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      For the wild hearts. Be of brave spirits.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        It is with flowers as with moral qualities; the bright are sometimes poisonous; but, I believe, never the sweet.

        AUGUSTUS HARE
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      I was born under an unlucky star. No one knows the exact day of my birth, but the story plays out on my palm. The rivers and valleys form a landscape, telling a tale of unhappiness and gloom.

      If you’re reading this, my journal, then the aunts’ skills of proselytizing prove true. It’s for them; I record these events. No one else cares for the ramblings of a foundling.

      Today I turn twenty years. The aunts call it, Our Rescue Day, and I do mean our. To define myself as a twin is a strange notion, as I’ve naught in common with my younger sister. Her story is part of mine, regardless of our dispositions. Adeen Lace is my mirror, but we have separate hearts and souls.

      I dread visiting the village. Each year, someone mentions the mystery surrounding our rescue and insists on asking unanswerable questions—swaddled babes abandoned in the elements during the fiercest storm of 1823. Aunt Bethel heard our cries, despite the whipping wind and crashing waves surrounding Alder House. I’ve listened to the story frequently; the tale is almost a memory. Adeen swears she can describe our mother’s face, that she comes to her in dreams. The idea is absurd and hurtful to the aunts.

      Alder House is quiet in the fresh morn hours. In the kitchen, I grab my lunch pail and a piece of yesterday’s bread. Before leaving, I set out the tea tin and water. Soon, Aunt Bethel and Auntie Marcelline will wake and commence their day.

      I choose the travel-worn path to Secret Cliffs. This is a winding, rocky way through a fallow wildflower field and our generational apple orchard. I walk this route daily, except for Sundays, when we use the main road to the church. For twenty glorious minutes, I’m alone with my thoughts.

      Secret Cliffs, New York, hugs the coastline to my left. Our nestled village is a whaling and trade port. Ships wait in the harbor, either unloading the barrels of whale oil or readying for another voyage. I watch all sorts of vessels in the harbor from the schoolhouse windows. Although several well-off families retain private tutors, I am the sole teacher in Secret Cliffs. Half my pupils’ fathers are on the ships, somewhere earning their keep on the great blue oceans.

      “Miss Rella,” shouts a girl with wild red hair down to her waist.

      “Abbie.” We meet and continue to the schoolhouse. “Did you finish your reading?”

      When she refuses to look at me, I’ve got my answer. I don’t scold her. Abbie Baites has a difficult upbringing. Her father is away, and her mother raises a sickly infant boy. Running a household is an enormous responsibility for the eight-year-old.

      I pat her head, trying to smooth her wayward braids. “Should we have lunch outside today?”

      “Will ye read to us? I’m just dying to hear what happens to Oliver.”

      Her dramatic fervor for Dicken’s scamp raises the corner of my mouth. I agree. The day is fine, and I’m of the opinion children are similar to wildlings. They grow best in the elements: fresh sea air and sunshine.

      The schoolhouse stays locked. A year ago, two Russian fur traders thought to camp in the building overnight, catching it on fire. The damage was negligible. Two coats of paint and new curtains set things right. The village council ruled it was irresponsible to leave such a valuable asset open to potential ruffians and scoundrels. They installed chains and a lock.

      I open the door for the waiting children, and they clamor inside. This is my third year teaching, and I hope I’m successful at it. Maybe not the best. I have plenty to learn yet. However, I’m better than the previous schoolmaster. He used to beat us with sticks.

      School commences in twenty minutes. I grab the water pail and go outside to pump—the metal creaks and groans in protest when I raise the handle. A splatter of water shoots out of the curved spigot.

      “Not again,” I say, wiping my damp hands on my apron. The faulty pump needs replacing instead of piecemeal repairs.

      “Can I help you, ma’am?”

      I glance to my side. A man is with Johnny Knolly. “I’m afraid the pump is broken. It needs mending again.”

      Without asking, he examines the mechanics. His dirt-coated fingernails pick at the exposed metal pump head. “I can fix her,” he states.

      “That isn’t necessary, Mr.—”

      “Benny,” Johnny says. “He’s my brother. Came home last Thursday. Been on a whaler for near two years.”

      Before offering my hand, I wipe it on my apron again. “Mr. Knolly, a pleasure. The offer is kind, truly, but the village council will send someone.”

      “I ain’t got nothing better to do,” he insists. “I’ll go back, grab my tools, and come fix it. I won’t bother your lessons, Miss Lace.” He leaves, not waiting for my reply, nudging Johnny towards the schoolhouse on his way across the yard.

      Secret Cliff’s public school has fourteen students. I should have triple the number in the rickety seats. Families rely on the children to earn an income, not learn. That’s why I come on Saturdays to teach a handful the basics. I do this gratis. My wages cover regular hours, nothing more.

      By noon, I’m eager for lunch. I want hot tea with lemon to soothe my irritated throat. Grabbing Oliver Twist, a blanket, and my pail, I go out through the front door. Some children eat their lunches while others play chase across the lush spring grass. Out of curiosity, I check on Mr. Knolly. He’s got a box of tools at his side, his cap thrown on the ground, sleeves rolled up to the elbows. I hear muttering under his breath.

      “Can it be salvaged?” I question.

      Wiping his brow, he lowers the wrench. “Should be nearly there, Miss Lace. Had to fix the previous fix. Shoddy patchwork. Can’t abide shoddy patchwork.”

      From my tin, I grab my jam jar of lemonade and offer it to him. “For your assistance.”

      He refuses, but I insist. In three gulps, he downs the contents of the jar. The day is warm, not hot, and the sea brings a steady breeze. Still, he perspires from his efforts.

      “Never had it with mint. Tastes good,” he compliments, returning the jar. “Let’s give it a try.” The pump creates smooth mechanical sounds, the annoying clanking gone. Clear water pours out the end, and we share a triumphant grin.

      “You’ve my gratitude, Mr. Knolly. That’s caused endless trouble since I accepted the position.” He shares the same blue-green eyes and curly cinnamon brown hair as his brother. I can’t recall meeting him—an uncommon occurrence in Secret Cliffs.

      Mr. Knolly collects his tools. “It’s been troublesome since I was here. Not that I stayed long.”

      “No?”

      “You don’t remember me? A’course, why would you? I was ten when I quit coming, and you and your sister were young. Rella and Adeen, the little foundling girls. Not so little anymore, all grown up, teaching. Johnny thinks the best of you, couldn’t stop rambling on our walk this morn.”

      Once again, I search his features. They’re foreign to me. He resembles the other sailors in dress, has a ruddy complexion born from the harshness of the open sea, and speaks with the same roughness in his voice. I thought him at least thirty in years. “Johnny is a good boy when not distracted.”

      “Miss Rella,” Abbie calls from amongst a gathering of her cohorts. “Will ye read to us?”

      I hold up the book. “I better go, Mr. Knolly. We’re reading Oliver Twist. Ah, you’re more than welcome to listen if you wish.” I expect him to decline. Contrary, he nods, and we go to the waiting children.
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      The thick door shuts as my last pupil leaves for the day. I stay to tidy, preparing for tomorrow. This is my routine. Finished sweeping, I use a damp rag on the oversized slate board. White dust floats in the sunbeams, catching the light and sparkling like golden fae.

      “Hello. You in there, Rella?” Adeen pops her head into the building. “I thought I missed you.”

      She wears her dark hair high on her head, pieces falling in an untidy manner around her heart-shaped face. Where I like simple outfits, Adeen prefers copying the patterns in the magazines. She is a seamstress at Mrs. Greene’s shop, and the woman allows Adeen to use the scrap material free of cost.

      “Finished early, Adeen?” I rinse out the rag and lay it dry. By her stance, the way she picks at a loose string on her bag, I know she wants to tell me something. “Out with it.”

      “I met someone,” she
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