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The Found Jar

Horror fiction writer Emily Harris just wants to be
left alone with her work. But plagued by writer's block, she
reluctantly agrees to join her friends at their luxurious beach
house for the summer. Maybe a change of scenery will inspire
her.

Local housekeeper Beck Reynolds keeps her life
simple—saving for a boat and avoiding the town bullies while she
attends art classes. Meeting successful but prickly Emily leaves
her feeling awestruck, and she wants to make a good impression,
even though Emily seems determined to run her off. But Beck’s not
the one who is just visiting.

Emily knows all about loss, and guilt, and rejection.
Opening her heart has always gotten her hurt, and she’s absolutely
not letting anyone in, even someone good, or good-looking, like
Beck.
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Chapter One

Vacation? Me? No, thank you. Almost never and not now
and especially not there. You’d think my friends would remember how
I’d always refused similar invitations in the past. A poor swimmer,
too much water made me uneasy. Moreover, boats terrified me. It was
an irrational fear, but I’d readily run off the rails with Amtrak
or even risk a no-frills airline crash before I’d set foot on a
boat. So the idea of traveling to the Outer Banks of North
Carolina—islands, for Christ’s sake!—was supremely unappealing.

Plus, I had writing to do, the kind of work that
needed large doses of solitude, which meant that living three
months nose to tail and elbow to asshole, even with folks I rather
liked, seemed extremely ill-advised. I’d come to believe that
distance, or at least frequent absences, was the second-best social
lubricant for such associations, next to alcohol. When it came to
more personal relationships, I’d had such things well under control
for the last few years.

Every couple of months or so I’d wander down to a
bar in the Village and drink enough to end up in a bathroom stall
or an alley or someone’s back seat or, when she was really
something, a moderately priced hotel room. I needed the liquor to
loosen the mental restraints of my strict upbringing, and the
short-lived satisfaction of my body reinforced exactly what I
already knew. Pleasure was fleeting. A clever line or an
interesting mannerism sometimes made its way into my work, but that
was all I kept.

I was generally comfortable, except for a nagging
sense that there must be an expiration date on such behaviors. I
hadn’t acted on my true sexuality until the ripe old age of
thirty-two, and my shelf life probably wasn’t long. But since
nothing enjoyable in my life had lasted for long, there would be no
surprise if this was the case as well. Once I’d understood that I
could have sex—and orgasms—without love, it was easy to stay on
that path. Safe had been my default mode since childhood, which was
one reason why I’d been willing to vigorously ignore the
attractions to women I’d been feeling for all those early
years.

My friends often mistook my restraint for an utter
lack of feeling, something I’d never bothered to deny. But when I
tried rejecting their two-couple summer holiday invitation on the
grounds that I’d be a fifth wheel, they counted that I’d be a
much-needed spare. I shook my head as I wrote another brief decline
to the email, reflecting that it took me almost as long to warm up
to a new place as it did to new people. I’d been buffeted by change
enough that it was never something I sought.

I’d married a man at age twenty-four after
completing graduate school and failing to find a job. Jackson told
me he found my “patrician features” appealing, apparently not
recognizing I’d cultivated the detached, somewhat haughty
expression to keep people away. I quickly learned that what I did
during the day was of little concern to him, as long as he came
home to dinner, a clean house, and some occasional—if not
routine—sex upon request. Those simple demands and Jackson’s own
aloofness had me briefly convinced things between us might work
out. But after I’d been thrown in with his cronies’ wives for a
time, their talk of the latest appliances or the difficulty of
finding good help gave me visions of thousands of brain cells
crying out as they died sedentary, slothful deaths. I began passing
the time by taking my private, unspeakable memories and reframing
them into somewhat more satisfying narratives, becoming what Mel
later called a closet writer.

I met Melanie Daniels at one of Jackson’s work
parties. She was there ostensibly to represent her father’s
company, but in reality, she was scoping out the women. Once I
convinced her that I wasn’t available sexually, we began a great
conversation which continued over coffee the next day. Mel seemed
to accept that I would be an intellectual conquest rather than a
physical one, and I found myself oddly enthused about becoming
friends with a lesbian. When I hesitantly revealed my writing
habit, her reaction was exactly what I’d feared: she wanted to read
my work. After another week of cajolery and the encouragement of
one wine in the park afternoon, I handed over a series of my short
stories.

“Damn, woman,” she said after reading them. “You’re
even more disturbed than I suspected.” When I bit my lip, she shook
the printed pages, adding, “This shit will sell like hotcakes. I’ll
be your agent…and we need to get you an editor.” Three years later,
I’d had modest success and good reviews on the short story
collection and one novel I’d published in the genre we called
horror romance. Things went bump in the night in more ways than one
but strictly between men and women. The succeeding three years
brought two more books and deep gratitude that my readership
continued to grow after my divorce. But since I wasn’t altogether
certain they would still accept me after my vision of a love
interest transitioned to that of another woman, I continued to
write them as men.

Mel remained my publicist-agent-cheerleader and
primary ass-kicker, and I’d continued to ignore her occasional
bouts of possessive flirtatiousness, realizing that her personality
contained elements of classic narcissism. Mel had her talents, but
she needed frequent praise for her abilities and achievements, and
she would do her damndest to get whatever she wanted, while
everyone else had to go along to get along or get out of the way. I
could accept the notion of being your own number one but preferred
not to be anyone else’s.

June, Mel’s current bedmate, seemed to understand
their arrangement perfectly, though perhaps what she truly
comprehended was Melanie’s enormous trust fund income. Or she took
her cues from our mutual friend William, longtime partner of
Walter, renegade artist son of a restaurant chain billionaire. Both
men were terrific guys, who we referred to as the Fabulous
W’s—always said with love. The four of them comprised my entire
personal business unit: promotion and design, business and art
work. Improbably, we’d also become friends over the years. And
unlike the women I slept with, my friends persisted.

Even after I’d used my work excuse to turn down
their idyllic summer trip, June messaged me on Facebook and sent
photos of a gorgeous house and picturesque beach located outside a
small town called Windsom Edge. Walter texted to assure me that his
culinary skills—admittedly outstanding—would be the highlight of
the trip, while William, who was secretly my favorite, called,
promising to be my measure of sanity.

“If things get too crazy, I’ll take you somewhere
peaceful and leave you for a while. Or we can just go get loaded.”
He never failed to make me laugh.

For her part, Mel informed me I looked “like shit”
and insisted I needed to get some color besides rarely-see-the-sun
white. “Those circles under your eyes make you look ten years
older,” she groused. “Don’t you ever sleep?”

Since I had no intention of discussing my nocturnal
issues with anyone, I put her off by suggesting that authors of
horror stories were supposed to look like the walking dead. She
dismissed my attempt at humor, countering with a guarantee of
privacy and quiet. I vacillated. She continued her vigorous sales
pitch for a change of scene by unkindly pointing out the depth of
my current writing rut. When I countered with a solid defense of
routine, she cautioned me that a boring life could lead to boring
writing. I had no answer for that. I wasn’t even sure if it was
true, but it worried me. I put her off and made a list of
requirements. I would drive my own car. I would have my own room
and bathroom. Everyone else needed to understand that for me, this
was a working vacation, and if the mood struck—day or night—I would
be writing and was not to be disturbed.

“Look Emily, everyone knows you’re a heartless,
demanding asshole,” Mel said during our next call. “We just want to
be able to parade around with someone famous occasionally. Or is it
occasionally famous?”

I was much further from famous than they were from
parading, but they’d taken to calling me Famous Author—or simply
FA—after my first novel had been published. Ultimately, everyone
agreed to everything, and my summer plans were set. I knew I should
be thankful these relatively decent people wanted to spend time
with me, so when we all met at Mel’s to sign the contract on the
place, I brought champagne to celebrate my caving in.

As promised, I was given the only room located
downstairs in our rental, which should have been ideal. What I got
when I opened the door to my retreat was the overwhelming smell of
mildewing decay, a tiny crab-like creature that scuttled under a
loose baseboard when I turned on the light, a complete lack of
windows or ventilation, and the disturbing awareness that the
bathroom fixtures were in the same space as my bed and dresser. I
hurried upstairs to voice my displeasure, but everyone else had
already settled in, obviously pleased with the views and
furnishings.

I pulled Mel aside. “This isn’t going to work for
me. Have you seen that hovel down there?”

“Yeah,” she said turning from June’s display of tiny
lingerie with a sigh. “It’s pretty bad, I agree. But how about if
you sleep on the couch and write outside on the deck? You can share
our bathroom. And I’ll cover half of your rent.”

I was already shaking my head. It didn’t surprise me
that she would offer money as a quick fix to any given situation,
but my concerns couldn’t be solved that way. My insistence on
seclusion was only partially work-related. To my thinking, people
could be friends without knowing everything about each
other. Certainly my nightmares were my own affair. I was about to
launch into “I didn’t want to come on this trip in the first place”
in my bitchiest tone, when there was a firm tap on the outer door.
We turned to see a middle-aged, somewhat heavyset woman wearing a
dark blue smock over her plain white shirt and black skirt.

“Excuse me,” she said, somewhat differentially but
not timidly. “I’m Mrs. Janser, the housekeeper for this property. I
stopped by to make sure everything was in order.”

“The downstairs room is not in order,” I said before
Mel could act like everything was fine, letting my one chance to
get this situation fixed walk away.

“The downstairs room is not inhabitable,” Mrs.
Janser clarified, her voice irritatingly calm. “I’ve told the
realty company that for the last two years, but they continue to
list it incorrectly.”

Both Mel and I stared at her for a few seconds with
our mouths slightly open. Finally, crossing my arms, I said, “Look,
Mel, refund my money, and I’ll head back to the city. The couch
might be okay for a night or two, but it certainly won’t work for
twelve weeks.”

“No way. We want you here,” Mel said. “Besides, they
won’t refund at this point. They might exchange for another
property, but I’m sure there’s nothing else available.” I knew this
group could easily cover my share of the rent, but Mel was
notoriously cheap for a rich bitch, and the W’s would follow her
lead.

“Nothing of this size,” Mrs. Janser agreed. “But the
Guest House up the hill would certainly be comfortable for one or
two persons. If you’d agree to that couch for a night or two, I’m
sure we could make it presentable, and you wouldn’t be far
away.”

“Guest house?” Mel and I said together.

Mrs. Janser gestured, and we followed her down the
stairs and to the road behind the house. She pointed to a painted
wooden structure. “That’s the Guest House. It’s not on any of those
rental websites, but I know the owner, and I’m sure he’d be willing
to rent it for a twelve-week period. He just doesn’t like messing
with short-term folks.”

Mel looked at me. “That might work, don’t you
think?”

“I’ll have to see it before I make a decision.” I
didn’t want to appear ungrateful, but I wasn’t going to jump
blindly into something that could be every bit as bad—or worse. I’d
had that experience before.

Mrs. Janser inclined her head approvingly. “Of
course. Nine o’clock tomorrow morning?”

She’d let her voice rise ever so slightly, but I
knew it wasn’t really a question. “Fine. Thank you.”

* * *

At the appointed hour, I huffed my way up the hill
to the Guest House, having declined Mel’s rather insincere offer to
accompany me. She’d roused herself to see me off, but I suspected
the gesture was more out of guilt than friendship, or more likely,
the scent of the coffee I’d made had done it. Everyone else was
sleeping in after they’d partied late, celebrating the arrival of
their extended vacation. I’d tossed and turned until morning,
having all but decided to return to the city no matter what. I felt
I owed Mrs. Janser the courtesy of a look at the place, sure I
could easily find a reason to decline. I’d be back in my own
apartment by late that night.

Halfway along the sandy path, the gently rolling
sounds of low tide breakers made me look down at the water. A mild
breeze brought in fresh salt air as the morning sun warmed the day.
I sipped my coffee, a little surprised to find myself enjoying a
scene so different from my usual circumstances. Even the sight of
distant boats, dark specks bobbing and clanging softly out on the
rolling blue waves, didn’t make me uneasy for once. It occurred to
me that after being moved steadily east since my birth and early
childhood in Oklahoma, I’d now made it all the way to the Atlantic
Ocean. Each of my life’s jarring permutations had taught me to care
less and less about what anyone else thought. I’d learned that no
matter where I was, there was nowhere to hide from the flaws of who
and what I was. By the time I’d come to New York for college, I had
a clear plan of defense—physical distance, emotional suppression,
and personal secretiveness.

Sighing, I looked at the Guest House. From my hard
lessons about getting my hopes up, I knew better than to make an
exception for this arrangement. But the warming sun and fresh salt
air convinced me to allow a tiny space for being pleasantly
surprised…maybe.

Up close, the house looked taller. It was a pale,
somewhat weathered blue, with white trim around the windows. Like
most of the houses along the coast, it was two stories, with the
living quarters on the second floor. But this place wasn’t on
stilts, and I supposed this was because it was farther from the
water. The full ground floor had no windows and appeared to be used
for storage. The deck above jutted out over the edge of it. A late
model, slightly rusted Honda already sat there. Mrs. Janser must
have seen me coming because she met me at the foot of the
stairs.

“You’ll be the one to say, of course,” she said,
“but if you can’t get your money back, I’d think this wouldn’t be a
bad second choice.” She gestured at the downstairs door. “The owner
tells me there could be parking space there, but if you want it
cleaned out, the cost will be on you.”

“I’m fine outside,” I answered, trying not to
divulge that it wouldn’t be more than a few hours at this point.
“I’d rather avoid any extra expense.”

She nodded, and I followed her cautiously up the
stairs. To my surprise, they seemed well-built and solid, leading
to a peculiar sense this home had once been someone’s much loved
refuge. It would have been much more like me to imagine it as the
scene of some grisly crime, but before I could work out the
inconsistency, Mrs. Janser opened the door and motioned me
inside.

“I’ve only had the place open for a few minutes,”
she said, and I sniffed, catching some mustiness in the air but no
scent of mildew or rot. A small stacked washer and dryer were set
into the wall on my immediate right and covered with a louvered
slide. Past that was a modest-sized second bedroom with a half
bath. “Most use this as a child’s bedroom or an office, although
there’s a small second living area on the back of the house which
could work for that as well,” Mrs. Janser explained. The rest of
the layout was compact but well thought out. Dustcovers kept me
from fully assessing the upholstered furniture of the main living
area, which looked out on large windows. Across from there was a
full, galley style kitchen. “There’s no large dining area like in
your friend’s place,” Mrs. Janser said, gesturing to the small
table with four chairs by the window. “But all the cookware and six
place settings with glassware are included.”

I gave the kitchen a casual glance. The fridge and
oven appeared relatively new, but the dishwasher looked ancient.
Not that it mattered. Mel and Walter were the cooks. I’d lived on
cereal, canned soup, and takeout for years.

The master was surprisingly large with a king bed,
and the en suite bathroom had obviously been updated, as it offered
a tub and shower along with two sinks.

“Linens?” I asked.

She shook her head. “It’s been too long since
someone’s been here. But if you’re interested, I’ll talk to Mr.
Guest about providing them.”

I squinted at her, putting two and two together.
They called it the Guest House because of the owner’s name, not
because it had been used for company by some other, larger place.
“Or he could reduce the price by what it costs me to buy new, and
I’d leave them when I go.”

She pursed her lips. “We could try that.”

I walked through the place one more time, trying to
imagine it at different times of the day and at night. The door to
the deck pushed open easily, and I caught my breath as I looked out
to the breathtaking view of sparkling water beyond. The day was
calm, making the line between the sea and sky almost invisible, but
the immensity of it seemed inspiring rather than threatening. With
some surprise, I realized I could do this. I’d long ago stopped
asking the universe for anything, having reaped only anguish and
disenchantment early on. How odd that I would come to this place
and get everything I wanted…in terms of accommodations, at
least.

“You’d be looking down on your friends.” Mrs.
Janser’s voice held a hint of amusement as she gestured at the
group rental house—known as Reefside—which was slightly to our
left.

“And they’d hate that,” I agreed, smiling.

At the approaching sound of a small engine, she
excused herself and made her way outside. When a blue scooter,
larger than the typical Vespa knockoff, stopped in front of the
Guest House, she greeted the rider, who removed a helmet in a
splash of sunlight before glancing at me with a face partly covered
by dark glasses. Mrs. Janser began speaking, and the rider’s head
swiveled around to her. Curious, I made my way downstairs.

“…told you to wait until 10:00,” Mrs. Janser was
saying.

The rider looked at the sky, glasses still on. “I
thought it was close to that.”

When I came into view, she tucked the shades into
her faded black T-shirt, revealing a tanned, youthful face and
sparkling light brown eyes. Our gazes met, and she brightened and
gave a little wave. Her open, pleasing appearance seemed completely
free of pretense or affectation. “Hi.”

I waved back automatically, and the rider broke into
a wide, effortless smile. She had a beautiful mouth, full and
sensuous. Mrs. Janser sighed emphatically, but I was too absorbed
to care. Living in New York City for over ten years, I found the
sight of someone so vulnerably friendly almost shocking. “Mrs.
Harris, this is my daughter, Rebekah…uh, Becka.”

“Beck,” the rider corrected, not losing her grin as
she favored me with a slight eye roll suggesting infinite patience,
not irritation. Mrs. Janser harrumphed.

I didn’t usually enjoy these sorts of familial
interactions, but with Mrs. Janser’s overblown annoyance fixed on
her daughter, I felt free to join in a closer inspection. The left
side of Beck’s sun-bleached hair was shaved close, while the top
was grown out to chin length and combed onto the other side. One
long, thin braided piece trailed several inches farther down her
back. She wore faded cutoff jean shorts, and the T-shirt was
emblazoned with the name “Tuffy’s,” along with the image of a mynah
bird. Since it was the beach, I decided to be casual in my reply.
“Hi, Beck. Please call me Emily.”

“Emily is a great name,” she said with much more
enthusiasm than younger types usually showed. “Do you know of Emily
Dickenson, the poet?”

I couldn’t help smiling. “I do. As a matter of fact,
I was named after her.”

Beck clasped her hands together. “That’s great. I
was named after Rebekah in the Bible. Right, Mama?” She turned to
me again. “Nomenclature was my word of the day about a week
ago. That applies to this conversation, doesn’t it?”

Mrs. Janser’s lips stretched thinly. “I’m sure it
does, Becka. But Mrs. Harris has more important things to do than
discuss family history or vocabulary terms with us.”

“Sorry.” Beck dismounted her scooter, looking
chastened.

“Not at all,” I insisted, wondering if she was
studying for the GRE. “As a writer, I’m interested in names and
where they come from.”

Beck blinked, looking from me to her mother and
back. “Did you say you were a writer?”

That personal detail had slipped out while I’d been
fumbling for something to erase her forlorn expression and restore
that smile again. “Yes,” I said. “But contemporary stuff. Nothing
cultured, I’m afraid.” I’d found that trying to describe my
peculiar blend of horror and romance was too complicated for an
introduction.

Beck shook her hands as if drying them, clearly
trying to channel her excitement. “That’s the coolest thing I’ve
ever heard.” She looked at her mother again. “Mama, have you ever
known a writer before?”

Mrs. Janser’s expression matched the chill in her
voice. “Not that I know of, Becka. I don’t have time for that kind
of nonsense.” The enthusiasm vanished from Beck’s face, and Mrs.
Janser turned her gaze on me. “No offense, ma’am, but we are a
simple, working-class household.”

“I understand,” I said, easily translating Mrs.
Janser’s comment. She didn’t approve of anything as fanciful as
fiction or probably even higher education. Beck was staring at the
ground. After a few seconds of uncomfortable silence, I cleared my
throat. “Well, I should be going. Please tell Mr. Guest I’ll take
the place for twelve weeks. And I’d appreciate it if you’d ask
about the linens.”

“I’ll do that, Mrs. Harris.” Mrs. Janser was
starting up the stairs.

“It’s Ms.,” I said, not ready to walk away. She kept
going, but that was fine with me. “It was nice to meet you,
Beck.”

The young woman’s head came up, though her smile had
significantly less wattage. “It was nice meeting you too, Emily.”
She ventured a step closer and dropped her voice to a whisper. “I’d
read your book anyway if I could. But I sometimes have trouble
concentrating on stuff that’s real complicated.” She absently
rubbed the side of her head as she spoke.

I nodded sympathetically. “But you’ve read Emily
Dickinson, I take it.”

“A friend read her to me. Mama didn’t approve
because she thought—”

She was cut off by her mother’s voice calling from
the doorway. “Don’t keep the lady, Becka. You need to get on in
here and get started on this kitchen.”

“Sorry.” Beck started toward the stairs.

“Don’t be.” A strange desire to run my fingers
across the shaved part of her head as she passed by made me react
with unusual cordiality. “Maybe we’ll get to talk again
sometime.”

She turned back, her brows raised hopefully. “Could
we really?” When I didn’t respond immediately, her expression
flattened. “Here’s the thing. It’s okay if you said that because
you were just trying to be nice. But if you didn’t mean it, I’d
rather know.”

I was quite sure I’d never seen anyone beyond their
childhood years display their emotions so clearly. I wasn’t sure
what to make of it, but curiosity won out. “Sure we could.”

Her full smile returned, and I couldn’t help but
respond in kind. After a few seconds, she murmured
conspiratorially, “I’ll be here by myself tomorrow if you want to
come by and…like…check on my work.”

“I’m certain I will,” I said in the same tone.

She bounced on her toes, apparently pleased with our
agreement, before turning and running up the rest of the
stairs.

I walked briskly back to Reefside, feeling like
working for the first time in several days.

* * *

After a productive afternoon of writing, during
which my friends left me alone as requested, we gathered for dinner
at the big table in the dining room. We’d just poured some wine
when there was a knock on the door. Mrs. Janser looked in and,
seeing the wine, an expression of righteous satisfaction crossed
her face. It made me wish we were smoking dope or having an orgy or
something more shockingly worthwhile.

“Mr. Guest agreed to a one-time ninety-five-dollar
discount on your linens,” she said. “That would be towels for both
bathrooms and one king and one twin set of sheets. Would you like
for me to shop for you?”

“No, thank you, Mrs. Janser,” I answered, rising to
the challenge. “I’ll run into town tomorrow and see what I can find
for that price.” I feared being punished for my heathen
intellectual ways with non-absorbent towels and scratchy
sheets.

“Suit yourself.” She shrugged and, after a few
seconds’ hesitation, added, “Mrs. Harris, could I speak to you
privately for a moment?”

Luckily, no one had had enough wine to make them
hoot suggestively at such a request, and I joined her on the deck
after shutting the door.

“Mrs. Harris—” she began, but I corrected her
again.

“It’s Ms. Or Emily, if you prefer.”

“It’s about Becka,” she started again, sparing us
both any title, but gaining my full attention. “She wouldn’t stop
talking about you while we were working earlier, but I’d like to
ask you not to indulge her interest. Maybe I’ve kept her sheltered,
but she’s easily impressed, and too much outside influence would
only be distracting. I’m sure you understand.”

I wasn’t sure I did. Dismissing the brief
gratification of Beck’s regard, it sounded like we were talking
about a child rather than a young woman. I knew some mothers were
overprotective, though that certainly hadn’t been my experience. Or
not once my sister was gone.

“I’m here to work, and to enjoy some time with my
friends, Mrs. Janser. I don’t anticipate causing any such
disruption.” Her stern expression relaxed, making me wonder if
Beck’s enthusiasm would likewise dampen if I failed to show
tomorrow. But if there was more to her mother’s concern, I should
deal with it now. “But is there some issue I should be aware of?
Because if the place won’t be ready in time, I may need to make
other arrangements—”

“Oh, no, that’s not what I meant. Beck has been
working with me for years now and is perfectly capable of doing
this kind of job. It’s just new situations that can unsettle her.”
I raised a questioning eyebrow, and she added, “People have taken
advantage of that, so I want to make sure she’s safe.” She looked
away and sighed. “She doesn’t even remember the one time she was
outside of Windsom. That makes her somewhat naïve about the ways of
the world.” She turned back to me and her tone hardened. “For her
own sake, it’s easier if she stays that way.”

The phrase “for her own sake” had always rubbed me
the wrong way, and it sparked a mental rerun of my very brief
impression of Beck. She struck me as young, maybe a bit innocent,
but not gullible. She knew that people sometimes said things they
didn’t mean, and from my point of view, that was all you needed to
deal with them successfully. I’d also experienced what it was like
to find out important things much later in life than you should
have simply because you’d been taught to be afraid. “Shouldn’t that
be her choice?”

“I know Becka doesn’t want to leave Windsom. This is
her home, and she’s comfortable here.”

And it had been comfortable being married…until it
wasn’t. How much more genuine would my life be if I’d had the
courage to act when it was called for? “Comfort isn’t everything,”
I murmured.

She frowned. “For someone like Beck, it is.” I
opened my mouth, ready to continue the argument, but she cut me
off. “Look, not that it’s any of your business, but there was an
accident on her father’s boat when she was ten. A piece of
equipment broke, and a pulley hit Becka on the head. It knocked her
unconscious, and if she’d gone into the water, she would have
drowned. The injury was so severe that she got airlifted off-island
for rehabilitation. Once she got back to school, they put her in
special classes with kids who were never going to get any better,
even though her brain function was steadily improving. She was due
to start fifth grade when I gave up on them and started
homeschooling her. Since one of her big problem areas was finding
the right words, I gave her a lot of work on vocabulary and
reading. She worked hard at verbal skills and still does. Now, I’m
sure I wasn’t the best teacher, and I had to work too, so she spent
a lot of time with her daddy on the water again.”

I took a moment to absorb all this, suppressing a
shiver at Mrs. Janser’s description of Beck’s boating accident. My
agitation must have been obvious because she added, “Oh, Beck
wasn’t ever scared. I don’t think she remembers anything that
happened the day she got hurt. But they discovered that she had a
real knack with anything mechanical. I think she repaired or
reconditioned about every piece of equipment on that stupid boat.
Then, come ninth grade”—she caught herself and stopped for a few
seconds—“the point is, even though Becka has a hard time learning
new things, she’s always been very friendly and trusting around
people. At least until she has reason not to be. It’s been hard
enough for her to understand that some folks here will always give
her a hard time. So it wouldn’t be prudent for her
to…socialize…with someone from out of town. I’m sure you
understand.”

I wasn’t normally this intrusive, but now I was
truly curious. “How old is Beck, Mrs. Janser?”

She sighed again, this time in defeat, like someone
who knew their argument was about to be lost. “She’s almost
twenty-six.”

I tried to hide my shock. I’d have thought her in
her early twenties at the most. “My God, how can she not be aware
of the world outside of Windsom? Sooner or later, she’ll have to
deal with people and things beyond this place.” I knew I sounded
harsh, but I couldn’t let her “ignorance is bliss” defense
stand.

Mrs. Janser sniffed disapprovingly. “You’re entitled
to your own opinion, I’m sure, but Beck is my daughter, and I’ll
expect you to grant me the same courtesy.” I strongly suspected if
she hadn’t been working for us, her request would have been a lot
less polite.

“Of course,” I answered, and we nodded good-bye to
each other.

“What was that all about?” Walter asked, watching me
take a substantial drink of my wine after I returned to the
group.

“I think I’ve just been told to stay away from her
daughter,” I said, holding one hand innocently in the middle of my
chest.

“She must be an excellent judge of character,” Mel
said from the kitchen.

I smoothed my eyebrow with the appropriate middle
finger while Walter and William laughed.


Chapter Two

When I started writing full-time, which also involved
meeting strangers and reading aloud in public, I’d invented a
separate author persona to go with my penname. M. E. Leigh was a
strong, capable woman with a definite rebellious streak—a rule
breaker with a heart of gold—the exact opposite of who I truly was.
So it was more like Leigh than Emily to make a stop at the Guest
House on her way into town the next morning. Beck’s scooter was the
only vehicle parked outside, and I momentarily wondered if that
transportation was her choice or if her mother didn’t trust her
with a car.

Stop it. Seeing everything about Beck through
the lens of someone with questionable capability was probably what
her mother wanted from an outsider like me. I hopped up the stairs,
opening the door quietly as I took in how much had already been
done inside.

Newly cleaned windows shone over tidy sills, and the
plantation shutters had been wiped. The upholstery appeared
vacuumed, while the wood pieces shone with polish. Hearing the
dishwasher, I looked in the kitchen. Beck was facing away from me,
earbuds dangling from her ears and disappearing into her back
pocket. The tinny music was likely coming from a cell phone,
suggesting her world was already somewhat bigger than her mother
knew. Wiping off the inside of a cabinet, she was dancing, and I
didn’t need stereophonic sound in order to appreciate the moves. I
stood for almost a full minute, admiring the motions of her body,
the perfect flows and actions of arms and legs and the entrancing
bump of hip, shake of shoulders, and bob of head. I’d been in
enough bars in recent years to recognize a good dancer when I saw
one, and Beck was more than good. She was fantastic. A highly
inappropriate thought entered my head before I could stop it. If
she moves like that while cleaning the kitchen, she must be great
in bed.

Fully aware I needed to put the brakes on that kind
of thinking, I called out, acting as if I’d just entered. She
jumped, pulling the earbuds out and stuffing them into her pocket
in a practiced motion. Focusing on me, she breathed out with
obvious relief. “Oh, Emily. You startled me.”

“I’m sorry, Beck.” I gestured at her pants. “But
your secret is safe with me.”

Color rose in her cheeks, making her even cuter. “I
don’t mean to be defiant. Mama doesn’t seem to understand music
makes the time go faster when I’m working by myself. I only get the
free kind, but there’s always something I like.”

“I understand. I love to listen to music while I’m
traveling. Or audio books.” At her frown, I elaborated. “I bet
you’d like the way professional voice actors bring the story to
life.”

“You listen to them while you’re driving?” When I
nodded, she seemed to be trying to imagine such a thing before her
expression became worried. “I might never get out of the driveway
once I turned it on. Or people would honk at me because I’d be
stuck at a stoplight, listening.”

I smiled. “I’ve been known to drive a few extra
miles out of my way to finish a chapter. But you can also load
stories on an iPod or phone and listen to them inside when you’re
not doing anything else.”

“Oh yeah. That would be cool.” Her eyes grew
distant, and I could see she was entranced by the idea. Abruptly,
her gaze shifted back to me. “Seems like most good things cost
money.”

I shrugged apologetically. “Maybe that’s what gives
things their value.”

She stood quietly, as if lost in thought. “But not
people. Do you think human beings are mostly good or mostly bad?”
she asked after a few seconds, looking at me intently.

Wow. Talk about an abrupt transition. Beck
apparently wasn’t much for small talk, which suited me. My
awkwardness at parties or with any groups where I didn’t know many
people often led me to blurt out similar questions…or say
absolutely nothing for hours. “I think most people have the
capacity for either. Some act based on how they’re brought up,
which means they may think they’re doing the right thing, when in
fact, they’re harming someone else.” I could tell she was listening
intently, and I added, “In other cases, people behave based on the
situation they’re in. They may say they believe in something but
find themselves acting very differently when they’re in a
particular circumstance.”

“Like what?” She cocked her head, taking a step
toward me.

My usual reaction would have been to take a step
away. I liked space between myself and others unless I knew them
well, but the intent look on her face seemed only about our
conversation, so I stood my ground. Not wanting to get overly
cerebral, I said, “Someone might say they’re opposed to bullying,
for example. But will they have the courage to stand up if the
person being picked on is a stranger, and their friends are doing
the harassment?”

Beck eyed me thoughtfully. “Have you ever been in a
situation like that?”

I wasn’t sure which part of my scenario she was
referring to. “One where I had to stand up to a friend?”

She shuffled her feet. “One where you were being
bullied.”

“Yes, I have,” I told her. “And you?”

“Yeah. But I’m lucky because I have some friends in
Windsom who will stand up for me.” I nodded, and she glanced down
the hill. “Are those people in Reefside your friends?”

“Yes. Business associates and also friends.” I
wasn’t sure why I’d made the distinction, but it seemed
important.

“But you can count on them?” She seemed genuinely
interested in my decision on this matter, but oddly, I didn’t feel
pressured—simply compelled to think deeper than I usually did about
such things.

“Yes,” I said again after a few extra seconds. “I’m
sure I could.”

“I’m glad.” She seemed satisfied with my answer.
“It’s good to have people you can count on.”

“I agree.” We smiled at each other for a few
seconds, and I had the strangest feeling we’d settled something
meaningful between us. When Beck’s pants began to buzz, my thoughts
went south again as she dug her hand into a tight pocket. She had a
really, really nice butt. Positive she didn’t want me as her
designated lecher, I barely dragged my gaze up to her face in
time.

“Yes, Mama?” She shrugged and did that quick eye
roll again. “Yeah, twenty minutes should be about right…Yes, I
have…Okay, thanks.” By the time she was putting her phone up, I was
already moving away. “Sorry, Emily,” she called, following me. “I’m
on the clock, and Mama’s bringing me lunch.”

I stopped at the low table across from the second
bedroom which had a tall, open glass container on it. I was sure it
hadn’t been there when I’d viewed the house with Mrs. Janser.
Gesturing at it, I said, “Do your services include decorating?”

Beck grinned. “That’s your found jar. It’s a very
important part of becoming a beach person.”

Becoming a beach person wasn’t on my agenda, but I
was intrigued. the idea was an interesting one. “And what do I do
with it?”

“Everyone finds stuff when they go beachcombing, or
they get souvenirs from local activities. So this becomes like a
physical diary, and whatever you want to remember or you think is
pretty or seems important, you put it in there. But the thing is,
when it’s full, or when you leave, you only get to keep one item.
The rest you have to return to the ocean to let someone else
find.”

I tried not to smirk, thinking it wasn’t likely I’d
find even one thing to take with me. I wasn’t a collector, and
wandering around in an area I didn’t know was definitely not my
style. “Fair enough,” I agreed. At the door I turned back. “Oh,
I’ve got to find a place to buy some sheets and towels. Any
suggestions?”

She directed me to a locally owned linen shop in
town, as opposed to one of the national chains out on the highway,
and the clerk who helped me could have been the owner, given the
time and care she took helping me. As she totaled my purchases, she
asked, “And may I ask how you came to find us?”

“A local young woman who’s doing some work for me
sent me here,” I said as I signed the credit card pad. “Beck
Janser.”

“Becka Reynolds, you mean?” the woman asked.

I couldn’t imagine more than one Beck in a town this
size—or anywhere, really—so I nodded. “Yes, I suppose. I don’t know
her all that well. I first met her mother, so I assumed…”

The woman leaned toward me in the way of a typical
small-town gossip. “Her daddy was lost at sea, and her mama
remarried a few years later. But Erik Janser never adopted Becka,
though I can’t imagine why not. I’m sure a sweeter child never drew
breath, and I can say that because I have three of my own.” She
laughed and handed me a large sack. “Anyway, after a few years, we
all kinda got the impression Becka was just as glad, so I guess it
all worked out. She’s a fine young woman, in spite of that hair.
You tell her Maggie said hi, and thanks for your business.”

I left the store musing over the odd experience of
learning something personal about Beck from a stranger. The image
of her father dying in a tiny boat on that deep, foreboding sea
made my fear feel legitimate, and I shivered. Briefly, I speculated
on what her stepfather must be like, given his refusal to adopt his
wife’s child. I wondered if her mother’s protectiveness of her
daughter extended to him as well.

* * *

A day later, I’d finished my walk-through and signed
the lease. In possession of the house key and Mrs. Janser’s
business card, I waved as my friends arrived to inaugurate my cozy
summer habitat. Everything shone like new, and they oohed and ahhed
appropriately.

“It’s so weird how this all happened,” June gushed,
“but I have a really good feeling about this place. I think it’s
going to be great for you.”

I was feeling unusually affectionate and gave her a
quick side hug. “Thanks, June. I think so too.”

We finished three bottles of wine with the freshly
made shrimp gumbo they’d brought and enjoyed relaxed conversation.
When Walter commented on the found jar, I repeated Beck’s
explanation, and everyone except Mel nodded appreciatively.

“If this is such a big deal, how come we don’t have
one?” she groused. “This whole trip was my idea, you know.”

I caught William’s eye, and a look of silent
understanding passed between us. Someone else had been the center
of attention for too long. Assuming her usual role as peacemaker,
June assured Mel they would find a container to use right away, and
the party began to break up.

I bid my guests good night after they assured me
they could find their way by the light of the full moon. Apparently
mollified by the certainty of getting her own jar, Mel called,
“Don’t forget us,” over her shoulder.

“How could I?” I called back. “You still owe me
money.”

I listened to their laughter and watched them
disappear among the plants on the dunes between our places. Cleanup
was quick, and I happily unpacked, sorting my things into the
well-designed spaces and inviting furnishings. I knew I’d sleep,
and even if I dreamed, it wouldn’t matter. I was here in my own
place where the distant sounds of the ocean would drown out my
calls for help that would never come.

* * *

So exhausted my hands were shaking, I hit a wrong
key twice before successfully punching the number from Mrs.
Janser’s card into my cell phone. “Mrs. Janser?” I blurted as soon
as the line was answered.

“No,” the voice said. “This is her daughter. May I
help you?”

Beck. I recognized the voice now and smiled at her
obvious effort to be formal and proper. She and her mother had
probably practiced that reply a lot. For some reason, this notion
helped calm me. “Hi, Beck. It’s Emily Harris, the lady who rented
the Guest House. We met a couple of days ago.” I was glad I didn’t
sound like a panicky idiot.

“The writer?” Her voice was almost breathless, and I
was ridiculously pleased.

“Yes, that’s right.”

“Hi.” She sounded genuinely excited. “How was your
first night?”

“Well, actually, that’s why I’m calling.” I was
relieved to not have to broach the subject myself. “There were some
horrible noises that seemed to be coming from the downstairs area
last night, but I wasn’t about to go looking by myself in the
dark.” Hoping to add some levity and not sound totally gutless, I
added, “We all know what happens to women who investigate sounds
like that in the movies.”

There was a slight pause. “I don’t think I do know,”
she said finally. “But I don’t like to see people get hurt if
that’s what you mean.”

Okay, time to get to the point. “Yes, well, bottom
line, I can’t tolerate those terrible sounds every night, so I was
hoping your mother could come by and check on the situation.”

“But the thing is, Mama has already gone to work
across the sound. She won’t be back till dinnertime.”

I sighed. I would need to start for the city well
before then if this couldn’t be worked out. The thought of
repacking and doing that long drive made me ask, “Well, could you
come? I need to figure out if I can stay here. And I’m not going
into that garage by myself.”

“Sure.” She sounded excited by the idea. “I can be
there within an hour.”

“Good. Thank you.”

“Okay, bye.” Beck disconnected.

It occurred to me this was the second time I’d
deliberately violated Mrs. Janser’s veiled request to stay away
from her daughter, but in fairness, this time, I hadn’t done it
intentionally. I was confident she’d be placated if Beck coming
over ultimately meant I’d be able to remain in the house and pay
rent through the summer rather than heading out after only one
night. Especially after all the work they’d done getting the place
ready. I went to change out of my pajamas and spent a few minutes
at the bathroom mirror, hoping to look a tad less like the Captive
Wild Woman when Beck arrived.

When I heard her scooter, I hurried downstairs with
the house flashlight. Beck had just taken off her helmet and
sunglasses and was smoothing down her hair. Something about her
disarray made her look cuter than the last time I’d seen her. When
she grinned and said hi, I couldn’t help smiling back, even though
I primarily wanted to get this matter resolved and get to work.

“Thank you for coming. I hope your mother won’t mind
you’re here.”

“Oh no. I called her and explained what was going
on. She said I had to leave as soon as we figured out what the
sound was.” Her eyes drifted away from my face. “She said I mustn’t
make an annoyance of myself.”

Her phrasing made me wonder if annoyance was
another word of the day. More importantly, I didn’t like her being
made to feel that way about her mere presence, so I gave her
shoulder a quick, awkward pat. “I’m sure you would never do that.
In fact, you’re doing me a huge favor by getting here this
quickly.” I grimaced and pointed at the side door to the bottom
half of the house. “And by being willing to go into that
garage.”

Beck lifted her head and squared her shoulders.
“Which I am.” She took the flashlight and walked to the door. I
followed, and she looked around, surprised. “Are you coming in
too?”

“Maybe,” I answered hesitantly. I held out my cell
phone. “Someone has to be prepared to call 9-1-1.”

She snorted derisively. “You haven’t met our
sheriff, have you?” When I shook my head, she turned the doorknob.
“In this situation, he’d be behind both of us.”

The door creaked as she pushed it, and I caught a
puff of cool, stale air. She pushed her head and half her body
inside and stilled. I could feel the blood rushing through my
veins. She looked at me from the darkened space. “I hear
something,” she whispered. “Some faint squeaking sounds, and
there’s some movement.”

Another step and she disappeared into the gloom. I
stood for about five seconds, before—mentally kicking myself the
whole time—I followed. Once my eyes adjusted, I could see Beck’s
form a few feet ahead. She turned toward me with her finger to her
lips. I stopped and listened. She was right about the sound, but
along with the squeaks, I heard something else…a faint
rumbling.

“What is it?” I whispered after a few seconds,
unable to stand the suspense. I made a mental note to lessen the
amount of time my characters suffered through similar scenes.

“I think I have a sense of where to look, so I’m
going to turn on the flashlight,” she murmured softly.

I tensed, sighting the doorway and preparing to run.
9-1-1 could wait until I got outside. There was a click, and a beam
of light swept across the far edge of the room, which was
apparently under my bedroom. Nestled in some rags in the corner was
a cat, purring loudly as she curled around what appeared to be five
mewling babies.

“Kittens!” The awe in Beck’s voice was unmistakable.
I laughed weakly, feeling relieved and more than a little
foolish…until her hand found my forearm and slid down until it
wrapped around my palm. What followed was a shock that even the
warmth of her skin didn’t diminish. Holding hands wasn’t something
I did. Gestures like that were silly romantic moves that had no
place in my life, but I remained frozen in place, unable to pull
away. She turned to me, joy evident on her face. “New life.”

I only nodded, still sorting through my reaction
alternatives. Jerk my hand away? Ask her to let go? Squeeze her
hand gently in response and get upstairs as quickly as I could?
Beck turned back to the feline family. “Most likely, what you heard
last night was her delivery cries and maybe the babies fussing for
milk at first. I’m sure it won’t happen again.” She indicated the
mother cat with her free hand. “They say having children is
painful. Have you ever had any?”

“Uh, no,” I replied, trying to sound casual.

“Would you ever want to?”

If someone else had asked, I wouldn’t have
considered answering such offensive prying, but I sensed a
fundamental innocence accompanying the gentle contact of her hand.
Beck wasn’t someone trolling for dirt; she was simply and genuinely
asking about me. Oddly, there was something about her I
instinctively trusted. I swallowed to give myself another few
seconds. “No, I don’t want to. What about you?”

The mother cat stirred restlessly, and Beck turned
the light off, whispering again. “I think we should go. She might
not be used to people, and we’re disturbing her.”

Still holding my hand, she led me outside. When she
let go, along with my great relief, I experienced an odd awareness
of the loss of connection. I stood squinting in the bright morning
light for a moment, enviously watching Beck slip on her sunglasses.
“What should I do now?” I asked. “Call animal control or
something?”

She studied me thoughtfully. “You could do that,”
she said. “Or not,” she added after another second.

“Or not?” I echoed. “But what will happen to them if
I don’t?”

“Nothing.”

“What do you mean, ‘nothing’?” I hated this
parroting thing, but Beck wasn’t being particularly
forthcoming.

“They’d get to grow up here instead of in a tiny
cage while their odds of being adopted dwindles and the likelihood
of them being killed increases.” She gestured at the garage. “At
our shelter, once the kittens are weaned, the mama probably won’t
last another week.”

“But wouldn’t I have to feed them if they stay
here?” I asked urgently. “I mean, I don’t know the first thing
about taking care of cats.”

“No pets, either?” she asked, and I began feeling
defensive.

“I travel a lot.” That wasn’t the reason, but she
didn’t need to know the details. “What about you?”

“No, but I’d like to. To both questions. I don’t
have any say right now because I still live with my mama and her
husband, but someday…” She trailed off, looking out at the
ocean.

I waited, but she seemed to have forgotten we were
in the middle of a discussion. “Beck?” I asked, keeping my tone
mild.

“I’m thinking about a report one of my homeschool
friends did,” she said, still facing away. As I struggled to
connect the dots of the conversations, she turned back to me,
adding, “It was about cats. I’m pretty sure I remember how to take
care of them. I can look stuff up too, but it sometimes takes me a
while to understand it.”

We were standing in the full sun, and sweat was
forming along my brow. “Look, I can’t put two thoughts together at
the moment. I hardly slept at all, and I haven’t had any coffee. Is
there a café in town that’s any good?” As if on cue, her stomach
growled, and at her embarrassed blush, I began to laugh. I was
accustomed to eating alone, but she wasn’t the worst company. “If
you’ll navigate, I’ll drive. And breakfast will be my treat to
thank you for saving me from that vicious mother cat and her
obviously murderous kittens.”

“So you’ll be staying, right?” she asked, lifting
her glasses to fix her honey-colored eyes on me. Of course, this
was all about the rent. Feeling slightly deflated, I nodded. “Then
I’ll show you the grocery store after breakfast, and you can stock
up for the next week or so.”

“Including cat food?” I asked, my tone playful. If I
hadn’t been watching her, I would have missed the hopeful
expression that disappeared quickly. This is someone who’s
accustomed to disappointment but hasn’t yet become totally
jaded.

“The thing is, I don’t know you well enough to know
if you’re teasing or not,” she said after a few seconds. “Do you
find it hard to know what people really mean sometimes?”

For one wild second, I thought to tell her my
never-fail strategy for dealing with people: if you expect the
worst, you’ll never be disappointed. “Yes, often,” I said, making
another quick decision. “Okay look, I’ll buy the cat food if you’ll
come take care of whatever they need. I don’t want to be
responsible for them in any way, and I don’t want to be disturbed
when it’s feeding time, so you’ll have to come and go quietly. If
you don’t think you can manage those conditions, I’ll have to call
animal control.”

Beck grinned that infectious smile and put out her
hand. “Deal.”

We shook, and this time, her touch wasn’t such a
shock.

* * *

Accompanying Beck to the local diner—whose
unimaginative name was the Edge—proved to be more of a social event
than I’d anticipated. It seemed like half the people inside greeted
her, and those who didn’t gave me the long appraising looks that a
stranger got in a small town. At a nod from the hostess, Beck moved
to sit in a booth on the far side of the room, waving or saying hi
as we went and not making any effort to introduce me, which was
fine. But the big-bodied, long-faced waitress who approached our
table didn’t waste any time getting the details.

“Who’s your pretty friend, Becka?” she asked,
slapping down two menus.

“This is Emily,” Beck said, apparently confident a
last name wasn’t needed. “She’s staying in the Guest House for the
summer.”

The big woman cocked an eyebrow at me. “That a
fact?”

I nodded and managed a smile. “Beck and her mother
did a wonderful job getting the place ready. They really helped me
out of a jam.”

Apparently, I’d given the right answer because the
woman’s face softened. “Yes, Beck and her mother are fine people.
And that place has been needing some TLC for a while now. Glad you
got the ball rolling, Emily.” She gave the full pot she carried a
gentle shake. “You folks want coffee?”

We both hummed in assent, and after she filled our
cups, I read the tag on her shirt and thanked her by name,
something I never would have done in the city. Barbara gave me a
wink before departing, saying she’d give us a little more time. I
sipped carefully, watching in amusement while Beck added milk and
honey to hers. Suppressing a moan of appreciation for the strong,
hot brew, I could barely acknowledge the favored choices she
pointed at on the menu. Beck took small sips as her gaze casually
scanned the other patrons. Eventually, she said, “Barbara is a
super nice person, but by this afternoon, everyone in here and all
their friends will know who you are. Saves time, don’t you
think?”

Small town life indeed. I had to laugh in
agreement.

Beck’s face turned serious. “But here’s the thing.
If you ever come here again, be sure and ask for her section. You
can count on her to take care of you.”

We ordered, and Beck pulled a small notebook from
her back pocket. “Let’s
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