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Introduction

The first breath of Hollow Bay tasted like salt and overripe apples, the kind of
sweetness that goes sour if you hold it too long. | had forgotten the way the wind lifted
the orchard’s leaves so they flashed dull silver, forgotten the way the boards of the old
porch complained under my weight as if they remembered me and were not happy to
see me. The tidal flats were low enough to show bones of pilings, black and slick with
seaweed, a ribcage at the edge of town. | told myself | had come back for practical
reasons: a set of keys, a signature, the final bookkeeping of a life paused mid-
sentence. But the letter from the lawyer was only half the pull. The other half was the
quiet message that never said the word missing, only absent, as if absence could be
polite.

My mother taught me to catalog what people leave behind. It's what | do for a
living—an archivist who orders strangers’ papers into a story, numbers their boxes,
writes finding aids for the curious. In the city, the work kept the past from fraying
under my hands. Here, the past snagged on everything. The orchard was the
inheritance no one mentioned at holiday dinners, the inheritance we circled in
conversation like a bruise. Now | had the deed and a sheriff’'s card folded in my
pocket, his voice still measured in my ear from the call on the drive in: We're looking
into it. No signs of foul play. You know how she was. As if | did.

People in Hollow Bay prefer their sentences trimmed, their meanings salted and dried.
On my way through town, | counted how the faces | recognized shifted when they saw
me—smiles that didn’t touch the eyes, hands that stilled mid-gesture. A childhood
friend waved and didn’t cross the street. The developer everyone calls a benefactor
nodded at me from the steps of the town hall with the patience of someone waiting for
a storm to pass. The woman who runs the diner slid me a coffee and a story about the
weather, nothing more. Evasion, here, is a dialect.

The house waited at the edge of the orchard, paint scabbed by winters, windows
clouded with salt. Inside, the air held layers: mothballs, lemon oil, the faint rot of fruit
brought in and forgotten. The clock on the mantel had stopped at a quarter to two. In
the kitchen, one chair was turned slightly from the table as if someone had just stood.
There were notes in my mother’s handwriting—grocery lists, a phone number without
a name, a single word on a torn envelope: harvest. | put my hand on the counter and
felt how the wood had been worn hollow where she used to lean.

| told myself to move room by room, to keep a ledger the way | do for other people’s

lives. Catalog: photographs in a tin, a ring of keys—one unfamiliar and heavier than
the others—a dried petal pressed inside a cookbook. Catalog: a locked shed visible
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from the back steps, its roof patched with tin, a hasp bright with new metal against old
wood. Catalog: a gap where a diary should have been on the living room shelf, a run of
months missing like a tooth knocked out. Memory is an unreliable archivist. It rewrites
margins, labels the wrong box. In the hallway mirror, | looked like a child trying on an
adult’s coat.

What happened to my mother, and why did the town fold itself closed when | asked?
The orchard carries other questions in its rows—why one tree thrives while its
neighbor sickens, why wind can shatter fruit still green, why some roots find water and
others nothing but sand. Out by the oldest trees, the ground dips where the earth has
settled over something that is not stone. | stood there until the flies found me, until
the tide turned and the bell at the harbor sounded the hour the clock in the house
refused to keep. | felt the old fear sliding into the shape of resolve.

This place raised me, and it pinned me. | have inherited its papers and its debts, its
fruit and its silence. If the town won’t speak plainly, the orchard will. Trees remember
storms. Wood remembers fire. | will follow what they kept, peel back what was
lacquered over, and no one here—sheriff, benefactor, neighbor—gets to decide which
boxes | open. The truth is not tidy. But | have learned how to hold delicate things
without breaking them, and how to break what needs breaking.
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CHAPTER ONE: Low Tide Homecoming

The air that slid through the car window as | crossed into Hollow Bay tasted like the
bottom of a birdcage, if you added salt and a hint of bruised apple. | had been gone
long enough to make the drive feel like someone else’s memory, but the road
remembered me. It narrowed without apology, forced the trees to lean in, and gave
me just enough room to pass as a courtesy that wouldn’t last. The tide was on its way
out, and the flats revealed the bones of old pilings down by the docks—Dblack, slick,
uneven ribs poking through kelp like a patient that had died mid-surgery. It wasn't
pretty, and | was grateful for that. Prettiness had a way of making people lie better.

My mother was missing in the way people go missing when they plan it and don’t call
it planning. The town had been gentle with the word, so gentle it sounded practiced.
The sheriff said absent when he called, and he said it in a voice that suggested we
both understood the difference between a long trip and a trick of the light. He'd told
me no signs of foul play, a phrase so often used in places where foul play is a tenant
who pays rent in whispers. The letter from the lawyer had been even softer, a formal
note that asked me to come sign for an orchard | had never asked to inherit and a
house | had never wanted to keep. It was my mother’'s handwriting on the envelope,
though, and that mattered more than the words inside.

| am an archivist by trade and temperament. My job is to gather what a life leaves
behind—Iletters, receipts, Polaroids, grocery lists—and put them in a logical order that
will make sense to someone who never met the person. The trick is to remember that
boxes are not biographies. They are partial confessions, and sometimes the most
important thing is what someone didn’t keep. | live in a city where people store their
pasts in climate-controlled rooms and pay me to make it tidy. Hollow Bay doesn’t
believe in climate control. Here the past sits on porch swings and leans against fences,
and the only air conditioning is the wind off the water.

On the edge of Main Street, the diner’s neon sign flickered in a rhythm that suggested
a secret count. | pulled into a spot in front of the town hall because | could not face
going to the house just yet. The steps were the same stones | once scraped my knees
on. A man in a suit stood at the top, smiling with his mouth and not his eyes. He was
the kind of person who practiced kindness the way people practice piano. When he
saw me, he tilted his head and raised a hand in a wave that stopped just short of
commitment. He was the town’s benefactor, they called him. It was a word that
usually meant someone had something to gain and didn’t want to say it out loud.

Sarah from the old school years came out of the post office, a stack of envelopes in
her hand. She looked like she had thought about crossing the street to avoid me,
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decided it would be too obvious, and settled for pretending she didn’t recognize me at
first. “Eliza?” she said finally. “Didn’t expect to see you.” It wasn’t a welcome. It was a
report. We exchanged the weather for a minute, a choreography we both knew, and
then she added, “Sorry about your mother,” as if it were a footnote. People say they’re
sorry when they don’t know what to say, which is fair. But here it also felt like a
warning.

The diner smelled of coffee burned to the point of being useful. The woman behind the
counter slid a mug toward me before | asked. “You look like you drove straight
through,” she said. | nodded. “Good to see you, Miriam,” | said, and she made a sound
that acknowledged the sentiment without adopting it. She topped off the coffee and
glanced at the door. “Sheriff came in earlier,” she said, casual as a dropped towel.
“Asked if I'd seen anything unusual.” She wiped a spot on the counter that was
already clean. “Hard to say in a town where every day is a rerun.”

| found the sheriff in his truck by the harbor, writing in a notebook that had seen better
days. He was a year or two older than me, someone I'd shared a classroom with for
twelve years and never really known. When he saw me, he put the notebook down and
climbed out, giving me the kind of look you give a fragile box you don’t trust. “Eliza,”
he said. “Didn’t expect you so soon.” He had the kind of voice you could believe even
when you knew better. “We’re doing what we can,” he added. “She’s walked off
before.” | didn’t ask which time he meant. There were too many to choose from.

He wasn’t wrong, exactly. My mother had an affinity for disappearing without the
dignity of an argument. A day here, a weekend there, once a week when | was sixteen
where she turned off her phone and drove to a motel three towns over to watch bad
television and eat salad from a bag. The difference was she always sent a postcard
from wherever she wasn’t. This time there was nothing. The post office had nothing,
the phone went to voicemail with a full inbox, and her truck was parked in the
driveway as if she had stepped out for a gallon of milk and a ten-year sentence.

| asked the sheriff if there had been any movement on the case, and he said case like
it was a word that required air quotes. “We're keeping it open,” he said, which meant
they were keeping it closed but not locked. He told me again there were no signs of
foul play. | asked him what signs he would expect. He looked out at the water, then
back at me with a small shrug. “Her keys were on the hook,” he said. “Wallet in the
drawer. Truck in the drive. House locked from the inside. If someone took her, they
knew how to make it look like a choice.” | waited for him to add something, but he was
already busy checking his watch in a way that suggested he was late for a meeting
with himself.

The walk to the house took seven minutes if you didn’t stop, and | stopped twice. The

orchard ran up to the edge of the yard and then inland like a tide that refused to turn.
Even in late summer, the trees weren’t lush. They were stubborn, holding on to the
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last of the fruit as if contracts had been signed. The house was a saltbox that had lost
its symmetry over the years. Paint peeled in curls that might have been satisfying to
flick off if you were the kind of person who found satisfaction in small destructions.
One window on the second floor was a shade darker than the others, a trick of the
light or a trick of the house.

The key the lawyer had sent fit the front door and turned with a complaint, as if the
house preferred to keep its own council. The air inside was layered. Mothballs under
lemon oil under something sweet and wrong that could have been apples if you
wanted it to be. The clock on the mantel had stopped at a quarter to two, which was
either a detail or a joke. In the kitchen, a chair was pulled out just enough to suggest a
person had stood in a hurry. The counter showed a shallow hollow where someone’s
hand had leaned in the same spot for years. On the fridge, a note in my mother’s
familiar scrawl read: milk, bread, maybe rain.

| started in the living room because it felt like the least invasive place to begin. There
were photographs in a tin with a dented lid, mostly of me as a child with my brother
and my mother, and then a stretch where my father is visible only as a shadow at the
edge of the frame. The album after that was a book of absences. There was a gap on
the shelf where a diary should have been, a run of years missing like teeth knocked
out in a fight. | ran my fingers along the spines and counted the empty spaces. If | had
been cataloging someone else’s house, | would have noted: diary set missing, possibly
removed, possibly destroyed.

In the bottom drawer of the desk, under a stack of envelopes with no return
addresses, | found a set of keys on a brass ring. One key was heavier than the others,
pitted like a meteorite and worn along the ridges. It didn’t match any door in the
house. Out the back window, | could see a shed tucked against the trees, its roof
patched with tin that flashed when the sun shifted. The hasp was new, bright metal
against old wood. It was the kind of shed you lock not because things are valuable but
because you don’t want anyone to know what they are. | tried the heavy key. It didn’t
fit, but it felt like the right kind of wrong.

My phone vibrated with a text from my brother, Ben: Did you get there? | wrote back:
Yes. He had been pushing for an immediate sale from the moment the sheriff called
him. Sell before winter, he’d said, as if the orchard might rot on the stem and take our
inheritance with it. He lived three hours inland now, a place where the air was dry and
unkind, and he spoke about Hollow Bay like it was a chapter in a book he wanted to
close. I didn’t blame him. But | wasn’t ready to sell a story | hadn’t read.

| walked through the house opening doors that didn’'t need opening. Closet doors,
mostly. Small rooms with shelves that had been repurposed to hold nothing much. In
the hallway, the mirror had aged into a fog you couldn’t wipe clean. | saw myself in it,
wearing my mother’s expression, which had always hovered somewhere between
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worry and calculation. It was unsettling to see it on my own face. On the wall beside
the mirror was a calendar from the hardware store with one day circled in blue pen.
The circle was empty. It could have been a reminder that had been rubbed out, or it
could have been an appointment that never happened.

The back door stuck. When | forced it, it banged against a planter and startled a crow
that had been pecking at something that looked like a mothball. The air outside was
cooler, heavy with brine and the low hum of flies. The orchard seemed to hold itself
taller when | stepped into it, as if it knew | was there under a pretense. The trees were
orderly but not friendly. Apples hung in various states of ripeness, some blushed and
firm, others freckled with rot that had started at the stem. | walked between the rows
and tried not to think about how the ground dipped in one spot just beyond the oldest
trees, how the earth there had settled into a shallow bowl that wasn’t explained by
roots.

The shed was at the edge of the property, closer to the woods than the house. | tried
the heavy key again, and it scraped uselessly. The hasp gleamed in a way that
suggested it had been installed recently, which felt like an answer without content.
There was a small window on the shed’s side, caked with dust and salt. | wiped a circle
with my sleeve and squinted. Inside, there was a shape that could have been a table
under a tarp, and something leaning against the wall that might have been a ladder. It
was impossible to tell, and that seemed to be the point. The shed was a question that
knew it was a question.

| walked the perimeter of the yard and found nothing that would look like evidence in
a movie. No cigarette butts, no strange tire tracks, no hair in a plastic bag. Just
crabgrass, a pair of old boots | recognized as my mother’s, and a spool of fishing line
that had seen better days. By the back steps, a small pile of apple skins curled in on
themselves, a still life of something interrupted. My mother was meticulous about
peeling apples when she was nervous, slicing the skin off in one continuous ribbon. It
was the only way | ever knew she was worried about something.

The sun slid lower, and the orchard changed character. It got quieter in a way that
made me conscious of the sounds | had been ignoring—the distant thrum of a boat
engine, the click of insects, the house’s soft groan as the wood contracted. | stood on
the porch and watched the sky empty itself of color. | told myself that | would go
inside, make a list, start the work of sorting the unsorted. But my feet stayed planted.
The floorboards complained under my weight, the same complaint they had offered
when | was ten and trying to sneak in after dark, the same complaint they would offer
when | was forty and alone. It was a sound that made you feel like the house had a
memory of you that you didn’t fully own.

There was one place | hadn’t looked yet, because it felt too personal in a way the rest
of the house was not. My mother’s bedroom was tidy in a way that suggested either
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an absence of chaos or the enforcement of it. The bed was made. The book on the
nightstand was turned face down, a receipt tucked inside as a bookmark. | opened the
top drawer of the dresser and found scarves, a small tin of mints, and an envelope
with my name on it. It wasn’t sealed. Inside, there were three things: a folded piece of
paper, a single dried apple blossom, and a photograph.

The paper was a receipt from the harbor café dated two weeks ago. The amount was
small. It listed coffee and a pastry | knew my mother wouldn’t have ordered. There
was also a phone number at the bottom, written in a hand | did not recognize. The
blossom was delicate, papery. It had been pressed between pages for years and then
kept loose. | had seen my mother do this with flowers from the orchard when | was
small, saying they were proof of good years. The photograph was a small square, dog-
eared, and the image had been cut in half. On the part that remained, my mother
stood in front of a building | didn’t recognize, smiling with her mouth and not her eyes.
The missing half had taken the other person with it, leaving only a shoulder and a
hand that rested on my mother’'s arm in a way that suggested ownership.

| put the three items back in the envelope and set it on the nightstand. In the hallway,
the house settled again, a different sound this time, a lower note. Outside, the tide
had turned and was creeping back toward the pilings, bringing the water with it,
bringing the town’s old habit of drowning its secrets. | stood in the doorway and let the
wind push against me. The orchard waited. The shed waited. The phone number on
the receipt waited. | told myself | would go inside, lock the door, and call the sheriff to
tell him | was here and planned to stay. But | didn’t. | stepped off the porch and
walked back toward the oldest trees, toward the dip in the ground that wasn’t a hole
but looked like one. The air had a taste again, salt and overripe apple, and this time |
didn’t pretend it was anything other than the taste of what had been left behind.
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