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The ocean is the same ocean as it has been of old; the events of today are its waves and its rivers.

—Sayyid Haydar Amuli FOURTEENTH CENTURY




PROLOGUE
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NOBLESVILLE, INDIANA

January 2009

 

Emmy awoke to the song of the wind in the bottle tree, to the black night and the winter chill, and knew Ben was gone from her the way the moon knows the ocean’s tides. She’d been born with what her mother called the knowing, and until this night Emmy had never been afraid of it. But now the keening of the wind through the colored bottles bled through her bones and flashed behind her eyes like a newsreel, illuminating the one thing she’d never wanted to know.

Lying awake in the stillness, Emmy began her grieving, missing already the way Ben’s laugh started as a rumble in this throat, and the warmth of his hand on her hip as he slept while she stayed awake to count her firsts and her lasts.

She’d started this on the night Ben had kissed her for the first time all those years ago, tilting her face to his as a sunflower turns toward the sun, and as he lowered his head toward hers she remembered thinking that this was the last time he’d kiss her for the first time. Emmy had assumed that everything with Ben would always be a litany of firsts, and for the most part, they had been. Except for saying good-bye. Since that first night, they’d made it a game between them, promising never to say  good-bye to the other. It was insurance, Ben told her, that they would see each other again.

Slowly, Emmy rose from her bed and walked out of her childhood bedroom, where she’d moved when Ben left her for his second tour of duty. Then she went through the living room and the kitchen door to the backyard, ignoring the snow against her feet and the way the wind penetrated Ben’s flannel shirt. The shirt was a poor substitute for his arms, and wearing it in Ben’s absence was something her mother had told her was like swimming with a raincoat. But it was the one thing Emmy could hold on to.

She flitted like a ghost past her mother’s sleeping herb garden, to the back of the picket fence to where the bottle tree stretched itself out through a dusting of snow, howling its unease to the brutal climate. The tree was the only thing her mother had brought from her South Carolina home, as if to bring more would make her exodus too permanent. Although it had been. Except for the funerals of both of Emmy’s grandparents, her mother had never been back.

The tree itself was an artist’s rendition in metal of a tree trunk and multiple branches, upon which each end had been topped with a glass bottle in various rainbow hues. Slaves from the Congo had brought the tradition of the bottle trees from their homeland to the American South, their intent to catch evil spirits inside the bottles before they could make it into their homes.

The bottle tree had stood in the backyard since before Emmy was born, and she’d asked only once why after so many miscarriages her mother had still believed in its power to turn away bad spirits, and never given up and taken it down for good. The obvious answer—because then you were born—had never formed on her mother’s lips, and Emmy had stopped asking.

Still, the tree had become a point of refuge for her—a tie to a place she knew only in old photographs of her mother as a young girl, a place with an entirely different color palette from the flat Indiana farmlands of her home. Emmy had never seen the ocean, but as a child she’d liked to pretend that it was the sound of the ocean that lay  trapped within the bottles, and if Emmy ever found the courage to lift a bottle from its branch, she’d finally learn what it was that made her mother miss a place so much.

A new moon bathed the frozen yard with a veil of blue light as Emmy closed her eyes and tried to block out the sound of the wind and the truth it wrapped around her head. Ben is gone. She closed her eyes tighter, trying to feel him again, to see him as she had the last time at the airport, when he was wearing army-issue fatigues with the name HAMILTON stamped on the pocket and saying everything but good-bye. But even her gift failed her, answering her only with bitter cold and utter blackness.

The screen door slammed shut, like a shout in the dark, but Emmy didn’t turn around. “Mama?”

Her mother’s voice came out as a sob. “Is it Ben?”

Emmy nodded, her words frozen. She turned in time to see her mother’s knees begin to buckle. It was Paige’s prerogative; she knew grief. She’d never allowed the birds of sorrow to hover above her, but instead had invited them inside to nest.

Emmy reached her mother before Paige fell into the snow, and found herself again being the comforter, the adult. She welcomed it. If Paige fell apart, Emmy wouldn’t have to think about her own grief, of how she was barely thirty and already a widow. Or how she’d have to find a way to say good-bye to her husband for the last first time.




CHAPTER 1
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FOLLY BEACH, SOUTH CAROLINA

January 1942

 

The buzzing from the B-24 bomber approaching Center Street started like nothing more than that of a sand gnat, but soon the noise filled Maggie’s ears to the exclusion of everything else. She ran out onto the front porch as Jack McDonough buzzed his hometown on one of his regular flybys. She waved, not sure if he could see her, then ran back inside and up the stairs to her sister’s bedroom, recently relinquished to their widowed cousin, Catherine.

“Damn that Jack!” came a woman’s voice from inside the bedroom.

Maggie opened the door without knocking and fixed a reproving look at her cousin. “Watch your language, Cat. There are young ears in this house.”

Catherine stood on a chair while Maggie’s nine-year-old sister, Lulu, used an eyeliner pencil to draw a line on the back of Cat’s long tan legs. Lulu sent a worried glance toward Maggie. Lulu never liked to take sides, but usually ended up with Cat, anyway, whether she wanted to or not. It was hard to say no to Cat, no matter who you were.

Catherine waved her left hand with the gold band winking on the  third finger. “I’m an adult now, and I can say what I want. And look, he’s made Lulu mess up, and now she’s going to have to start all over.” She wiped her forearm across her forehead. “Damn, it’s hot in here, considering that it’s January. I need to open this window right now.”

She stepped off the stool and perched herself on the wide windowsill of the casement window. Squatting, she lifted the lever while pushing into the window with her hip.

Maggie bit her lip but when she couldn’t stand it anymore, she said, “You’re going to get yourself killed, Cat, if you lean on the window while you open it. Why don’t we just wait so I can call somebody to get it fixed?”

“And die of heat prostration first? I’d rather not, but thank you very much. Besides, I’ve been practicing, and I know how to do it now.” As if even mechanical things couldn’t argue with her, the window gave way at the same moment Cat leaned in to prevent herself from toppling out of the second-story window. “See?” she said, grinning as she stepped from the sill and back to the stool.

Maggie sat on the edge of the white chenille-draped bed in front of the open window and shrugged out of her sweater. “It’s only sixty degrees, Cat. Hardly what anybody would qualify as hot and certainly not enough to warrant putting your life in danger to open a window.” A cool ocean breeze flipped the eyelet curtains into the room as if to accentuate her point. She noticed for the first time the tight white blouse and red skirt her cousin wore. “Are you going somewhere?”

“Out. I don’t care where, just as long as I’m out. Because of all the soldiers coming in, they’re having dancing on the pier, even though it’s not summer. I swear I can hear the music, and I don’t see why I can’t have fun just like all the other girls.” Cat sent her a petulant look that only made her look more dangerous. Before her death, Cat’s mother had always hoped some Hollywood producer would discover Cat and make her a star. With blond hair, green eyes, and a body with curves in all the right places, she was sometimes mistaken for Lana Turner—a mistake Cat rarely corrected.

Maggie bit her lip, not wanting another row. But a promise made  on her own mother’s deathbed dictated that she had to try to rein Cat in, if such a thing were possible. After a deep breath she said, “It’s too soon, Cat. What will people say? We only just buried Jim, and his death deserves his widow’s respect.”

Cat remained where she was like a golden statue, eerily silent. Lulu, sensing the upcoming battle, scooted away into a corner, hugging her knees to her chest.

In a deep voice that didn’t even sound like hers, Cat said, “Jim’s dead, Maggie. Not me. I’m only nineteen years old, for God’s sake! I’ve got my whole life ahead of me, and I’m much too young to be buried next to a man I was only married to for three months.”

Lulu began to cry, the sound like a whimpering puppy. She’d loved Jim as only a nine-year-old girl could. It was because of her that Jim had come into their lives. She’d fallen at the roller rink and hurt her leg, and Jim had carried her home like a knight in shining armor. Maggie had thought so, too, warming to his easy grin and gray eyes, touched by stories of his own little sister he’d left behind in Louisiana. He’d taken her dancing twice, and had kissed her once. But then he’d met Cat, and there had been no more dances or kisses.

She stared at her cousin now, the old promise rubbing her like a new shoe. They’d been raised together, their mothers being sisters and Cat’s father having deserted his family long before Cat was even born. Maybe it was because only Maggie saw the desperation in Cat, the hunger and loneliness that dogged her as she hunted for love. And it would have bothered Cat greatly to know that most of the time Maggie only pitied her beautiful cousin.

“You don’t mean that, Cat. I know that you don’t.”

Cat stared out the window. “I want to live. I want to dance.” She turned around, her eyes hopeful. “Come with me, Maggie. You can be my chaperone, although it should be the other way around since you’re single and I’m the widow. It’ll be fun. Just like old times.”

Maggie looked down at her freshly dyed black dress, and her frayed fingernails and stockingless pale legs. Going dancing with Cat was never fun. Maggie would slide into orbit around Cat’s sun, cast in  shadow from her light. She wondered sometimes if Cat needed her to go so Maggie could witness that Cat was desirable and wanted, as if to prove that her father’s leaving and her mother’s death had nothing to do with them not wanting her enough.

Cat stepped down off the chair, taking off the high-heeled pumps that she’d badgered Jim into buying for her instead of paying rent. She stood in front of Maggie, her green eyes pleading. “Come on, Maggie. I can’t go by myself—what would the neighbors say?”

Maggie turned away, shaking her head at Cat’s use of Maggie’s own argument. “You’re a recent widow, Cat. You’re not supposed to want to dance. Or be in the company of other men.” Her heart tightened a little as it always did when she thought of Jim, of the way his eyes crinkled in the corners when he smiled, or the way he looked at you when you were speaking as if there was nothing more important in this world than what you had to say.

Cat turned slightly to catch her profile in the cheval mirror in the corner, smoothing her blouse and skirt to accentuate her figure. “In case you hadn’t noticed, Maggie, there’s a war going on. All bets are off. Things that weren’t okay before are perfectly acceptable now.” She lifted her left eyebrow in the way she’d perfected after she’d seen Gone With the Wind. “I’ll let you borrow my blue dress—the one with the pretty collar—and my mother’s brooch. I’ll do your makeup, too. I can make you look like Bette Davis in that movie you like so much. You’re just as pretty, you know, if you just put some effort into it. Don’t you want a husband? There’re men everywhere now. And it’s up to us women to do our duty before they head off to do theirs.”

“Jezebel,” Maggie said, saying the title of her favorite movie, which Cat could never seem to remember, along with Maggie’s favorite ice-cream flavor or how she was shy around men. At least she had been until she’d met Jim and forgotten to be shy.

“What?” Cat asked distractedly, still studying her reflection. “Oh, right. The movie. Anyway, I can make you look just like her if you’ll let me.” She grabbed Maggie’s hands and squeezed them, looking right  into her eyes, and Maggie knew what Cat was about to say before the words were out of her mouth. “You owe me, remember?”

Of course she did. Cat had been reminding her since Maggie was eight years old and on a dare had left the safety of the sand and dove headfirst into an oncoming wave. Maggie supposed it had never occurred to either of them that she couldn’t swim, but Cat, with her strong and steady strokes, had made it to her side and hauled her out back onto the sand like a beached whale before another wave could drag her out into deeper water. And even though she reminded Maggie often that it had been she who saved her, Cat never did once mention that she’d also been the one who’d dared Maggie to do it in the first place.

“Fine,” Maggie said, giving in to the inevitable, silently wishing she could stay home again with Lulu and their books, slipping away into other worlds where she was confident and beautiful like Cat and men were honorable and worthy like Jim.

“Great,” Cat said, beaming. “You won’t regret it.”

Maggie smiled back, halfheartedly knowing that she already did, and watched as Lulu turned her face away and began to cry again.
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FOLLY BEACH HAD LONG SINCE been considered the wilder sister of her barrier-island siblings. The cottages with their trademark weathered paint and rickety steps, the dirt roads and general air of don’t-give-a-damn made the tiny slip of island outside Charleston Harbor a haven to those who loved her, and an object of derision for those who didn’t know her well enough to love her.

Maggie loved it because it was the place where the memories of her mother lived in each shell she plucked from the sand, and each marsh sunset she watched settle over the Folly River. Their home on Second Street, with its broad porch and flaking yellow paint, was the house her father, a Charleston lawyer, had built for her mother for a summer escape from the heat of the city right after they were married. Everything about the house had her mother’s touch, from the eyelet curtains  in the two bedrooms and the large picture window in the front room that faced the street, to the baskets of sand dollars and collection of sea glass that dotted the windowsills.

Seeing them and touching them each day brought her mother back into her life again, somehow making Maggie feel less lonely and wanting. It was why, when her father died, she’d moved here permanently with Lulu, waiting for the next phase of her life to start.

She found Lulu in the backyard, nearly hidden by the bedsheets hanging on the clothesline. Cat was supposed to have folded up all the linens and brought them in before the evening chill made them too damp to fold, and Maggie sighed inwardly as she stepped forward.

The sheets whipped in the unseasonably warm air, hiding and then uncovering Lulu in quick succession, and bringing to mind the end of a movie reel. Maggie’s hair whipped around her head, ruining the curls Cat had spent an hour ironing into her hair. Trying to tuck the loose strands behind her ears, she marched toward her sister, preparing to scold her for not being ready to leave.

She stopped suddenly on the other side of a white cotton flat sheet, the yellow thread used to mend a hole flashing at her like a skittish cat. Peering around it, she saw Lulu kneeling in the sandy grass where she’d stuck a slender tree branch, its bark darkened and slick from being underwater for a long period of time. Maggie watched as Lulu lifted a green Coca-Cola bottle and inverted it before sliding the open end onto the stub of a severed limb; then Lulu sat back on her heels to admire her handiwork.

Wind whipped sand up from the ground, stinging Maggie’s legs and smudging the black line Cat had insisted on drawing on them. But Maggie didn’t move, entranced instead with the sound of the wind in the bottle, a keening of depth and otherworldliness—a sound that spoke to the naked part of her that she’d never shown to another human being. Except once.

“Lulu?”

Her sister turned abruptly, knocking the branch and making it lean.

Maggie lifted the sheet and stepped under it before kneeling in the sand in front of Lulu. Lulu’s hazel eyes were wide with surprise and something else that Maggie thought might be anticipation.

“Did you hear it, Mags?”

Maggie nodded. “Yes, I did.” Out of habit, she brushed a strand of light brown hair behind Lulu’s ear, a losing battle with the wind. “What’s it for?”

“It’s a bottle tree. Jim told me about them. He said that African slaves used to put bottles on the trees outside their houses to scare away evil spirits.”

Maggie wrapped her hand around the damp branch and straightened it, using her other hand to pack sand firmly at the base. “I didn’t know that Jim was superstitious.” She avoided looking at Lulu, afraid to see in Lulu’s eyes the same eagerness she felt to talk about him.

“He wasn’t. Not really. He said that he’d been listening to bottle trees his whole life, on account of the people that worked for his mama and daddy on the farm. He said that it wasn’t really important if you believe in it; it was important just to have that little piece of something that reminded you of some place or someone you loved.”

Lulu pursed her lips the way she did when she was debating saying something more, and Maggie knew to stay silent. Finally Lulu said, “Keeping away bad spirits is a good thing just in case, don’t you think?”

Maggie stared into Lulu’s eyes. “You don’t really believe in bad spirits, do you? Because if I think you’re serious about all of this, I’m going to take you to see Father Doyle tomorrow for confession.”

Lulu kept her gaze down for a long moment, but when she looked up at Maggie again, her eyes were dark. “If Cat’s going to live with us now, we’re going to need this bottle tree, don’t you think?”

Maggie opened her mouth to chastise the young girl but found that she couldn’t say anything without lying to both of them. Instead, she rose and reached her hand out to help Lulu stand. They stood looking at each other while brushing the sand from their knees. Without saying anything else, Maggie took Lulu’s hand and pulled her away.

“Come on. You’re staying at Amy’s tonight because Cat and I are going to the pier. I want you to help Amy and her mama take care of Amy’s little brothers, okay? It’s hard for them with their daddy gone. Just promise me you won’t talk about the war like you did last time. It really upset Mrs. Bailey.”

Lulu kept her head down. “But you always told me to speak the truth, and that’s what I did. Soldiers die every day. Jim did. Maybe Mr. Bailey will, too.”

Maggie’s heart rattled in her chest as she wondered if Lulu’s bleak outlook was due to the fact that her parents had died or just to the bitter wind of war that had blown sand into all of their lives. She squeezed Lulu’s hand. “Yes, Lulu, soldiers die every day. But the people they’ve left behind don’t want to think about that. They want to think about the time they’ll be coming back. We’ll add Mr. Bailey to our prayers tonight, okay?”

Lulu stopped walking and looked up at Maggie. “Cat never prayed for Jim, did she? Maybe that’s why he died.”

“Oh, no, sweetheart. That’s not why . . .”

Lulu wasn’t listening. “I’m going to make a bottle tree for them instead, and give it to them as a present. Maybe that will keep Mr. Bailey safe.”

They had reached the back door, and both stopped to see Cat standing in the doorway, an annoyed expression doing nothing to make her less beautiful. She carried her shoes in one hand, not wanting to ruin them on the dirt streets, but her feet were moving restlessly. “Come on, you two. I can hear the music already, and all the best guys will be taken before I get there.”

Lulu brushed past her, her brows nearly knit together. “I can walk to Amy’s on my own.”

Maggie watched her go, knowing her worrying over her little sister would be minor compared to the friction between Cat and Lulu if they walked together. Maggie called out, “Good night, Lulu. I’ll pick you up first thing. And don’t forget what we talked about.”

Lulu’s shrug was the only indication that she’d heard a single word. 

Cat frowned after her departing back. “What’s got into her?”

Maggie didn’t answer, but led the way through the house to the front door, remembering to lock it. It was something they’d never thought to do only a month before, when the navy yard and Charleston Air Base weren’t brimming over with men.

They made their way down Second Street toward West Ashley with the older, bigger houses of the year-round residents giving way to the shacks and whitewashed cottages of the summer visitors. After crossing West Ashley, they walked on the beach with their shoes in their hands, avoiding getting their feet wet by the chilly Atlantic.

Near the pier, they passed members of the new Folly Beach Mounted Patrol. Maggie wasn’t quite sure what they were looking for since the Japs were off the West Coast and the Germans were three thousand miles across the Atlantic. But she figured it made the men feel as if they were contributing somehow. She knew that after each patrol they’d head to McNally’s for a beer, storing their submachine guns in a closet while they drank. Maggie wondered if she was the only one who thought that residents had more to fear from drunks with machine guns than from spectral Germans.

As they approached the pier, they passed more and more people, on foot and in cars, heading toward the pavilion and pier for dancing or roller skating or whatever eatery or entertainment was still open in the wintertime. January was usually pretty slow on Folly, but with the influx of military personnel, the locals tried to accommodate the newcomers with as many diversions as they could.

The long pier, constructed mostly of palmetto logs, jutted out into the water, its roof painted a dark green with a red Coca-Cola sign emblazoned on the side. It was a South Carolina icon, as evidenced by the fifteen thousand people who’d shown up there for the Fourth of July celebrations just five years before. Cat had just turned fourteen but had been allowed to go, and had danced every single dance while Maggie held her cousin’s shoes and fetched water for her all night.

People were beginning to park their cars on the beach next to the pier, cheating the tide for the time being. With all the light and  gaiety, it was hard to believe there were larger concerns than finding a dancing partner or a cold beer. Only the men in uniform, present in more and more numbers as the weeks went by, reminded everyone that America was at war.

Regardless of Cat’s pleadings, Maggie had kept on her black dress, and when she saw the sailors and airmen in uniforms, all of them with their heads turned toward Cat, she wished she’d changed. It wasn’t that she wasn’t used to being ignored when standing next to Cat; it was more that she hadn’t even tried. Jim had told her that she had a beautiful smile and that she shouldn’t hide it from the world. Wearing her stay-in-the-background dress, she almost felt as if she were dishonoring him. She shivered as a cold breeze pushed in off the water, making her tighten her coat around her throat.

Cat stopped before they reached the wooden boardwalk that connected Center Street to the pier and the site of the summer carnival, and turned her back to the crowd. Maggie stopped and watched as she opened her purse and drew out a tube of red lipstick. Maggie waited while Cat expertly applied it to her full lips before willingly allowing Cat to put some on herself. Maggie knew she didn’t look like Bette Davis, but she thought of Jim and what he had said about her smile, and she forced herself to let Cat paint her lips red. When she was finished, Cat grabbed Maggie’s hand and led her to the Folly pier, where a band had already started playing on the large stage. “Come on, Mags. Let’s show them how it’s done.”

The crush of people and the kerosene heaters strategically placed around the perimeter managed to warm the space and allow Cat and Maggie to remove their coats.

Maggie’s earlier bravado faded as she spotted the girls with their brightly colored dresses and high heels, with big earrings and seam-painted legs, and she suddenly felt like a crow in a sunflower field. Uniformed men and civilians stood in groups drinking Pabst beer and eyeing the ladies under a revolving crystal ball suspended from the ceiling.

“My treat,” said Cat as she opened her purse again and paid the cover charge.

The tide was rolling in under them, crashing onto the sand beneath the pier as the first dancers of the evening began to crowd the dance floor. Spanish moss had been draped from the rafters, giving the entire space a magical air of whimsy. Maggie saw the heads turn as Catherine, tall and sleek like a lioness, slinked to a table and sat down, settling her skirt prettily around her crossed legs before pulling out a cigarette and a lighter.

Maggie sat down next to her and grabbed her arm. “Cat, don’t. It makes you look cheap.”

Cat shot her an annoyed glare. “It makes me look older. More sophisticated. That way those young guns won’t bother. I’m looking for an officer.”

What about Jim? The words sat useless in Maggie’s mouth as she sat back in her chair. A waitress approached and they ordered two beers, although Maggie would have preferred a Coca-Cola.

“Loosen up, Mags. We’re here to have fun. To forget about work, and the war, and all the things we can’t control.” Cat took a drag from her cigarette and kept her lips puckered as she blew out a long, sinuous string of smoke.

Resigned, Maggie tried to relax, but left her beer untouched as she began to count to see how long it would take for the first guy to approach their table. She’d reached only twenty-five when a young man who had a broad face and sparkling eyes and wore the dark blue Crackerjack uniform of an enlisted man flipped back a third chair and straddled it backward to face Maggie and Cat.

“Seaman William Findley, Summit, New Jersey. Now that I’ve got that out of the way, could I interest either one of you ladies in a dance?” Although he’d addressed both of them, he didn’t take his eyes off of Cat.

Cat peered at him through a cloud of cigarette smoke. “I don’t dance with anybody younger than me.”

“I turn nineteen next week. Don’t need no license to dance, neither.”

Maggie noticed he was swaying in his seat and wondered how many beers he’d already had. She started to ask him when a large hand appeared on his shoulder. Maggie looked up to see a khaki-clad officer, his dark brown hair combed neatly down despite the wave that threatened to sweep across his forehead. His eyes were gray and sharp, but Maggie knew not to look too closely, that Cat had already claimed him for her own.

“I think it’s time to say good night to the ladies, sailor.”

Seaman Findley looked up to argue but stopped when he realized he was addressing an officer. With swaying reluctance, he stood and would have tripped over the chair if the officer hadn’t steadied him before sending him on his way back to his barracks.

“I’m sorry, ladies. I hope he didn’t bother you.”

Cat sent him a brilliant smile. “Not at all. But I’ll say he was only so I can thank you for coming to our rescue.” She indicated the seat next to her, and he sat down without missing the chair, a remarkable feat to Maggie since he never took his gaze off of Catherine.

He introduced himself but Maggie couldn’t hear him from the noise of the band and because he was facing Cat as he spoke. She caught his first name, Robert, and that he was a second lieutenant from Savannah and stationed at the new Charleston Naval Air Station, and Maggie decided that was all she needed to know about Cat’s current distraction and stopped trying to listen. Both Cat and Maggie introduced themselves, but his eyes alighted on Maggie for only as long as it took her to get her name out before returning to Catherine.

He ordered another round of beer as they made small talk, and Maggie tried to be as unobtrusive as a third wheel could be. Robert took a long swig of his beer and turned to Cat. “I’ve been looking for a local to tell me what kind of music this is that they’re playing. I’ve never heard anything like it.”

Catherine’s long, unvarnished fingernails were tapping on the table, the only part of her casual demeanor revealing her eagerness to  dance. “I don’t know what it’s called officially, but we call it beach music. It’s sort of a mix between swing and Colored music. It makes a person want to dance, doesn’t it?”

Maggie blushed. The way that Cat said “dance” hinted at everything else two people of the opposite sex could get into, and it was obvious from the expression on the lieutenant’s face that he was thinking the same thing.

“Do you think you could show me how to dance to it?”

With a voice sultry enough for Hollywood, Cat said, “It would be my pleasure. Just follow my lead.”

He stood and pulled Cat’s chair out for her. “It’ll take some getting used to but I’m sure I can learn how.”

Without looking back at Maggie, they walked to the dance floor with the lieutenant’s arm around Cat’s waist. Maggie sat at the deserted table staring at her untouched beer bottles until her attention was dragged back to the dance floor when the tempo of the music changed and she recognized one of her favorite dance songs, “In the Mood” by Glenn Miller. She hadn’t felt sorry for herself when Robert appeared and paid attention to Cat instead of her. She hadn’t even felt it when the two of them left her to disappear onto the dance floor. But with her favorite song playing, she felt cheated somehow, mourning a man who hadn’t been her husband and wanting nothing more than someone to dance with.

The sound of two bottles being thumped on the table made her turn her head away from Cat and Robert. She looked up and saw a tall, light-haired man standing next to her table and scrutinizing her. He was a civilian, and wore a tan wool suit with a crisply folded pocket square.

She’d think later that her first thought was that he wasn’t particularly handsome, but he wasn’t ugly, either. His face was long and narrow, his hair dark blond. Sharp cheekbones and a strong jaw jutted from his face like those of a sculpture of an ancient Greek warrior. But it was his eyes that saved his face from being too harsh. They were amber-colored, like a cat’s, and outlined in black, which made them  almost mesmerizing. He smiled, and his teeth were even and white, but even then she couldn’t help the first word that sprung to her mind.  Dangerous.

“You’re not drinking your beer so I thought you might enjoy a Coca-Cola instead.” He sat down in Cat’s vacated chair. “Do you mind if I sit?”

She did, but she didn’t say anything. It was in the way he looked at her, as if he knew her sadness and saw beauty there instead.

He reached his hand out to her. “I’m Peter Nowak. My friends call me Pete.”

She couldn’t imagine anybody calling him Pete and knew if she spent more than five minutes with him, he’d forever be a Peter to her. He spoke with an almost imperceptible accent she couldn’t place but her question died on her lips as his fingers touched hers to shake. They were soft as she imagined a poet’s would be, and almost too hot to touch. She wanted to jerk away, but he held on. “And your name must be something regal, like Anne or Elizabeth.”

Maggie managed to pull her hand away, feeling scorched. She started to speak and was embarrassed that it took her two tries to find her voice. “It’s Margaret, Margaret O’Shea, but everyone calls me Maggie.”

A “v” formed over his nose. “I think I’ll call you Margaret. It suits you better. To call you ‘Maggie’ would be an insult to a woman like you.”

His flattery didn’t sound as empty as it should have. She wanted to leave, but not because she found his company unlikable. It had much more to do with the irrational way he made her thoughts jumble and her skin prickle. She stayed and fought to find her voice again.

“You’re not from around here, are you?” Maggie asked.

He tilted his head. “What makes you say that?” His eyes sparkled. Maggie smiled reluctantly. “I guess it’s your accent. But mostly it’s because I’m local and know everybody here. And I own a shop on Center Street, Folly’s Finds. We sell books, but other things, too—like newspapers, magazines. Candy and some drugstore items. But  just about everybody stops by at some point during the week, even newcomers, so I get to meet just about everyone.”

“Except me.” He leaned back in his chair and crossed an elegant leg over his knee while pulling out a gold cigarette case. He offered her one before choosing one for himself and lighting it. After a deep drag, he said, “I’m most recently from Iowa, where I’ve lived since I was fifteen. Before that, my family was from Warsaw.”

Maggie leaned forward. “Poland?”

“Yes.” He raised an eyebrow at her unspoken question. “We emigrated to the United States nearly eleven years ago. My father is Christian, my mother Jewish. They decided my brother and I would be safer and have more opportunities here.”

She nodded, intrigued. She’d never been out of the state of South Carolina, but her favorite pastime was to study the atlases in the store and pretend she might actually one day visit the places on the maps printed in bright colors with exotic and unpronounceable names. “Why are you here on Folly? You’re not in uniform.” She was looking for a reason not to like him—a reason to get up and walk away from the unsettling way he made her feel.

“I have terrible asthma.” He held up the cigarette with a rueful smile. “I know this doesn’t help, but I can’t seem to stop.” He took another puff to prove his point. “I’ve had it since childhood and couldn’t pass the physical for the armed forces. But I do my part.”

It was her turn to raise an eyebrow.

“My father owns a leather-goods factory back in Iowa. We make shoes, belts, boots, that sort of thing. We retooled most of the factory to supply our brave soldiers. It’s my job to visit with different military bases around the country to determine if our quality is good enough and what other needs are not being met. And to find new markets for our products.” He smiled yet Maggie wasn’t warmed by it; it made her feel like she was standing in the surf, sensing the sand being sucked away from beneath her.

“So, Margaret, what about you?” he asked with a lopsided smile as he stubbed out his cigarette in the glass ashtray on the table. “What  are you doing for the war effort besides doing without nylons and collecting foil?” He sat back and rested his long fingers on the arms of the chair. “And dancing with the soldiers, of course. A beautiful woman must consider it her duty, right?”

His trivializations made her angry, and she’d been about to excuse herself when he’d called her beautiful. She hated herself for feeling flattered, especially since she knew it was a lie. She was passable, but not beautiful. Growing up with Cat had taught her that. But this elegant man was looking at her, and not Cat, and calling her beautiful.

Maggie stifled her unease and took a sip from her Coca-Cola bottle. “Well, I run my store. I wanted to work at the navy yard in Charleston but I’m the sole caretaker for my younger sister, Lulu.”

“You have no other family?”

“Just my cousin, Catherine. She’s a recent widow. She helps me sometimes at the store and with Lulu. I think it’s too soon for her to be working.”

“How sad. And you left her at home tonight?”

Maggie’s lips tightened. “Actually, she’s here. She . . . thought it might help if she danced.”

“Ah,” he said, lifting his eyebrow again. “The grieving widow.”

Maggie was unsure how to respond, recognizing his sarcasm but feeling loyal to Cat. “My cousin is very beautiful. The men enjoy being in her company. She’s the tall blonde you probably saw dancing with the lieutenant.”

He didn’t even turn, keeping his strange eyes focused on Maggie, and something flickered in her chest. “I don’t think I noticed.”

She turned away from his penetrating gaze, finding it hard to breathe. A familiar rhythm pounded from the stage, and she felt her feet tapping an accompaniment. Cat and Robert were in the center of a circle of spectators watching them dance, their arms and legs flying, their faces slick with sweat. They were beautiful together, like mating birds in midflight.

Maggie thought of Jim again, and how he’d thought she was beautiful when she smiled, and she felt a longing to be free of the sadness  that dogged her like a sand fly. Turning to Peter, she smiled brightly. “Do you know how to dance to beach music?”

The elegant eyebrow lifted again, making Maggie wonder if she’d said something wrong. “I’m a fast learner.”

Dancing was the one thing she could do as well as, if not better than, Cat. Feeling emboldened, she stood and held out her hand. “Come on, then. Let me show you how it’s done.”

He stood and smiled, then grabbed her hand in a strong grip. “It will be my pleasure.”

His voice covered her like a silk stocking, easing her into his arms. She glanced back at their abandoned table and spotted the two empty Coke bottles. Pulling away from him, she ran back and stuck one bottle under the table so the waitress wouldn’t throw it away. She wanted to save it for Lulu and her bottle tree.

It didn’t occur to her until much later to wonder why she was contemplating capturing evil spirits on the same night that she was finally considering letting them go.




CHAPTER 2
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Emmy sat on the floor in the backroom of Paige’s Pages, the bookstore her mother had owned since Emmy was a baby, opening boxes and logging titles into the store’s computerized inventory system. It had been six months since Ben had returned in a flag-draped coffin from Afghanistan and been laid to rest next to his father and the faceless ancestors who’d loved the land they’d farmed for more than one hundred years. To Emmy, the passing of days had gone unnoticed, marked only by the flipping of a calendar page. Even the change of seasons had gone unmarked until Paige had insisted Emmy take off her winter sweaters and start wearing cotton and short sleeves.

Her grief was a silent thing—an invisible virus that gnawed at her from the inside but somehow managed to leave the rest of her unscathed. Her reflection was a surprise each time she saw it, expecting to see something withered and gray, or a black hole where her face had once been. Grief became to her like breathing; she couldn’t rise or go to sleep without the pressing feel of it against her heart, the weight of it like a suitcase she didn’t know how to unpack. Her sleep was dreamless, yet upon waking she’d be sure she’d heard fading footsteps in her bedroom, unsure if they were returning or going away.  And each dawn she’d force herself to lie in bed with her eyes closed, hoping to see Ben one last time; hoping he’d tell her which way the footsteps were leading.

Emmy found fleeting relief in the stacks of books in her mother’s store. The silent words on the written page comforted her just as they had when she was a child, and she welcomed the forced solitude of sorting and shelving books. She left the customers and sympathy sayers to her mother, finding solace in the dusty back room office. The pain and emptiness couldn’t find her there, where she kept her mind too busy to think.

Every once in a while, Emmy would consider resuming the life she’d planned before she met Ben. With her master’s in library science, she’d once dreamed of being a curator for a museum or university with a large manuscript and rare-book collection. Her joy of dissecting the past through the study of fading words and brittle paper had come as a surprise to many in her small town, but not to her mother. Paige had named her only daughter after the author of her favorite book, Wuthering Heights, after all.

Following graduation, Emmy had chosen to work in her mother’s store while waiting to find a job in her field, anticipating what corner of the world she’d end up in, when Ben Hamilton had walked in one afternoon in search of a book for his niece. Emmy had been in the process of rereading Austen’s Pride and Prejudice, and she’d been almost convinced that her Mr. Darcy had entered the shop. Newly minted from Officer Candidate School, Ben was tall and blond and in uniform. He invited her to have coffee with him, and then dinner. Within the month they were engaged, and six months later, they were married. And it never occurred to Emmy to wonder where her dreams had gone. It wasn’t that she hadn’t loved the idea of them; it was simply that she loved Ben more. Now that he was gone, those dreams were like the stuffed animals and faded corsages that still decorated her childhood bedroom; remnants of her life before Ben.

The bell rang over the store’s front door, but she didn’t get up to see who it was. It was only seven thirty in the morning, before  the store opened, and she knew it was her mother coming to argue with her again about not sleeping, or working too hard, or not eating enough. She wanted to tell Paige that as soon as she figured out the right way to grieve, she’d stop doing all those things that seemed to irritate her mother.

“I brought you breakfast,” her mother said from the doorway.

Emmy didn’t look up, but continued typing. “I already ate. But thank you.”

“They’re your favorite—honey wheat bagels from Crandall’s Bakery. They’re still warm.”

Emmy paused and looked over at her mother. “Maybe later. Just leave them behind the counter.”

Instead of leaving, Paige stayed where she was, watching Emmy closely. For the first time in a long while, Emmy really looked at her mother, noticing the fine lines around her eyes and mouth, the way her frown seemed almost permanent. And how the sadness Emmy knew she carried with her always seemed to be closer to her skin now, showing through in small patches like a molting snake. It was as if the sadness had grown too big for her mother, finally surpassing Paige’s capacity to hold it in anymore.

Emmy also noticed that Paige wasn’t carrying the expected bakery bag, but instead held a glass mason jar. The glass was fogged and blotched as if handled a great deal, and the metal lid had long since darkened. Curious now, Emmy stood and walked toward her mother.

“What’s that?”

Instead of answering Paige held it out, and after hesitating for a moment, Emmy took it. It shifted in her hands, a soft rolling like an ocean wave, and when she lifted the jar to eye level, she saw what it was.

“It’s a jar of sand,” she said, knowing as she spoke that it was more than that—that somehow the sand was part of her mother, as much as her green eyes and curly hair. It was the part of her mother that she’d never shared with Emmy before.

“From Folly Beach. My mother scooped it up and put it in this jar and gave it to me on my wedding day. She said that way I’d never forget where I came from.”

But you did, Emmy wanted to say, but remained silent because the sand in the jar had become warm under her touch, as if it were remembering the South Carolina sun.

Instead she asked, “Why are you giving it to me?”

Paige leaned against the doorframe, her face reflecting her exhaustion. “Because. . . .” She was silent for a moment. “Because this”—she indicated the room and the Indiana world outside the walls—“isn’t all there is. It’s safe and familiar, but it’s not the rest of your life.”

A bubble of anger erupted in the back of Emmy’s mind. “I’m happy here.”

“No, you’re not. You think you are because you don’t know any different.”

Emmy squinted her eyes, trying to recognize the woman who sounded so much like her mother—the mother who’d given Emmy a roof over her head, good food to eat, and clothes on her back, but nothing that could have been called guidance. Emmy had always thought it had grown from her mother’s heart being broken too many times with the deaths of her babies; there simply hadn’t been enough remaining to hold another child.

Emmy thought of the attic stocked with folded-up easels, dried-up and clotted paints, and half-finished canvases. It was the attic that had been off-limits to Emmy during her childhood, making it an irresistible temptation that she’d succumbed to many times following arguments with her mother. The paintings were the part of her mother she didn’t know—the part of the girl Paige had been before she’d married Emmy’s father. Paige had caught her up there once, but instead of anger, Emmy had seen only resignation, like accepting a diagnosis long after the tumor had been excised.

Her mother had told her that the paintings had been part of her application to art school in Rhode Island, but that had been before she’d met Emmy’s father, Bill. They had never spoken of it again,  but every once in a while, when she saw her mother staring out a window or holding a forgotten cup of coffee until it got cold, she pictured the girl with dreams of being an artist carefully hidden inside the face of a woman who chose to paint the colors of her walls beige.

Emmy stood to face her mother, feeling defiant, the jar in her hands still warm. “But you do know different, and you’re still here.”

As if Emmy hadn’t spoken, Paige said, “Do you know why coyotes are found in almost every state now? Because they adapt. They find that what they really wanted isn’t what they need, that there’s something just as good someplace else. It’s how they survive.” She paused a moment. “It’s been six months, Emmy. I’ve held my tongue while I’ve watched you stumble through your days like a drunk woman, but it’s past time that you pull yourself together. You need to make a change or you will never get over this.”

Emmy’s anger felt muffled, as if she sensed that her mother might be right. “Maybe I don’t want to get over Ben. He was the best thing that ever happened to me. And this is my home, Mama. Leaving would be like leaving Ben, and that would be like him dying all over again.”

Paige pressed the back of her head against the doorframe and closed her eyes as if summoning strength. “Sometimes, just when we think we can see our lives on course and we can settle back and get comfortable, a new path opens. Some people just keep going, too scared to veer off the familiar path. But others, well, they step off into the unknown, and find that maybe that was where they were supposed to be all along.”

Emmy tasted salt on her lips and realized that she was crying. “You don’t know what you’re talking about, Mama. There is no other path. This is my home.”

Paige stepped forward and cupped her hands over Emmy’s as she clutched the jar. “I do know. I’ve never veered off course. But you’ve been given a second chance. And you”—she pressed a finger gently against Emmy’s chest above where her heart beat—“you’re one of  those other people. I think I’ve known that since you were little.” She sighed, her warm breath reminding Emmy of being rocked as a child. “Maybe that’s why there’s this distance between us. You were going to leave me eventually, and I didn’t want it to hurt too much.”

“I’m not going to leave at all.” Emmy turned around and placed the jar of sand on the desk, but found to her surprise that some of the sand had managed to stick to her fingers, lingering like an unwanted thought. This was not the heart-to-heart conversation she’d always imagined other girls had with their mothers, or the one she’d always wanted to have with her own. This was a conversation that could culminate only with one of them saying good-bye, and after all the years of waiting, it was still too soon. “I can’t. You need me here, in the store. And Dad, too.” She thought of the morning coffee and newspaper she delivered to her father every morning, how she reminded him when it was time to cut his hair or put on a sweater. She didn’t say it because it had long since become obvious that he allowed her to do those things to make her feel needed.

Paige smiled faintly, as if reading Emmy’s thoughts and agreeing with them. “Life should be a question, Emmy, and you’re way too young to think you’ve already found all the answers.”

Emmy wanted to protest, to tell her mother that she was wrong, but she recognized the grain of truth in Paige’s words, heard them in her heart as if she’d always known them to be true but had denied them anyway. She tried a new tack. “I can’t go to South Carolina. I don’t know anybody, and how would I support myself ?” She tasted the loneliness already, like a bitter candy slow to melt.

Paige moved into the room toward the stack of boxes brought in the previous day by the UPS man. Paige sorted through them, sliding off a smaller box to reveal a large square one on the bottom of the pile. “I was on eBay a couple of weeks ago, looking for used books for our new trade-in section of the store. I’ve found that boxes from estate sales give me the best deals because usually whoever packs them up has no idea what’s in them and is just too happy to get rid of them and prices them accordingly.”

Bending over, she wrapped her arms around the big box and slid it closer to Emmy. “And that’s how I found this.”

Emmy tilted her head to read the shipping label: FOLLY’S FINDS.  “Is that a store?”

Paige nodded. “It is. Or used to be. Apparently the owner is retiring and selling inventory. I used to love the store. It was run by two older ladies. The younger one had a sort of side business crafting bottle trees and selling them from the back of the store. It’s where I got mine from, actually. Their last name was Shaw or O’Shea or something like that. It was more of a general store at one time, but the book section kept growing, so that became their main focus after a while. They carried all of the great classics, and they had a pretty extensive travel section. But they had an entire back corner of the store devoted strictly to romances.” A look of whimsy passed over Paige’s face, surprising Emmy. “I’ve tried to reconstruct that atmosphere here, although I don’t know if I’ve got it quite right. It was a magical place to be, which is probably why I thought to open up my own store.”

Emmy reached over to the desk and took a pair of scissors from the pencil holder and sliced through the line of tape that covered the top of the box but didn’t move to open the flaps. “I don’t understand. What does any of this have to do with me?”

“When I realized where the books were from, I called the store. The current owner is an Abigail something-or-other, who is apparently the daughter-in-law of one of the two women I remembered from the store. She’s been unable to sell the business as is and thought that if she sold the inventory she’d have a better chance of selling the building for a different kind of business.” Her eyes narrowed as she closely considered her daughter. “She also told me that in recent years they’ve become well-known for their rare books and manuscripts—although that’s mostly online, with her acting as a broker of sorts.”

Despite herself, Emmy felt a flutter of interest. But then she thought of Ben, and how this was the place she’d known him and loved him. As if somehow all of her memories of him were tied to this one spot  in the universe and would disappear without her there to hold them down.

She turned back to the computer and sat down. “I can’t afford it, even if I wanted it.” Emmy swallowed, waiting for the flutter to disappear, and for her mother to agree.

“But you can, Emmy. You have the money from the house, and from Ben. His final gift to you.”

Emmy felt overwhelmed suddenly, with grief and loss and the glimmer of possibility. It scared her, made her feel like a small child letting go of her mother’s hand in a crowded place.

“I can’t,” she said again, sounding halfhearted even to herself.

“Yes, you can. You will. Ben chose you because of your strength. Don’t disappoint him.”

Emmy looked up at her mother with surprise. “He told you that?”

Paige shook her head. “He didn’t have to. I’ve known it since the moment you were born. You didn’t try to focus on my face like most babies; you were already looking behind me to find what else was out there.”

Emmy brought her eyebrows together. “You didn’t want me to marry Ben, did you?”

Paige closed her eyes for a moment and shook her head. Finally, she said, “This isn’t about him anymore. You can choose to unpack your bags at the detour sign and dig a trench for the long haul, or you can make your own detour.”

She retrieved the jar of sand and placed it in Emmy’s hands again. “You can always come back, you know. You’ll always have a home here with us. But that would be a lot like planting a rose in the desert; you’d survive but you’d never really bloom.”

When she started to move away, Emmy grabbed her hand. “Why are you doing this?”

Paige pulled away and moved to the door, stepping over a small corrugated box. Without turning around, she paused and said, “Because you’re my daughter. Because you’re the me I never let myself be.” She  shrugged. “I’ve never known how to love you, Emmy. You’ve always been so damned independent. Maybe I’ve finally figured out that to love you means letting you go.”

Emmy let her head sag as she spoke, her voice thick with tears. “I loved him, Mama. I loved him more than I ever thought possible, and I can’t just make that go away. I don’t want it to. And I can’t help thinking that the best thing that’s ever happened to me has already happened.”

Her mother sighed and turned her head to look at Emmy. “Just think about it, okay?”

Paige left, leaving Emmy clutching the jar of beach sand from a place she’d never been. Emmy closed her eyes, feeling the warmth of it again, imagining she smelled salt air and some other nameless thing: a heavy, pungent odor of sun-warmed earth and stagnant water. And she imagined something else, too: a shimmering in the air that hinted of unsaid good-byes and unpaid guilt. Or maybe it was the scent of new beginnings. The thought sent a shock of fear and anticipation through her that lifted the skin from her neck. It reminded her again of the wind in the bottle tree the night she’d become a widow, and as she sat down in front of the box of books, she began to think in possibilities.

[image: 007]

EMMY AWOKE TO THE SOUND of diminishing footsteps—too heavy to be her mother’s and the sound of her father’s snoring from their bedroom down the hall told her that they weren’t his. She sat up, straining to hear them again, but heard only the night sleeping around her.

A sliver of moon spilled through her window shade, illuminating the jar of sand she’d inexplicably placed on her bedside table. She stared at it, imagining it had become liquid swirling inside the glass in tiny waves.

Emmy leaned over and switched on the lamp, relieved to see the jar of sand exactly as she’d left it. Her gaze traveled to the floor where the box of books from Folly’s Finds sat. She wasn’t entirely sure why  she’d brought it from the store, only that she’d been looking for something to do when she invariably woke up in the middle of the night with no hope of further sleep.

Sliding from the bed, she knelt in front of the box and pried the flaps back before lifting away crumpled newspapers. Peering inside, Emmy smelled the comforting scent of old books, the indefinable mixture of worn leather, ancient glue, and the passage of years. She reached inside and lifted out a thick hardbound book coated in bubble wrap and placed it on her lap.

Buying boxes of old books was something her mother had begun to do on a regular basis as she’d expanded their store to carry used as well as new books, and it was Emmy’s job to sort through them. Every once in a while, Emmy would find something rare and valuable tucked in amongst the dog-eared doctor romances of a previous generation, or the coverless sagas from the eighties with food and coffee stains decorating the tattered pages. They invariably came from an estate sale, the unwanted books belonging to somebody’s grandmother or great-aunt inherited by a family member who wasn’t going to be the one to throw them away.

Emmy wasn’t sure if she’d been given the sorting task because of her degree and expertise or because her mother knew that all she had to do was place her hands on a box to determine if anything of real value was inside. She wasn’t always accurate, but accurate enough to warrant being the official sorter.

She flattened her hands on the book in her lap and felt the familiar heat against her palm, the slight tingling behind her ears, and she knew there was something in the box that warranted further inspection. She carefully removed the bubble wrap, then held the book at an angle to read the fading title better. Romeo and Juliet. Glancing inside to the front pages, she noted the copyright date of nineteen thirty-nine before placing the book on the floor beside her.

Methodically, she began unwrapping each book, disrobing it of its bubble-wrapped cover, revealing each book. She noted with interest that the majority of the books was travelogues or atlases, with  a few classic novels—nothing autographed and no first editions to make them valuable—thrown in. Emmy spotted Austen, Fitzgerald, Tolstoy, and even a German translation of Shakespeare—all familiar friends, and she found herself smiling. It seemed a deliberate collection of books, almost as if they’d been in somebody’s personal library rather than on the shelves of a bookstore.

When she reached the bottom of the box, she peered inside to see if she’d missed anything. She’d been almost positive that something wonderful had been lurking within the corrugated walls of the box, but she must have missed it.

Too awake now to even contemplate sleep, she sorted through the books again one by one to see what she might have missed. When she’d finished, she sat back on her heels and regarded the piles in front of her with narrowed eyes. Her gaze fell upon the first book she’d held, Romeo and Juliet, the one that had made her skin prick. Leaning over she plucked it from the top of one of the stacks and flipped it open again to examine it more closely.

She’d already studied the copyright page, so this time she flipped immediately to the back of the book. Holding the book up to her nose, she wondered if it was her imagination that made her smell salty air. For the first time, she noticed the warped bottom edge of the book as if it had at some point in its life been in contact with water. Flipping the book over, Emmy realized the bottom of all of the pages showed water damage. She began to turn pages, looking for rot or mildew, and when she didn’t spot any, she surmised that the book had most likely been in contact with water for only a short while and then been properly dried instead of being left closed on a shelf.

Emmy was about to close the book again when it slipped from her hands, landing on a corner of the spine before toppling over splay-backed. Carefully, Emmy picked up the book, holding it fixed to the place where it had fallen open, and held it up to the light again. In the top right margin of the right-hand page was handwriting, the black of the ink now a bruised shade of purple.

The broad, thick strokes of the letters were undoubtedly made by  a male and as she brought the book closer to read it better in the dim light, she found herself blushing at the intimacy of his words.

A great man once wrote, “Absence diminishes small loves and increases great ones, as the wind blows out the candle and blows up the bonfire.”

If only I were as eloquent as Mr. de la Rochefoucauld . . . I miss you, I miss you, I miss you. And I want you. And I need your kiss. And your touch on my skin like a man needs water. Always.



Emmy’s mouth went dry, as if an unknown lover had whispered in her ear. Who was he? Who was he writing to? She flipped through the rest of the book twice until she was satisfied that there were no more notes in the margins. Curious and fully awake now, she pulled the next book off of a stack and began to thumb through it before hastily putting it aside when she didn’t find anything. It wasn’t until she’d reached the fifth book, a tattered copy of Wuthering Heights, that she found another note handwritten in the margin. The black ink was small and faded, eluding discovery until Emmy’s third perusal of the book. She might have missed it, too, if she hadn’t been so dogged about it, like a child searching for a lost favorite toy. The search had become almost like a lifeline thrown to her in the darkness, something to hang on to.

The handwriting was different in this book, softer, more feminine, and all thoughts that it was another random note fled as Emmy read the neatly printed words. I saw you last night on the pier and I know you saw me, too, but your eyes wouldn’t meet mine as long as she was around. I understand it and am glad you are not so bold in her presence as to acknowledge me too openly. But then I saw you touch her hand, then place your arm around her shoulder, and I had to look away. And when I lay awake all night, I kept seeing your hand on hers and I died a little inside. How long can we do this? How will this end? I’m like a ðHow long can we do this? How will this end? I’m like a  bird f ly ing into a glass window again and again, trying to reach the unattainable yet willing to die trying. I must be with you again. Where?





Emmy sat back, her breathing loud and her forefinger pressed against the page. Who are these people? The books were old, and the handwriting faded, which made her fairly positive that whoever had written these notes hadn’t done so recently.

A clock struck four times somewhere in the house, and Emmy closed her eyes. She needed to at least try to get some sleep if she didn’t want to be a complete zombie later that day. Reluctantly, she began stacking the books back into the box, being careful to stick book-marks into the books she’d found with notes, and to separate the stack into books she’d searched through already and those that she hadn’t. It would give her something to look forward to, and she felt the old flutter of anticipation.

She reached for a short stack of books, accidentally flicking open the back cover of the one on top, a dog-eared copy of Hemingway’s A Farewell to Arms. As Emmy bent to close it, her skin pricked again, and she knew with absolute certainty that something was about to happen—some change or shift in her universe was going to take place and there was nothing she could do about it. She paused, realizing she’d reached such a dark place in her life that she no longer even cared.

Peering down at the book in the dimly lit room, she found herself holding her breath. Staring out at her from the opened inside back cover was a hand-drawn picture of what appeared to be tall sticks dug into the ground to give the resemblance of a tree. On the tip of each limb, inverted so that the openings could fit onto the tips, were bottles of different shapes and sizes, all colored in shades of black ink.

Emmy sat on the edge of her bed, the book open on her lap to the picture of the bottle tree. She felt an odd compulsion to laugh but instead fell back on the bed, the book clutched in her hands. Ever since Emmy’s mother had given her the jar of sand, everything had taken  on an air of inevitability, as if she were slipping on ice and unable to right herself.

It’s time to go. She wasn’t sure if the voice came from inside her head or if it was just a memory of Ben’s voice. She listened to the silence for a moment, then, feeling bolder, said the words out loud: “It’s time to go.” She didn’t know who had written the messages in the books, or who had drawn the picture of the bottle tree, but they had managed to shake her awake. They’d given her something to look forward to: unanswered questions in a life that she’d begun to assume wouldn’t have any more. Folly Beach was unknown to her, but it seemed to be as good as any other place without Ben. She’d done the equivalent of spinning the globe and pointing her finger, but she couldn’t help the feeling that the box of books had nudged her hand toward the small barrier island off the coast of South Carolina.

She closed her eyes again, listening for the footsteps but heard instead the soft sighing of a summer wind whispering inside the glass of her mother’s bottle tree.




End of sample
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