margo said, so warmly that Patrice blinked. "It isn't. Not yet. Will you come back Saturday and tell us if we've gotten closer?"

    Patrice opened her mouth, found nothing to fight, and closed it again. "I suppose I could."

    "She doesn't want donuts," Margo told me when she'd gone. "She wants someone to admit she knows things. Everybody does."

    

    At eight, when the last car had gone, Margo pulled a legal pad out of her bag. "Terms," she said. "You read it before it runs. Bev wants it at nine."

    She'd written it longhand: three yellow pages, fast and slanting, full of arrows. I read the first paragraph, which was good, and set the pad on the counter to wipe the sugar off my hands.

    When I picked it up again, there were only two pages.

    Delores was standing in the serving window, chewing thoughtfully, with a corner of yellow paper sticking out of her mouth.

    "No," Margo said. "No, no, no. Ma'am."

    Delores swallowed.

    "That was the only copy." Margo checked her phone. "It's eight-oh-four."

    "Can you rewrite it?"

    "From memory? In fifty-six minutes?"

    "Yes."

    She stared at me. Then she grabbed a pen and pulled the two surviving pages toward her.

    "You fry. I write. Don't talk to me."

    I fried. She wrote. Every few minutes she tested a sentence under her breath. Around eight forty, she read one aloud: "On a crisp, golden, achingly beautiful October afternoon, the old orchard—"

    "Too many adjectives," I said.

    She stopped writing and looked up at me as if I'd said something in a language she hadn't heard in a while.

    "What?" I said. "You said it yourself. At the funeral."

    "Nothing," she said, after a second. "You're right." She crossed out three words.

    At 8:57 she typed it into her phone with her thumbs and held it out so I could read it. It was about the orchard and the stand and the line that would form on Saturday. It was about him without being sad about him. I appeared only as "the new management," which I could live with. The last line said: The trees don't know he's gone. Somebody is going to have to tell them, or keep picking.

    "Send it," I said.

    She sent it at 8:59.

    

    We ate the last batch on the tailgate of the truck in the dark, with the stars out over the trees and our breath showing. Delores stood on the roof of the cab above us like a weather vane. We'd made five batches of donuts, one column, one fight and a gallon of cider, and none of the donuts were right.

    It was the best night I'd had in two weeks.

    There was cinnamon sugar on Margo's cheek, a little streak just under her eye. I didn't tell her. She'd let me walk around with a leaf in my hair for twenty minutes.

    My phone buzzed in my pocket. I knew who it was before I looked. Blake Sutter: Friday 10am still good? Just a casual walk-through.

    I set the phone face down on the tailgate between us. Margo glanced at it, then at me, and didn't ask.

    I didn't tell her about the sugar. I didn't tell her about Friday, either.

  
    Chapter 7 — For Margo

    Margo

    The Fernwood Falls Gazette comes out on Thursdays at five a.m., when Bev drops the first bundle on the office porch with a sound like a body hitting the floor. I'd heard that sound every Thursday for five years. It had never once made my heart pound.

    This Thursday, it did.

    Bev had put the column on the front page.

    Not page six, with the obituaries and the police blotter and the lost-and-found. The front page, below the fold, under a headline in the old wood type Bev saves for elections and floods: THE LAST HARVEST AT HOLT HILL. And under that, in letters only slightly smaller: By Margo Pike.

    I stood on the porch in the dark in my coat and read my own name about eleven times.

    "Fewer adjectives than usual," Bev said behind me. From Bev, that's a parade.

    

    By seven, the Maple Leaf Diner was quoting me.

    I don't mean that as a figure of speech. Rosa had taped the column to the side of the pie case, right next to the sign-up sheet, and Hank Mercer was reading the last line out loud to the counter, in his gravel voice, with feeling. "Somebody is going to have to tell them," he was saying, "or keep picking." Two women from the knitting circle were dabbing their eyes with napkins.

    "Oh, stop," I said.

    "It's very moving," said Hank, who once told me poetry was just sentences that gave up.

    Then I saw the chalkboard.

    It hung behind the register, where Rosa usually wrote the specials. The specials had been erased. In their place, in Dot Kowalski's tidy schoolteacher printing, it said:

    THE PIKE GIRL & THE HOLT BOY. KISS BEFORE THE HARVEST DANCE? YES 3–1. NO 2–1. DANCE, NO KISS 5–1. SEE DOT.

    "Dot," I said.

    Dot looked up from her corner booth, where she was knitting something orange with the serenity of a woman who has never once been wrong about a marriage. "Good morning, Margo."

    "Take it down."

    "I can't take it down. There's money on it." She held up her needles. "The odds moved overnight. That column was very warm."

    "It was about apples."

    "Mm-hm," said Dot.

    The bell over the door jangled behind me.

    I didn't have to turn around. I knew who it was, because the whole diner went quiet and got very interested in their pancakes.

    Ezra Holt stood just inside the door in his barn jacket, with his hair still damp and a list in his hand. He'd shaved. I don't know why I noticed that. He looked at me, then at Hank holding my column, then past both of us at the chalkboard.

    He read it all the way through. It took a while. He reads everything all the way through.

    "Good morning, Ezra," Dot said.

    "Mrs. Kowalski." He folded his list and put it in his pocket. "What are the odds on neither of us ever speaking to you again?"

    "Long," said Dot comfortably. "Very long."

    Rosa snorted into the coffee pot.

    "And who won the first one?" Ezra asked.

    "The first pot's been claimed," Dot said. "Anonymously. Per the bylaws."

    Ezra turned his head very slowly to look at me. "They have bylaws?"

    "We're not animals," said Dot.

    Ezra came and stood next to me at the counter. He smelled like cold air and the cider press. Rosa poured him a coffee without being asked, which meant he'd been accepted, which was going to be a whole other conversation.

    "What are you doing in town?" I said, low.

    "The orchard phone has rung sixty-one times since six." He said it to his coffee. "A man from Connecticut wants to reserve a dozen for Saturday. Can you reserve donuts?"

    "No."

    "I told him yes."

    "Ezra."

    "He said your column made his wife cry. He was very persuasive." He took a sip. "Also, Patrice called me about a comma. I came down for propane and to get away from the phone."

    "Patrice called you?"

    "She said you weren't picking up."

    I'd seen her name on my screen at 6:52 and turned the phone face down. "I'm very busy."

    "You're eating a muffin."

    "Busily."

    Something happened at the corner of his mouth. It was getting very close to a smile. I realized I was watching it happen, which was a problem, because so was the entire Maple Leaf Diner.

    He leaned down an inch, so his voice wouldn't carry. "Rule nine," he said.

    "Rule nine," I agreed.

    We paid. We walked out together without a word to anybody, and the bell jangled shut behind us.

    Through the front window, I watched Dot Kowalski get up from her booth, walk to the chalkboard, erase YES 3–1, and write, very neatly, YES 2–1.

    On the sidewalk, Ezra stopped and looked at me, with the leaves blowing down Main Street around us.

    "Good column," he said.

    "Fewer adjectives."

    "I noticed." He looked like he was going to say something else. Then he nodded once and headed off toward the hardware store. I stood on the sidewalk for longer than I'd like to admit, watching him go.

    When I got to the office, Bev was at the front window with her reading glasses on. She'd seen the whole thing. She looked at me, then at the clock, and wrote something on the back of her hand.

    

    I'd meant to wait until the afternoon. I made it to 1:15.

    "Bev," I said. "I need the rest of the envelope."

    She didn't look up. "No, you don't."

    "Ezra asked me something on Tuesday." I went and stood in front of her desk, where she couldn't ignore me without real effort. "Walter talked about him to my mother. Constantly. He talked about him to Jess. He never said one word about him to me, and he never once said my name to Ezra. In five years." I put my hands flat on her desk. "Why would he do that, Bev?"

    Bev typed another line. Then she stopped, took off her reading glasses, let them drop on their chain and looked at me long enough that I started to regret my hands.

    "I don't know," she said.

    "You don't—"

    "I don't know everything, Margo. I just know when." She opened the bottom drawer, past the bourbon and The New Yorker, and took out the envelope. She went through it with her back half turned to me, the way you'd sort a hand of cards, and came out with one small envelope. MARGO, in red pen.

    She held it out.

    I didn't take it right away. "Why now?"

    Bev unfolded Walter's letter to her and read from it. "'Margo's goes when she goes back up the hill on her own.'" She folded it again. "You went up on Tuesday. And you came back down with a column."

    I took the envelope.

    "Not here," Bev said, already turning back to her typewriter. "Go read it somewhere with a view. He'd want a view."

    

    The town dock is at the bottom of Lake Street, past the boat launch and the ice cream stand, which closes on Labor Day. In summer it's all kids cannonballing and old men fishing for nothing. In October it's empty. The water was dark and still, and the hills on the far side were on fire, red and orange and gold all the way up, with the reflection lying underneath like a second autumn.

    I sat on the end of the dock with my legs hanging over and opened Walter's envelope with my thumb.

    One page, folded in thirds, in red pen. His handwriting got bigger when he meant something, so some of the lines were enormous.

    Kid,

    If you're reading this, Bev decided it was time. Bev is never wrong, so don't argue with her. You will anyway.

    I'm allowed adjectives. I'm dead.

    Five years ago you sat in my parking lot and cried because you'd turned down a job in Boston to come home. You told me not to tell anybody, and I didn't. I'm dead now, so it's your problem.

    Your mother is tougher than you think. She is tougher than me, and I once set my own shoulder. She does not need you checking her pills. She needs you to go do something she can brag about at the diner.

    You've been waiting five years for your life to start. It is not going to send you an invitation.

    Stop writing about dead people for a while. We'll keep.

    Win a game of cribbage once in a while. You're embarrassing me.

    W.

    P.S. The donuts are your problem now. Don't let him use a spreadsheet.

    I read it twice. The second time, I laughed at the P.S., loud enough to startle a pair of ducks off the water, because of course he knew. Of course he knew exactly who'd be standing in that stand with me, and exactly what he'd show up with.

    Then I read it a third time and stopped laughing.

    She does not need you checking her pills.

    It is not going to send you an invitation.

    The heat came up from somewhere under my ribs. I'd expected to cry. I'd been crying for two weeks, in the car, in the shower, at my desk over a woman who bred rabbits. But I didn't cry. I was too angry.

    He didn't get to do this. He didn't get to keep my one secret for five years like a good friend, and then hand it back to me from the grave with I'm dead now, so it's your problem. He didn't get to tell me about my own mother. He didn't get to be right from somewhere I couldn't argue with him.

    "You don't get to do this," I said out loud. My voice bounced off the water. "Not from there."

    I picked a rock off the end of the dock and threw it as far out into the lake as I could. It wasn't very far. Walter would have said I threw like a newspaperwoman. I threw another one anyway. Then I sat there with the letter in my lap and my hands shaking and the hills burning on the far side of the water, until I could breathe normally again.

    There was nothing in the letter about Ezra, except one pronoun in a P.S. Nothing about why he'd kept us apart. I turned the page over twice to be sure. The back was blank.

    

    My mother was at the kitchen table when I got home, doing the crossword in pen, a habit she'd picked up in a hospital waiting room in Burlington. She'd cut out my column and stuck it to the fridge with the magnet shaped like a moose.

    "There she is," she said. "The front-page girl."

    "It's below the fold."

    "It's on the front, isn't it?" She filled in a word. "Walter would have loved it. He'd have said it had too many adjectives, and then he'd have bought six copies."

    I put my bag down. The pill organizer was on the counter by the sink, where it always was. Thursday evening's lid was closed.

    I stood there looking at it. She does not need you checking her pills.

    "Something wrong?" my mother asked, without looking up.

    "No."

    I opened Thursday evening. It was empty. She'd already taken them.

    I closed the lid. Then I opened it again, just to be sure.

  
    Chapter 8 — The Site Visit

    Ezra

    Blake Sutter arrived at ten o'clock exactly, in a white SUV so clean the gravel seemed to apologize to it.

    I've met a lot of Blakes. In my line of work you meet them at groundbreakings: developers' people in fleece vests with the logo embroidered on the chest, who talk about land the way other people talk about a stock they're about to sell. They're not bad people. Most of them are perfectly nice. They just look at a hillside and see square footage, the way I look at a building and see load paths. The difference is that I don't usually get to decide what goes on top.

    Blake was about my age, with very good teeth and a tablet under his arm. He shook my hand with both of his.

    "Ezra. Thank you for this. I know it's a hard time." He looked up the hill at the rows of trees, heavy and bright in the morning sun, and actually put a hand over his heart. "God. It's even better in person."

    Delores was standing on the roof of the cold barn, watching him.

    "Is that—" Blake said.

    "That's Delores."

    "Your grandfather mentioned her." Blake's smile dimmed a little. "In June. Right before he chased me off the property with her."

    "He chased you with a goat."

    "He sort of pointed her at me." Blake laughed. "Very memorable. I want you to know I took no offense."

    I thought about the sticky note in my wallet. OVER MY DEAD BODY. I didn't take it out.

    

    We walked the property for an hour and forty minutes. I'd picked a time when Margo would be at the Gazette, and I'd told myself that was a scheduling decision.

    Blake talked the whole way. He had a vision, and the vision was on the tablet, and as we walked he held the tablet up against the actual landscape so I could see both at once: the real hill, and the hill Ridgeline wanted.

    "Thirty cabins along the ridge," he said. "Each with its own deck and hot tub, facing the lake. We'd thin the orchard up here, obviously, but keep a few rows for the experience. Guests love to pick their own. It's very grounding." He swiped. "The cold-storage barn becomes the spa. Those beams? Unbelievable. And the donut stand—"

    "Stays a donut stand?"

    "Becomes the welcome pavilion! With a donut program. Elevated. Maybe a brown-butter glaze."

    I looked down the hill at the red shed with my grandfather's handwriting on the menu board.

    "Huh," I said.

    He kept going. The main barn would be an event space, weddings mostly, two hundred guests. A farm-to-table restaurant in the farmhouse. Gravel paths lit by low solar lamps, "so you can still see the stars." He was very proud of the stars.

    The engineer in me checked the drawings, out of habit. Most of it would work. The grades were fine, the soil was good, the ridge would take the load. The cabins would sit exactly where the Honeycrisps were now, in the rows my grandfather replanted in 2001, the year he decided the old Baldwins were too stubborn even for him. On the tablet, the Honeycrisps were gone. In their place were thirty identical cedar boxes with glowing windows, and a rendered couple in matching sweaters toasting each other on a deck.

    Then we reached the top of the hill, and Blake stopped under the Spy.

    "Now this," he said reverently, holding up the tablet, "is a showstopper. Picture a ceremony arch right here. String lights in the branches. The lake behind the couple. People will pay a premium for this tree alone."

    "That's my grandfather," I said.

    Blake lowered the tablet. He looked at the fresh ground beside my grandmother's stone, and I watched him understand. To his credit, he went pale.

    "Of course," he said. "Of course. I'm so sorry. The family plot would absolutely be preserved. Landscaped. Fenced. Very respectful."

    "Fenced," I said.

    "Tastefully."

    Somewhere behind us there was a high, thin whine, then a crash, then a sound I can only describe as a goat expressing an opinion.

    Blake had launched a drone at the start of the walk to get some aerials, and we'd both forgotten about it. Delores hadn't. She'd come down off the cold barn, followed it up the hill, waited for it to dip low over a row, and jumped.

    The drone was now at the top of a Cortland, upside down, with its propellers spinning helplessly at the sky. Delores stood underneath it, chewing a piece of plastic.

    "Oh no," Blake said. "That's a four-thousand-dollar drone."

    I got the picking ladder from the end of the row. It took me ten minutes to bring the drone down. Blake held the ladder, and Delores watched us both with flat, golden, unimpressed eyes. I'm not proud of it, but it was the first time all morning I enjoyed myself.

    

    At the car, Blake turned serious. He'd been building to it the whole walk.

    "I know this is a lot," he said. "I know you've got a festival to get through. But I want to be straight with you about timing. Our board meets the first week of December. To get in front of them, we'd need a decision by November fifteenth, and we'd need an appraiser up here a week or so before that." He took a folder out of the SUV. "This is the updated offer. It's the number we gave your grandfather, plus ten percent. Frankly, the market's moved."

    I didn't open the folder. I didn't need to. I'd already done the math on the original number at the kitchen table at midnight, more than once. It paid the balloon to the bank. It paid off everything else. It left enough that I could go back to Boston and never think about money again.

    "After the festival," I said. "I told you."

    "After the festival," Blake agreed. "Absolutely. Take your time." He opened the car door, then paused. "For what it's worth, I liked your grandfather. Even with the goat. He told me the hill wasn't for sale because it was already spoken for." He shrugged. "I figured he meant you."

    He drove away. The gravel didn't apologize this time.

    I stood in the yard with the folder in my hand and watched the white SUV disappear down the hill.

    Already spoken for.

    I went inside and put the folder in the kitchen drawer with the takeout menus, under the phone book, where I wouldn't have to look at it.

    

    I spent the afternoon getting ready for Saturday, because that was the job in front of me, and I'm good at the job in front of me. I pressed cider. I sharpened the dowels. I tightened the bolts on the sistered beam, twice, though they didn't need it. I made batch nine, labeled it Closer, but stubborn, and ate two donuts standing up. I called the propane company. In a drawer in the stand, I found my grandfather's change float, in the same cigar box it had always lived in, every bill facing the same way.

    I liked it. That was the problem. I liked every bit of it.

    Margo came up at five, after the Gazette, to help me set up for the morning. She said hi, took the KID apron off the hook and went to the cold barn for Macouns.

    She didn't come back.

    After twenty minutes, I went to look.

    

    The cold barn was dim, the one bulb swaying a little on its chain. She was sitting on an upturned crate in the back, near the shelf with the empty Spy basket, with her knees pulled up and her arms wrapped around them. She wasn't making any noise. Somehow that was the worst part.

    She'd been looking at a bin. It was a small one, half full of Macouns, set apart from the others. A piece of cardboard was taped to the front, written in red pen.

    DIANE'S. THURSDAYS.

    "He brought my mom a bag of Macouns every Thursday," Margo said, without looking up. "Every week, for five years. I thought she was buying them at the farm stand. She never told me. I just—" She made a small, helpless gesture at the bin. "I came in for apples, and there was her name."

    I didn't say anything. I'm not good with this. I've never been good with this.

    "He left me a letter," she said. "Bev gave it to me yesterday. He said—" She stopped and pressed her lips together. "It doesn't matter what he said. He was right. That's the problem. He was right, and I can't even yell at him about it."

    I stood in the doorway, useless, with my hands at my sides. I thought about what my grandfather would have done. Then I realized I didn't have to think about it. I knew.

    I went back to the stand. I took a donut from batch nine, still faintly warm, and wrapped it in a square of wax paper. I took a canvas picking bag off the hook by the door. Then I walked back to the cold barn and held them both out to her.

    "The Cortlands on the east side need picking," I said. "Before Saturday."

    Margo looked at the donut. She looked at the bag. Then she put her face in her hands and started laughing and crying at the same time, so hard her shoulders shook.

    I had no idea what I'd done.

    "Sorry," she said, when she could. She wiped her face on the sleeve of her sweater. "Sorry. It's just—that's what he did."

    "What?"

    "The first day. Five years ago. I was crying in my car in the parking lot, and he knocked on the window, and he didn't ask me anything. He just handed me a donut and a picking bag." She took them from me. Her hands were cold. "He said the Honeycrisps weren't going to pick themselves."

    I hadn't known that. Of course I hadn't. And I'd done it anyway, exactly the same, as if it had come down to me with the apron and the coffee can of bolts.

    "Well," I said, after a second. "The Cortlands aren't going to pick themselves either."

    She laughed again, wetly, and stood up.

    

    We picked until dark.

    The east rows face the lake, and the sun went down behind us, so the light came sideways through the trees and turned everything gold. We didn't talk much. You don't need to, picking. There's a rhythm to it: reach, twist, lift, into the bag. The apples thudded softly against each other. Somewhere across the lake, someone was burning leaves.

    Margo worked one side of the row and I worked the other, and every so often I'd catch her face through the branches, calm now, a little swollen, with the last of the light on it. She ate the donut in four bites and pronounced it stubborn.

    That morning, I'd walked a man up this same row and watched him hold a tablet up to these trees and make them disappear. I'd put his folder in a drawer under the phone book. I'd told myself that was a scheduling decision too.

    When it was too dark to see the fruit, we carried the full bags down to the cold barn and tipped them into the bins. Margo stood by the door for a moment, looking at DIANE'S. THURSDAYS.

    "Thank you," she said.

    "For what?"

    "For not asking." She pulled the KID apron off over her head. "Most people ask."

    She went to her car. I stood in the cold barn and listened to her drive away, all the way down the hill, until I couldn't hear it anymore.

    I didn't deserve the thank-you. I took it anyway.

  
    Chapter 9 — Opening Weekend

    Margo

    Ezra was already there when I pulled in at five a.m.

    It was still full dark, and so cold the grass had gone stiff and silver with frost. The stand's lights were the only lights on the hill. The fryer was already heating, and he was standing at the counter in the WALTER apron with a cup of coffee in each hand, as if he'd heard my car at the bottom of the road.

    "You're early," I said.

    "I've been up since four thirty."

    I stopped in the doorway. He got up at four thirty every day of his life. I'd said it to three hundred people a week ago.

    "Couldn't sleep," Ezra said, and held out the coffee.

    

    We made the first batter at five fifteen, in the biggest steel bowl, with cider he'd pressed the afternoon before. By six thirty we had four trays of donuts cooling under clean towels, the dowels laid out and the cash in Walter's cigar box, every bill facing the same way. By seven the sky had gone pale over the lake, and the first car pulled into the lot.

    By eight, there was a line.

    By nine, when Ezra pulled up the serving window and hung out the OPEN sign, the line ran from the stand across the gravel, past the barn and down the hill to the county road, where Hank Mercer and two of the poker table were waving cars into the field with orange flags like they were landing planes.

    "Oh," Ezra said quietly, looking out at it.

    I looked too. Plates from New Hampshire and Massachusetts and New York. Families in matching flannel. A woman holding a copy of the Gazette folded open to my column. Someone near the front had brought a lawn chair. The high school kids were already

    loading the first wagons for the pick-your-own, and the whole hillside smelled like hot oil and cinnamon and cold apples.

    "He used to say the line was the best part," I said. "He'd stand right here and look at it and say, 'Look at all these people who drove two hours for a donut. Isn't that the dumbest thing you ever saw?' And then he'd get all choked up."

    Ezra didn't say anything. He just stood at the window for a long moment, looking at the line his grandfather had built.

    Then the man at the front said, "So are you open or what?" and we were.

    

    The thing nobody tells you about a donut stand is that it's a cribbage game.

    You get a rhythm. Ezra cranked the dropper and watched the oil. I flipped, rolled, bagged, rang up and talked. He handed me trays over my shoulder without looking, and I reached back for them without looking, and after the first hour we stopped bumping into each other in that tiny shed and started moving around each other as if we'd practiced. He called "Batch!" and I called "Dozen!" and when the register's drawer stuck, I hit it on the left without breaking eye contact with a customer.

    At some point I realized I always knew exactly where he was. I didn't have to look. In a shed that size, you feel where the other person is the way you feel where the stove is. When he reached past me for the sugar, his arm brushed my back, and I lost count of a dozen and had to start over. When I handed him a tray and his fingers closed over mine on the handle for half a second too long, I nearly put twelve donuts on the floor.

    "Careful," he said, not looking at me.

    "I'm always careful," I said, not looking at him either.

    The donuts were good. Really good. People closed their eyes on the first bite, the way they used to. But every so often, someone who'd been coming for twenty years would take a bite and pause, and look at the donut, and then at us. They were too polite to say it.

    Patrice Dunleavy was not too polite.

    She'd come back, as promised. She reached the window at 10:40, ate half a donut right there in front of the whole line and announced, "It's still not Walter's."

    "I know," I said.

    "It's closer," Patrice said grudgingly. "I'll give you closer. But it's not his."

    "We know," Ezra said from the fryer. "We're working on it."

    Patrice narrowed her eyes at him, as if she'd come prepared for an argument and resented being deprived of one. Then she bought two dozen and a gallon of cider and told the line behind her that the cider, at least, was correct.

    

    Around eleven, a little girl in a pumpkin hat reached the window and stared very hard at the tray cooling at Ezra's elbow. It held the last of a batch where the dropper had stuck, and they'd come out lumpy and lopsided. He'd set them aside to eat himself.

    "Those ones are broken," she informed him.

    "They're not broken," Ezra said. "They're specials."

    "What kind of specials?"

    He looked at her for a second. Then he took the chalk off the ledge and wrote on the corner of the menu board, under his grandfather's handwriting, in neat engineer's capitals:

    EZRA'S SPECIALS — 2 FOR $1

    The girl bought two. Her brother bought two. By noon he was making them lumpy on purpose, the specials had their own line, and a man from Connecticut told me they were the best value in Vermont.

    When nobody was looking, I took a picture of the menu board with my phone. I don't know who I thought I was going to send it to.

    

    At one, Jess brought my mother up the hill. Mom had her cane, a blanket and the folding chair she takes to soccer games she has no connection to, and Jess set her up by the cider table like a queen holding court. Half the line stopped to say hello. The other half got told, whether they'd asked or not, that her daughter had written the column on the front page.

    "Below the fold," I called from the window.

    "It's on the front, isn't it?" my mother called back, to applause.

    Ezra brought her a cup of hot cider without being asked, and a special, and crouched by her chair for a few minutes to talk. I couldn't hear what they said. Whatever it was, she laughed and patted his cheek like he was nine.

    He came back into the stand with his ears red.

    "What did she say?" I asked.

    "Nothing," he said, and cranked the dropper with great concentration.

    

    At a quarter to two, Ezra stopped cranking.

    I didn't notice at first. Then I turned around with a tray and found him at the back of the stand with the cider jug in one hand and his phone in the other, doing math.

    "We have a problem," he said quietly.

    "We have a line."

    "That's the problem." He held up the jug. It was nearly empty. "This is the last of the fresh cider. Enough for three more batches, maybe three hundred donuts. I walked the line on my break. There are more than five hundred people out there."

    I looked out the window. The line still ran past the barn. "So we make more."

    "With what? It's Lundgren's or nothing." He set the jug down. "We should cap it. Count off the line now and tell everyone past the cutoff the truth, so they don't stand there for two hours and get nothing."

    "No."

    "Margo—"

    "Walter never turned anybody away. Not once. Not in fifty years."

    "Walter never had five hundred people."

    "Then we use Lundgren's for the last batches."

    "And sell them something that isn't his?" His voice stayed low, but it had gone flat and hard, the way it had in the stand on Wednesday. "You heard Patrice. You've seen every person who took a bite and paused. We're already selling closer. I'm not selling worse to the people who drove the farthest."

    We were hissing at each other in a ten-by-twelve shed in front of a line of strangers. The man at the window was studying the menu board very carefully.

    "You'd cap anything," I said, "if it made the numbers work."

    Something went across his face. It was fast, and it wasn't anger. It looked almost like he'd been caught.

    "Somebody has to make the numbers work," he said.

    "He never cared about numbers."

    "He should have," Ezra said.

    I stared at him. "What does that mean?"

    "Nothing." He turned back to the fryer. "It means nothing."

    We stood there with our backs to each other for about ten seconds, which in a donut stand during a rush is a very long time.

    Then I took a stack of paper cups off the shelf, filled the big urn with Lundgren's cider, the kind Walter said was fine for people who didn't know any better, and switched it on to heat.

    "Count them," I said. "Find the cutoff. I'll walk the back of the line."

    He looked at me.

    "Free cider," I said. "And the truth, and a story about him. Nobody leaves mad. That's how he would have done it." I untied my apron. "You're right about the donuts. I'm right about the people."

    It took him a second. Then he nodded once, the measurement nod, and picked up a clipboard. Of course he had a clipboard.

    He found the cutoff: a family from Albany, three kids in matching hats. I walked the line from there to the county road with a tray of paper cups, with Hank helping, and told every single person the truth. We'd sold out. The man who'd made these donuts for fifty years had died two weeks ago, and his grandson was learning, and they should come back next weekend. I told them about EZRA'S SPECIALS, and about the man who pulled cars out of ditches for a dozen eggs. Nobody left mad. Two people cried. One woman hugged me. A man from New York gave me twenty dollars for "the goat fund," and I didn't have the heart to tell him there wasn't one.

    

    We sold out at 3:12.

    We'd made more donuts than Walter's records said he'd ever made on an opening day, and we sold every one of them, specials included. When the family from Albany got the last half dozen, Ezra turned the sign around to SOLD OUT, and the people still standing in line actually applauded. I have never seen anyone applaud a lack of donuts.

    Ezra stood in the middle of the stand, covered in flour and cinnamon sugar, holding the cigar box, and looked at me like he didn't know what had just happened to him.

    "Is it always like this?" he said.

    "No," I said. "It's never been like this."

    

    It was nearly ten that night when we finally sat down.

    Jess had taken my mother home at four, with strict instructions for me to stay and help close and a look I chose not to interpret. We'd cleaned the fryer, set up for Sunday and counted the cash twice at the kitchen table: Ezra, then me, then Ezra again, because he didn't trust my addition, which was insulting and correct.

    Now we were on the porch, in the two rockers, with the blanket over my knees, a jug of cider between us and the stars out over the trees. My whole body hurt. My feet felt like I'd been standing on them since the Clinton administration.

    "You were right about the line," I said, before I could lose my nerve.

    "You were right about the people." He turned his cup in his hands. "A man gave you twenty dollars for a goat fund."

    "There's a goat fund now. I'm the treasurer."

    He almost smiled. Then he said, "Your mom's great."

    "She told you something embarrassing about me."

    "She told me you were a wonderful dancer."

    "She would."

    "She also said you broke your arm in fourth grade jumping off the garage with an umbrella."

    "I was testing a hypothesis." I took a sip of cider. "What else did she say? You had red ears."

    He was quiet for a while. "She asked me if I was going to keep the place," he said. "I said we'd see. She patted my face and said, 'That's what Margo's father used to say.'"

    Oh, I thought. Oh, Mom.

    The rockers creaked. Down the hill, Delores was asleep on the roof of the donut stand, a pale shape against the dark.

    "You don't have to tell me," Ezra said.

    "I know." I looked out at the orchard. "His name's Tom. He left the summer I was twelve. He had a lot of plans, my dad. He was always going to fix the porch, or start a business, or move us somewhere with better weather. Whenever Mom asked him about anything, he'd say, 'We'll see.' And then one morning in August he wasn't there, and there was a note on the kitchen table under the sugar bowl."

    "What did it say?"

    "That he was sorry. That he needed to figure some things out." I shrugged under the blanket. "He figured them out in Arizona. He has a wife there now, and two kids. Every Christmas I get a card with a picture of them in front of a cactus, wearing Santa hats. I read it once and put it in a drawer."

    Ezra didn't say anything, which was the right thing to say.

    "Anyway," I said. "After that it was Mom and me. And I decided I'd be the one who doesn't leave. People leave. Somebody has to be the one who stays." I laughed a little, because it sounded so serious out loud. "That's my whole personality. You can put it in the column."

    "Nothing about feelings," Ezra said. "Rule four."

    "Rule four is about your feelings."

    "It should be reciprocal."

    I laughed again, properly this time. Then I looked over at him, and he wasn't laughing. He was looking out at the orchard the way he had on Tuesday, the train-window way, and his jaw was tight.

    "For the record," he said after a while, "I didn't mean we'll see like that. On Tuesday."

    "I know."

    "I just don't know yet."

    "I know," I said. And I did, mostly. I let it go. I'm good at letting things go. I'm just not good at letting them leave.

    The wind came up off the lake, cold enough to make my eyes water, and I pulled the blanket tighter. Ezra looked at me. Then he got up without a word and went inside.

    He was gone a long time. Long enough that I wondered whether he'd gone to bed. When the screen door finally creaked open again, he was carrying Walter's barn coat.

    I knew that coat. I'd seen it on the hook by the door every Tuesday for five years, and every day this week, hanging in exactly the same place, still holding the shape of Walter's shoulders. Nobody had touched it. I'd understood, without asking, that nobody was allowed to.

    Ezra held it for a second, looking down at it. Then he put it around my shoulders.

    It was heavy and stiff with cold, and it smelled like apples and woodsmoke and the pipe tobacco Walter quit in 1998 but never got out of the lining. It smelled like him.

    Ezra sat back down in his rocker and didn't say anything, and neither did I. We stayed out there under the stars until the cold drove us in.

  
    Chapter 10 — The Ledger

    Ezra

    We sold out again on Sunday, at 2:40. Margo walked the back of the line with free cider again, and nobody left mad again. A woman from Albany asked if she could take a picture of me holding a tray of EZRA'S SPECIALS. I allowed it. I regret it. Margo tells me it's on the internet now, with a caption I've been asked not to repeat.

    By six the hill was empty. Margo had gone home to her mother, the high school kids had gone wherever high school kids go on Sunday nights, and Delores had gone to sleep on the roof of the stand. I'd cleaned the fryer, counted the cigar box three times and typed the numbers into a new spreadsheet, and there was nothing left to do.

    After a while, I picked up my phone.

    I don't know who I meant to call. I sat at the kitchen table across from his empty chair for a long time, turning the phone over in my hand. Then I called my father.

    He picked up on the fifth ring. He always picks up on the fifth ring. I think he counts.

    "Ezra." My father has a lawyer's voice, even on a Sunday night. Every word sounds like it's been reviewed. "Is everything all right?"

    "Everything's fine."

    "Good. Good." A football game murmured in the background, turned low. "I meant to call. It's been a hell of a week. We're in the middle of a merger—"

    "It's fine."

    "How's the—" He paused, choosing the word. "Estate."

    "We opened the donut stand," I said. "Yesterday. We sold out by three. There was a line down to the county road. Today too."

    There was a silence on the other end.

    "He had you making donuts," my father said.

    "He's dead, Dad. Somebody had to make the donuts."

    Another silence. The football game went quieter, as if he'd found the remote.

    "Listen to me," he said, and his voice changed, the way it does when he's about to explain something to a client who isn't going to like it. "I know what that place does. I grew up there. It looks like a postcard in October. In February it's a frozen hill with a mortgage on it. My mother spent forty years holding it together with her bare hands, and it wore her out before she was sixty, and he never once noticed." He let that sit. "Sell it, Ez. Take whatever they're offering and come home."

    "How do you know there's an offer?"

    "It's sixty acres of lakefront in Vermont. There's always an offer." He sighed. "You have a career. You have a life down here. Don't let that hill get its hooks into you. It's very good at it."

    I looked across the table at my grandfather's reading glasses, still folded on Tuesday's crossword.

    "Why didn't you come?" I said.

    The football crowd cheered faintly about something.

    "On Saturday," I said. "Why didn't you come?"

    "Ezra."

    "Patrice Dunleavy asked me in front of the whole town. I said you couldn't make it."

    "That's true. I couldn't."

    "That's not a reason. That's a sentence."

    He was quiet for so long I thought the call had dropped. Then he said, very evenly, "It's complicated," and I almost laughed, because it's what everyone in my family says right before they stop talking.

    "Sell it," he said again. "I have to go. I'm glad the donuts went well."

    He hung up first. He always does.

    I set the phone face down on the table, next to my grandfather's reading glasses, and left it there.

    

    On Monday, I did the books.

    That's what I told myself I was doing. What I was really doing was taking the problem apart, the way I'd take apart a building that was cracking somewhere I couldn't see. You don't look at the whole structure at once. You separate the loads. You figure out what's carrying what, and which piece is the one that doesn't fit.

    My grandfather's office is a small room off the kitchen with a rolltop desk, a radio that only gets the farm report, a calendar from 1997 that nobody ever took down and a jar of pens, most of which don't work. The ledgers were on the shelf above the desk: green clothbound books, one for every year, back to 1962, when he took the orchard over from his father.

    I pulled them down one at a time.

    For forty years it was all his handwriting, the same blocky capitals as the calendar on the fridge. MAR 3. FERTILIZER, $412. MAR 4. PRUNING SAW, $38 (BROKE OLD ONE ON HANK'S TRUCK). He wrote everything down, the way he did everything: completely, and with commentary.

    Then, three years ago in April, the handwriting changed.

    Blue ink. A fast, slanting hand. Neat columns that actually added up across the page, which his never quite had. And in the margins, in the same hand, notes.

    W. gave away three bushels to the Pruitts again. I'm not stopping him. Someone should.

    Half peck still $7. Proposed $7.50. W. says no. AGAIN.

    Delores: baling twine, $85. Who keeps buying baling twine??

    W. paid the high school pickers in donuts this week. I've recorded this as $0. It is not $0.

    Cribbage: W. 3, M. 0. Not a business expense, but I want it on the record.

    I laughed out loud in the empty office. I read the margins of three years of ledgers like a novel. She'd caught the propane company billing twice. She'd found a cheaper bag supplier in New Hampshire. She'd argued with him about prices, in writing, every October, and lost every October, and recorded each loss with the same exasperated AGAIN.

    On Saturday I'd told her he should have cared about the numbers, as if she hadn't. As if she hadn't been sitting in this room with a blue pen for three years, caring about them on his behalf.

    I looked for her line. There's always a line for the bookkeeper: wages, contract labor, something. I went through every month of three years twice.

    There wasn't one.

    She'd done it for free, every week, for three years. I know what a bookkeeper costs. I've hired them. I sat back in his chair and looked at the shelf of green books for a long time.

    

    Then I did what I'd come to do. I separated the loads.

    The operating side was sound. That was the surprise. October carried the whole year: the stand, the pick-your-own, the cider. The winters lost money, the springs lost more, and every October made it back, mostly. With her prices instead of his, it would have made it back with room to spare. She'd been right about that, too. Most of the structure was holding.

    What didn't fit was one load. The loan and the property taxes weren't in her books at all. My grandfather ran those through a separate account at Fernwood Savings, and he never let anyone else near it. Nobody needs to know the Holts can't hold a hill.

    One hundred sixty-two thousand dollars, due December first, sitting on top of a structure that was otherwise, just barely, standing.

    I built a spreadsheet. I raised her prices. I added a second pressing day. I added a winter cider subscription, an idea she'd floated in a margin two years ago, which he'd answered in red pen: NO ONE WANTS CIDER IN FEBRUARY. I ran it a dozen ways.

    It still didn't hold. It was closer. But closer isn't a number a bank accepts.

    I went into the kitchen and opened the drawer with the takeout menus. Blake's folder was still there, under the phone book. I looked at it. Then I shut the drawer and went back to the office.

    The strange thing, the thing I hadn't told my father and wasn't ready to tell myself, was that I'd liked it. All of it. The ledgers, the margins, the problem. I liked knowing what a half peck cost and why. I liked the way the hill made sense on paper, like a building I'd been hired to save. For eleven years I'd designed parking garages for people I never met. This was the first structure I'd ever wanted to keep standing.

    

    Before I closed up the office, I found the current ledger, the one she'd been keeping until two weeks ago. Her last entry was from the last Tuesday in September, in blue ink: Sept. 30. Cribbage: W. skunked me. I want it noted that I let him. Under it, in red pen, in his capitals: SHE DID NOT.

    I tried the pens in the jar one at a time until I found one that worked. Then I turned to the first blank line under her handwriting and his.

    Oct. 20. Half peck to $7.50.

    I looked at it for a while. Then I added, in my own capitals:

    E. SAYS YES.

  
    Chapter 11 — Night Shift

    Margo

    My mother invited Ezra Holt to dinner on Wednesday without consulting me, which is how I found out she had his phone number.

    "How do you have his phone number?"

    "I asked him for it," she said, browning onions. "At the cider table. He has very good manners."

    "Mom."

    "He's eating alone in that farmhouse every night, Margo. Walter would want him fed." She pointed the spatula at me. "And you'll be nice."

    "I'm always nice."

    "You were nice to the last boy you brought home, and he moved to Ohio."

    Ezra arrived at six exactly, in a clean gray shirt. Not blue. I noticed. I'm not proud of noticing. He had a paper bag of Macouns in one hand.

    "These were in the cold barn," he said, holding them out to my mother. "They had your name on them. I know it's Wednesday. I'll do better next week."

    My mother took the bag and looked down at it. Then she put her hand flat against Ezra's cheek, the way she had at the cider table, and didn't say anything at all for a moment. Ezra stood very still and let her, and I had to go stir something that didn't need stirring.

    

    Dinner was shepherd's pie and an interrogation.

    "So," my mother said. "Boston."

    "Boston," Ezra agreed.

    "Do you like it?"

    "I like my job."

    "That's not what I asked."

    "Mom."

    "Are you seeing anyone?"

    I dropped my fork. It hit the plate and then the floor, and I went under the table after it and considered staying there.

    "No, ma'am," Ezra said, above me.

    "Interesting," said my mother.

    "It is not interesting," I said from under the table.

    When I came back up, she was smiling into her water glass and Ezra was studying his shepherd's pie like it had load-bearing walls. I got up to refill her water. I got up to get her the salt. I got up a third time, for the pepper, and she put her hand on my arm.

    "Sit down, Margo," she said, quietly enough that it was almost kind. "I can reach the salt."

    I sat down. Across the table, Ezra was watching me. He didn't say anything. He just passed my mother the pepper.

    

    Afterward my mother announced that guests dried, which isn't a rule in our house and never has been, and went upstairs to get the photo albums.

    "I'll get them," I said.

    "I can climb my own stairs."

    "Mom—"

    "I want to show him the umbrella picture," she said, already halfway up, "and I'm going to."

    So Ezra and I did the dishes, side by side at the sink, while the rain started up against the window over it. He dried the way he did everything, thoroughly, each plate turned twice under the light.

    "I found your margins," he said.

    I froze with my hands in the water. "You read the margins?"

    "I read three years of margins." He set a plate on the stack, very precisely. "'It is not zero dollars.'"

    I laughed, mortified. "He paid those kids in donuts, Ezra."

    "You should have been paid."

    "He paid me. In cribbage losses." I handed him a glass. "It's a very old system."

    "I raised the half peck."

    I stopped. "To seven fifty?"

    "E. says yes."

    I laughed so hard I had to lean against the counter, with the dish towel in my hand, and Ezra stood there holding a wet glass and looking at me with that thing at the corner of his mouth, and the rain was loud on the window and the kitchen was warm, and for once I wasn't listening for anything at all.

    Then, upstairs, something fell.

    

    I've been told I go very calm. I wouldn't know. I've never been able to see it from the outside.

    My mother was at the bottom of the stairs, where she'd come down the last few steps faster than she'd meant to. She was sitting up, half against the wall, with one of the photo albums splayed open beside her and a cut over her eyebrow bleeding the way head cuts do, which is to say like a horror movie.

    "I'm fine," she said. "My leg just quit. It does that."

    I was already on my knees. "Which leg?"

    "The right. It's numb from the knee down. Margo, I'm fine."

    "Look at me." I checked her pupils. I checked her hands. I checked the cut, and pressed the dish towel I'd somehow carried with me against it. "What day is it?"

    "Wednesday. You're Margo. That's Ezra, he's very tall." She winced. "I'm not concussed. I'm embarrassed."

    I called the after-hours line at her neurologist's office, which I have saved under N, and under A for After Hours, and under M for Mom's Doctor in case I panic and forget the alphabet. The nurse on call listened to me for about thirty seconds and said what I'd known she'd say: new weakness and a blow to the head meant the emergency room, tonight.

    My car was in the driveway, with one windshield wiper, in the rain.

    "I'll drive," Ezra said.

    He'd come in from the kitchen without my noticing. He was standing in the hall with my mother's coat and her cane in one hand and his keys in the other, very steady.

    He'd driven Walter's truck. Of course he had. He went out and backed it up to the porch steps with the passenger door open and the heater running, and then he came back in, and bent down, and lifted my mother off the floor like she weighed nothing at all.

    "Oh," my mother said, with her arm around his neck and the dish towel pressed to her forehead. "Oh, I could get used to this."

    Even in the rain, I could see his ears.

    

    The hospital is an hour north, in Burlington. My mother sat in the middle of the truck's bench seat between us, holding the towel to her head and making jokes, and I sat by the window and didn't say anything and counted the mile markers. The truck smelled like Walter: apples and coffee and the cold.

    They took her back right away, because of the head. I could go in once they'd done the scan, a nurse said, and pointed us to the waiting room.

    I know that waiting room. The plastic chairs are bolted together in rows. The television is always tuned to an infomercial for a mop. The vending machine has had the same bag of pretzels stuck in slot C4 for two years. That night there was a man with a fishhook in his thumb, holding the rest of the fishing rod, and a teenager asleep across three chairs, and us.

    Ezra went away and came back with two coffees and a Sunday paper somebody had left on a chair. He held out the paper, folded to the crossword, with a pen.

    "Do it in pen," I said. "It's tradition."

    "Whose?"

    "Walter's. He did it upstairs, outside neurology, every appointment for two years while they sorted out my mom's treatment. Always in pen."

    Ezra looked at the paper for a moment. Then he uncapped the pen and started on one across.

    

    At midnight, a doctor came out and found us. The scan was clear. The cut needed four stitches. The weakness was a relapse, a flare of the MS, which they'd treat with steroids. They wanted to keep her overnight to watch the leg, and she'd most likely go home tomorrow.

    I said thank you. I asked the right questions. I've asked them before. Then I went back to see her, and she was drowsy and stitched and very cross about the hospital gown.

    "Go sit with that boy," she said, half asleep. "He's been very good."

    "He's not a boy. He's thirty-three."

    "Everybody's a boy," my mother said, and closed her eyes.

    

    It was a little after two when it hit me.

    The man with the fishhook was gone. The teenager was still asleep. The mop was on again. Ezra had finished most of the crossword and was frowning at seventeen down. I was sitting next to him with a cold coffee, and my hands, I noticed from very far away, had started to shake.

    "Do you know what I thought," I said, "when the doctor said overnight?"

    Ezra looked up.

    "I thought: Saturday. I thought, will I still be able to work the stand on Saturday." I pressed my hands flat between my knees to stop them. "My mother is upstairs with stitches in her face, and I was thinking about donuts."

    "That's normal."

    "It's not. Not for me." I looked at the mop on the screen. "For five years I've listened for that sound. Something falling. Every night. I hear it in my sleep. And tonight I was standing in the kitchen laughing about the price of a half peck, and I wasn't listening." My voice did something embarrassing, and I waited for it to stop. "I wasn't listening at all."

    Ezra set the paper down.

    "She fell because her leg stopped working," he said. "Not because you laughed."

    "You don't know that."

    "I know what makes things fall down," he said. "It's literally my job. It's never the laughing."

    I looked at him. He looked back, steady, the way he'd stood in the hall with her coat and her cane and his keys. And maybe it was two in the morning, or the mop, or the fact that he'd carried my mother out to a truck in the rain, but I told him.

    "Walter knew a secret about me," I said. "Nobody else does."

    I told him about the job. The offer on my kitchen counter in Boston, the desk with my name on it. The phone call from the bathroom floor. Coming home for the weekend, and the weekend never ending. Not telling my mother, ever, because she'd have made me go, and then who would listen for things falling?

    Ezra didn't interrupt. When I finished, he said, "Which paper?"

    I told him.

    He was quiet for a moment. "I read it every morning," he said. "On the train."

    "Of course you do."

    "You'd have had a byline on my train."

    "You'd have skipped it."

    "I wouldn't have," he said.

    He said it simply, the way he says everything, and went back to seventeen down. I didn't have anything to say to that, so I sat there and let it be true.

    

    I don't remember falling asleep. I remember the mop, and the rain on the dark windows, and Ezra's pen scratching. Then I opened my eyes, and the windows had gone gray, and my head was on Ezra's shoulder.

    I sat up so fast I nearly hit his jaw. "Sorry. Sorry."

    "It's fine."

    He was holding his left arm very carefully against his side.

    "Is your arm asleep?"

    "It's been asleep since four."

    I stared at him. "Why didn't you move?"

    He didn't answer. He just held up the newspaper. The crossword was finished, every square, in pen.

    

    At six o'clock exactly, the sliding doors opened, and Hank Mercer walked in.

    He had a bunch of grocery-store chrysanthemums in one hand, still in their plastic sleeve, and his flannel shirt was buttoned wrong, and his white hair was standing up on one side like he'd slept on it and then driven an hour without looking in a mirror.

    He saw us and stopped.

    "Morning," he said.

    "Hank," I said. "What are you doing here?"

    "Heard about Diane."

    "From who? I didn't call anybody."

    Hank looked at the chrysanthemums, as though they might answer for him. "Small town," he said.

    Then he walked straight past us to the nurses' station and asked for room 214.

    I hadn't told anyone the room number. I'd only found it out myself at one in the morning.

    "Hank," I said. "How do you know her room number?"

    Hank went red above his beard. "Rosa," he said, which was a lie, because Rosa doesn't know anything before seven.

    He went down the hall. I got up and followed, far enough to see through the little window in the door of 214. I watched my mother open her eyes, stitched and gray-faced in her terrible gown, and see Hank Mercer standing at the foot of her bed with grocery-store flowers.

    Her whole face lit up. I hadn't seen it do that in years.

    "Huh," Ezra said quietly, behind me.

    "Don't."

    I stood there and watched her laugh at something Hank said. My mother had a secret. Walter had kept a whole bin of them in the cold barn. Apparently everyone in this town had something they weren't telling me.

    Beside me, Ezra didn't say anything at all.

  
    Chapter 12 — The Corn Maze

    Ezra

    My grandfather cut a new corn maze every August.

    Five acres of field corn at the bottom of the hill, planted in May and cut in August with the old tractor, from a plan he drew on graph paper at the kitchen table and wouldn't let anyone see. A different design every year. People came for the donuts and stayed for the maze. On festival Saturdays the knitting circle sold tickets at the entrance from a card table, and after dark, the maze stayed open by lantern until nine.

    He'd cut this year's in the second week of August, seven weeks before he died. I'd been in it once, in daylight, to check the paths for broken stalks. I'd gotten lost for twenty minutes, come out somewhere I didn't expect, and decided not to think about it.

    

    By the second Saturday, the festival had a shape. We sold out at 2:55. Margo walked the back of the line with cider. I made specials on purpose. Patrice reported that we were "still closer," which from Patrice was nearly a medal.

    Margo's second column had come out on Thursday, while she was still at the hospital. It was about the line, and the free cider, and telling people the truth, and a goat fund that didn't exist. By Friday afternoon there was a pickle jar next to the register at the Maple Leaf Diner with a label in Rosa's handwriting, GOAT FUND, and eighty-three dollars in it.

    Diane was home with four stitches, a cane and a course of steroids she said made her want to repaint the house at three in the morning. Jess was staying with her tonight. On Thursday night, driving through town for propane, I'd seen Hank Mercer's truck parked on Birch Street, two doors down from the Pikes', like it didn't want to be noticed. I hadn't said anything. Rule nine was very broad.

    At five thirty, as the light went, Dot Kowalski came up from the maze's card table with a flashlight.

    "Walter always did the last sweep," she said, holding it out. "At closing. He walked the whole maze with a light to make sure nobody was left inside. There was a child once, in 1996. She was fine. She'd found a pumpkin and was having a lovely time."

    "I'll do it," I said.

    "It's five acres, dear." Dot looked past me at Margo, who was wiping down the counter of the stand. "It's really a two-person job."

    Margo straightened up. She looked at Dot. She looked at the single flashlight. She narrowed her eyes.

    "It's tradition," said Dot.

    "Rule nine," Margo said to me under her breath.

    "Rule nine," I agreed. And we went anyway, because there might have been a child in there with a pumpkin, and because I think by then neither of us was very interested in rule nine.

    

    The maze had strings of lights along the main path, run off a generator at the entrance. Ten minutes in, with the sky going from orange to violet over the lake and the corn whispering eight feet high on either side of us, the generator stopped.

    The lights went out all at once. Three minutes later, so did the flashlight.

    I shook it. I opened it in the dark, by feel, and ran my thumb over the batteries, and held one up to the last of the light in the west.

    "These batteries are from 2009," I said.

    "We've been set up," said Margo.

    "We've been set up."

    She started to laugh. I would have too, if I hadn't been busy being an engineer about it.

    "It's fine," I said. "There's an algorithm."

    "Of course there is."

    "Put your right hand on the wall and keep it there. Never let go. Follow it wherever it goes, and eventually it takes you out. It works on any maze." I put my right hand on the corn. The leaves were cold and rough and faintly damp. "Hold on to my jacket."

    She held on to the back of my jacket. I could feel her knuckles against my spine through two layers of canvas and flannel, which was distracting, and I'd like that on the record as a mitigating factor.

    Twenty minutes later, we walked past a hay bale with a carved pumpkin on top of it, grinning.

    Ten minutes after that, we walked past it again.

    "That's the third time," Margo said behind me.

    "It's the second time."

    "It's the third time. I named him. He's Gerald."

    I stopped walking. I stood there in the dark with my right hand on the corn and Gerald grinning at me, and I started to laugh.

    "What?" Margo said.

    "He cut islands."

    "Who cut what?"

    "The right-hand rule only works if all the walls are connected. If there's a section of wall standing by itself in the middle, an island, you can follow it around forever." I took my hand off the corn. "When I was eleven, I solved his maze in four minutes. Right hand on the wall the whole way. He was waiting at the exit with a stopwatch. He looked at it, and he looked at me, and he said, 'Huh.'"

    Margo laughed.

    "The next summer there were islands," I said. "It took me forty minutes. He was waiting at the exit with two lemonades, grinning like he'd won the lottery." I looked up at the corn, black against the stars. "I stopped coming when I was fourteen. That was nineteen years ago. And he kept cutting islands."

    Margo let go of my jacket. In the dark, I felt her hand find my arm instead.

    "For someone who used to like mazes," she said quietly.

    

    We gave up on the algorithm. We found a dead end with a hay bale in it and sat down to wait for the moon, because there's no shame in waiting for better data.

    It was cold. The stars were out properly now, more of them than you ever see in Boston, and the corn rustled around us like it was talking about us. Far up the hill, someone was playing music on the hayride wagon. Margo sat close enough that our shoulders touched. Neither of us moved away.

    "Can I ask you something?" she said.

    "You're going to anyway."

    "What happened to your mom?"

    Nobody asks me that. Nobody's asked me that in years. I sat there in the dark and found that I didn't mind.

    "Her name was Leah," I said. "She had a headache on a Saturday in March. She lay down on the couch, and she didn't get up. It was an aneurysm. She was thirty-eight. I was ten."

    Margo didn't say she was sorry. She just leaned a little more of her weight against my shoulder, and waited.

    "My father stopped talking, mostly," I said. "He worked. He was at the office before I woke up and after I went to bed. He didn't know what to do with me, so that summer he put me on a bus to Vermont." I looked up at the stars. "It was the best thing he ever did, and he'd hate to hear me say it."

    "Walter," Margo said.

    "Walter. And the trees, and the ladder, and the maze. Five summers. At the end of the fifth one, I asked if I could stay." I could still see the porch steps and the two forks. "For good. Go to school here. Live in the room with the stars. He said yes before I'd finished asking. Then he called my father to tell him."

    "And your father came."

    "Two days later. I listened from the stairs. They were out on the porch, and I didn't hear most of it. But I heard my father say, 'You don't get to have him too.'" I shook my head. "I didn't know what he meant. I still don't, completely. I went home with him the next morning."

    "And you never came back."

    "Twice."

    "Why?"

    It was the question she'd thrown at me on the porch. This time she wasn't throwing it. She was just asking.

    "That's a longer story," I said.

    "We're in a maze, Ezra. We've got time."

    "Another maze, then."

    She was quiet for a moment. I thought she was going to push, and I didn't know what I'd do if she did.

    "Okay," she said.

    That was all. Just okay. I hadn't known how much I wanted someone to say it.

    

    The moon still wasn't up. Margo was shivering a little; I could feel it through her shoulder.

    "You're cold," I said.

    "I'm fine."

    "You're shivering."

    "I'm shivering finely."

    She turned her head to say something else, and I turned mine to answer her, and then neither of us said anything.

    Her face was very close. I could see her only as a shape against the stars: the curve of her cheek, the edge of her hair, the faint shine of her eyes. I could feel her breath. Eight inches, maybe less. I measured it without meaning to, the way I measure everything. She didn't move away. I didn't either.

    I looked at her mouth. She looked at mine.

    Something in the corn wall beside us exploded.

    It wasn't really an explosion. It was a goat. Delores came through the wall of the maze like a battering ram, in a shower of broken stalks and dry leaves, and stopped in front of our hay bale, chewing, with a whole ear of corn sticking out of her mouth.

    Margo and I had come apart so fast we'd nearly gone off opposite ends of the bale.

    Delores looked at us. She looked at the hole she'd made. She went on chewing.

    Margo put both hands over her face and laughed until she couldn't breathe.

    "She made a door," she said finally.

    She had. Through the gap in the corn, in the faint light, you could see the path Delores had eaten on her way in: straight as a ruler, right through every wall my grandfather had cut.

    We followed it out.

    

    The knitting circle was waiting at the exit.

    They'd set up lawn chairs in a semicircle, all six of them, wrapped in blankets, with thermoses and a battery lantern that worked perfectly. When we came out of the corn behind the goat, every one of them looked at her watch.

    "Well?" said Dot.

    "Your batteries were from 2009," I said.

    "Isn't that strange," said Dot.

    Margo walked straight past them without a word, all the way to her car. At the door she turned around, pointed at me across the gravel, then at Dot.

    "Rule nine," she said, and got in and drove away.

    Dot uncapped a pen and wrote something on the back of her hand.

    "What are the odds now?" I asked.

    Dot looked up at me with enormous kindness. "Shorter, dear," she said. "Much shorter."

    

    I climbed up to the Spy afterward. I don't really know why. I sat on the cold ground beside the new grave with my back against the trunk, the way I used to sit when I was a kid and he was up the ladder above me, and I looked down at the hill.

    "You cut islands," I told him.

    He didn't say anything. He'd have been insufferable about it.

    Eight inches. I kept coming back to it. And in those eight inches, with her breath on my face, I'd been thinking about the folder under the phone book, and the fifteenth of November, and the fact that she'd told me her one secret at two in the morning in a hospital waiting room, and I hadn't told her any of mine.

    The moon came up over the far side of the lake while I sat there. The light spread down the hill and across the field at the bottom, and for the first time I could see the whole maze at once.

    He'd cut it in the shape of a goat.

    And straight through the middle of it, in a perfectly direct line, ignoring every wall he'd made, ran a brand-new path.

  
    Chapter 13 — Boiled Cider

    Margo

    On Sunday, Ezra Holt and I were extremely polite to each other.

    I want to be precise about this, because I'm a journalist. We said good morning. We said thank you. He handed me trays over my shoulder, and I took them without our fingers touching, which in a ten-by-twelve shed takes real engineering. When we reached for the sugar at the same time, we both said "Sorry" and stepped back so fast that a whole tray of specials went on the floor. We stood and looked at it as if it had said something rude.

    We did not talk about the maze.

    When I'd stopped at the diner for coffee that morning, Dot's chalkboard said YES 6–5. I'd turned around and walked straight back out.

    Rule six was folded very small in my wallet. No feelings. I'd written it myself, in pen.

    

    Bev wanted the third column by Wednesday at nine. On Monday night, at the kitchen table, I wrote it in one sitting and didn't stop until it was done.

    It wasn't the column I'd meant to write. I'd meant to write about the maze in general: the knitting circle's card table, the lantern nights, the tradition of the last sweep. Instead I wrote about islands.

    I wrote about a boy who solved his grandfather's maze in four minutes when he was eleven, and the grandfather who stood at the exit with a stopwatch and said, "Huh." I wrote about the next summer, and the islands, and the two lemonades. I wrote about the boy who stopped coming, and the old man who cut islands into his maze every August for nineteen years anyway, for someone who used to like mazes. I wrote about a goat who walked through all of it in a straight line.

    I didn't use a name. I didn't have to. Everyone in Fernwood Falls would know.

    I read it back at one in the morning. It was the best thing I'd ever written.

    That was the problem. It wasn't mine to write.

    

    On Tuesday I drove up Holt Hill at two, the way I always did. Ezra was on the porch with the cribbage board, the way he'd been the week before, and the wool blanket was folded over the arm of my chair.

    I didn't sit down. I held out three typed pages.

    "I printed it," I said. "Three copies. One's in my car, in case of goats."

    "Rule three," Ezra said, and took it.

    He read it standing by the porch rail, with the orchard behind him. I sat down in my chair after all, because my legs didn't seem to want to hold me, and watched him read. He didn't look up once. When he got to the end, he turned back to the first page and read it again.

    I'd never wanted anyone's notes so badly in my life. I'd never been so afraid of getting them.

    "You can say no," I said. "That's what rule three is for. I'll write about the card table. The card table is very interesting."

    He put the pages down on the table, next to the cribbage board, and squared the edges.

    "Run it," he said.

    "Ezra. Everyone will know it's you."

    "Everyone already knows it's me." He sat down in his rocker. "And it's not about me. It's about him."

    "It's a little about you."

    "It's about the islands," he said. "Run it."

    

    Then he dealt, and I won.

    I don't want to make too much of it. It was one game, and he had a bad run of cards. But I counted my last hand out loud, fifteen two, fifteen four, and a run of three is seven, and pegged out, and sat there looking at the board as if it had done something astonishing. "I won," I said.

    "You won."

    "I've never won. Not once, in five years." I looked up at the sky over the trees, very blue, very cold. Win a game of cribbage once in a while, kid. You're embarrassing me. "Are you happy now?" I asked it.

    The sky didn't answer. Ezra didn't ask who I was talking to.

    "Write it down," I said, out of five years of habit, and then remembered, and opened my mouth to take it back.

    But Ezra had already reached into his jacket. He took out a spiral notebook, the same cheap kind Walter used, except new. He opened it to the first page. In neat, square capitals, it said: OCT. 14. E. 1, M. 0.

    Under that, he wrote: OCT. 28. E. 1, M. 1.

    I stared at it. "That's your book?"

    "His book is his," Ezra said. "This one's new."

    He put it back in his jacket, as if it were nothing. It was not nothing. I had to look at the trees for a while.

    

    "I want to show you something," he said, when I could look at him again.

    He took me down to the cellar. I'd never been in Walter's cellar. It was cold and low and smelled like earth, with a single bulb and shelves along one wall. The shelves were full of mason jars of dark amber liquid, dozens of them, each with a strip of masking tape across the lid. Red pen. Block capitals.

    B.C.

    "I found them the first week," Ezra said. "I thought they were maple syrup. I didn't think about them again until last night."

    "B.C.," I said slowly.

    Something came back to me: September, every year, the week after Labor Day. Walter in the barn with the big iron kettle over the wood stove all day long, and the whole hill smelling like apple pie.

    "He used to make this," I said. "Every September. He'd boil something in the barn for a whole day, and I'd ask him what, and he'd say, 'B.C.' And I'd say, 'What's B.C.?' and he'd say —"

    "'Older than you,'" Ezra said.

    I stared at him.

    "He said it to me too," he said. "There was always a jar in the pantry. When I was ten, I asked what it was. I thought it meant Before Christ."

    "So did I!"

    He twisted the lid off a jar and handed me a spoon. The stuff inside was thick and dark and glossy, like molasses. I tasted it.

    It was apples. It was every apple on the hill, all at once, sweet and sharp and so intense it made my eyes water.

    "Boiled cider," Ezra said. "You boil fresh cider down to about a seventh of what you started with. People in New England used to make it before everyone could get sugar. I looked it up last night." He paused. "I was hoping I was right."

    "Boiled cider," I said, with my mouth full.

    "B.C."

    We looked at each other in the cold light of the cellar, with the spoon and the jar, and started to laugh.

    

    Batch fourteen had two tablespoons of B.C. in the batter, and Ezra entered it in the spreadsheet before he'd let me fry a single one.

    I rolled the first donut in cinnamon sugar and bit into it standing at the counter, and the stand went very quiet.

    It was October. Almost. It was the line down the hill and the cold in the morning and Walter at the window saying isn't that the dumbest thing you ever saw. It was so close that for a second I forgot it wasn't.

    Then I opened my eyes. "There's still something," I said. "It's so close. But there's still something."

    "How close?"

    "So close."

    He typed Batch 14. So close. Then he looked up at me across the counter, and smiled.

    Not the corner of his mouth. The whole thing. It had finally made up its mind about the location, and the location turned out to be his whole face, and I had to put my donut down.

    I'd thought it would be nice when he finally smiled. I hadn't thought it would be a problem.

    

    The column ran on Thursday, on the front page, above the fold.

    At the diner, nobody read it out loud. Hank tried, got two sentences in, and had to stop and pretend he had something in his eye. Rosa refilled my coffee without charging me, which has never once happened in my life. Dot's chalkboard said YES 4–5, and I was too tired to object.

    The Gazette has a website. Bev doesn't believe in it, so I'm the one who posts the columns there every week, where they're usually read by about forty people and a man in Florida who used to live here. By ten o'clock on Thursday, Islands had been read eleven thousand times. By two, a woman in Ohio with two million followers had shared it with the caption I'm sobbing in a Target parking lot. By five, the website had crashed twice. Strangers were emailing me. A man in Oregon wrote that he was getting in his car to drive to his grandfather's house. A woman in Texas wrote that she hadn't spoken to her father in nine years, and had called him that afternoon.

    "We have a website?" Bev said, when I told her it had crashed.

    At six, Ezra texted: The orchard phone is ringing again. A woman in Ohio wants to know if the goat is single.

    I laughed so hard I had to sit down.

    

    The email came at 9:47 that night.

    I was at the kitchen table with my laptop, answering strangers. My mother had gone to bed. The subject line was one word: Islands.

    Ms. Pike,

    I read your column four times today. The last time, I closed my office door first.

    Five years ago, I offered you a features job, and you turned it down, and you never told me why. I've thought about it more than I'd like to admit. I would very much like to find out. If you're ever in Boston, or even if you're not, I'd love to talk.

    Nadia Kerr, Features Editor

    I read it three times.

    I didn't answer it. I didn't delete it, either. I put a little star next to it, which in my inbox means later and has never once meant later, and I closed the laptop.

    At 10:15 my phone buzzed. Theo's here, Ezra had written. My friend from Boston. He's read your column eleven times.

    I looked at that for a long time. Boston. A friend from Boston, in Walter's kitchen, on the night I got an email from Boston.

    Tell him that's ten too many, I wrote. That was all.

    Then I turned my phone face down on the kitchen table. In this town, apparently, that's how you keep a secret.

  
    Chapter 14 — Theo

    Ezra

    Theo Park arrived at four o'clock on Thursday in a car built for highways, and left a fair amount of it on my grandfather's hill.

    I heard him before I saw him: a long, expensive scrape, then a silence, then another scrape, then a voice I've heard every weekday for eleven years saying words I won't repeat. When he finally crested the hill and pulled into the yard, he got out and stood looking down at the underside of his car with his hands on his head.

    "Your road," he said, "is a war crime."

    "It's a farm road."

    "It's a crime against farms." Then he turned around and saw the orchard, all of it, the rows curving down to the lake in the late gold light, and he stopped talking, which for Theo is a medical event.

    "Oh," he said.

    "Yeah."

    "You grew up here?"

    "Summers."

    He turned back to me, slowly, and held up his phone. On the screen was Margo's column.

    "My mother sent me this," he said. "My mother. At six thirty this morning. With four crying faces and the words Isn't this your friend Ezra?" He shook the phone at me. "You didn't tell me you were famous."

    "It's not about me."

    "It's a little about you."

    "It's about the islands," I said, and took his bag.

    

    Theo and I started at Calloway & Reyes in the same week, eleven years ago, the two youngest engineers on a hospital project nobody else wanted. He's loud where I'm not and charming where I'm not, and he once talked a building inspector out of a stop-work order with nothing but a story about his grandmother's dumplings. He's the closest thing I have to a brother. He's also the worst poker player I've ever met, which he doesn't know.

    He hadn't driven four hours just to read a column in person.

    "So," he said at the kitchen table, over two beers. "The partners asked me to come."

    "The partners."

    "Well. I asked if I could come, and they said, while you're up there." He turned his bottle on the table. "They're holding the Seaport tower for you. Your name's still on the lead. But they need you back by January fifth, Ez. After that it goes to someone else, and they're not going to hold anything for you again. Their words."

    I'd known it was coming. You don't take two months of leave from a firm like ours without someone eventually sending a Theo. It still landed somewhere under my ribs.

    "January fifth," I said.

    "January fifth." He looked at me across the table. "You're coming back, right?"

    The farm report murmured on the radio in the office. I didn't answer right away, and Theo, who has known me for eleven years, put his beer down.

    

    Before he could ask again, a truck pulled into the yard.

    Jess Okafor got out in her coveralls, with her hair tied up in a knot and a bag over her shoulder. On Wednesday, Delores had eaten part of the hayride's Halloween decorations, specifically most of a plastic skeleton's left hand, and Jess had said she'd come and check on her.

    Theo stood up so fast he knocked his chair over.

    "Hi," he said through the screen door. "I'm Theo. I'm visiting."

    Jess looked at him. She looked at the chair on the floor. "I can tell," she said. "Your car's at the bottom of the hill."

    "It's at the top of the hill."

    "Most of it."

    Theo laughed, delighted, the way he laughs when an inspector turns out to be tougher than expected. He followed her out to the barn and held the flashlight while she looked Delores over, and asked her four questions about goats and one about whether she was single.

    "I'm busy," Jess said, without looking up from the goat.

    "Busy like taken, or busy like busy?"

    "Busy like I have my hand in a goat's mouth right now, Theo."

    When her truck had gone back down the hill, Theo stood in the yard looking after it.

    "Who," he said, "was that?"

    "The vet."

    "I need a vet."

    "You don't have an animal."

    "I'll get one," said Theo.

    

    We ate Patrice's funeral potato situation for dinner, out of the freezer. It was genuinely excellent, which I'll never be able to tell her.

    Afterward, I showed Theo where he'd sleep. I hadn't been up the stairs since I'd arrived. I'd told myself I didn't need to; the couch was fine. But Theo needed a bed, and the only bed made up was mine.

    I opened the door to my old room, and stopped.

    It was exactly the same. The narrow bed with the quilt my grandmother made. The desk under the window. A stack of Popular Mechanics from the year I was fourteen. And on the ceiling, faded to a faint, sickly green, the glow-in-the-dark stars I'd stuck up there when I was eleven, in what I believed at the time was the exact shape of Orion.

    It was not the exact shape of Orion.

    "Dude," Theo said behind me, very softly. "Stars."

    "I was eleven."

    "Why are you sleeping on the couch? You have a room with stars."

    I didn't answer. Theo looked at me for a moment, then at the room, then put his bag down on the bed without another word. He's loud, but he's not stupid.

    

    Later we sat on the porch in the cold with the last two beers. The orchard was dark. Down the hill, Delores was a pale shape on the roof of the stand.

    I texted Margo. Theo's here. My friend from Boston. He's read your column eleven times. I hit send and watched the screen.

    It took a long time. Then: Tell him that's ten too many.

    That was all. No exclamation point. No joke about the goat. After four days of texts about commas and odds and the price of a half peck, she'd sent me one flat line.

    I frowned at it.

    "Oh no," said Theo.

    "What."

    "You're frowning at your phone."

    "I'm reading."

    "You're frowning at your phone like it owes you money, because a woman sent you one line." He leaned back in my grandfather's rocker, very pleased. "I've known you eleven years, Ez. I've seen you smile four times. Two of them were at bridges."

    "I smiled on Tuesday."

    Theo sat up. "At what?"

    I didn't answer.

    "At what, Ezra."

    "A donut."

    "At a donut," Theo said slowly, "or at a donut she made?"

    I looked out at the dark orchard.

    "Oh, buddy," Theo said, very gently, and that was worse than if he'd laughed.

    

    We sat there for a while. Then Theo said, in a different voice, "So what's the plan? For real."

    So I told him. I hadn't said any of it out loud before, and it came out in order, like a load calculation. The balloon payment: one hundred sixty-two thousand dollars, due December first. The bank that wouldn't extend it. My savings, which were nowhere near. The operating books, which were sound, and the one load they couldn't carry. Ridgeline. The folder under the phone book. November fifteenth.

    Theo listened without interrupting, which is how I knew he was taking it seriously.

    "Does she know?" he said, when I was done.

    "No."

    "Does she know you're selling?"

    "I haven't decided I'm selling."

    "Ez." He set his bottle down on the porch rail. "There's a folder in a drawer with a number in it and a deadline on it. That's deciding, with extra steps."

    I didn't say anything.

    "She thinks you're staying," Theo said.

    "She wants me to."

    "Then tell her."

    "After the festival."

    "Why after?"

    "Because if I tell her now, she'll stop coming." I heard how it sounded. I said it anyway. "And the stand needs her."

    "The stand," Theo said.

    "The stand."

    He looked at me for a long moment in the dark. "You're a terrible liar," he said. "You've always been a terrible liar. It's the only reason I ever beat you at poker."

    "You've never beaten me at poker."

    "Spiritually, I have." He stood up and stretched and picked up the empty bottles. At the screen door he stopped. "For what it's worth, I read that column eleven times because of the last line. Not because of the goat." He pushed the door open. "You're going to have to choose, man. And she's going to find out either way. Things like this always come out."

    He went upstairs to sleep under my stars.

    

    I couldn't sleep. I made the mistake of reading the comments under Margo's column.

    Most of them were kind. People wrote about their own grandfathers, their own orchards, their own islands. But some of them were about the grandson.

    Nineteen years and he couldn't make one visit? And now he gets the farm.

    The real story here is a lonely old man and a grandson who only showed up for the inheritance.

    There were more. I read all of them, all the way through, because I read everything all the way through. Then I put the phone face down on the arm of the couch.

    They weren't wrong. Not about everything. That was the part I couldn't find anywhere to put.

    At eleven I gave up and went into the office, because it was the only room in the house with a radio, and the radio only gets the farm report.

    It came on at 11:02, in the same flat voice it's had for forty years. Corn prices. Milk prices. Then a late-season warning for growers in the northern counties.

    Hard freeze expected Friday night into Saturday. Lows in the low twenties. Growers with fruit still on the trees should take precautions.

    I sat up.

    A third of the crop was still hanging. The late varieties ripen last and keep longest: the Empires and Russets on the east slope, and the Northern Spies. In my grandfather's ledgers, the late fruit was the winter. It filled the cold barn and sold, bushel by bushel, through January. Without it, the winter column was zero. After a hard freeze, that fruit would be mush by Saturday morning.

    Four hundred bushels, give or take. Twenty-four hours. Me, Theo, Delores and a handful of high school kids who had school in the morning.

    I looked at the clock. It was 11:04. I called her anyway.

    She picked up on the first ring.

    "I know," Margo said. Her voice was wide awake. "I heard. I'm already making calls."

  
    Chapter 15 — The Freeze

    Margo

    There's a phone tree in Fernwood Falls.

    It lives in a green tin recipe box on the top shelf at the Gazette, next to the bound volumes from the 1970s. Inside are a hundred and twelve index cards. Each one has a name in Bev's handwriting, and under it, the names of five more people to call. The last time anybody used it was the flood of 2011, when the river came up over Main Street and the whole town carried the library's books up to the second floor of the Congregational church in one afternoon.

    Bev lives in the apartment over the office. At 11:20 on Thursday night she came downstairs in her bathrobe and her hunting vest and took the box off the shelf, while I stood in the doorway in my coat.

    "Hard freeze," she said, licking her thumb and flipping to the first card. "Holt Hill needs pickers. Dusk tomorrow. Bring a light." She looked up at me over her reading glasses. "Anything else?"

    "Tell them there'll be cider."

    "There's always cider." She picked up the phone. "Go to bed, Margo. You look terrible."

    I went home. I didn't go to bed. I sat at the kitchen table and called every number I had, and when I ran out, I opened my laptop to look for more, and the little star next to Nadia Kerr's email looked back at me from the top of my inbox.

    I closed the laptop and called Dot.

    

    By eight on Friday morning, the knitting circle had a plan, and the plan had subcommittees.

    By ten, Rosa had put a sign in the diner window: CLOSED AT 4. GONE PICKING. By noon, the high school had announced that any student who came up to Holt Hill after trick-or- treating would get community-service hours. As far as I could tell, this had been decided by Dot calling the principal, who is her nephew.

    I spent the day in a kind of electric fog. I answered strangers about Islands. I didn't answer Nadia Kerr. Every time I thought about her email, I picked up the phone and called somebody about ladders instead.

    At three, I drove up the hill.

    

    There was a stranger in the yard, carrying a stack of apple crates that came up past his nose.

    "You must be Margo," the crates said. Then they came down, and behind them was a man about Ezra's age, with very good hair and a smile that clearly worked on most people. "I'm Theo. I've read your column eleven times."

    "That's ten too many."

    "Twelve now. I read it again this morning at the top of the hill, for atmosphere." He held out his hand. "Can I tell you something about Ezra?"

    "Is it embarrassing?"

    "Extremely."

    "Then yes."

    He leaned in. "I've known him for eleven years," he said in a stage whisper. "I've seen him smile four times. Two of them were at bridges."

    I considered that. "He smiled at me on Tuesday."

    Theo stopped leaning. He looked at me with an expression of enormous satisfaction. "He told me it was at a donut."

    I felt my face go hot from the collar up. Theo picked up his crates again and went off humming.

    

    Ezra was in the cold barn with a clipboard, a hand-drawn map of the east slope and a thermometer that sent the temperature to his phone every fifteen minutes. He'd marked every late row in red. He'd counted the ladders, the picking bags, the bins and the lanterns. He'd made a spreadsheet.

    "Of course you made a spreadsheet," I said.

    He looked up. For a second neither of us said anything, the way it had been since the maze. Then he held out the clipboard.

    "Twenty-eight degrees around midnight," he said. "Twenty-four by three. The Spies and Russets go first; they're farthest out. Empires last, closest to the barn. Teams of four, one ladder each, one runner per team to the wagon." He hesitated. "I don't know how many people are coming."

    "Everyone," I said.

    "You can't know that."

    "I called them," I said. "I know."

    

    They started coming at five, as the sun went down behind the hill.

    First the knitting circle, dressed as witches in matching black capes and pointed hats, which nobody commented on. They had thermoses and a box of brand-new wool hats in every color, knitted that week for this exact purpose, which raised questions about how long they'd known. Then Rosa with three urns of coffee and four pies. Then Hank Mercer in a red plaid jacket and a hat with earflaps.

    "What are you supposed to be?" I asked him.

    "A lumberjack."

    "Hank, that's just what you wear."

    "Then it's a very good costume."

    Then the high school kids, still half in costume from trick-or-treating, then their parents, then their parents' friends. Bev arrived in her hunting vest with a headlamp strapped on over her reading glasses.

    "What are you dressed as?" Theo asked her.

    "An editor," said Bev, and went to find a ladder.

    By six there were forty cars on the hill. By seven there were more than a hundred people. There were three small princesses and a dinosaur. There was a man dressed as a hot dog on a ladder in the Russets, a sight I will never forget. Jess came in a cowboy hat from the clinic's Halloween party, and Theo walked straight into a bin.

    And my mother came, with her cane and her stitches and Hank's arm. Ezra set her up in a lawn chair by the door of the cold barn, with a blanket and the clipboard, so she could count the bins as they came in. She tallied every one of them all night long, in pen, and never once let anyone else hold the clipboard.

    I watched Hank bring her a cider at eight, and a slice of pie at nine, and tuck the blanket back around her knees when it slipped. I filed it with the rest.

    

    I don't know how to describe that night, except to tell it.

    The whole east slope of Holt Hill lit up with headlamps and lanterns, bobbing through the rows in the dark like fireflies in the wrong season. You could hear the ladders creak and the apples thudding into bags and bins, and people calling to each other down the rows, and the generator humming, and kids laughing somewhere in the Empires. The cold came down hard and fast after dark. By nine your breath hung in front of your face; by ten your fingers ached through your gloves; and nobody went home.

    Somebody started singing an old song in the Russets, badly, and the whole row joined in, worse. Delores wandered from row to row in a witch's hat someone had tied on her, eating windfalls and supervising. At midnight Ezra's phone buzzed with the temperature, twenty- eight, and he called it out from the top of the slope, and a cheer went up through the trees as if we'd scored a goal against the weather.

    I picked with Ezra in the Spies.

    The Spies are the farthest rows and the oldest trees, tall and rangy, so you need the long ladders. I went up, and he stood at the bottom, and I handed apples down to him one at a time by headlamp. Our fingers touched on every single apple. After a while, neither of us pretended they didn't.

    "Theo told me about the bridges," I said from the top of the ladder.

    He groaned. "Theo talks too much."

    "He said you've smiled four times in eleven years."

    "Theo can't count."

    "I can," I said. "I've seen it once."

    He didn't say anything. But I was looking down at him by the light of my headlamp, and he was looking up, and I saw it happen again. Number six, by Theo's count.

    

    At 2:40, the last bin rolled into the cold barn on the wagon. My mother wrote the number at the bottom of her clipboard and held it up for everyone to see.

    418.

    The cheer went all the way down the hill.

    People went home slowly after that, the way they do after something big. The little kids were asleep in the backs of cars. The knitting circle packed up their thermoses, and Dot wrote something on the back of her hand. Hank helped my mother into his truck, and she let him, and I didn't say a word. Theo announced that he'd drive Jess home.

    "I drove here," Jess said.

    "Then you'll drive me home," said Theo, and got into her truck before she could argue. She let him.

    By three, it was just Ezra and me and the goat.

    

    I found him in the cold barn.

    He hadn't heard me come in. He was standing at the shelf in the back, the one with the empty bushel basket and the cardboard sign that said SPIES. DON'T TOUCH. He had a crate of Northern Spies at his feet, the last ones we'd picked, from the oldest tree in the row. I watched him lift them, one by one, into the empty basket. He did it slowly, the way you'd do something you wanted to get exactly right. When the basket was full, he straightened the sign against it and just stood there.

    "Who are they for?" I said.

    He turned around. Under the bare bulb, his face was tired and windburned and very still.

    He was quiet for so long I thought he wasn't going to answer.

    "Someone who used to like pie," he said.

    It took me a moment. Then the floor of the cold barn went out from under me.

    He picked a bushel every year and put it in the cold barn. I asked him once who they were for. I'd said it to three hundred people. I'd stood under the Spy and said it in my best eulogy voice, thinking I was telling them something sweet and mysterious about Walter, and Ezra had been sitting right there in the front row.

    Nineteen years. A bushel every October. For a boy who used to like pie, who never came.

    I'd been so angry at him for not coming. I'd been angry at him for five years, on Walter's behalf, every Tuesday, without ever once asking. And Walter had kept his apples anyway. Every year. In case.

    For the first time, standing there in the cold, I wondered what it had cost Ezra not to come. I didn't say anything. I didn't trust my voice. I just walked over and stood beside him, and after a moment I put my hand flat on his back, between his shoulder blades, over his jacket.

    He let out a long breath. He didn't move away. If anything, he leaned back into it, just a little.

    We stood like that for a long time, in the cold and the smell of apples, looking at the full basket.

    

    When we came out, the freeze had arrived.

    It had come down over the hill while we were inside, silent and silver. Every blade of grass was white with it. It was on the hoods of the cars, on the ladders lying empty in the rows, on the windfalls nobody had had time to pick up, and on the roof of the donut stand, where Delores was asleep in her witch's hat.

    It was everywhere. And it wasn't going to touch a single apple we'd saved.

  
    Chapter 16 — Sunrise

    Ezra

    The generator ran out of gas at 4:52 in the morning. I'd like it noted that this one wasn't Dot's doing. It was mine.

    We were moving the last of the Russets off the wagon in the dark, and Russets have to be graded before they go into storage, because one bruised apple will rot a whole bin by Christmas. You need light to grade. Every lantern on the hill was dying at once, the way batteries do when they've all been bought on the same day by the same knitting circle.

    "There are spare batteries in his desk," Margo said. "Second drawer down, with the Christmas lights and the rubber bands." She was already walking toward the house. "I'll get them."

    I was halfway across the yard with a bin of Russets in my arms when I remembered what else was in the second drawer.

    I'd found it the first night, the Friday he died, looking for the number for the funeral home. A manila folder with a single letter on the tab in red pen: E. Under it, a stack of spiral notebooks held together with a rubber band. I'd known exactly what they were. I'd closed the drawer and hadn't opened it since.

    I put the bin down and went after her.

    

    She was sitting on the floor of the office with her back against the rolltop desk, still in her coat and her knitting-circle hat, with the drawer open beside her and a pack of D batteries forgotten in her lap. The folder lay open on the floor. Bank statements were fanned out around her, two inches deep. Fernwood Savings. Six years of them.

    She'd found the line. I watched her finger rest on it. TRANSFER IN, E. HOLT, $1,400.00. The first of every month, seventy-two times. And stapled behind them, the property tax receipts, every spring. PAID BY: E. HOLT.

    She didn't look up when I came in.

    "You paid it," she said.

    I'd had six years to decide what I'd say if anyone ever found out, and I'd never decided. So I said the true thing.

    "Every month. For six years."

    "The loan. The taxes." She turned a page. "He told me the hail loan was handled. I did his books for three years, and he told me it was handled, and I thought—" She stopped. "I thought he'd sold the back lot. Or had savings somewhere. I never—" She looked up then. "Why didn't you tell me?"

    "He asked me not to."

    "'Nobody needs to know the Holts can't hold a hill,'" she said, in his voice, almost perfectly, and I flinched.

    Then she picked up one of the notebooks.

    They were the cheap spiral kind he bought by the dozen at Lundgren's. There were fifteen of them, one for every year, rubber-banded together. Each one said SUNDAYS on the cover in red capitals. Inside, every entry had the same shape: a date, a name, a line. He'd kept a record of every call I'd ever made him.

    SEPT. 28. EZZY. Building a garage for rich people's cars. Sounds tired. Told him the Spies are coming in. He laughed.

    SEPT. 21. EZZY. Asked about my cribbage partner again. Didn't tell him a thing.

    Margo read that one out loud. Then she read it again.

    "He kept us apart on purpose," she said slowly. "He knew exactly what he was doing."

    "Apparently."

    "Every Sunday." She looked at the stack of notebooks. "How long?"

    "Since I was eighteen." I sat down on the floor across from her, because my legs had made that decision without me. "I called him from my dorm room the first week of college. I'd wanted to for four years. My father didn't know. He still doesn't. Coming here would have meant telling him, and choosing, and he'd already lost—" I stopped. "So I called instead. Every Sunday at seven. Fifteen years."

    Margo was quiet for a long time.

    "I said you only came twice," she said. Her voice cracked. "I said it to your face. I said it in a column, Ezra. I said it to two million people—"

    "You weren't wrong. Calling isn't coming."

    "Don't." She put the notebook down very carefully, as if it might break. "Don't you do that. Don't you make it easy for me." She pressed the heels of her hands against her eyes. "He let me think you didn't care. For five years. Every Tuesday I sat on that porch angry at you on his behalf, and he let me."

    "He let me think you were an old man from the VFW," I said.

    She made a sound that was half a laugh and half something else.

    Then she looked down at the statements again. "How much is left on it?"

    There it was. The question I'd been waiting for since the morning she sat behind a box of donuts in the Gazette office. I could have told her all of it, right there on the floor: the balloon, the bank, the folder under the phone book in the next room.

    "Some," I said.

    She nodded slowly, as if that were an answer. It wasn't, and I knew it wasn't. I should have told her then. I want that on the record too.

    

    "Can I ask you something?" she said. "That first Tuesday on the porch. You said he called me his cribbage partner in a voicemail."

    "Yes."

    "Do you still have it?"

    I took out my phone. Twenty-two seconds. I hadn't played it since the Friday he died.

    I held the phone between us on the floor and pressed play.

    "Ezzy." His voice filled the little office: gravel and warmth, and behind it the porch, you could hear the wind. "Skunked my cribbage partner tonight. Thirty-two points. Tell nobody, I'm being very humble about it." A laugh, then a cough. "Spies are coming in nice. I'll put the basket out. Call me Sunday."

    The message ended. The office was very quiet.

    Call me Sunday.

    I didn't decide to. It just happened, the way a beam goes: holding, and holding, and then not. I put my head down on my knees on the floor of my grandfather's office and cried for the first time since the Friday he died. And Margo Pike came across the floor on her knees, through six years of bank statements, and put her arms around me, and held on.

    

    I don't know how long we stayed there. Long enough for the window over the desk to go from black to gray.

    "Ezra," she said eventually, into my shoulder. "The Russets."

    "The Russets," I agreed, and didn't move.

    "The sun's coming up."

    We went out onto the porch.

    The whole hill was white with frost. Every blade of grass, every leaf still on the trees, every windfall in the rows, every ladder lying where someone had dropped it. Over the far side of the lake, the sky had gone from gray to pale gold, and as we stood there, the sun came up over the hills and the light ran down the frozen slope toward us. Everything it touched lit up. The frost on the trees caught fire, all of it at once, gold and white, and mist rose off the lake below like the water was breathing. Down by the stand, Delores was asleep on the roof in her witch's hat.

    Margo stood at the top of the steps with the pack of batteries still in her hand and the light on her face. Her eyes were red, and her ridiculous knitted hat was crooked.

    "I was wrong about you," she said.

    "You weren't—"

    "Ezra. I swear to God, if you say I wasn't wrong one more time—"

    So I didn't say it. I kissed her instead.

    Her mouth was cold and tasted like coffee and cider, and her free hand closed in the front of my jacket and held on, the way it had on the office floor. Somewhere very far away, I heard the batteries hit the porch and roll down the steps.

    In the maze, I'd measured eight inches. It had taken a week and a whole town and a hard freeze to close them.

    Zero.

    When she finally stepped back, the sun was all the way up, the frost had started to smoke off the grass, and the batteries had rolled all the way down into the yard.

    "Rule six," she said, a little unsteadily.

    "Rule six," I agreed, and kissed her again.

  
    Chapter 17 — New Rules

    Margo

    We opened the stand at nine o'clock on no sleep, in matching flannel.

    That was an accident. I'd like the record to show it was an accident.

    At seven thirty I'd driven home to shower and check on my mother. She was asleep. Hank Mercer's truck was parked in our driveway with frost on the windshield, which meant it had been there all night. I stood in the kitchen with my keys in my hand for a full minute, staring out the window at it. Then I decided I was too tired to have feelings about one more thing before nine a.m., took a shower, put on the first clean shirt in my drawer, which was a red buffalo-check flannel, and drove back up the hill.

    Ezra was standing in the donut stand in a red buffalo-check flannel.

    We looked at each other.

    "Rule seven," I said.

    "It's his," Ezra said. He looked down at it. The sleeves were too short. "It was the only clean thing in the house."

    Walter's shirt. I'd seen him in it a hundred times: on the porch, at the window of this stand, up a ladder in the Macouns. I opened my mouth to say something about it. Instead I crossed the stand and fixed his collar, which was folded under on one side the way Walter's always was, and kissed him, right there in the serving window, at 8:51 in the morning, with the line already forming.

    Somebody in the line whistled.

    "Rule nine," Ezra murmured against my mouth.

    "Rule nine's already gone," I said.

    

    It was gone by nine thirty.

    Dot Kowalski reached the window at 9:28 in her knitted hat. She looked at Ezra's shirt. She looked at mine. She looked at both our faces for slightly longer than was polite. Then she ordered a dozen and handed me a fifty.

    "Dot, that's twelve dollars."

    "Keep the change, dear," said Dot. "I did very well this morning."

    "How—"

    "Margo." She patted my hand through the window. "You're wearing the same shirt, and you've both been smiling at a fryer for half an hour. I've been doing this since 1971."

    At ten, Rosa texted me a photo of the chalkboard at the diner. Someone had drawn a line through KISS BEFORE THE DANCE and written beside it, in Dot's tidy printing, PAID OUT.

    At ten fifteen, Jess's truck pulled into the lot. Jess got out of the driver's side. Theo got out of the passenger side, in the same clothes he'd been wearing at the freeze, with a hat from the knitting circle on his head and a very satisfied expression.

    I leaned out the serving window. "Jess."

    "Don't," said Jess.

    

    I want to describe that day accurately, the way I'd describe it in the paper. So: it was the best day I'd had in five years, and I was terrified the whole time.

    It was the best day because every time I turned around in that ten-by-twelve shed, he was there. He touched my back when he reached past me for the sugar. He handed me trays and didn't let go of them right away. When the dropper jammed and he swore at it, I laughed so hard I had to sit down on a flour bin. When I looked up from the register, I'd catch him looking at me, and he didn't look away anymore. He just smiled. Number seven. Number eight. I stopped counting around eleven.

    It was terrifying for the same reason.

    Because I know what happens to people who stay. I'd made it my whole personality. And Ezra Holt had a job in Boston, and a father who'd already taken him away from this hill once. And when I'd asked him what happened after the festival, he'd said we'll see.

    At two, in a lull, I said, "I want to write a correction."

    Ezra looked up from the fryer. "You don't do corrections."

    "Not for the dead. You're not dead." I wiped down the counter, harder than it needed. "Two million people think you're the grandson who never cared. I said that. I want to fix it."

    "No."

    "Ezra—"

    "Nobody needs to know," he said.

    "That's his line."

    "It's mine now." He turned a donut with the dowel, very carefully. "He asked me not to tell anyone. I'm not going to start because the internet's mad at me."

    "They're not mad at you. They're mad at who I said you were."

    He looked at me then, over the fryer, and his face did something I didn't have a word for yet.

    "You know who I am," he said. "That's the only correction I need."

    I had to go and count the cash box, which did not need counting.

    At two thirty, Patrice Dunleavy reached the window, looked at us both and said, "You two look terrible."

    "Thank you, Patrice."

    "It's closer, though. The donut." She paused. "And the shirts are a bit much."

    

    I got home at seven, just as Hank's truck was pulling out of our driveway. He saw me and raised one hand off the wheel, very sheepishly, and kept going.

    My mother was at the kitchen table, with her cane hooked over the back of her chair and two cups of tea in front of her, one for her and one for me. She'd been waiting.

    "Sit down," she said. "I have something to tell you, and you're going to make a face."

    I sat down. "I'm not going to make a face."

    "I've been seeing Hank Mercer."

    I made a face.

    "There it is," said my mother.

    "How long?" I said.

    "A year and a half."

    "A year and a half?"

    "Since the spring before last. You had the flu, and I had an infusion, and Walter had his hip, so Hank drove me to Burlington. He waited four hours in that waiting room. He did the crossword in pencil, which I've told him is a moral failing." She turned her cup in her hands. "He asked me to dance in 1985, you know. At the Harvest Dance. Before your father. I said no. He's been very patient."

    I sat there with my tea. A year and a half. The pharmacy calls. The pink cheeks. The English muffin at the diner. The truck on Birch Street. Room 214. It had all been right there in my files, and I'd never once opened them, because I was too busy checking pill organizers.

    "Why didn't you tell me?"

    My mother looked at me with an expression I hadn't seen in years. Not tired. Not brave. Just my mother.

    "Because you'd have checked him," she said. "The way you check my pills."

    That landed.

    "Margo." She reached across the table and put her hand on mine. "I love you more than anything. You came home when I needed you, and I will never, ever forget it. But I'm better now. I have a neurologist, and a pill organizer, and a cane, and a man who drives an hour at six in the morning with grocery-store flowers. I'm managing." She squeezed my hand. "What I don't have is a daughter who lives her own life. And I want one. I want one so much."

    I couldn't say anything.

    "I don't know what you gave up to come home," she said quietly. "I know it was something. I'm not stupid. Don't you dare give up anything else for me."

    I almost told her. It was right there: the offer on my kitchen counter five years ago, the email starred in my inbox. I opened my mouth.

    "And you kissed Ezra Holt," my mother said.

    I closed it again. "How do you—"

    "Dot," said my mother, and finally laughed.

    

    That night I sat on my bed with the laptop and opened Nadia Kerr's email for the fourth time.

    I hit reply. I typed: Dear Nadia, Thank you. I'd like to talk.

    Then I sat there for a long time with the cursor blinking after talk.

    My phone buzzed on the quilt. Ezra had sent a picture of the spiral notebook, open to our score. Under OCT. 28. E. 1, M. 1, in his square capitals, he'd added a new line.

    NOV. 1. SUNRISE. NO SCORE. (COUNTING IT ANYWAY.)

    I laughed out loud, alone in my room. Then I looked back at the laptop for a long time.

    I didn't send it. I didn't delete it, either. I saved it, and it sat in my drafts folder all night, like a light left on in another room.

  
    Chapter 18 — For Ezra

    Ezra

    Bev Tolliver doesn't climb hills. She's told Margo so. She's told me so, on the phone, twice.

    At 6:50 on Sunday morning, a 1994 Buick came up my grandfather's road in second gear, scraping in all the places Theo's car had scraped, and stopped in the yard. Bev got out in her hunting vest and reading glasses and looked around at the hill as if it had personally offended her by being one.

    I came out onto the porch with my coffee. "You don't climb hills."

    "I don't," Bev agreed. "The car does." She came up the porch steps slowly, one hand on the rail, and held out an envelope. EZRA, in red pen, in his capitals.

    I didn't take it right away. "Why now?"

    "His instructions." Bev took a folded sheet out of her vest pocket and read it at arm's length. "'Ezra's goes the morning after the kid finds out.'" She folded it again. "He didn't say finds out what. But Dot says you two were on this porch at sunrise yesterday, so I assumed she'd found out something."

    "Dot wasn't here at sunrise."

    "Dot," said Bev, "is always here at sunrise."

    I took the envelope.

    Bev looked at me for a long moment over her reading glasses. "He was proud of you," she said. "He'd want me to tell you, and he'd never have said it himself. So there." She turned to go, then turned back. "And if you hurt that girl, I'll print it."

    Behind me the screen door banged, and Theo came out onto the porch with his bag over his shoulder.

    Bev looked him up and down. "Who are you?"

    "Theo. I'm visiting."

    "I can tell," said Bev, and went down the steps to her Buick.

    Theo watched her go with his mouth slightly open. "Does everyone in this town say that?"

    "Everyone in this town says that."

    

    Theo had to be in Boston by noon. He'd been in Vermont for three days, and somehow he'd learned more about Fernwood Falls than I had in three weeks.

    "Hank's dating the newspaper lady's mom," he told me at the car, which had lost a little more of itself on the way up the hill. "Dot runs a betting syndicate. Rosa's niece is a dental hygienist. The vet has a dog named Steve."

    "How do you know all that?"

    "I listen, Ez. People will tell you anything if you hold a flashlight for them." He threw his bag in the back. "I'm coming back for the dance."

    "You're coming back for the vet."

    "I'm coming back for the dance with the vet." He turned around and put both hands on my shoulders, which he's done maybe twice in eleven years. "Tell her about the folder. Before somebody else does. In this town, somebody else will."

    "I'm going to."

    "When?"

    "Soon."

    He looked at me like a building that had failed inspection. Then he hugged me, hard, got into the car and scraped all the way down the hill.

    

    I read the letter on the porch, in my grandfather's rocker, with the sun coming up over the lake the way it had the morning before.

    One page, folded in thirds, in red pen. His handwriting got bigger when he meant something, so some of the lines were enormous.

    Ezzy,

    If Bev's given you this, the kid knows about Sundays, and you're sitting somewhere feeling like you got caught. You didn't get caught. I wanted her to know. I just didn't want to be the one to tell her. I'm a coward about some things. You'll find that out.

    Here's what I never said on the phone.

    I wasn't a good father to your father. I loved this hill out loud and I loved him quietly, and he could only hear the loud part. He left the first chance he got, and I let him go, because I was too proud to ask him to stay. When he came for you that August, I let him take you too. I told myself it was fair. It wasn't fair to you.

    You've spent nineteen years not coming here, because coming here meant choosing. I watched you do it. I never asked you to come, because I didn't want you to have to choose either. That was my mistake. Not yours.

    You're going to think you're no good at staying. You come from a long line of people who weren't. Here's the secret, and it took me eighty-four years: you don't have to be good at staying. You just have to stay. Or go. But do it on purpose, Ezzy. Don't let it happen to you.

    Call your father. He's not as strong as he sounds. Neither was I.

    W.

    P.S. The Spies are for pie. Make the kid bake it. She's terrible at pie.

    I read it twice. Then I folded it and sat there in his chair for a long time, with the frost going off the grass and the lake steaming.

    You don't have to be good at staying. You just have to stay.

    I took out my wallet. The sticky note was still there, in the back, behind my license: OVER MY DEAD BODY. I put his letter in beside it.

    Then I took out my phone and wrote my father a text. Grandpa left me a letter. Part of it is about you.

    I looked at it for a long time. I didn't send it. I didn't delete it, either.

    

    At seven thirty I went into the office, took Blake Sutter's folder out of the drawer under the phone book and put it on the desk.

    Then I put everything else on the desk beside it. The ledgers. My spreadsheet. The bank letter. And the survey of the property, the original one from 1962, which was rolled up on the top shelf behind the radio, on linen gone the color of weak tea.

    I'd been looking at the problem as a building with one load it couldn't carry. You can't fix a load like that by tightening bolts. You have to take it off, or add something to carry it.

    I got out a legal pad and started a list, the way I'd start any job.

    1. Prices. (Done. E. says yes.)

    2. Winter cider subscription. Her idea. "NO ONE WANTS CIDER IN FEBRUARY." Test it.

    3. Second pressing day. Sell to the co-op in Burlington.

    4. Shares in the orchard, like a farm share. People pay in spring, get fruit in fall. Find out how other orchards do it.

    5. Weddings. I looked at that one for a while, thought about Blake's ceremony arch under the Spy, and crossed it out so hard the pen went through the paper.

    I ran the numbers, every way I could think of. I texted Theo, who was already on the highway: When you're not driving. Can you check some numbers? Thirty seconds later: I'm not driving. I'm at a gas station eating a hot dog. Send them. By eight o'clock, between the two of us, we'd gotten the gap down from a hundred and sixty-two thousand to ninety.

    Ninety thousand dollars, in twenty-nine days.

    It still didn't hold. But for the first time, it was a problem I was trying to solve instead of a decision I was waiting to make.

    I unrolled the survey across the desk and weighed down the corners with ledgers. Sixty acres of orchard, in a surveyor's neat ink, every row and road and building. And below the county road, where the land ran down to the water, a separate parcel I'd almost forgotten was there.

    LOT 2. MEADOW. 12 AC. (LAKEFRONT.)

    The meadow. Where I learned to swim. Where my grandfather built a dock out of old pallets the summer I was ten and sat on the end of it every evening with his feet in the water while I did cannonballs. Where we lay in the grass in August and watched for shooting stars.

    Twelve acres of lakefront in Vermont. I knew exactly what it was worth. I'd done the math before I could stop myself.

    My finger was resting on it. I took it away as if the linen were hot.

    "Not that," I said out loud, to nobody.

    

    Margo came up the hill at eight with two coffees, in the KID apron, with frost still in the shadow of the barn. She kissed me good morning in the doorway of the office as if she'd been doing it for years, then looked past me at the desk.

    "What's all that?"

    The folder was on the desk, ten feet behind me, under the survey.

    "Homework," I said. "Bev came up."

    "Bev came up the hill?"

    "The car did." I held out the letter. I didn't hold out the folder. "He left me a note. He says you're terrible at pie."

    She took the page, read the P.S., and stared at me.

    "He's dead," she said, "and he's still insulting me?"

    "He also says you have to bake one."

    She laughed and handed the letter back without reading the rest, because she knew it wasn't hers to read. That's the kind of person she is.

    I told myself I'd tell her about the folder after the regatta.

  
    Chapter 19 — The Regatta

    Margo

    The Giant Pumpkin Regatta was invented in 1997 by Hank Mercer, three beers and a dare.

    The way Walter told it, Hank grew a pumpkin so big that summer it wouldn't fit through his barn door, and somebody at the Thursday poker table said, "What are you going to do with it, Hank, float it?" And Hank, who has never once in his life turned down a dare, said yes.

    Twenty-eight years later, it's the last big event of Harvest Festival before the dance. Every year the Lundgrens grow a dozen giant pumpkins, eight hundred pounds or more apiece, and every year the town hollows them out, paints them, climbs into them two at a time with canoe paddles and races them across the cove to a buoy and back. Nobody has ever done it with dignity. That isn't the point.

    Walter and I entered five years in a row. We came in last five years in a row. He blamed my paddling. I blamed his steering. We were both right.

    

    The high school kids had painted our pumpkin. They'd done it Saturday night, after the freeze, without telling us, and when Ezra and I walked down to the town dock at quarter to four on Sunday, there it was at the end of the line of pumpkins, bobbing like an enormous orange buoy, with black letters painted across its side.

    THE LATE WALTER.

    I stopped walking. Ezra stopped beside me.

    "Oh, no," I said.

    "He'd love it," Ezra said.

    "He'd love it." I put my hand over my mouth. "He'd make them paint it every year."

    The kids were standing on the dock grinning, waiting to see what we'd do. I gave them two thumbs up, and they cheered, and the knitting circle cheered, and somewhere behind us Patrice Dunleavy said it was in poor taste, but she said it fondly.

    There were nine pumpkins in the race that year. The Lundgren brothers had one painted like a bass. The high school had entered three, one of them painted to look like the principal. Rosa paddled with her niece the dental hygienist, who turned out to be named Gabriela and to be engaged to a man in Barre, which closed at least one line on Dot's chalkboard. A pair of volunteer firefighters had entered in full gear, which seemed like cheating.

    And at the end of the dock, in a pumpkin painted with black-and-white newsprint and the words EXTRA! EXTRA!, sat Bev Tolliver and Dot Kowalski, in matching life jackets over a hunting vest and a witch's cape respectively, with their paddles across their knees like rifles.

    "They've won four of the last six years," I told Ezra.

    "Bev and Dot."

    "Bev and Dot."

    "How?"

    "Nobody knows," I said. "Nobody's ever been close enough to see."

    

    Ezra looked at our pumpkin for a long time. He walked all the way around it on the dock. He crouched and studied the waterline. He pushed on the rim with one hand and watched it rock.

    "A pumpkin," he said finally, "is not a hull."

    "No."

    "It's a sphere. A sphere has no keel. It has no preferred direction of travel. It's going to want to rotate."

    "It's going to want to spin," I said. "Walter and I spun for eleven minutes in 2022."

    He gave me a pained look. Then he climbed in.

    Getting into a giant pumpkin is not a graceful thing. You sit on a little plank somebody has wedged across the inside, with your knees up around your ears. The walls are slick and smell like the inside of a jack-o'-lantern, and every time you breathe, the whole thing rocks. Ezra folded himself into the front half with the expression of a man who'd designed parking garages that held up better than this. I got in behind him. The pumpkin sank another two inches, and we both grabbed the rim.

    "Okay," he said. "Here's the plan. We paddle on opposite sides, in rhythm. I call it. Left, right, left, right. If we stay synchronized, the rotational forces cancel out."

    "That's what Walter said."

    "What happened?"

    "He called it, and I couldn't hear him, and we went in a circle."

    Ezra turned around in the pumpkin, which nearly capsized us, and looked at me.

    "I'll call it louder," he said.

    

    Patrice fired the starting pistol. Patrice has fired the starting pistol since 1999, and nobody remembers asking her to.

    The firefighters shot off the line like a rocket. The bass went sideways. The principal sank with dignity about ten feet from the dock, and two teenagers stood up waist-deep in the lake, shrieking with cold.

    And Ezra Holt and I went in a circle.

    "Left!" Ezra called. "Right! Left! Margo, left!"

    "I am going left!"

    "That's your left!"

    "Whose left would I be going?"

    We completed a full rotation. The crowd on the dock cheered. We completed another one. On the shore, Jess was laughing so hard she had to sit down, and my mother was waving a scarf over her head like a flag, and Hank was filming us on his phone, which meant it would be on the diner's bulletin board by Tuesday.

    "Stop," Ezra said. "Stop paddling."

    We stopped. The pumpkin drifted gently around one more time and came to rest facing the wrong way, toward the shore.

    He turned around very slowly. His hair was wet from my paddle. There was pumpkin pulp on his cheek.

    "New plan," he said. "Forget left and right. When I say now, you paddle. Just you. Then me. We take turns."

    "That's not how boats work."

    "This isn't a boat. It's a vegetable."

    "It's a fruit, technically."

    "Margo."

    "Fine."

    And it worked. It actually worked. Now, and I'd dig in. Now, and he would. The pumpkin lurched forward, wobbled, corrected, lurched again. We started passing things. We passed the principal, sitting half-submerged on the bottom like a shipwreck. We passed the bass. We passed the high school's second entry, whose crew had given up and were throwing pulp at each other. We rounded the buoy in fifth place, and a cheer went up from the dock that I'll remember for the rest of my life.

    Then I looked up and saw Bev and Dot.

    They were already on their way back. They were paddling in a rhythm so smooth and so perfect that their pumpkin moved through the water as if it had a motor. Neither of them said a word. Neither of them had a hair out of place. As they passed us going the other way, Dot lifted one hand off her paddle and gave us a little wave.

    "How," Ezra said. "How."

    "They've been doing it since 1971," I said.

    "There was no regatta in 1971."

    "I don't think that matters to them."

    

    We would have come in fourth. I really believe that. We were twenty yards from the dock and gaining on the firefighters when Ezra said "Now," and I dug in, and he dug in at the same time, and the whole pumpkin rolled sideways and took a slow, cold, enormous gulp of Fernwood Lake.

    "Oh," said Ezra.

    "Oh," I said.

    THE LATE WALTER sank gracefully, an inch at a time, with both of us in it, until we were sitting in a pumpkin full of November water up to our waists. The water was so cold I stopped being able to think. The shallows there are only three feet deep. Ezra stood up, which tipped the rest of the pumpkin over, which put me in the lake.

    I came up gasping, in water up to my chest, with my hair in my face, and the first thing I heard was the entire town of Fernwood Falls laughing and cheering at once.

    The second thing I heard was Ezra.

    He was standing in the lake beside the overturned pumpkin, soaked to the chest, with pulp in his hair and his paddle still in his hand, and he was laughing. Not the corner of his mouth. Not a smile. Laughing out loud, helplessly, with his head back. I'd never heard him do it before. It was the best sound I'd ever heard.

    We waded ashore holding hands. Bev and Dot were on the dock with the trophy, a spray- painted gold gourd, accepting congratulations. Bev looked down at us, dripping, over her reading glasses.

    "Last place," she said. "Very traditional."

    "We were fourth," I said through chattering teeth. "Until we sank."

    "Sinking counts, dear," said Dot.

    

    By the time we got back up the hill, I couldn't feel my feet. Ezra lit the woodstove in the kitchen with hands that wouldn't quite work, went upstairs and came back down with a towel, a pair of sweatpants and a gray sweatshirt with CALLOWAY & REYES ANNUAL 5K across the front.

    "I didn't run it," he said. "Theo did. He gave me the shirt as a threat."

    I changed in the bathroom. The sweatshirt came down past my knees. When I came out, he'd changed too, into an old flannel and dry jeans, and he was standing at the stove heating cider in a saucepan, with his hair still wet and sticking up on one side.

    He turned around and saw me in his sweatshirt, and stopped.

    "What," I said.

    "Nothing."

    "You're doing the face."

    "I don't have a face."

    "You have a whole face," I said. "Theo says you've only used it four times, but it's definitely there."

    He put the spoon down.

    I don't know who moved. It seems to be a pattern with us. I know he was across the kitchen, and then he wasn't, and I was against the counter with my hands in his wet hair and his hands on my waist through the enormous sweatshirt, and the cider was boiling over on the stove and neither of us did anything about it. It wasn't like the kiss at sunrise. That one had been an answer. This one was a question, and we kept asking it, against the counter and then the kitchen table and somehow on the old couch by the woodstove where he'd slept for a month, with the fire snapping and my cold feet against his warm ankles and his mouth on my neck, and the whole world gone very far away and very warm.

    At some point, he stopped.

    He didn't move away. He put his forehead against mine, breathing hard, and said, "Margo."

    "Mm."

    "There's something I need to—"

    I opened my eyes. He was looking past me, over the back of the couch, toward the office. The door was half open. Through it I could see the desk, and a rolled-up map, and a stack of folders underneath it.

    Then he looked back at me, and something in his face shut, quietly, like a door.

    "I'm a terrible paddler," he said.

    I laughed. "That's not news."

    "I wanted it on the record."

    I should have asked. I know that now. On a hay bale in the corn, I'd said okay when he didn't want to tell me something, and it had felt like a gift. I told myself this was the same. It wasn't the same. But I was warm, and happy, and wearing his sweatshirt, and I didn't want anything in the world to change. So I let it go.

    I'm very good at letting things go.

    "Rule five," I said instead, against his mouth.

    "Which one's five?"

    "One dance. One." I pulled back far enough to look at him. "We haven't had the dance yet."

    He looked at me for a long moment, flushed and rumpled, with pulp still in his hair. Then he started to laugh again, quietly, into my shoulder.

    "Rules are rules," he said.

    "Rules are rules."

    "Six days."

    "Six days," I agreed, and kissed him once more, to make sure it was still true.

    

    I drove home at midnight in his sweatshirt, with my wet clothes in a plastic bag on the passenger seat and the heater on high.

    At the bottom of the hill, at the turnoff, I pulled over.

    I sat there with the engine running, the way I had on the first Tuesday after Walter died, and the way I had with Ezra's ten rules under the dome light. I looked back up the hill at the one light still on in the farmhouse. And I said it out loud, to the windshield, because I'm a journalist and I needed to hear how it sounded.

    "I'm in love with him."

    It sounded true. It sounded terrifying. It sounded like something I'd been waiting five years to say about anything at all.

    I took out my phone. Nadia Kerr's reply was still in my drafts, where I'd left it on Saturday night. Dear Nadia, Thank you. I'd like to talk.

    I thought about my mother at the kitchen table. Don't you dare give up anything else for me. I thought about Walter's letter. It is not going to send you an invitation. And I thought about something nobody had said to me, that I'd only just understood, sitting at the bottom of a hill in a borrowed sweatshirt.

    I'd stayed in Fernwood Falls for five years because of someone else. I loved my mother, and I'd stayed for her, and somewhere along the way it had stopped being a choice and turned into a place I couldn't leave.

    I loved Ezra. And if I stayed, I wanted to know it was because I'd chosen to. Not because he was here. Not because I was afraid. Because I'd looked at everything and picked.

    I couldn't pick if I didn't know what the choices were.

    At 12:14 a.m., I hit send.

    Then I drove home, and knocked on my own front door, because Hank's truck was in the driveway, and there are some things a daughter is better off not walking in on.

  
    Chapter 20 — The Appraisal

    Ezra

    The loan officer at Fernwood Savings is named Dan Pruitt, and his family has been getting free apples from my grandfather since before he was born.

    He told me so before I'd even sat down. "Three bushels every fall," he said, shaking my hand across his desk at nine o'clock on Monday morning. "My mother would have gone hungry some winters without your grandfather. I want you to know I tried to get him that extension. Twice."

    I thought of a line in blue ink in the margin of a ledger. W. gave away three bushels to the Pruitts again. I'm not stopping him.

    "I know," I said. "I saw the letter."

    "It's not up to me. It's the regional board in Rutland. They don't know him from Adam. They see a balloon payment on an agricultural loan and a borrower who's—" He stopped.

    "Dead," I said.

    "Deceased," Dan agreed, wincing.

    I opened my laptop and turned it toward him. KEEP v2. I'd built it out properly since Sunday: Margo's prices, the second pressing day, the winter subscription, the co-op in Burlington, the shares. Every load in its place. At the bottom, in a cell I'd colored red without meaning to, was the gap. Ninety thousand dollars.

    Dan read it all the way through. I liked him for that.

    "This is good," he said finally. "This is a real plan. If the operating side looks like this, the bank would refinance what's left. Ten years, maybe fifteen. I can sell that to Rutland." He tapped the red cell. "But not the whole balloon. They'll want to see ninety thousand come off the principal first. By December first. Cash, or a signed purchase agreement on the property. One or the other."

    "A purchase agreement."

    "If you were selling." He looked at me over the laptop. "Are you selling?"

    "I don't know yet."

    He nodded slowly, the way people in this town nod when they already know everything about you. "Have you talked to the land trust in Montpelier? They bought the development rights on the Ashford farm last year. Paid out in about six weeks."

    "December first is four weeks away."

    "I know," said Dan Pruitt. "I'm sorry. I really am."

    

    Blake Sutter called at 2:15 that afternoon, while I was pressing cider for the last festival weekend.

    "Ezra! I saw the video. The pumpkin. Somebody posted it, my wife sent it to me. You sank!"

    "We sank."

    "It was beautiful. Truly." He laughed. "Listen, I want to get the appraisal on the calendar. Our appraiser can do Sunday the ninth, eight a.m. It's the only slot before the fifteenth. I know Saturday's your big dance, I read about that too, so I figured Sunday morning would be the most respectful."

    There it was.

    I stood in the barn with the cider running gold into the trough and the phone against my ear, and I could have said no. It would have been easy. Not this year. Not ever. Over my dead body. My grandfather had written it in red pen. I had it in my wallet.

    "Ezra? You there?"

    I told myself an appraisal wasn't a sale. It was information, and I'm an engineer; I like information. I told myself that if Dan's ninety thousand dollars didn't show up in the next twenty-eight days, the hill would go to auction on the courthouse steps, and Ridgeline's number was the only thing standing between it and that. I told myself I'd tell Margo before anything was signed. All of that was true.

    None of it was why.

    The real reason was that I still hadn't decided. And as long as I hadn't decided, every door had to stay open, even the one I didn't want to walk through.

    "Sunday's fine," I said.

    "Fantastic. Eight o'clock. He'll be in and out in two hours. You'll barely notice."

    After he hung up, I went into the kitchen and stood in front of the fridge. The feed-store calendar was still on its nail, MARGO on every Tuesday in red pen. I took a pencil off the counter and wrote APPRAISAL 8AM in the box for Sunday the ninth.

    Then I looked at it for a long time, and erased it, and put it in my phone instead.

    I'd like to say I didn't know why I did that. I knew.

    

    Theo called that night.

    "Did you tell her?"

    "I was going to. After the regatta."

    "And?"

    "We sank."

    "Ez."

    "And then we came back to the house, and she was cold, and I lit the stove, and—" I stopped. "It didn't come up."

    "It didn't come up." I heard him put something down. "You were in a room with the folder in the next room, and it didn't come up."

    "She was wearing my 5K shirt."

    There was a short silence. "My 5K shirt? The threat shirt?"

    "The threat shirt."

    "Oh my God," said Theo. "Okay. Tell her before the dance."

    "After the dance."

    "Why after?"

    I looked out the kitchen window at the dark hill. "Because the dance is the last thing he asked me for. It was in the paper. In bold. I want to give it to him." I paused. "And to her. One night, before everything."

    Theo was quiet for a long moment. "And when's the appraisal?"

    I didn't answer.

    "Ezra. When's the appraisal?"

    "Sunday. Eight a.m."

    "The morning after the dance."

    "Yes."

    "That," said Theo, "is the worst plan I've ever heard, and I once watched you try to cook rice in a coffee maker."

    "I know."

    "Cancel it."

    "I can't. If I can't find ninety thousand dollars by December first, that appraisal is the only thing between this hill and an auction."

    "Then tell her that."

    "After the dance," I said.

    He sighed, the long-suffering sigh of a man who'd been my friend for eleven years and had stopped expecting me to listen. "I'm driving up Saturday afternoon to take Jess. I'm bringing the good tie. You're going to need it."

    

    On Tuesday, after cribbage on the porch (NOV. 4. E. 2, M. 1), I asked Margo to dinner.

    "At a restaurant," I said. "On Wednesday. On purpose."

    She laughed. "There's only one restaurant."

    "Then that one."

    The Maple Leaf Diner, 6:30 on Wednesday night. When we walked in, the bell over the door rang, and every head in the place turned, and then very carefully turned back.

    Every booth was full. On a Wednesday, in November. Rosa told me later that had never once happened in the history of the diner. The knitting circle was lined up along the counter like birds on a wire. Hank and Diane were in the corner booth, sharing a slice of pie and pretending not to look at us. Bev was in the booth by the register, reading a newspaper that I was fairly sure was upside down. And Rosa had put a red-checked tablecloth on the window booth, the only tablecloth in the diner, with a candle stuck in an empty cider jug.

    Behind the register, on the chalkboard, Dot had written: FIRST DATE. WED 6:30. DESSERT ORDERED? 2–1.

    Margo saw it and put her face in her hands.

    "Rule nine," I said.

    "Rule nine has been dead since Saturday," she said through her fingers.

    We sat down. Everyone in the diner leaned in about an inch.

    

    I'd like to tell you about that dinner. It was the best one I've ever had, and it was meatloaf.

    We talked about everything. The freeze, and the regatta, and Patrice's starting pistol. I told her about the two bridges Theo's always going on about: a cable-stayed bridge over the river in Boston that I stood under at dawn on my first job, and a little footbridge in a park in Somerville that a kid had drawn on the sidewalk in chalk the morning it opened. She told me about the favorite obituary she'd ever written, for a woman named Edna who'd outlived three husbands, a hurricane and a bank. Rosa brought us Northern Spy pie, from the bushels we'd saved on Friday night, and set it down between us like an offering, and the whole diner exhaled.

    "Dessert's ordered," Margo said, looking at the chalkboard. "Somebody just won something."

    "Somebody always wins something."

    But there were moments when she wasn't there.

    They were small. If I'd been anyone else, I wouldn't have noticed. Her phone was face down on the table by her elbow, and twice it buzzed, and twice she glanced at it without turning it over. Once, in the middle of something I was saying about Somerville, I looked up and she was gazing out the window at Main Street, at the dark storefronts and the scarecrows on the lampposts, somewhere very far away.

    "Where'd you go?" I said.

    She came back with a little start. "Nowhere. Sorry. Long day."

    I let it go. And then I sat across from her in front of the whole town, eating pie from apples we'd saved together, and felt something cold go down the back of my neck.

    Does she know?

    Dan Pruitt went to high school with half this town. Blake Sutter had talked to my grandfather in June. An appraiser was going to drive up the hill on Sunday in a car with a logo on the door, and somebody would see it. In Fernwood Falls, somebody always sees.

    I almost told her right then. It was all right there: the folder and the meadow and the number and Sunday at eight. I opened my mouth.

    Hank Mercer chose that moment to stand up in the corner booth, clear his throat and announce, loudly, "Well, Diane, I suppose I'd better get you home." The entire diner turned to look at him, and Diane went pink, and Margo said "Oh my God," and the moment was gone.

    I wasn't sorry. That's the worst part. I was relieved.

    

    I drove her home at nine. On her porch, under the light, I kissed her goodnight, and she kissed me back, and for a minute nothing was wrong with anything.

    Hank's truck was in the driveway. Margo looked at it, sighed and knocked on her own front door.

    Diane opened it in her bathrobe. "Thank you for knocking, sweetheart," she said. Then, past Margo, to me: "You're a very good kisser. Everyone saw."

    Margo went inside and shut the door very firmly. Through it, I heard her say, "Mom."

    I drove back up the hill laughing, and by the time I reached the top, I'd stopped.

    Three days. Three days until the dance, and then a man with a clipboard at eight o'clock the next morning. Three days to find ninety thousand dollars, or the nerve.

    I'd tell her after the dance. I'd promised myself, and I keep my promises. I'd kept his for six years without telling a soul.

    That was the trouble. I was very, very good at keeping things.

  
    Chapter 21 — The Offer

    Margo

    The video call was at two o'clock on Wednesday, in the storage room at the back of the Gazette, among fifty years of bound volumes, because it was the only room in the building with a door that locked and a Wi-Fi signal that occasionally worked.

    I'd sent my reply at 12:14 on Monday morning. Nadia Kerr had answered at 6:30: Wonderful. Wednesday at 2? As if she'd been up waiting.

    On my laptop screen, she was in her fifties, with short silver hair and reading glasses pushed up on her head, in an office with a window behind her and the gray Boston skyline in it. She looked exactly like someone who'd read my column four times with the door closed.

    "Margo," she said. "Finally."

    "Hi," I said. "I'm sorry. About five years ago. I never called you back."

    "No," Nadia agreed. "You didn't. Why?"

    So I told her. The bathroom floor, the weekend that never ended, the ramp I'd built from videos. I didn't mean to tell her all of it. She had a way of listening that made you keep going, like a door held open.

    "And now?" she said, when I'd finished.

    "Now my mother has a boyfriend with a truck," I said. "I've stopped checking her pills. Mostly. And when his truck's in the driveway, I knock on my own front door."

    Nadia laughed, a real laugh, and took her glasses off her head and put them on.

    "I'm going to be very direct with you," she said, "because I'm fifty-six, and I've stopped having time for anything else. I have an opening on the features desk. It starts in January. I've been holding it since August for someone I wasn't sure existed." She leaned toward the camera. "I'd like it to be you."

    I couldn't say anything.

    "You haven't even seen my clips," I managed finally. "Not in five years. I write obituaries, Nadia. And the horoscopes."

    "I've seen your islands," Nadia said. "That's all I need to see."

    She said she'd send a formal offer the next day. She said there was no rush, and then she said she'd need an answer by the fourteenth, which in my experience is what no rush means. At the end, before she hung up, she said, "Whatever you decide, Margo, decide it this time. Don't let it decide you."

    The screen went dark. I sat in the storage room among fifty years of the Fernwood Falls Gazette for a long time, with my hands flat on the table.

    Then I went to dinner with Ezra Holt and pretended nothing had happened. He noticed, of course. He notices everything. He asked me where I'd gone, and I said nowhere, and for the first time since I'd hidden my nameplate under a box of donuts, I lied to him.

    

    The formal offer came at 9:02 on Thursday morning.

    Features Writer. Start date: January 12. A salary more than twice what Bev pays me, which, in fairness, isn't hard. And at the bottom, under the benefits and the start date, a line Nadia must have added herself:

    There's a desk by the window with your name on it. I checked.

    I read it at my desk at the Gazette, with that week's front page beside my elbow, my column about the freeze above the fold, and four ferns watching me. I read it three times.

    When I looked up, Bev was watching me over her reading glasses from across the office.

    "Is it Boston?" she said.

    I went very still. "How do you—"

    "Five years ago, the week your mother fell," Bev said, "a woman named Nadia Kerr called this office looking for you. I took the message and put it on your desk. You never called her back, and I never asked." She went back to her typewriter. Clack, clack. "I'm not asking now, either."

    I stared at her. Five years. She'd known for five years.

    "Bev," I said.

    "Don't tell me what you're going to do, Margo. I don't want to know. I'm too old to be sad in advance." She pulled the page out of the typewriter. "Just do it on purpose."

    It took me a moment. "That's what Walter used to say."

    Bev looked at me over her glasses with enormous patience.

    "Where," she said, "do you think he got it?"

    

    I didn't tell Ezra.

    I want to be honest about this. I've thought about it a great deal since. I told myself it was about my mother. That I couldn't tell anyone before I'd told her, and I wasn't ready to tell her, because then it would be real. I told myself it was only an offer. That I hadn't decided anything. That there was no point upsetting anyone over something I might not do.

    Every word of that was true, and none of it was the reason.

    The reason was that I was afraid he'd say go. And I was afraid he'd say stay. And I didn't know which one would break my heart more.

    So on Thursday night, when he texted me a picture of Delores asleep in the cider press, I sent back a heart and said nothing else. And on Friday in the stand, when he reached past me for the sugar and put his hand on my back, I leaned into it and said nothing. And every time he looked at me across that ten-by-twelve shed with the face he only uses on bridges and me, I thought, After the dance.

    

    The last day of Harvest Festival is the Saturday of the dance. We sold out at 1:40, the earliest ever. At two, Ezra untied my apron himself and hung it on its hook next to his.

    "Go home," he said. "Get ready. I'll pick you up at seven."

    "You don't have to pick me up. It's a barn. I can drive myself to a barn."

    "Rule five," said Ezra.

    "Rule five is about the number of dances."

    "It's about doing it properly," he said, and kissed me on the forehead in front of a line of people buying the last gallons of cider. Dot wrote something on her hand.

    

    Jess came over at four with a garment bag over her shoulder and her dog, Steve, under her arm.

    Steve is a fourteen-year-old basset hound with one working ear and a deep distrust of stairs, so Jess carries him everywhere like a sack of flour. She put him down on my bed, where he sighed and fell asleep instantly. Then she unzipped the garment bag, and I sat down on the floor.

    "Jess," I said. "That's a dress."

    "It's a dress," Jess agreed grimly.

    "I haven't seen you in a dress since prom."

    "I haven't been in a dress since prom." She held it up against herself: dark blue, simple, cut like she'd been poured into it. "Theo's picking me up here at seven. I don't want to talk about it."

    "You want to talk about it a little."

    "I want to talk about it so much, Margo," said Jess, and sat down on the floor next to me, and we both started laughing.

    

    My mother did my makeup.

    She taught middle school art for twenty-six years, and she does makeup the way she paints: carefully, with total confidence, and without letting me look until she's done. She sat me down at her vanity and worked on my eyes for twenty minutes, humming under her breath. Then she opened the little wooden box on the vanity and took out a pair of earrings.

    They were small, old garnets, dark red, in thin gold settings. I'd seen them in that box all my life. I'd never seen her wear them.

    "They were your grandmother's," she said, and fastened them in my ears herself. "I wore them to the Harvest Dance in 1985."

    "The night Hank asked you to dance."

    "The night Hank asked me to dance and I said no." She looked at me in the mirror, the two of us side by side. "I went home that night with your father instead. I've thought about that a great deal this year."

    "Mom."

    "I'm not sorry," she said. "I got you. But I wonder sometimes." She smoothed my hair back from my face. "He's picking me up at a quarter to seven."

    "Hank is?"

    "Forty years," said my mother. "I told you he was patient."

    I put on the green dress. She'd been telling me to wear the green dress for a month, and she was right, and I'll never tell her so. She stood back and looked at me, and her eyes went bright. Then she said, very casually, "Is he wearing the blue shirt?"

    I turned around. "How do you know about the blue shirt?"

    My mother picked up her cane and smiled at me with enormous innocence.

    "Margo," she said. "Who do you think made the pumpkin bread?"

    I stared at her. "That was you?"

    "Walter told me he looked like his mother in blue." She shrugged. "I was only trying to help."

    "You left a stranger a loaf of pumpkin bread with instructions."

    "He wasn't a stranger. He was Walter's." She checked her watch. "And he isn't a stranger now."

    

    While my mother was downstairs waiting for Hank, Jess zipped up the back of my dress in my bedroom. I looked at her in the mirror, in her blue dress, with her hair down for the first time in years, and I told her.

    The offer. The desk by the window. January twelfth. The fourteenth.

    Jess's hands went still on the zipper.

    "Margo," she said. "That's—"

    "I know."

    "Are you going to take it?"

    "I don't know."

    "Have you told Ezra?"

    I looked at my own face in the mirror, with my mother's careful eyes and my grandmother's garnets.

    "After the dance," I said.

    "After the—" Jess turned me around by the shoulders. "Margo. That's insane."

    "Everybody in this town says after," I said. "I want one night. Before everything."

    Jess looked at me for a long moment. She's known me since second grade. She knows when I've made up my mind.

    "I won't say anything," she said finally. "Not to anybody. Not even Theo."

    "Especially not Theo."

    "Especially not Theo," Jess said, and hugged me carefully, so as not to wreck my mother's work.

    

    Hank came at a quarter to seven exactly, in a brown suit that had fit him beautifully in about 1990, with a bunch of grocery-store chrysanthemums. My mother came down the stairs slowly, one hand on the rail and one on her cane, in a dark red dress I'd never seen, and Hank Mercer stood in our front hall and looked at her like she was the first snow.

    "Diane," he said. That was all.

    "Hank," said my mother.

    I watched from the top of the stairs as he took her arm and walked her down the crooked ramp I'd built, to his truck, and opened the door for her and helped her in. Forty years after she'd said no.

    Jess squeezed my hand.

    At 6:58, headlights came up Birch Street, and Theo's car pulled into the driveway, scraping slightly, with Theo at the wheel in a very good tie. Jess went down the stairs like she was walking into surgery.

    At seven exactly, the doorbell rang again.

    I opened the door.

    Ezra was standing on the porch in a dark jacket, with his hair combed, holding a single Northern Spy in one hand like he'd thought about flowers and decided against them. He looked at me in the green dress and the garnets, and for a second he didn't say anything at all.

    Under the jacket, he was wearing the blue shirt.

    "Rule eight," I said.

    Somewhere across town, in Hank Mercer's truck, my mother was winning.

  
    Chapter 22 — The Harvest Dance

    Ezra

    "Rule eight," Margo said.

    She was standing in the doorway of the yellow house on Birch Street in a green dress, with her hair up and two small dark red stones in her ears, and for a moment I couldn't do anything except stand there holding an apple.

    "I know," I said finally.

    "You wore the blue shirt."

    "I wore the blue shirt."

    "Ezra. Rule eight was very clear."

    "I know." I held out the Spy, because I'd driven over here holding it and didn't know what else to do with it. "I thought about it for three days. And then I thought: he asked me to take you to the dance. And somebody, somewhere, wanted me to wear the blue shirt badly enough to bake bread about it. I'd rather everybody won something tonight."

    She took the apple. She looked down at it, then up at me, and something happened to her face that I'm going to be thinking about for the rest of my life.

    "My mother made the pumpkin bread," she said.

    I stared at her. "Your mother?"

    "Walter told her you looked like your mom in blue."

    That landed somewhere I wasn't ready for. I stood on the porch for a second and held it.

    "Well," I said, when I could. "Then your mother wins."

    "She's going to be unbearable," said Margo, and stepped out onto the porch, and kissed me.

    

    The Mercer barn sits at the bottom of Holt Hill, just across the county road, on land Hank's family has farmed since before my grandfather was born. It's a timber-frame barn, a hundred and fifty years old, with hand-hewn beams I'd been itching to look at properly since October. That night I didn't look at them once.

    Someone had hung string lights from every beam, hundreds of them, so the whole high dark roof glowed gold. There were hay bales around the walls for sitting, and a long table of pies and cider, and a band on a hay wagon at the far end: two of the Lundgren brothers on fiddle and guitar, and a woman from the library on upright bass. And in the middle of the ceiling, turning slowly on a frayed rope and throwing little spinning squares of light over everything, hung the disco ball.

    "Nineteen eighty-three," Margo said, holding my arm. "Hank's uncle bought it in Burlington. Nobody's ever been allowed to take it down."

    The whole town was there. I mean that exactly. Rosa and Gabriela and the man from Barre. The knitting circle in dresses, all six of them, with Dot at a card table by the door taking money. Gene Brennan in his good suit, without the boots. Dan Pruitt and his wife. Patrice, who told me on my way in that the band was too loud, and then danced to every song. The high school kids, in clothes they'd clearly borrowed from older siblings. And Jess, in a dark blue dress, being twirled across the floor by Theo, who could not dance at all and didn't seem to have noticed.

    At the punch bowl, where my grandfather had stood every year for sixty years telling people they were dancing wrong, someone had set up a framed photograph of him: Walter in his barn coat, scowling at the camera. Taped underneath it, in Bev's spiky handwriting: STILL WATCHING. DO IT RIGHT.

    Bev stood beside it with a cup of punch, in a black dress and her hunting vest.

    "He'd have hated this," I said to her.

    "He'd have hated it from right here," said Bev, "and stayed till midnight."

    

    Hank and Diane danced first.

    Nobody announced it. The band just started something slow, and the floor cleared, the way a room clears when it knows. Hank walked Diane out to the middle under the disco ball, her hand on his arm and her cane in her other hand. When they got there, she gave the cane to Margo, who'd followed them out without seeming to know she was doing it, and put both her hands on Hank's shoulders.

    They didn't do much. They swayed, mostly. Diane leaned on him, and he held her up without looking like he was holding her up, which I've come to believe is the whole trick of loving anybody. Forty years after she'd told him no, in the same barn, under the same disco ball, Hank Mercer danced with Diane Pike, and the whole town stood around the edge of the floor and watched.

    When the song ended, Diane kissed him on the cheek, and the barn went up like a ballpark.

    Margo came back to me holding her mother's cane, with her eyes very bright.

    "Don't," she said.

    "I didn't say anything."

    "You were going to say something nice, and I'll cry, and my mother spent twenty minutes on my eyes."

    I took the cane from her and leaned it against a hay bale. Then I held out my hand.

    "Rule five," I said. "One dance."

    

    I can't dance. I want that on the record before anything else.

    My grandfather never danced once in sixty years of Harvest Dances, and it turns out it's genetic. I understand the physics. But somewhere between the theory and my feet, there's a gap nobody has ever been able to bridge.

    Margo can dance. Her mother was right about that, and about the blue shirt, and probably about everything else. She put my hand on her waist and her hand on my shoulder, and when the fiddle started something slow and sweet, she just started moving, and took me with her.

    "You're counting," she said after a minute.

    "I'm not counting."

    "Your lips are moving."

    "I'm counting," I admitted.

    "Stop counting." She moved closer, so there wasn't room to count anymore. "Just stay."

    So I stopped counting. I stayed.

    I don't know how long the song was. I know the disco ball turned overhead and threw little squares of light across her face and her bare shoulders and the green dress. I know her hair smelled like apples and her hand was warm on the back of my neck. I know the whole town was watching, and I didn't care about any of them. Under the lights in the Mercer barn, I danced with Margo Pike, the way my grandfather had asked me to in the newspaper, in bold.

    When the song ended, she didn't let go.

    The band started another one.

    "Rule five," Margo said, very quietly, against my shoulder. "One dance."

    "Rule six is under review," I said.

    She laughed, and stayed where she was, and we danced the second one too.

    

    We were halfway through the third, rule five having been comprehensively broken, when the barn door banged open and somebody shrieked.

    Delores walked in.

    She'd come down off Holt Hill, across the county road and through the parking lot in the dark, following the music or the pie or the lights, and she walked into the Mercer barn as if she'd been invited. The crowd parted for her. She crossed the dance floor under the disco ball at a stately pace, with little squares of light sliding over her back. She paused to eat a bow off one of the knitting circle's dresses. Then she went straight to the punch table, climbed onto a hay bale beside it, and from the hay bale onto the table, and stood there next to the photograph of my grandfather, looking out over the dancers.

    The barn went silent. The band stopped.

    Delores looked at all of us with her flat golden eyes. She looked at the dance floor. She looked, for a long moment, at Margo and me.

    Then she let out one long, unimpressed bleat.

    "She's telling us we're doing it wrong," Margo whispered.

    She was standing exactly where he'd always stood.

    The whole barn lost it at once. People laughed so hard they had to hold on to each other. Bev raised her punch cup to the goat. Somebody started clapping, and then everybody was clapping, and the Lundgren brothers struck up the fiddle again, faster this time, and the whole town of Fernwood Falls danced under the disco ball with a goat on the punch table supervising.

    I didn't see Jess pull Theo aside by the cider table and say something to him with her face very serious. I didn't see him look across the barn at me afterward, for much too long, with an expression I couldn't read.

    That's not true. I saw it. I just didn't think about it. I had Margo in my arms, and I didn't want to think about anything.

    

    We left at eleven. We walked.

    It's only a quarter mile from the Mercer barn up the hill to the farmhouse, but it's steep, and she was in heels, so at the bottom of the road she took them off and carried them, and I gave her my jacket. We walked up through the orchard in the dark, with the frost already coming down and the stars out over the trees. Halfway up she stopped in the middle of the road and kissed me, and after that it took us a long time to get to the top.

    In the kitchen, she put her shoes on the table beside his reading glasses. I hadn't moved those yet. I wasn't ready.

    "Ezra," she said.

    I looked at her in my jacket, barefoot on my grandfather's kitchen floor, with frost melting in her hair.

    "I'm very sure," she said. "In case you were going to ask. You look like you were going to ask."

    "I was going to ask."

    "You can ask."

    "Are you sure?"

    "Yes," said Margo. "Take me upstairs."

    

    I took her up to the room with the stars.

    I don't really know why. It was the only bed in the house I'd ever slept in: the narrow bed with the quilt my grandmother made, under the ceiling I'd covered in glow-in-the-dark stars when I was eleven. When I turned off the lamp, they came out faint and green above us, a sad pale constellation that was not Orion.

    Margo looked up at it.

    "That's not Orion," she said.

    "It was supposed to be Orion."

    "It's a frying pan."

    "It's Orion," I said, and she laughed and pulled me down by the front of the blue shirt.

    I'd thought that if I ever got here, I'd be careful. I'm careful about everything. And I was, at first.

    With the zipper of the green dress, which Jess had done up for her a few hours and a whole lifetime ago. I drew it down one slow inch at a time, my knuckles following it along her spine, and felt her shiver, and stopped, and did the last inch slower still, because I'd waited five weeks and I could wait one more inch. With the garnet earrings, which she took out herself and set on the windowsill, one and then the other, like something sacred. With the buttons of the blue shirt, which she undid one at a time, looking at me and not at the buttons, until I couldn't breathe properly.

    Then the dress slid off her shoulders and fell, and she stood in front of me in the faint green light from the ceiling, and I forgot every word I'd ever learned for anything.

    "Ezra," she said, in a voice I'd never heard before. She put her hands flat on my bare chest. "You're allowed to touch me."

    Careful went out the window with the cold.

    I picked her up. I'd carried her mother out to a truck in the rain, so I knew I could, but this was different. She wrapped her legs around my waist and her arms around my neck and kissed me so hard I walked us into the dresser, and she laughed against my mouth, and I didn't care. We went down onto the narrow bed in a tangle, the old frame creaking like a ship in a storm, and she laughed again. Then I put my mouth on the side of her throat, and she stopped laughing altogether.

    In the maze, I'd measured eight inches. I spent the next hour on much smaller distances.

    The hollow of her collarbone. The soft skin under her breast, which made her arch up off the quilt and say my name like an accusation. The curve of her hip, where I found a freckle and kissed it, and then found another one and kissed that too, slowly, until she had both hands in my hair and was telling me, in a voice that wasn't steady at all, that if I was counting freckles she was going to kill me. I wasn't counting. For once in my life, I wasn't counting anything. I was learning her: what made her breath catch, what made her hands tighten, what made her drag me back up to her mouth, bite my lip and say, "Now. Ezra. Now."

    She pushed the last of my clothes away herself, impatient, her hands everywhere, learning me back. When I finally moved over her, she held my face in both hands and wouldn't let me look anywhere but at her. And when I sank into her, slowly, she let out a long, shaking breath against my mouth, like something she'd been holding since October.

    We found a rhythm the way we'd found it in the stand: badly at first, laughing, and then not badly at all. Then not laughing. Her heels against the backs of my legs. Her nails in my shoulders. The quilt sliding off the bed onto the floor, and neither of us caring. She moved under me like she knew exactly what she wanted and fully intended to get it, and I would have given her anything: the hill, the trees, every apple on them. When she came apart, she did it with my name in her mouth and her eyes open, looking straight at me, and it undid me so completely that I followed her over before I'd even known I was close.

    I've spent eleven years learning how things fail. I'd never once thought to wonder how they hold.

    There was no gap. Not anywhere. For once in my life, everything held.

    Afterward, I fished my grandmother's quilt up off the floor and pulled it over us, and she lay with her head on my chest and her hair everywhere, looking up at the stars that weren't Orion. After a long time, she said, very softly, "We broke all the rules."

    "Not all of them."

    She turned her head to look at me.

    "Ten," I said. "Tuesdays stay."

    She didn't say anything. She just put her face against my chest, and I felt her smile.

    

    She fell asleep a little after one. I didn't.

    I lay there in the narrow bed with her breathing slow and warm against my ribs and looked up at the ceiling and thought about eight o'clock.

    The appraiser was coming up the hill at eight, in a car with a logo on the door. And sometime before that, I was going to have to wake her and tell her about a folder, and a number, and a deadline, and a meadow, and the lie I'd been telling her since the morning we met, by not telling her anything.

    I'd planned to tell her after the dance. It was after the dance.

    I reached over carefully, without waking her, picked my phone up off the floor and set an alarm for 6:30.

    Then I lay back down and held on to her, and watched the stars that weren't Orion until they faded, one by one, the way they always had.

  
    Chapter 23 — The Morning After

    Margo

    I woke up at 7:20 under a frying pan.

    The stars on the ceiling had faded to nothing in the gray light, but I knew they were there. I was alone in the narrow bed under his grandmother's quilt. The house smelled like coffee, and from downstairs I could hear the radio playing the farm report, very low, and someone moving around the kitchen.

    I lay there for a minute and let myself have it. All of it. The disco ball, and the walk up the hill with my shoes in my hand, and the zipper of the green dress going down one slow inch at a time. The way he'd said my name.

    The blue shirt was on the floor where I'd dropped it. I put it on. It came down to the middle of my thighs and smelled like him: cold air and cider and the stove. My garnets were still on the windowsill, side by side. I left them there. I'd come back for them.

    I went downstairs barefoot.

    

    Ezra was at the stove in jeans and a gray sweater, with his back to me, frying eggs. There were two plates on the table, and toast, and a jar of B.C. with a spoon in it.

    And Walter's reading glasses were gone.

    They'd been on the kitchen table, folded on top of a half-finished crossword, for five weeks. I'd watched Ezra walk around them. I'd watched him set his coffee down next to them every morning and never once move them. Now the crossword was on the shelf by the radio with the glasses on top, neatly squared, and the table was just a table.

    I stopped in the doorway. My throat did something.

    "You moved his glasses," I said.

    Ezra turned around. He looked at me in his shirt, and something happened to his face that I'd seen last night in the dark, and then something else passed over it, fast, like a cloud over a field.

    "I needed something to do with my hands," he said.

    

    We ate at the kitchen table. Or I ate. Ezra mostly moved his eggs around and looked at the clock over the stove.

    "You're doing the face," I said.

    "What face?"

    "The Orion face. The one you made last night when I said it was a frying pan."

    That got the corner of his mouth, at least. "It was Orion."

    "It was a frying pan, Ezra. I'm a journalist. I know a frying pan."

    He laughed a little, and then stopped, and looked at the clock again. It was 7:41.

    I didn't think anything of it. I thought it was morning-after nerves. I thought he was a careful man who'd stopped being careful at midnight and didn't know what to do about it in daylight. I thought it was sweet.

    I got up and came around the table and put my arms around him from behind, with my chin on top of his head.

    He put his hands over mine and held on. Hard. Harder than I expected. For a second it felt less like a hug and more like a man holding on to a railing.

    "Hey," I said into his hair. "I'm right here."

    "I know," he said.

    

    I'd decided sometime in the night, I think. Somewhere between the frying pan and Tuesdays stay. I didn't want to wait until after anything anymore. We'd broken every rule on that page except the one he wrote. I wasn't going to start whatever this was by keeping a secret from the man I'd held on his grandfather's office floor.

    I sat back down across from him and put my hands flat on the table.

    "Ezra," I said. "There's something I have to tell you."

    He went very still. Not the way people go still when they're surprised. The way they go still when something they've been bracing for finally arrives.

    "Okay," he said quietly.

    "On Thursday," I said, "I got an email from—"

    Outside, gravel crunched.

    It was the sound of tires coming up the last steep stretch of the road, slowly, and then two car doors, one after the other, and a man's voice, bright and carrying in the cold. "— gorgeous in the frost, isn't it? Would you look at that."

    Ezra closed his eyes.

    I looked at him. Then I got up and went to the window.

    

    There were two cars in the yard. One was a white SUV so clean it looked as if it had been delivered that morning. The other was a gray sedan with a logo on the driver's door: a stylized mountain, and under it, in tasteful letters, RIDGELINE HOSPITALITY.

    A man was getting out of the SUV with a tablet under his arm. He was about Ezra's age, with very good teeth, in a fleece vest with the same mountain embroidered on the chest. Behind him, an older man in a parka was unloading a clipboard and a measuring wheel from the trunk of the sedan.

    On the hood of the sedan, Delores stood very still, watching them.

    "Ezra," I said, without turning around. "Who's that?"

    He didn't answer right away. When he did, his voice came from right behind me.

    "That's Ridgeline," he said.

    

    I went out onto the porch. I don't remember deciding to. I was wearing his blue shirt, and a pair of his sweatpants I'd grabbed off a chair on the way past, rolled four times at the ankle, and no shoes. The porch boards were so cold they burned.

    The man with the tablet looked up and smiled at me like I was the best news he'd had all week.

    "Good morning! You must be Margo." He came up the steps with his hand out. "Blake Sutter, Ridgeline. I loved your column, the islands one. My wife cried." He shook my hand, and I let him, because I couldn't think of anything else to do. "This is Gary, our appraiser. We're a few minutes early. I hope that's all right."

    "Appraiser," I said.

    "We'll start with the parcels and work our way up to the structures," said Gary, unfolding the measuring wheel. "Shouldn't take more than two hours. Mr. Holt confirmed on Monday."

    Monday.

    Monday was the day after the regatta. The day after I sat on his couch in his sweatshirt with folders on the desk in the next room. Homework, he'd said, that Sunday morning. I'm a terrible paddler, he'd said, that night.

    "Here," said Blake helpfully, and turned the tablet so I could see it. "Just so you can visualize. It's very early, obviously. Very preliminary."

    It was the hill.

    It was Holt Hill from above, in soft colors, like a picture book. The lake. The county road. The barn and the farmhouse and the red donut stand. And along the ridge, where the Honeycrisps were, where I'd picked with Walter on my first day and with Ezra on Halloween night by headlamp, there were thirty little cedar boxes with glowing windows, each with its own tiny deck.

    Cold-storage barn: spa and treatment rooms, it said, next to the barn where my mother's name was taped to a bin of Macouns.

    Welcome pavilion: elevated donut program, it said, next to the stand.

    And at the very top of the hill, beside a small, tasteful, fenced square of green: Ceremony site. Heritage Northern Spy.

    I looked at it for a long time.

    Then I turned around.

    

    Ezra was standing in the doorway behind me, one hand on the frame, as if it were holding him up. He didn't look surprised. That was the worst part. He looked like a man watching a building he'd designed come down exactly the way he'd calculated it would.

    "You're selling it," I said.

    He didn't say anything.

    I thought about my columns. Four of them, on the front page, one every Thursday. The Last Harvest at Holt Hill. I'd told the whole town the orchard was going to keep going. I'd told two million strangers. Somebody is going to have to tell them, or keep picking. And the town had believed me. They'd picked all night in the freeze in their Halloween costumes because I called them, and I'd called them because I believed it.

    I thought about the goat fund. Eighty-three dollars in a pickle jar at the diner.

    I thought about we'll see.

    "How long?" I said.

    Behind me in the yard, Gary had started walking his measuring wheel along the edge of the drive, very slowly, toward the Honeycrisps. Click. Click. Click.

    Ezra looked at me across the porch, in the cold, with frost on every branch behind me and the clicking going on in the yard.

    "Since the first week," he said.

  
    Chapter 24 — So Were You

    Ezra

    My alarm went off at 6:30, and I turned it off before it could wake her.

    She was asleep on her side, facing me, with one hand tucked under her cheek and her hair across the pillow. The stars on the ceiling had faded. The room was gray and cold and quiet, and for about ten seconds I lay there and let myself believe I was going to do it. Wake her. Make coffee. Sit her down at the kitchen table and tell her everything, in order, like a load calculation, before eight o'clock.

    Then I picked up my phone to check the time, and there were two texts from Theo.

    1:47 a.m.: Ez. I'm sorry. Jess told me something at the dance and made me swear not to tell you, and I've decided I'm a bad person.

    1:49 a.m.: Margo got offered a job in Boston. Her old paper. Features. Starts in January. She has until Friday. She hasn't told you, has she.

    I read them three times. I read everything all the way through.

    Then I put the phone face down on the floor, very carefully, and lay there next to her and looked at the ceiling while the gray light came up.

    Things like this always come out.

    

    I went downstairs because I didn't know what else to do. I made coffee. I made eggs. I finally moved my grandfather's reading glasses off the kitchen table, after five weeks, because I needed something to do with my hands and they were the only thing there.

    Then I stood at the stove and bargained.

    That's the only word for it. I stood there with a spatula and made a deal with myself, like a man negotiating with a load he already knows is too heavy for the beam. If she tells me, I'll tell her. She'd had it since Thursday. She'd danced with me last night with it in her pocket. She'd said I'm very sure in this kitchen with it. If she told me first, I'd tell her everything. If she didn't—

    I didn't finish the thought. I didn't have to. I knew what it meant when people didn't tell you things. My father has been not telling me things for twenty years. I know exactly how that ends.

    She came down at 7:25 in my blue shirt.

    You've already heard what happened next, so I won't make you hear it twice. She saw the glasses. She made fun of the stars. She put her arms around me, and I held on to her like a railing. And at 7:49 she sat down across from me and said, There's something I have to tell you, and I thought: Here it is. She's going to tell me, and then I'll tell her, and it'll be all right.

    Then the gravel crunched, eleven minutes early.

    

    "Since the first week," I said.

    Margo stood on the porch in my shirt and stared at me.

    Behind her, in the yard, Gary's measuring wheel clicked. Blake looked from her face to mine and, to his enormous credit, understood. "We'll, ah—we'll start down by the road," he said, and took Gary by the elbow, and steered him and his wheel away down the drive. Delores watched them go from the hood of the sedan.

    "Inside," I said. "Please. It's cold. You don't have shoes on."

    She walked past me into the kitchen without a word. She didn't sit down. She stood at the counter with her arms crossed over my shirt, and I stood by the table where his glasses had been, and the eggs went cold on the plates between us.

    "Tell me," she said.

    So I told her. I'd meant to do it at this table anyway. I'd just meant to do it differently.

    The balloon payment: a hundred and sixty-two thousand dollars, due December first. The letter from the bank, four days before he died. My savings, which weren't close. Dan Pruitt, and ninety thousand dollars by December first. The spreadsheet called KEEP. The land trust in Montpelier. The meadow on the survey, Lot 2, where I learned to swim. Not that.

    And Ridgeline. The letter in June. OVER MY DEAD BODY. The folder under the phone book. November fifteenth.

    "If I can't find ninety thousand dollars in three weeks," I said, "the bank takes it. It goes to auction on the courthouse steps, and somebody buys it for less than Ridgeline would pay, and it's gone anyway. Ridgeline is the floor. It's what happens if nothing else works."

    Margo listened to all of it without moving. When I'd finished, she said very quietly, "Why didn't you tell me?"

    "Because I wanted to walk in with the answer. Not the problem."

    "That's not a reason, Ezra. That's a sentence."

    It was my own line. I'd said it to my father on the phone. I don't know if she knew that. It went in like a nail.

    "You're right," I said.

    "Then why?"

    I could have stopped there. I know that now. I could have said I was scared, or I was going to, or anything else that was true, and it might have been enough. But she was standing in my kitchen in my shirt, and I'd lied to her for five weeks by not telling her, and I was so tired of it.

    "I kept the appointment," I said, "because I hadn't decided."

    She went white.

    "I still haven't," I said. "I don't know if I'm keeping it. I don't know if I can. I've been trying for three weeks, and I'm closer, but I'm not there. If I'm not there by December, then that"—I pointed at the window, at the yard, at Gary and his wheel—"is the only thing standing between this hill and nothing. So I didn't cancel it. I couldn't close that door until I knew I had another one."

    

    Margo looked at me for a long moment.

    "You said we'll see," she said.

    "Margo—"

    "On the porch. The first Tuesday. I asked you what happens after the festival, and you said we'll see." Her voice was very steady. That was how I knew how bad it was. "Later I told you what that means. I told you on that porch. I told you about my dad, and the note under the sugar bowl, and you said I didn't mean it like that. And the whole time, you had a folder in a drawer."

    "I didn't lie to you."

    "You let me write it." Now her voice cracked. "Four columns, Ezra. On the front page. I told the whole town this place was going to keep going. I told them. They picked all night in the freeze because I called them. My mother sat in a lawn chair until three in the morning counting bins for you. There's eighty-three dollars in a pickle jar at the diner." She pressed the heel of her hand against her eyes. "And you were always going to leave."

    I didn't say anything.

    "You were," she said. "From the first week. You had Boston, and a job, and a folder, and you were always going to go back. You were just being—" She searched for the word. "Kind about it."

    Something in my chest went cold and still. It was the same thing that had happened at 6:30 that morning, reading my phone in the gray light.

    "So were you," I said.

    

    She stopped.

    "Theo texted me," I said. "At two in the morning. Jess told him at the dance." I heard my own voice and didn't recognize it. It was my father's voice: flat, reviewed, every word checked before it went out. "A features job. Your old paper. Starts in January. You've had it since Thursday."

    Margo's hand came down from her face very slowly.

    "You were going to tell me," I said. "When?"

    "This morning." It came out of her in a rush. "I was telling you this morning, Ezra. I was telling you, I'd just started, when—" She gestured at the window, at the white SUV.

    "After the dance," I said.

    She opened her mouth. Then she closed it.

    "After the dance," she said.

    We stood there and looked at each other across my grandfather's kitchen. Two people who'd each decided, separately, that they deserved one night before everything. Who'd each been so sure the other one was the one who would stay.

    "That's different," she said finally. "I haven't decided. I haven't said yes. I was going to tell you before I—"

    "So was I."

    "It's not the same—"

    "Isn't it?" I said. "You've had a job in Boston in your pocket since Thursday, and you danced with me last night, and you came up here, and you didn't say a word. And you're standing there telling me I was always going to leave."

    She flinched as if I'd hit her. I'd never seen anyone look at me like that. I hope I never do again.

    I wanted to take it back. I wanted to cross the kitchen and put my arms around her and say I didn't mean it, I didn't care about Boston, I'd go wherever she went and stay wherever she stayed. I didn't. I stood by the table with my hands at my sides, exactly like my father, and let it sit there.

    "I'm going to get dressed," Margo said.

    

    She went upstairs. She came down five minutes later in the green dress from the night before, with her hair down and her shoes in her hand and the garnets closed in her fist. She'd folded my blue shirt and left it on the bottom stair.

    She didn't have a car. We'd walked up from the barn.

    "I'll drive you," I said.

    "No."

    "Margo. It's two miles to Birch Street. It's thirty degrees."

    "I know how far it is," she said. "I've been coming up and down this hill for five years."

    She went out the back door. I followed her as far as the porch.

    I watched her go down the road: the same road we'd walked up nine hours earlier, holding hands, with frost in our hair, stopping every few yards to kiss. She walked down it alone in a green dress at eight thirty in the morning, barefoot on the frozen gravel, with her shoes in her hand. Past Blake Sutter's white SUV and the gray sedan with the logo on the door. Past Gary and his measuring wheel. Past the red donut stand with my grandfather's handwriting on the menu board.

    Delores jumped down off the hood of the sedan and trotted after her.

    Margo didn't look back. The goat did, once. Then they both went around the bend in the road by the Honeycrisps, and I couldn't see them anymore. At the bottom, where the gravel turns to pavement, she'd put her shoes back on. I told myself that, as if it helped.

    

    A few minutes later, Blake came up the porch steps, slowly, holding his tablet against his chest like a shield.

    "Ezra," he said gently. "I'm so sorry. We can absolutely reschedule. Gary can come back another—"

    "Go ahead," I said.

    He blinked. "Are you sure?"

    I looked down the empty road.

    "Go ahead," I said again. "Measure whatever you want."

    I went back inside and sat down at the kitchen table, across from his empty chair, where his glasses weren't anymore. Outside, the measuring wheel started clicking again, very slowly, up the hill toward the Honeycrisps.

    Click. Click. Click.

    I sat there and listened to a stranger measure everything I had left.

  
    Chapter 25 — Correction

    Margo

    Hank Mercer found me on the county road at 8:52 on Sunday morning, a quarter mile past the bottom of Holt Hill, walking toward town in a green dress with my shoes back on and a goat at my side.

    He pulled his truck onto the shoulder and leaned across and pushed open the passenger door. He didn't say anything. He didn't ask why I was walking home from the Harvest Dance the morning after, in the dress I'd worn to it, or why my face looked the way it did, or why Delores was with me. He just got out, lifted the goat into the bed of the truck as if he did it every day, and held the door until I got in.

    He drove me home with the heater on high. Halfway there, without looking at me, he reached over and put his big rough hand on top of mine on the seat between us, and left it there.

    "Your mother's going to make you tea," he said when we pulled into the driveway. "Let her."

    

    My mother made me tea. I let her.

    I told her about the folder, and the appraisal, and the cabins where the Honeycrisps stood. I told her about the ceremony site next to Walter. I told her about since the first week. I didn't tell her about Boston. I told myself I'd tell her when I knew what I was going to do, which is a sentence I'd been telling myself for five years.

    She listened with her hands around her cup. When I'd finished, she was quiet for a long time.

    "Did he tell you why?" she said.

    "The bank. There's a loan he can't pay."

    "That's what," said my mother. "I asked why."

    I didn't have an answer. Outside the kitchen window, Delores was standing in the middle of my mother's chrysanthemums, eating them one by one with great concentration.

    "Hank'll build her a pen," my mother said, and that was the end of that.

    

    The Gazette comes out on Thursdays. On Monday, I sat down to write the fifth column of The Last Harvest at Holt Hill, and couldn't.

    I wrote the first sentence a dozen times. I wrote angry versions and sad versions and versions with so many adjectives that Walter would have climbed out from under the Spy to strike them through in red pen. I wrote one that told the whole truth, every bit of it: six years of payments, fifteen years of Sundays, a man carrying my mother out to his truck in the rain, a folder in a drawer. I read that one back at two in the morning and deleted it, because the kind half of it wasn't mine to tell.

    Nobody needs to know, he'd said, when I'd wanted to print a correction. It's mine now.

    Even then. Even after the porch, and the kitchen, and so were you. It was still his.

    On Wednesday afternoon, Bev stood over my desk and looked at the empty screen.

    "You don't have to write it," she said.

    "Yes, I do."

    "Why?"

    "Because I told them," I said. "Four times, on the front page. They picked all night because of me. If it's going to happen, they should hear it from me." I looked up at her. "That's the job, isn't it? You tell people the truth about what happened, even when it's about someone you loved."

    Bev looked at me for a long moment over her reading glasses.

    "That's the job," she said. "Fewer adjectives."

    

    I finished it at 10:40 that night. I read it back once. Then I did something I hadn't decided to do until my hands were already doing it.

    I emailed it to Ezra.

    Rule three, I wrote in the body of the email. You read it before it runs. Notes, not vetoes.

    I sat at the kitchen table and watched my inbox for an hour and eighteen minutes.

    At 11:58, he answered.

    Run it.

    A minute later:

    It's fair.

    Then nothing. I waited until one. Nothing else came.

    

    It ran on Thursday, on the front page, above the fold. Bev set the headline herself, in the old wood type she saves for elections and floods.

    CORRECTION.

    For four weeks, this column has told you that Holt Hill Orchard would go on. I believed it when I wrote it. It may not be true.

    Holt Hill owes the bank more than it can pay by December 1. A hospitality company has offered to buy it. Its owner hasn't decided what he will do. I don't know what will happen. I wanted you to hear it from me, because you're the ones who picked.

    Walter Holt used to say that nobody's beloved unless they owe somebody money. It turns out the orchard was. That doesn't make it any less true that you loved it, or that you came up the hill in the dark on Halloween in your costumes and saved four hundred and eighteen bushels.

    This newspaper has a policy against correcting information supplied by the dead. Walter supplied none of this. This one's on me.

    

    Nobody read it out loud at the diner.

    I went in at seven, because not going in would have been worse. It was as full as it had been on the night of our first date, and so quiet I could hear the coffee maker. Rosa poured my coffee and squeezed my hand across the counter and didn't charge me. Hank sat at the end of the counter with the paper folded in front of him and didn't look up.

    Behind the register, Dot Kowalski was standing at the chalkboard with an eraser.

    She erased the odds on the first date. She erased a line about a proposal by Christmas, which I hadn't known was there and didn't want to think about. She erased all of it, carefully, the way you'd clear a table after a funeral. Then she picked up the chalk and wrote, in her tidy schoolteacher's printing:

    POOL SUSPENDED.

    And under it, smaller: First time since 1971.

    She put the chalk down and went back to her corner booth and picked up her knitting, and didn't knit.

    Next to the register, the pickle jar that said GOAT FUND had a new index card taped to it, in Rosa's handwriting: HOLDING.

    Patrice Dunleavy came to the Gazette at eleven. She came in person, which she had not once done in five years of correction requests, and stood in front of my desk in her good coat, holding the paper.

    "That's the first correction this paper has run in fifty years," she said.

    "I know."

    "I want you to know I've wanted one for a very long time." She looked down at the front page. "I thought it would feel better than this."

    She put the paper down on my desk and, to my enormous surprise, patted my hand twice, stiffly, like a woman who doesn't do it often.

    "I'm sorry, Margo," said Patrice Dunleavy, and left.

    

    Nadia's deadline was Friday. At 9:14 on Friday morning, I wrote back.

    Yes.

    I looked at it for a long time before I sent it, the way I'd looked at Ezra's rule under the dome light at the bottom of the hill. One word. I'd turned it down five years ago, with my mother on a bathroom floor. I'd starred it for two weeks. I'd sent I'd like to talk at 12:14 in the morning in a borrowed sweatshirt. And now I was saying yes in my own kitchen on a gray Friday, with a goat in the yard eating the last of my mother's chrysanthemums, and I didn't feel the way I'd always thought I would. I didn't feel anything at all.

    I told myself that was what doing it on purpose felt like.

    I sent it.

    Nadia called twenty minutes later. She was delighted, in a fast, clipped Boston way that I liked. She asked if I'd come down for two weeks before I started, a paid tryout, to sit at the desk and file a piece or two and see the place before I gave Bev notice. "Get to know us before you commit," she said, as if I hadn't just committed.

    "Monday," I said.

    

    I told my mother that night at the kitchen table. Not all of it. Just the part that was happening.

    "A job," I said. "In Boston. Features, at the paper. It starts in January. I'm going down Monday for two weeks to see it first."

    My mother put down her fork.

    For a second her face did something I couldn't read. Then it lit up. She came around the table with her cane and put her arms around me and held on so hard I couldn't breathe.

    "Oh, Margo," she said into my hair. "Oh, honey. Finally."

    I held on to her, and waited to feel happy, and told myself I would, in Boston.

    Over her shoulder, through the kitchen window, Delores was standing on the roof of Hank's new pen, looking at me.

    

    I left on Sunday morning, a week to the day after the fight.

    To get from Birch Street to the interstate, you take the county road along the lake, past the Mercer barn and the bottom of Holt Hill. There's a turnoff there. I've sat at it with the engine running more times this fall than I want to count.

    I slowed down when I came to it. I couldn't help it. At the top of the hill, through the bare trees, I could see the farmhouse, and the barn, and a thin line of smoke going straight up from the kitchen chimney into the cold, still air.

    He'd lit the woodstove. It was nine in the morning, and he was up there alone, and he'd lit the stove.

    I sat there for a minute with my foot on the brake.

    Then I took it off. I didn't turn up the hill. I kept going.

  
    Chapter 26 — Connecticut

    Ezra

    The blue shirt stayed on the bottom stair for four days.

    I don't know why I didn't move it. I walked past it every morning on my way down from the room with the stars, where I'd gone back to sleeping because the couch had become unbearable in a new way. I stepped over it every night. It sat there folded exactly the way she'd left it, like a sentence nobody had finished.

    On Monday, Gary's appraisal came by email. It was a good number, better than Blake's. I read it once and put it in the drawer with the takeout menus, on top of the folder, under the phone book.

    On Tuesday, nobody came up the hill.

    I hadn't noticed how many people came up the hill until they stopped. Hank with the poker table, checking on a fryer that didn't need checking. Rosa with a pie. The high school kids. Jess with her bag. Dot, with questions about what time I'd woken up. For five years, Tuesday had been MARGO in red pen on a feed-store calendar. Now it was just Tuesday. At two o'clock I sat on the porch with the cribbage board out of some animal habit, dealt two hands, looked at the empty rocker and put the cards away.

    

    On Wednesday night at 10:41, she emailed me her column.

    Rule three. You read it before it runs. Notes, not vetoes.

    I read it standing at the kitchen counter. I read it four times, all the way through, and then once more, looking for the place where she'd told them. About the payments. About the Sundays. About me.

    She hadn't. Not one word.

    She'd been angry enough on Sunday to walk two miles home in November in a party dress. And she'd sat down and written the truth for the whole town, and left out the only part of it that would have made me look good. Because I'd asked her to. Because I'd said it's mine now, and she'd believed me.

    I sat at the table with it until 11:58. Then I typed Run it, because there was nothing to change.

    Then I typed It's fair, because it was, and because I couldn't type any of the other things.

    

    On Thursday morning I drove down to the diner for the first time since our date and bought a paper from the rack by the door. Nobody said anything to me. Rosa poured my coffee and didn't charge me, which I've since learned is how Rosa tells you she's sorry. Behind the register, the chalkboard said POOL SUSPENDED. FIRST TIME SINCE 1971.

    I read CORRECTION in the truck in the parking lot. Then I took out my phone and found the text to my father that I'd written on the second of November and never sent.

    Grandpa left me a letter. He said to call you.

    Under it I wrote, I'm coming down tomorrow, and sent it before I could think about it.

    My father answered in four minutes, which he has not done once in twenty years.

    I'll be here.

    

    My father lives alone in a gray-shingled house in Old Saybrook, on a street that ends at the water. I hadn't been there in three years. It took four hours and ten minutes from the top of Holt Hill. For the last forty, I drove along the Connecticut shoreline with the Sound on my left, flat and pewter-gray in the November light, and thought about turning around at every exit.

    He opened the door before I knocked. He'd been watching for the truck.

    He looked older. He was sixty-two, and for the first time he looked it: thinner in the face, grayer at the temples, his good sweater a little loose on him. He looked at me, and then past me at the truck in his driveway, my grandfather's truck, with HOLT HILL ORCHARD still faintly painted on the door, and something crossed his face that I'd never seen there before.

    "You drove his truck," he said.

    "Mine has a dent in the hood shaped like a goat."

    He looked at me blankly for a second. Then he stood back to let me in.

    

    We sat on his back deck, facing the water, in our coats, with two cups of coffee neither of us drank. It's easier to say things to a view.

    I'd brought the letter. I didn't give it to him. I just said, "He wrote that he loved the hill out loud. And you quietly."

    My father closed his eyes.

    He sat that way for a long time, with his hands around a cup of coffee going cold, while a gull walked up and down the railing in front of us.

    "Quietly," he said finally. "That's one word for it."

    "Dad."

    "I'm not angry, Ez. I'm—" He opened his eyes and looked at the water. "I spent eighteen years on that hill. Up at four thirty every morning. Every weekend in the stand. Every October, picking till my hands bled. He'd stand at the bottom of the ladder and tell me the Spies weren't going to pick themselves. And I'd watch him looking at those trees, and I'd think, he has never once looked at me like that." He shook his head. "My mother held that place together with her bare hands while he talked to the Macouns. And when she got sick, he kept picking."

    I didn't say anything. I hadn't known any of this.

    "So I left," my father said. "The fall I turned eighteen. Before he could figure out that I wasn't any good at it. That I didn't love it the way he did. That I wasn't what he wanted." He turned the cup in his hands. "I've been leaving before anybody could figure that out ever since. I'm very good at it. I've made a whole career out of it. You leave first, and nobody ever gets to find you lacking."

    The gull flew off. The water lapped at the pilings under the deck.

    "And me," I said. "The summer I was fourteen."

    He was quiet for a long time.

    "You were happy there," he said. "Happier on that hill than you'd ever been with me. Happier than you'd been since your mother. I'd put you on that bus because I didn't know what else to do with you, and you came back every August brown and scratched up and talking about the trees, and the maze, and him. Him, him, him. And then you asked to stay." His voice did something I had never heard it do. "He'd had the hill. The hill had had my mother. He'd had my whole childhood. And now he was going to have you too, and you were going to love him the way I never got to, and he was going to love you the way he never loved me, and I'd be the one left over. Again."

    You don't get to have him too.

    "So I came and got you," my father said. "Before either of you could decide I wasn't worth coming back for."

    

    "Why didn't you come?" I said. "To the funeral."

    He looked at me then, for the first time since we'd sat down.

    "Because everyone in that orchard would know he loved you more," he said. "And they'd be right. And I'd have had to stand there and be the son who left, in front of all of them, with no one to leave before." He tried to smile. It didn't work. "So I left first. I said I couldn't make it. Like I always do."

    I sat on his deck with the November wind coming off the water and understood all at once, the way you finally understand a structure when someone hands you the drawings.

    I'd called instead of coming, for fifteen years, so nobody would ever see me fail to stay. I'd kept a folder in a drawer so I'd never have to find out whether I could keep a hill. And on Sunday morning, in my grandfather's kitchen, with the woman I loved standing in front of me in my shirt, I'd heard Boston and decided she was leaving, and I'd left first. In my father's voice. So were you.

    I'd been doing it my whole life. I'd learned it here, from him, the way I'd learned to shuffle cards from my grandfather.

    "I do it too," I said.

    My father looked at me.

    "Leave first," I said. "Before anyone can find me lacking. I do it too."

    He didn't say anything for a long moment. Then he reached over, awkwardly, like a man who has never once done it before, and put his hand on the back of my neck, the way he used to when I was very small, before my mother died, before any of it.

    "I know," he said. "I'm sorry. That one's mine."

    

    Before I left, I showed him the sticky note.

    I took it out of my wallet, from behind my grandfather's letter, and smoothed it flat on the table between us. OVER MY DEAD BODY, in red pen.

    My father looked at it for a long time. Then he laughed, a short, startled, helpless laugh, and put his hand over his eyes.

    "Of course he did," he said. "Of course he did. That stubborn old—" He stopped. When he took his hand away, his eyes were wet.

    "Are you going to sell it?" he asked.

    "I don't know."

    He nodded slowly. "Don't sell it because of me," he said. "And don't keep it because of him." He handed the sticky note back. "Whatever you do, do it—"

    "On purpose," I said.

    He stared at me. "Where did you get that?"

    "Bev Tolliver."

    "Bev." My father shook his head. "Of course. Bev said that to me in 1981, the week I left." He paused. "I didn't listen."

    At the door, as I was going, he said one more thing.

    "Ezra. If you keep it." He cleared his throat, a lawyer's throat-clearing, all business again. "If there's a land trust involved, or an easement, or anything with a closing date, call me. I've done a few. Their lawyers will tell you six weeks. I can do it in two." He looked past me at the truck in his driveway. "It's the least I can do. It's the only thing about that hill I was ever any good at."

    

    I drove home in the dark and got back to the top of Holt Hill at one in the morning. I slept in the room with the stars. On the way up, I didn't step over the blue shirt on the bottom stair. I picked it up and took it with me.

    Saturday was November fifteenth.

    Blake called at four that afternoon. He was very kind about it. He said Ridgeline's board met in two weeks and they'd need my signature by midnight, and that he understood if I needed more time, and that he'd hold until the last minute. He said the hill was very special. He said he hoped I knew they'd take good care of it.

    "I know you would," I said. "Thank you, Blake."

    At 11:30 that night, I sat at the kitchen table with the folder in front of me, the appraisal on top of it and the clock over the stove.

    I didn't have ninety thousand dollars. I had sixteen days, a spreadsheet called KEEP, a meadow I'd said not that to and a lawyer in Old Saybrook who'd offered to work fast. That was all. It wasn't an answer. It was a structure with a gap in it.

    But for the first time in my life, I didn't need the answer before I chose. For fifteen years I'd kept a door open, so I'd never have to find out whether I could walk through the other one.

    Midnight came. The clock over the stove clicked over. Nobody called.

    I opened the woodstove and put Ridgeline's folder in, all of it, the offer and the plans and the cabins and the ceremony site and the appraisal, and watched it catch. Then I went into the office, found the current ledger and tried the pens in the jar until one worked.

    Under Oct. 20. Half peck to $7.50. E. SAYS YES, I wrote:

    Nov. 15. Ridgeline: no.

    And, in my own capitals:

    E. SAYS NO.

  
    Chapter 27 — The Newsroom

    Margo

    The desk by the window had my name on it.

    Nadia hadn't been lying. It was a real nameplate, black plastic with white letters, slid into a little holder at the front of a desk on the fourth floor, by a window that looked out over the harbor. MARGO PIKE. FEATURES.

    I stood in front of it on Monday morning at 8:45, with my bag over my shoulder and my coffee going cold, and read it about eleven times.

    At the Gazette, my nameplate is brass, and it says OBITUARIES & ASSORTED, and it spent five years half-buried under press releases and, on one occasion, a box of donuts. This one sat perfectly straight. Nobody had ever hidden it from anybody.

    The newsroom was everything I'd wanted at fourteen. It was a whole floor of desks under long lights, with phones ringing and televisions on mute in every corner showing four different channels, and people walking fast with papers in their hands and talking faster, and the smell of burnt coffee and toner. Nobody had a typewriter. Nobody had a fern. A man walked past my desk eating a bagel and said "Welcome to the madhouse" without breaking stride, and I nearly cried, and not for the reason I'd have guessed.

    Nadia came over at nine. She was taller in person, and faster, and she shook my hand with both of hers.

    "Margo Pike," she said. "In my newsroom. Five years late." She looked at me over her reading glasses. "Welcome. Your first assignment's on your chair."

    

    It was a profile. A woman named Dolores Ferreira had run a laundromat in Dorchester for forty-one years and was retiring at the end of the month, and the whole block was throwing her a party.

    "Dolores," I said out loud at my desk, and the man at the next desk gave me a strange look.

    I spent Monday afternoon in the laundromat. I'm good at that part. I'm good at listening, and at the questions that get people talking, and at noticing the thing nobody thinks to say. Dolores Ferreira was seventy-four and four foot eleven, and she had once chased a man who tried to steal a dryer three blocks down Dorchester Avenue with a broom. She knew the name of every regular's kid. She kept a jar of lollipops by the change machine and a cot in the back room, left over from the winter of 1996, when the heat went out on the whole block and half the street slept in her laundromat.

    I asked good questions. I got good answers. I wrote it that night at a borrowed kitchen table in a sublet in Somerville, and it was good. Nadia read it on Tuesday morning, said "Yes. That's what I hired," and moved it to the front of Wednesday's section.

    And something was wrong.

    Not the piece. The piece was fine. I'd first felt it on Monday afternoon, sitting in a plastic chair by Dolores's folding table, listening to her tell the story about the dryer thief. She told it beautifully. She had timing. She'd told it a hundred times. And I sat there taking notes and realized I didn't know her dog's name, or whether she had a dog. I didn't know whether her mother had had a bad week. I didn't know which booth she sat in at the diner, or whether she ever let anybody win at cards. I knew her for an afternoon. Next week I'd know someone else for an afternoon, and the week after that someone else, and none of them would ever wave to me through the window of the Maple Leaf on a Thursday morning to tell me Patrice had called about a comma.

    I'd spent five years writing about people after they were gone. I'd thought that was the problem: that I needed to write about the living.

    That wasn't it. In Fernwood Falls, I'd known the dead before they died. That was what made it bearable. That was what made it good.

    

    Theo Park took me for coffee on Tuesday at five, at a place near the office with exposed brick and a line out the door.

    "I've been instructed," he said, before I'd even sat down, "by a large-animal veterinarian, not to talk to you about anything. And to make sure you're eating." He pushed a muffin across the table at me. "Eat that."

    "Jess told you to feed me."

    "Jess told me a lot of things." He looked at his coffee. "Including that she broke a promise to you at the dance because she was worried, and that I made it worse by passing it on at two in the morning, and that if I didn't apologize to your face, she'd geld me." He looked up. "I'm sorry, Margo. I really am."

    "It wasn't your fault."

    "It was a little my fault."

    "It was a little your fault," I agreed. He smiled, relieved, and it was so much like Ezra's corner-of-the-mouth thing that I had to look at my muffin.

    We talked about Jess for twenty minutes, which made him happier than I've seen most people get about anything. We talked about the newsroom. We didn't talk about Ezra. At the end, walking me back to the office, he stopped on the sidewalk.

    "I'm going to say one thing," he said. "Then I'm going back under instructions."

    "Theo."

    "He went to Connecticut," said Theo. "On Friday. To see his dad."

    I stood on a sidewalk in Boston with people walking around me on both sides and didn't say anything at all.

    "That's it," Theo said. "That's all I'm allowed." He put his hands in his pockets. "I just thought you'd want to know that he went."

    

    My mother called on Tuesday night at ten, which is late for her.

    "I'm calling to see if you've eaten," she said.

    "Theo bought me a muffin."

    "Good boy." I heard her settle into a chair. In the background, faintly, Hank said something, and then a goat did. "How is it? Tell me everything. I want to brag at the diner."

    So I told her about the desk with my name on it, and the window, and the harbor, and Dolores Ferreira and her broom. I told it well. I've had a lot of practice. My mother laughed in the right places.

    And then, because it was ten o'clock and I was four hours from home in a stranger's kitchen, with a stranger's dishes in the drainer, I told her the rest.

    "Mom," I said. "I have to tell you something. Five years ago, when you fell, I had a job offer."

    The line went quiet.

    "Not one like this one," I said. "This one. This paper. This desk. Nadia offered it to me the week you called me from the bathroom floor, and I turned it down. I never told you. I never told anyone except Walter."

    My mother didn't say anything for so long that I thought the call had dropped.

    "Mom?"

    "I'm here." Her voice had gone very small. "You gave this up. For me."

    "I didn't give it up. I just—"

    "You gave it up for me," my mother said, "and you let me think you came home for a weekend and liked it. For five years." I heard her breathe in, unsteadily. "Oh, Margo."

    "I'm sorry."

    "Don't you dare be sorry. Not to me." Her voice got stronger. "Listen to me, because I'm only going to say this once, and Hank's making tea. I told you not to give up anything else for me, and I meant it. I'm glad you're there. I want you to have it. But I've known you for thirty-one years, and I know what you sound like when you're running. And I know what you sound like when you're staying because you're scared."

    I couldn't say anything.

    "Don't you dare stay out of fear, Margo," my mother said. "Not ever again. And don't you dare leave out of fear, either." She paused. "So which one is this?"

    I looked around the borrowed kitchen. The borrowed dishes. The window over the sink, with Somerville in it, all orange streetlight and wet brick and not one star.

    "I don't know," I said.

    "Then you'd better find out," said my mother gently. "Before January."

    

    On Wednesday morning, I took the train in.

    It was crowded and warm and smelled like wet wool. I stood holding a pole near the doors, the way everyone does, and at Park Street a man got on with that morning's paper folded under his arm. He opened it to the features section and stood there reading it, eighteen inches from my face, swaying with the train.

    DOLORES OF DORCHESTER, it said across the top of the page. By Margo Pike.

    I watched him read it. He read the whole thing, all the way to the end. At the part about the broom he laughed out loud, and the woman next to him leaned over his shoulder to see what was funny.

    You'd have had a byline on my train, Ezra had said, in a hospital waiting room at two in the morning.

    Here it was. A stranger was reading it right in front of me, on a train in Boston. It was everything I'd wanted since I was fourteen years old.

    I looked away from it, out the dark window of the train, and all I could see was a porch.

  
    Chapter 28 — The Last Note

    Ezra

    Theo called on Sunday night.

    "She said yes," he said. No hello. "Jess told me. She's here in Boston. Two-week tryout, starting tomorrow. Then January."

    I was standing at the kitchen window, looking at the dark hill. The woodstove ticked.

    "Good," I said. "That's good. That's what she wanted."

    "Ez."

    "It's what she's wanted since she was fourteen, Theo. She told me in a hospital waiting room." I meant it. That was the worst part. I meant every word, and it went through me like a nail anyway. "Good for her."

    Theo was quiet. "Do you want me to tell her anything?"

    "No," I said. "Rule nine."

    "I don't know what rule nine is."

    "Nobody tells Dot anything."

    "Who is—" He sighed. "Never mind."

    

    On Monday, I called the land trust in Montpelier.

    The director was a woman named Ruth Abernathy, with a voice like a field guide. She knew the meadow before I'd finished describing it. "Lot 2," she said. "Twelve acres on the north shore of Fernwood Lake. Marsh, meadow and a stretch of undeveloped shoreline where the loons nest. We've wanted it for ten years. Your grandfather turned us down three times." She paused. "Very politely, the first two."

    She named a number. It was a fair number. It wasn't ninety thousand dollars, but it was most of it.

    "Our board would have to approve it," she said. "Our lawyers will need six weeks after that, minimum. I'm sorry. I know that isn't what you need to hear."

    "I'll think about it," I said.

    I hung up and looked at the survey on the office desk. LOT 2. MEADOW. 12 AC. (LAKEFRONT.) The summer I was ten, a few months after my mother's funeral, my grandfather threw me off the end of the old dock there, because he said I was moping and the lake would fix it. I came up sputtering and furious and alive. I learned to swim in that water in one afternoon.

    Not that.

    Then I drove to the bank, and Dan Pruitt was kind and sorry and said the same thing he'd said two weeks before. Ninety thousand, cash or a signed agreement, by the first. He walked me to the door and shook my hand and held on a beat too long, the way people do at funerals.

    

    On Tuesday at two o'clock, I sat on the porch with the cribbage board.

    It's what you do on Tuesdays. I'd worked that out. Your hands do it without asking you. I dealt two hands across the little table, put one in front of the empty rocker and looked at it.

    Then I took out my phone and found Blake Sutter's number.

    He'd said the board met in two weeks. He'd said he'd hold. He'd said the hill was very special and that they'd take good care of it, and I'd believed him. I sat with my thumb over his name and did the math one more time, the way I'd done it at the kitchen table a hundred times since October.

    Sixty acres, or a meadow. The whole hill to strangers, or the one piece of it I'd learned to swim in. And either way, nobody in the other rocker.

    The gravel crunched.

    An old station wagon was coming up the last steep stretch of the road, very slowly, the way someone drives who doesn't like hills and doesn't care who knows it. It stopped in the yard, and Bev Tolliver got out in her hunting vest, holding an envelope.

    She came up the porch steps and looked at me. She looked at the phone in my hand and the name on the screen. She looked at the two hands of cards on the table.

    "There it is," she said.

    "There what is?"

    "The face." She held out the envelope. "Walter's instructions: 'For when he's about to give up.'" She looked at me over her reading glasses. "I've been running obituaries for fifty years, Ezra. I know the face. You're about to give up."

    I didn't say anything. I turned the phone face down on the table, next to the cards.

    "I don't climb hills," Bev said. "I want that noted."

    "It's noted."

    She went back down the steps. At the car door she turned around.

    "She's in Boston," she said. "I assume you know."

    "I know."

    "Hm," said Bev, and got in and drove away.

    

    The envelope said EZZY in red pen. Not EZRA. EZZY.

    I opened it at the cribbage table, with the empty rocker across from me and the bare branches of the orchard black against the November sky.

    Ezzy,

    If Bev's given you this one, you're about to give up on something. I don't know what. I've got a guess. Don't.

    Let's get the money out of the way, since that's what's in front of you. I know it was you. First of every month, fourteen hundred dollars, for six years. I never said thank you, because if I'd said it out loud I'd have had to admit I needed it. That's pride. It's the dumbest thing I own, and I'm leaving it to nobody.

    I told you I had a plan for December. I did. The meadow. The land trust people have wanted it for ten years. I was going to call them in October and sell it and pay the bank and never tell you, because I threw you off that dock when you were ten and you came up alive, and I couldn't stand the thought of it belonging to somebody else. Turns out I couldn't stand a lot of things. I'm dead now. You do it. You'll be fine. You learned to swim in an afternoon.

    I'd rather leave you something to love than something to sell. But a man can't love sixty acres and a debt at the same time. Sell the meadow. Keep the rest.

    Now. The kid.

    You'll want to know why I never told you about her, and never told her about you. Two reasons. The first is the money. She keeps my books. If she'd known you, she'd have figured out the Sundays and the first of the month inside a week, because she's the smartest person in this town, and I wasn't going to have her know I couldn't hold my own hill. The second reason is better. If I'd told you about her, you'd have heard her through me. If I'd told her about you, she'd have heard you through me, and I'd have gotten you wrong, the way I got your father wrong. I wanted you two to meet without me standing in the middle. I figured if I put it in the paper, you'd be stuck with each other for a whole harvest. I'm told that's how it works.

    Last thing. The donuts.

    There's cardamom. Your grandmother's. A pinch, in the dry. It's in her tin in the pantry, top shelf, behind the cloves. And you make the batter the night before, cover it and set it in the cold barn overnight, and fry it in the morning. Secret's in the waiting. I told you that when you were nine, and you never once asked me what it meant. You always did want the answer before the question.

    I taught the kid every bit of it but that. I wanted her to have a reason to keep coming up the hill. Tell her I'm sorry. Then tell her I'm not.

    Don't be me, Ezzy. Don't love the hill out loud and her quietly.

    W.

    

    I read it twice. Then I sat on the porch for a long time with the letter in my hand and the cards still dealt on the table.

    I've got a plan for December, Ezzy.

    I'd thought he meant the bank. I'd thought he meant asking nicely. I'd sat in his kitchen in October and judged him for it. He'd had a plan the whole time, and it was a good plan. He just couldn't do the last step, because it meant letting go of a piece of the hill, and the piece was me: ten years old, sputtering, alive, in the cold green water off the end of the dock.

    And he'd left the last step to me.

    I put the cards back in the box. I put the board away. I went inside, and I did not call Blake Sutter.

    

    The cardamom was exactly where he'd said it would be: a small round tin on the top shelf of the pantry, behind the cloves, with a strip of masking tape on the lid in my grandmother's slanting cursive. Cardamom. It still smelled like something. Thirty-one years, and it still smelled like something.

    I made the batter at nine that night at the kitchen counter, the way Margo had taught me. Flour, sugar, baking powder, salt. Nutmeg, fresh. Cinnamon, a little. A pinch of June's cardamom, in the dry. B.C., two tablespoons. Cider from that morning's pressing, buttermilk, eggs. Butter, melted, not hot. Don't overmix it, kid. It's not your enemy.

    I covered the bowl with a clean dish towel and carried it out to the cold barn in the dark and set it on the shelf at the back, beside the Spy basket, still full of the apples I'd put there on Halloween.

    Then I went up to bed and lay under the stars that weren't Orion, and didn't sleep much.

    At five on Wednesday morning, I fried them.

    I turned the crank on the old dropper the way she'd taught me, half a turn and a flick, and the rings dropped into the oil and floated up gold. I flipped them with the dowels. I rolled them in cinnamon sugar while they were still hot enough to sting. Then I stood alone in the dark stand, with the oil ticking and the sky going gray over the lake, and ate one.

    It was October.

    Not close. Not closer, or so close, or stubborn. It was the line down the hill and the cold in the morning and the smell of the whole hillside before anyone's pressed a thing. It was him at the window saying isn't that the dumbest thing you ever saw. It was every summer I ever spent on this hill.

    I turned around to say so.

    There was nobody there. No KID apron on the hook beside mine. No laptop on the counter to type it into, and nobody to read it to. No goat in the serving window. Just the stand, and the oil, and the gray coming up over the water.

    I'd finally made his donuts, and I didn't want to make them alone. I didn't want to make anything on this hill alone.

    I stood there for a while with the donut in my hand.

    Then I took out my phone and called my father. It was 5:32 in the morning. He picked up on the second ring.

    "The meadow," I said. "You said two weeks."

    There was a pause, and the sound of a man sitting up in bed.

    "I said two weeks," said my father. "I meant ten days. What's the land trust called?"

  
    Chapter 29 — The Gazette

    Margo

    On Wednesday afternoon, at my desk by the window, I made a list.

    It's what reporters do when they don't know what the story is. You write down what you know. Just the facts, one to a line, no adjectives. Then you look at them until they tell you what they add up to.

    I wrote it on a legal pad, longhand, the way I write first drafts, with the harbor going pewter outside the window and the newsroom loud around me.

    I'm good at this.

    I don't love it.

    I love writing about people I know.

    My mother can open her own pill organizer.

    Hank Mercer has loved her since 1985.

    Delores is living in a pen in our backyard and eating the porch.

    I miss a porch.

    I miss the cold barn, and the line down the hill, and Patrice.

    I miss Patrice.

    I haven't heard from Ezra in ten days.

    I don't know if he's selling.

    I'm never going to stay anywhere because I'm scared again.

    I looked at that last one for a long time. Then I wrote one more line under it.

    I don't think I'm scared.

    I didn't know yet what it added up to. I tore off the page and folded it very small and put it in my wallet, next to a page from the Gazette with ten rules on it, and went back to work.

    

    Bev called at 9:52 that night.

    I was at the borrowed kitchen table in Somerville, not eating a sandwich. I stared at the phone for three rings before I picked up, because in five years Bev Tolliver had never once called my cell phone. Bev believes phones are for emergencies and floods.

    "Margo," she said. In the background, the clack of her typewriter stopped. "Is this a bad time?"

    "Bev? Is everything okay? Is it my mother?"

    "Your mother is fine. Your mother is playing gin rummy with Hank Mercer and cheating. I have it on good authority." A pause. "I'm calling about the paper."

    "What about it?"

    "I'm retiring," Bev said.

    I sat back in my chair.

    "I'll be eighty in January," Bev said. "I've put out that paper every Thursday since 1971. I've done it through two floods, a fire, three recessions and a computer. I'm tired, Margo. I want to sit in a chair and read somebody else's paper and complain about the commas."

    "Bev—"

    "I want you to have it." She said it the way she says everything, fast and flat, like a headline. "The Gazette. The building's worth nothing. The roof leaks and the radiator has opinions. I'll sell it to you for a dollar. You take over the lease, the ferns and Patrice."

    I couldn't say anything. I sat at a stranger's kitchen table in Somerville with the phone against my ear and couldn't say anything at all.

    "I know about the job," Bev said, more quietly. "I know what it means to you. I took the message five years ago. I'm not asking you to give it up. I'm telling you there's another door, and it's yours if you want it. That's all."

    "Why me?"

    "Because you know which dead people belong on the front page," said Bev. "And which living ones." She paused. "And because he'd have wanted it. Walter used to call me on Tuesday nights and read me your obituaries over the phone. Did you know that? He'd read them to me and tell me what was wrong with them. He was very proud."

    I put my hand over my mouth.

    "Don't answer me now," Bev said. "I don't want an answer. I want you to do it—"

    "On purpose," I said.

    "On purpose." I could hear her smiling, which I'd heard maybe twice in five years. "Goodnight, kid."

    She hung up.

    Kid. She had never once called me that herself. Only one person ever had.

    

    I sat there for a long time.

    Then I took the folded page out of my wallet and read my list again. I miss a porch. I love writing about people I know. I don't think I'm scared.

    It added up. It had added up all along. I'd just been missing the last line.

    I looked at my phone. It was 10:14. Editors don't go home on Wednesday nights; the Thursday paper won't let them. I put on my coat.

    Nadia was still at her desk on the fourth floor, alone in a pool of lamplight in the dark newsroom, with her reading glasses on her head and a red pen in her hand. She looked up when I came in, took one look at my face and put the pen down.

    "Ah," she said.

    "I'm sorry," I said.

    "Sit down, Margo."

    I sat. I told her about the Gazette, and the dollar, and the radiator, and the ferns. The porch. The list. I told her I was good at this and didn't love it, and that I'd figured out in a laundromat that I wanted to write about people whose dogs' names I knew. I told her I'd now said no to her twice, and that I was sorry, and that the second time was different.

    Nadia listened the way she always listened, like a door held open. When I was done, she took her glasses off her head and folded them.

    "Five years ago," she said, "you said no because you were scared. Is that why now?"

    "No," I said. "Now I'm saying no because I know what I want."

    She looked at me for a long moment.

    "Then it's the right no," said Nadia Kerr. She stood and held out her hand, and I shook it. "Send me a column sometimes. The good ones. I'll run them."

    At the door, she called after me. "Margo. Take your nameplate. Nobody else is going to want one that says MARGO PIKE."

    I took it. It's on my desk at the Gazette now, next to the brass one. OBITUARIES & ASSORTED. FEATURES. Between the two of them, they about cover it.

    

    I called my mother at 11:40 from the sidewalk outside the building. She picked up on the first ring, which meant Hank had gone home and she'd been waiting up.

    "Mom," I said. "I know which one it is."

    She didn't say anything. I could hear her breathing.

    "I'm coming home," I said. "Not because I'm scared. Not because of you, and not because of anybody else. Because I want to. Bev's selling me the paper for a dollar."

    There was a long silence, and then a sound I couldn't place, and then I realized my mother was laughing and crying at the same time.

    "A dollar," she said.

    "And the radiator."

    "Oh, Margo." She blew her nose. "Then come home. Knock first."

    

    I packed that night, at midnight, in the borrowed apartment. It didn't take long. I'd only brought two weeks of clothes and a life I hadn't unpacked.

    I hadn't heard from Ezra in ten days. I didn't know if he'd signed. I didn't know whether, when I drove past the bottom of Holt Hill, there would be cedar cabins on the ridge by spring, or a man in a fleece vest with a tablet, or nobody at all. I didn't know if there'd be smoke from the kitchen chimney.

    I knew I wasn't going home for him. That was what I'd needed to be sure of, and I was. I was going home because it was home, and because I'd finally looked at everything and picked it.

    If he was there, I'd find out. If he wasn't, there was a paper to put out on Thursdays.

    I set my alarm for five, so I'd be on the road before the sun.

  
    Chapter 30 — Survived By

    Ezra

    At seven o'clock on Wednesday morning, I walked into the Maple Leaf Diner with a box of donuts.

    The bell rang. The whole diner went quiet and got very interested in their pancakes. It was so exactly like the first morning, five weeks and six days earlier, that I almost laughed.

    I didn't say anything. I walked to the counter and set the box down in front of Patrice Dunleavy, who was on her usual stool with her usual complaint half formed, and opened the lid.

    "Try one," I said.

    She looked at me suspiciously. She looked at the donuts. She picked one up, very slowly, and took a small, judgmental bite.

    Then she stopped chewing.

    She put the donut down on her saucer and looked at it for a long time. When she looked up at me, her eyes were full.

    "That's Walter's," said Patrice Dunleavy.

    The diner exploded. Hank was off his stool. Rosa came around the counter. The knitting circle descended on the box like gulls on a dropped sandwich. Somebody started crying and somebody else started laughing, and Gene Brennan, who'd stopped in for coffee on his way to a funeral, ate two and had to sit down.

    I waited until it got quiet again. Then I turned around, found Dot Kowalski in her corner booth with her knitting in her lap and her eyes on me, and walked over.

    "Mrs. Kowalski," I said. "I'm breaking rule nine."

    Dot looked up at me. "I don't know anything about rule nine, dear."

    "Nobody tells Dot anything." I took a breath. "I said no to Ridgeline. On Saturday, at midnight. I'm keeping the hill. I need ninety thousand dollars by December first, or the bank takes it. I have most of a plan, a land trust and a lawyer in Connecticut. I don't have all of it."

    The diner had gone dead silent again. I could hear the coffee maker.

    Dot looked at me for a long moment. Then she set her knitting down on the table, very deliberately, the way you'd set down something you'd been holding for weeks.

    "Well," she said. "Why didn't you say so?"

    

    I've designed a lot of structures. I've never watched one go up the way that town went up that day.

    By eight, the phone tree was out of its recipe box. By nine, Rosa had taken the old sign-up sheet off the side of the pie case, HELP EZRA HOLT GET READY FOR THE HARVEST DANCE!!! (WALTER'S WISHES), turned it over and written across the back in marker: HOLT HILL SHARES. $150. ONE BUSHEL A MONTH, JUNE TO JANUARY. CIDER IN FEBRUARY, WHETHER YOU WANT IT OR NOT.

    It was Margo's idea, from a margin two years old, in blue ink: What if people paid up front for a share of the harvest? Under it, in red pen, in his capitals: NO ONE WANTS CIDER IN FEBRUARY. I'd found it in the ledger and put it in the spreadsheet. I hadn't known whether anyone would want it.

    By ten, there were eleven names on the sheet.

    At ten fifteen, my father called. "Ruth Abernathy and I have spoken," he said, in his deposition voice. "She's a delightful woman, and she's very afraid of me. She's calling a special meeting of her board on Friday. Purchase and sale agreement for Lot 2 that afternoon. Closing on the twenty-eighth. Eighty-two thousand dollars." A pause. "That's the day after Thanksgiving. I thought I'd drive up for it. If that's all right."

    I had to sit down on a stool at the counter.

    "That's all right," I said.

    At eleven, Theo called. "The partners," he said, without saying hello, "have agreed to keep you on the Seaport tower as a part-time remote consultant, three days a month in Boston, for the life of the project. I told them you'd say yes eventually. I've been telling them that since October." A pause. "Say yes, Ez."

    "Yes."

    "Finally," said Theo, and somewhere behind him I heard Jess laugh.

    At noon, Dan Pruitt came into the diner on his lunch hour, looked at the sheet on the pie case and called Rutland from the booth by the window. When he hung up, he came over and shook my hand. "A signed purchase agreement on the meadow, and cash for the rest by the first," he said, "and they'll refinance what's left over ten years. That's what they said." He looked at the sheet again. "How short are you?"

    I didn't know yet. I was afraid to add it up.

    

    At two o'clock, Dot Kowalski stood up in the middle of the diner and rang her spoon against her coffee cup.

    "The knitting circle has voted," she announced. "The pool is suspended. The pot is not." She held up a coffee can I recognized from the shelf behind the register. It had sat there all fall. I'd thought it held coffee. "Four thousand, three hundred and sixteen dollars, collected since October ninth. Every line we ever ran on the two of them. We'd like it to go to the hill."

    The diner applauded. Dot held up a hand.

    "One more thing," she said. "The first pool was claimed by an anonymous winner, per the bylaws. That winner has asked that her winnings be added to the pot." She looked across the room. "Bev, dear. Would you like to say anything?"

    Every head turned. Bev Tolliver was sitting in the booth by the register, where she'd been all afternoon with a newspaper she wasn't reading.

    "I had seven sixteen," Bev said. "I knew I'd be walking in at seven sixteen. I'm a journalist, not a saint." She put the newspaper down. "Sixty-one dollars. It's in the can."

    The place came apart. Hank laughed so hard he had to hold on to the counter. Then he stopped laughing, took out his wallet, walked over to Dot's coffee can and counted a ten and a one into it.

    "Eleven dollars," he said. "Thirty-eight years overdue. He'd want interest, but that's between him and me."

    Rosa took the pickle jar off the register, the one that said GOAT FUND, peeled off the card that said HOLDING and emptied it on the counter. Six hundred and eleven dollars, in ones and fives and a twenty from a man in New York.

    

    At four, when the diner had mostly emptied out and the shares sheet had forty-one names on it, I opened my laptop at the counter and opened KEEP.

    I put in the meadow: eighty-two thousand. I put in the pot, and Bev's sixty-one, and Hank's eleven, and the goat fund. I put in forty-one shares at a hundred and fifty dollars each.

    I watched the gap go down, line by line, the way the load comes off a beam when you shore it up.

    When I typed in the last share, the red cell at the bottom of the spreadsheet turned green.

    I'd set that cell to turn red in November, the same way I'd once set up conditional formatting in a donut stand while Margo laughed at me. I'd never seen it go green.

    Gap: $0. Over by $3,149.

    I sat at the counter of the Maple Leaf Diner and looked at it until Rosa set a slice of pie in front of me, without being asked, and didn't charge me.

    

    It was enough. It was more than enough. It held.

    And it wasn't enough, and I knew it, sitting there with my pie.

    I drove back up the hill at five, in the last of the light. The farmhouse was dark. The stand was dark. I went in and lit the woodstove and sat down at the kitchen table across from his empty chair, with a legal pad and the one pen in the jar that worked, and I did the only thing I could think of.

    I wrote an obituary.

    I'd read a hundred of hers by then. I'd read his. I knew the rules. No adjectives. Tell them what it did. Say who survives it.

    It took three hours and eleven drafts. I crossed out every adjective, every time. The hardest word wasn't one. I took it out of every draft and put it back into the next.

    At nine o'clock I drove it down to the Gazette. The office was dark, but there was a light on upstairs. I knocked, and Bev came down in her bathrobe and her hunting vest, as if she'd been expecting me, let me in, and read it standing up under the one lamp, all the way through.

    Ezra Holt's plan to sell Holt Hill Orchard died peacefully at midnight on November 15, in the woodstove, at the age of five weeks.

    It was predeceased by his habit of leaving first, which passed away the day before on a back deck in Old Saybrook, Connecticut, in the presence of his father.

    It is survived by sixty acres of apple trees, minus one meadow, which will be kept wild for the loons. By a goat named Delores, who is currently living on Birch Street and is welcome to come home whenever she likes. By the Thursday night poker table, which no longer owes anyone eleven dollars. By a knitting circle that will not mind its own business, and a town that came up a hill in the dark in their Halloween costumes and picked four hundred and eighteen bushels in one night. And by a grandson who called every Sunday for fifteen years, paid what he could and came home only twice, and would like to stay.

    It is also survived by a recipe, which is finally right.

    In lieu of flowers, the family asks that you buy a share.

    And it is survived by a man who was wrong, and is sorry, and would like Margo Pike to come home for the first snow. He loves her. He checked. It's a verb.

    Tuesdays stay.

    Bev read it twice. Then she took off her reading glasses and let them drop on their chain.

    "There's a policy," she said. "The dead get the last word."

    "I'm not dead."

    "Your plan is. And the policy's laminated." She folded the page in half. "I'll find room. Front page, above the fold." She looked at me over the top of the page. "Fewer adjectives than I'd expect from a man in your condition."

    "Will she see it?" I said. "She's in Boston."

    Bev looked at me as if I were very young. "Ezra," she said. "The entire town of Fernwood Falls is going to make sure she sees it. Dot will have it on her phone by five fifteen."

    She walked me to the door. On the step, I turned around to thank her, but she'd already gone back to her desk. She'd sat down at the typewriter with my page beside it, and she was picking up the phone.

    "Who are you calling at ten o'clock at night?" I said.

    Bev looked up at me, with the receiver in one hand and my obituary in the other.

    "My successor," she said, and waved me out the door.

  
    Chapter 31 — Front Page

    Margo

    My alarm went off at five. I was already awake.

    I'd slept maybe three hours, in my clothes, on top of the covers in the borrowed apartment. By 5:40 the car was packed: two weeks of clothes, a nameplate in a shoebox, my laptop and a bag of lollipops Dolores Ferreira had pressed on me on my way out of the laundromat.

    At 6:12, standing on the sidewalk in Somerville in the dark, with my breath smoking and my keys in my hand, my phone buzzed.

    It was Dot Kowalski. Dot doesn't text. Dot has a flip phone she uses exclusively to call people and ask what time they woke up.

    It was a photo: blurry, lit by a flashlight, taken on the porch of the Gazette office in the dark. The front page of that morning's paper, still in its bundle, with the string still around it.

    Under it, Dot had written: Page one, dear.

    Then the phone buzzed again. And again. And again.

    Rosa: a photo of the front page, taped to the pie case. He came in yesterday with donuts. THEY'RE RIGHT, MARGO.

    Hank: a photo taken with what I'm fairly sure was his thumb over half the lens. No words. Hank doesn't use words when a picture will do.

    Patrice: I want you to know I am not crying. There is a comma splice in the fourth paragraph.

    Jess: CALL ME. no don't call me. READ IT. then call me.

    Theo: I'm still under instructions. But I've been told I'm allowed to send you this.

    Gene Brennan: Professionally, I think it's very well done.

    My mother: a photo of the front page on our kitchen table, with Delores's head coming in from the side of the frame, eating the corner. She's taking it very well.

    I stood on the sidewalk in Somerville, opened Dot's photo, made it bigger with two fingers and read it.

    Ezra Holt's plan to sell Holt Hill Orchard died peacefully at midnight on November 15, in the woodstove, at the age of five weeks.

    I had to put my hand on the roof of the car.

    I read the whole thing. I read it the way he reads everything, all the way through. The habit of leaving first, on a back deck in Old Saybrook. Sixty acres, minus one meadow. A goat, welcome to come home. The poker table, which no longer owed anyone eleven dollars. The knitting circle. The town that came up the hill in the dark in their Halloween costumes.

    A grandson who called every Sunday for fifteen years, paid what he could and came home only twice, and would like to stay.

    He'd told them. All of it. The thing he'd said was his, the thing I'd cut out of my own column at two in the morning because it wasn't mine to tell. He'd printed it on the front page of the Fernwood Falls Gazette, above the fold.

    And it is survived by a man who was wrong, and is sorry, and would like Margo Pike to come home for the first snow. He loves her. He checked. It's a verb.

    That one was mine. I'd said it under the Spy in front of three hundred people, about his grandfather. He'd been sitting in the front row. He'd kept it.

    Tuesdays stay.

    I stood on the sidewalk at 6:20 in the morning and laughed out loud, and cried, and laughed again, and a man walking his dog crossed to the other side of the street.

    I couldn't leave until ten. The sublet keys had to go back to a landlord who didn't believe in mail slots, and my ID badge had to go back to the security desk at the paper, where a guard I'd known for four days wished me luck. I spent the hours in between reading it again.

    

    It took me until the New Hampshire line to work out the rest.

    Bev had called me at 9:52 the night before. I'd heard the typewriter stop. She'd been laying out the front page. She'd had his obituary on the desk in front of her the whole time she was telling me about the radiator and the ferns and Patrice, selling me her newspaper for a dollar and calling me kid.

    She never said a word.

    I'm telling you there's another door, she'd said. That's all.

    I'd decided before I knew. I'd sat at a stranger's kitchen table with my list and picked, with no idea what was waiting at the top of Holt Hill. That was the part that made me pull into a rest stop outside Concord and sit with my forehead on the steering wheel for a while. I'd been so afraid that if I went home, I'd never know whether I'd gone for him.

    Now I knew. I'd picked first. And so had he, on his own, on a back deck in Connecticut and in front of a woodstove at midnight. Neither of us had known about the other.

    Walter would have said we'd finally done something at the same time without going in a circle.

    

    The snow started at the Vermont line.

    It wasn't much at first: a few flakes, fat and slow, drifting out of a sky the color of an old nickel and melting the second they touched the windshield. By White River Junction it was coming down steadily. By the time I turned off the interstate onto the two-lane road north, it was falling so thick and quiet that the whole world had gone white and soft and close, and I was driving through it with one windshield wiper, because I'd never gotten around to replacing the one Delores ate.

    The first snow. He'd asked for the first snow. He must have checked the forecast. Of course he checked the forecast.

    

    I went to the Gazette first.

    I was a journalist before I was anything else, and there was a reply to write.

    Bev was at her desk in her hunting vest with her reading glasses on, typing, with the snow piling up on the windowsill outside. She looked up when the bell rang, looked at me standing in the doorway with snow in my hair, and went back to her typing.

    "You're late," she said. "Deadline for next week was Tuesday."

    "I need the front page, Bev."

    "It isn't mine to give anymore." She pulled a sheet out of the typewriter. "You bought it. The dollar's due in January."

    "I never said yes."

    "You came here before you went home," Bev said. "That's a yes." She stood up and waved a hand at her chair, the typewriter, all of it. "Sit. Fewer adjectives."

    I sat down at Bev Tolliver's desk, at the typewriter I'd never once been allowed to touch in five years. I rolled in a clean sheet of paper, and I wrote the reply the way I should have written everything: plainly, and fast, and true.

    It took eleven minutes. Bev read it over my shoulder. When I'd finished, she took off her reading glasses and let them drop on their chain.

    "Front page," she said. "Next Thursday. There'll be letters."

    "There are always letters."

    "Patrice will want a correction to the correction."

    "Then she'll get one," I said. "We run corrections now."

    Bev made a sound I'd never heard her make. It took me a second to realize it was a laugh. Then she sat down at the computer she has refused to acknowledge for twenty years, set my reply in two minutes flat in the old wood-type headline she saves for elections and floods, and printed me a proof.

    "Don't tell anyone," she said, handing it to me, "that I know how to use that."

    

    My mother was on the porch when I pulled up on Birch Street, in her coat, with her cane, in the snow, as if she'd been out there for an hour. Hank stood beside her holding an umbrella over her head, which he'd clearly been told twice she didn't need.

    In a pen Hank had built out of old pallets beside the crooked ramp I'd built out of videos, Delores was standing on the roof of her shed, looking at me.

    "Mom," I said, getting out of the car.

    "Don't talk to me," said my mother. "Go."

    "I just got here."

    "You've been here for five years," my mother said. "Go."

    I looked at her. She looked back at me, in the snow, with her chin up and her eyes very bright and Hank's umbrella over her, and I understood that she meant it more than she'd ever meant anything.

    "I'm taking the goat," I said.

    "Take the goat," said my mother. "Please take the goat. She ate Hank's hat."

    Hank opened the pen. Delores walked out, down the ramp, across the snowy lawn and straight to my car, and stood by the back door until I opened it. She climbed in, sat on the back seat like a dog, looked out the window toward the lake and Holt Hill, and waited.

    

    The turnoff at the bottom of Holt Hill was buried in snow. There were no tire tracks going down. Whatever he'd done all day, he hadn't left.

    I stopped there. Of course I did. I'd stopped there all fall. I sat with the engine running and the one wiper going and Delores breathing on the back of my neck, and looked up the hill through the falling snow.

    There was a light on in the donut stand.

    At the top of the hill, through the bare white trees, the red shed glowed gold from inside, the only light on the whole hill. In Fernwood Falls, a lit donut stand is a bat signal. Everybody knows that.

    I looked at it for a long time. Then I took my foot off the brake.

    This time, I turned up the hill.

  
    Chapter 32 — First Snow

    Ezra

    Everyone in Fernwood Falls came up the hill on Thursday except the one person I was waiting for.

    Hank came at nine with the poker table and a shovel nobody needed yet. Rosa came with a pie. Dot came and stood in the yard in her boots, looked up at the orchard for a long time and said, "Walter would have hated that obituary," and then, "He'd have bought six copies." Patrice came to tell me about the comma splice in the fourth paragraph. Gene Brennan shook my hand and said that, professionally, he thought it was very well done. Jess came to say that Theo was driving up for Thanksgiving with a pie he had bought, not made, and that I wasn't to say anything about it. Dan Pruitt came on his lunch hour with the refinancing papers and stayed for two donuts.

    Nobody said a word about Margo. Not one of them. It was the most coordinated act of restraint I'd ever seen in this town, and I knew exactly what it meant, which was nothing. Nobody knew. Bev had told me Dot would have it on her phone by five fifteen. She hadn't told me what Margo would do with it.

    At three, it started to snow.

    

    I'd made batter the night before, the way he'd told me: the cardamom, the overnight rest, the cold barn. Out of habit, I think, or hope, which in me look about the same. At four, when the light started going and the snow was coming down thick enough to cover the gravel, I went down to the stand, switched on the lights and the fryer, and tied on the WALTER apron.

    I didn't know who I was making them for. I made them anyway.

    The orchard went white around me while the oil heated. Every branch, every row, the roof of the cold barn, the porch rail, the Spy at the top of the hill. It was so quiet I could hear the snow landing on the roof of the shed. I turned the crank, half a turn and a flick, and watched the rings float up gold, and flipped them, and rolled them, and set them on the rack to cool. And I thought about a woman in Boston reading my obituary on her phone at six in the morning, and whether she'd laughed.

    At 4:40, headlights came up the hill.

    They came slowly, the way you'd drive up a steep road in new snow, with one windshield wiper going. I watched them come around the bend by the Honeycrisps, and I knew the car before I could see it, and I stood in the doorway of the stand with flour on my hands and couldn't move at all.

    The car stopped in the yard. The driver's door opened, and Margo Pike got out into the snow in her coat, with her hair coming loose and snow landing in it, holding a sheet of paper.

    Then the back door opened, somehow, and Delores climbed out and walked past both of us into the stand as if she'd never left, and got up on the counter.

    Margo stood in the yard in the falling snow and looked at me. I stood in the doorway and looked at her. Neither of us said anything for what felt like a very long time.

    I'd planned what I was going to say. I'd planned it all day. I'd planned it in drafts, like the obituary, and crossed out every adjective, and I couldn't remember a single word.

    "Hot cider?" I said.

    She laughed. It came out of her like a hiccup, the way it had on the porch the first Tuesday, and then she put her hand over her mouth, and then she was laughing and crying at the same time, with snow in her eyelashes.

    "Rule three," she said, when she could, and held out the paper. "You read it before it runs."

    

    It was a proof, still a little damp at one corner, on the Gazette's cheap newsprint, under the old wood type Bev saves for elections and floods.

    CORRECTION.

    In last week's edition, the Gazette reported that a man would like Margo Pike to come home for the first snow. The Gazette regrets the error. Margo Pike was already on her way.

    Margo Pike, 31, of Birch Street, is alive and well. She has accepted the position of editor of this newspaper, for one dollar and a radiator. She is staying in Fernwood Falls on purpose, and not because of anybody, and she would like that on the record.

    She was wrong too. She's sorry too. She would like it known that she decided before she read the paper.

    She loves him back. She checked. It's still a verb.

    Tuesdays stay. So does she.

    I read it all the way through. Then I read it again. Snow kept landing on it and melting in small gray spots on the newsprint, and I kept reading anyway.

    "You decided first," I said.

    "Wednesday night. While Bev was on the phone with me, it turns out. She had your page on her desk the whole time." Margo wiped her face with the back of her glove. "I didn't know, Ezra. I need you to know I didn't know. I wasn't coming home for you."

    "I know."

    "I was coming home for me."

    "I know," I said. "It's on the record." I looked up from the paper at her, standing in the snow, in my grandfather's yard, on purpose. "I left first. In the kitchen. I heard Boston, and I left first, in my father's voice, before you could. I've been doing it my whole life."

    "I didn't tell you," she said. "I kept it in my pocket and danced with you. I was leaving too. Just slower."

    "So were we," I said.

    She laughed again, wet and helpless. "So were we."

    I folded the proof inside my apron, carefully, against my chest, where the snow couldn't get it. Then I came down out of the doorway and across the yard, and she met me halfway, the way we'd learned to in a ten-by-twelve shed, without looking. I put my floury hands on her cold face and kissed her in the snow in front of the whole orchard.

    I don't know for how long. Long enough that the snow stopped melting in her hair. Long enough that Delores bleated from the counter, once, outraged, the way she had at the dance.

    "She's telling us we're doing it wrong," Margo said against my mouth.

    "We're not doing it wrong," I said.

    "No," said Margo. "For once, we're not."

    

    We made donuts together.

    There was a whole batch already cooling on the rack, but she said those didn't count, and she was right. She tied on the KID apron, and I tied mine back on over the proof. She poured the rest of the batter into the hopper, I turned the crank, and she flipped and rolled and handed me one over her shoulder without looking, still hot enough to sting.

    She bit into one herself and closed her eyes.

    She stood there for a long moment in the KID apron with snow melting in her hair, not saying anything. When she opened her eyes, they were wet again.

    "It's October," she said.

    "It's October."

    "How?"

    So I told her. The cardamom in June's tin, behind the cloves. The overnight rest in the cold barn. Secret's in the waiting. And I told her the rest: that he'd taught her every bit of it but that, on purpose, because he wanted her to have a reason to keep coming up the hill.

    "He says he's sorry," I said. "Then he says he's not."

    Margo put her forehead down on the counter next to the goat and laughed until she cried, and cried until she laughed, and Delores ate the corner of her sleeve.

    "That old—" she said into the counter. "That stubborn, sneaky, impossible—"

    "Too many adjectives," I said.

    She lifted her head and looked at me, and something happened to her face that I'd seen once before, in this same stand, the night I'd said it the first time. Then she reached up and pulled me down by the front of my grandfather's apron.

    

    Much later, in the room with the stars, with the snow coming down past the window and the old bed creaking like a ship and her hair across my chest, she looked up at the ceiling and said, "It's still a frying pan."

    "It's Orion."

    "It's a frying pan, Ezra. I'm the editor of a newspaper now. I know a frying pan."

    I laughed into her hair. I'd stopped counting a long time ago.

    

    My father came up the hill the day before Thanksgiving, for the first time in nineteen years.

    He drove up the last steep stretch in a black sedan that scraped on the gravel in exactly the spot where Theo's had, parked in the yard, got out and stood in his good coat looking at the orchard under the snow. He didn't say anything for a long time.

    Then he walked up the hill by himself, all the way to the top, through the white rows to the old gray Spy and the two stones under it. I watched him from the porch. He stood there with his hands in his coat pockets for nearly half an hour while the light went blue. I didn't go up. Margo stood beside me with her hand in mine and didn't say anything either.

    When he came back down, his face was raw from the cold or from something else. He walked past us into the kitchen, and stood at the counter, and opened the green tin recipe box by the stove, and went through the cards with one finger until he found the one in his mother's slanting cursive. Northern Spy Pie.

    He held it for a long time.

    "He kept it," my father said.

    "He kept everything," I said.

    

    Thanksgiving dinner was at the farmhouse. Margo insisted. My grandmother's table seats eight if everyone's friendly and ten if nobody minds elbows, and there were eleven of us, plus a basset hound and a goat.

    Diane and Hank. Bev, in a dress and her hunting vest, who sat down beside my father and said, "Richard," and he said, "Bev," and she said, "On purpose this time, I hope," and he laughed out loud, for the first time I can remember. Jess and Theo, who'd driven up that morning with a store-bought pecan pie he swore he'd made and Steve, who went straight under the table and stayed there. Rosa, because she'd closed the diner. Dot, because it turned out Dot had nowhere else to go on Thanksgiving and never had; Margo had found that out on Tuesday and wouldn't hear another word about it. And Patrice, because she'd heard Dot was coming.

    Margo made the pie.

    She'd made it that morning from my grandmother's card, the one my father had held, with the Spies from the basket in the cold barn. The Spies are for pie, he'd written. Make the kid bake it. She's terrible at pie.

    He was right. She was terrible at pie.

    The crust was like drywall. The filling was soup. She set it on the table in front of everyone with a look of grim determination and cut into it, and it collapsed in the pan like a building with a bad foundation.

    I started to laugh. I couldn't stop. I hadn't laughed like that since a pumpkin sank under me in November water. Because it was exactly, exactly the pie he'd made me on the porch steps the summer I was fourteen, two days before my father drove up and took me home.

    My father looked at the pie. Then he looked at me, laughing, and something went across his face, and he picked up his fork.

    "That's my mother's pie," he said. "Before she figured it out."

    We ate the whole thing, all eleven of us, straight out of the pan with forks, passing it around the table. Margo put her face in her hands. Dot told her it was the best pie she'd ever eaten, which was a lie, and Patrice said the crust was a structural failure, which was true.

    Halfway through, Jess's phone buzzed. She looked at it, laughed and held it up so we could all see. It was a photo of the chalkboard at the Maple Leaf Diner; Rosa had left a key with her nephew.

    In Dot's tidy schoolteacher printing, it said:

    POOL REOPENED. WEDDING BY NEXT HARVEST? 2–1.

    Everyone at the table turned and looked at Dot.

    "I don't know what you're all looking at me for," said Dot Kowalski, and took another bite of terrible pie.

    

    After everyone had gone, Margo and I sat on the porch in the two rockers, under the wool blanket, with the snow coming down again over the white orchard.

    On the little table between us were the cribbage board and my notebook. Beside them was his, the spiral one, with WALTER 1,204 — KID 611 on the last page in red pen.

    We'd played one game. She'd won.

    She looked at the two books for a long time. Then she picked up his and held it out to me.

    "Write it down," she said.

    "That's his book."

    "I know," said Margo. "Write it down anyway. He'd want to know."

    I looked at it for a while. Then I took the pen from her hand, opened his book to the last page, and under his red capitals wrote, in mine:

    NOV. 27. KID 612.

    Margo put her head on my shoulder. The snow kept coming down. Somewhere under the porch, Delores was asleep.

    Tuesday was five days away. It was already on the calendar. He'd written it in himself.

  
    Epilogue: One Year Later

    Ezra

    The first big pressing of Harvest Festival is always the second Saturday in October. My grandfather did it that way for sixty years. So we do too.

    By seven in the morning there were forty people in the barn, and more coming up the hill.

    Three hundred and twelve households own a share of Holt Hill now. The shares sold out in February, and there's a waiting list of ninety-one names on the back of a new sign-up sheet taped to the pie case at the Maple Leaf. Most of the names are from town. Some aren't. A woman in Ohio with two million followers bought one and drove up with her kids last weekend. Blake Sutter bought one. He comes up from Boston once a month with his wife for his bushel, and it turns out he's a very good picker, and Delores has never once forgiven him for the drone.

    The press is still in the back of the barn. In March I replaced the cracked oak crossbeam properly, with a new one, seasoned and true. I kept the old sistered piece. It hangs over the barn door now, with the bolts still in it. Margo says it's the most engineer thing she's ever seen, and she lives with me, so she would know.

    She moved up the hill in April, with a box of books and two nameplates. Her mother's pill organizer stayed on Birch Street, where it belongs. She edits the Gazette five days a week from the office on Main Street, with four ferns and a radiator that has opinions, and she does the orchard's books on Sunday nights at the rolltop desk in his office, in blue ink. There's a line for the bookkeeper now. It says M. PIKE — $1/YR. She negotiated. On Tuesdays at two, wherever we are, we stop and play cribbage on the porch. She's ahead. I've checked both books.

    Her column runs every week on the front page. It's called Before They're Gone, and it's about the living. Dot Kowalski. The Lundgren brothers. Gene Brennan, who has buried half the town and plays the accordion at night where nobody can hear. Nadia Kerr runs one in Boston every couple of months, and every time she does, a woman somewhere writes in to say she called her grandfather.

    Bev retired on the first of January. She sits in the booth by the register at the Maple Leaf every Thursday morning with the new issue and a red pen, marks up the commas and leaves the copy on Margo's desk by noon. Patrice Dunleavy gets a correction every week now. It runs on page two, under her byline, and it's the most-read thing in the paper.

    My father comes up once a month. He bought share number one. When he's here, he and Bev have lunch at the diner and argue about 1981, and he laughs more than he used to. He closed the meadow sale in nine days, not ten. He says it was the best work of his career.

    In June, the loons nested in the marsh on Lot 2. In July, Margo and I swam off the end of the old dock. She jumped. I was pushed.

    Theo moved up in April too. He lives with Jess and Steve in a farmhouse on the other side of the lake and does structural engineering from a desk in the room over the hardware store, which we rent together. The sign on the door says HOLT & PARK. He sold the car. He drives a truck now, and when he comes up our hill it doesn't scrape at all.

    Hank asked Diane to marry him on the Fourth of July, in his truck at the top of Lake Street, during the fireworks. She said yes before he'd finished asking. The wedding is next month, on the Saturday of the Harvest Dance, in the Mercer barn, under a disco ball from 1983.

    Delores is the ring bearer.

    She's wearing her bow tie today, because Diane says she needs to get used to it. It's blue. She hates it. She's standing on top of the cider press in it, supervising, with the look of a goat who intends to eat it the second nobody's watching, and everyone in the barn is watching.

    

    Margo came up from the Gazette at nine with a proof in her hand.

    She stopped in the doorway of the barn, the way she does, and looked at all of it: the crowd and the press and the cider running gold into the trough, kids with mason jars, Hank turning the jack, Diane in a lawn chair with a clipboard counting bushels, Delores in her bow tie on top of it all. Then she looked across the barn at me and smiled, and I lost count of whatever I was supposed to be counting.

    Yesterday was October ninth.

    A year to the day since a man walked into the Gazette office holding a newspaper like he planned to beat someone to death with it. I'd been thinking about it for months. I'm an engineer, so I made a spreadsheet. It had a tab called OPTIONS and a tab called NO, and the NO tab was much longer. In the end I went with the oldest structure on the hill.

    On Friday morning, before she came up to do the books, I opened the current ledger on the rolltop desk to the first blank line. Under her neat blue columns, and the red-pen SHE DID NOT from the September he died, and E. SAYS YES, and E. SAYS NO, I wrote:

    Oct. 9. Proposed: marry me.

    And under it, in my own capitals:

    E. SAYS YES.

    Then I left it open on the desk and went out to the cold barn and pretended to count Spies for forty minutes.

    When I came back, she was sitting at the desk with the ledger in front of her and both hands over her mouth. She didn't say anything. She just turned the book around so I could read it.

    Under my line, in blue ink, in her fast, slanting hand:

    M. SAYS YES.

    And under that, smaller:

    (No notes.)

    By seven this morning, the chalkboard at the Maple Leaf said WEDDING BY NEXT HARVEST: PAID OUT. Nobody had told Dot anything. Dot says it's the face. She's been doing this since 1971.

    

    Margo came across the barn through the crowd and held out the proof.

    "Rule three," she said. "You read it before it runs."

    "You don't need my notes."

    "Rule three," said Margo, and put it in my hands.

    It was set in the old wood type she saves for elections and floods, and for this. I read it standing next to the press, with the cider running and the goat on top of it and the whole town around us, all the way through. Then I read it again.

    ANNOUNCEMENT.

    Walter James Holt's last plan concluded successfully on October 9 at Holt Hill, in the company of a goat, one year to the day after it was published on page six of this newspaper.

    It was predeceased by Rule Six (No Feelings), which did not survive the Harvest Dance.

    It is survived by Margo Pike, 32, editor of this newspaper, and Ezra Holt, 34, of Holt Hill, who are engaged. By sixty acres of apple trees, minus one meadow, and three hundred and twelve shareholders. By a donut recipe that is finally right, the Thursday night poker table, a knitting circle that has already opened a book on the date, and every person in Fernwood Falls who ever came up the hill.

    The couple would like to thank everyone who minded their own business. They would like to thank everyone else more.

    Walter would like everyone to know he called it.
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