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  To all those who came before us and made us who we are.


  


  PART ONE


  


  Abigail


  


  Abigail meticulously lined raspberry tarts in the glass case closest to the window facing Main Street and the Bookshop Hotel on the cul-de-sac Aspen Court. She was missing something. She ran her hand from the tarts to the open space. What went to the right? She’d been setting up her baked goods nearly the same way for over fifty years, and today, she couldn’t remember how.


  She closed her eyes, breathed in, and thought back through the years. When standing here, she remembered Nancy coming through the doors with Sue and Ann nearly every morning. What was in the window? Not muffins. Those stayed in the case near the register. She thought to all the times Jack was across the way, when the Bookshop Hotel was the Lily Hollow Hotel. Cookies? No, those were on the shelves behind the main counter.


  She caught a glimpse of Sidney, Jack’s granddaughter, climbing into her car on the north side of the bookshop. What was that fool woman up to now? Abigail recalled observing Sidney’s daughter, AJ, tramping to the cemetery on similar mornings a year or so back. Ah! Danish rolls next to the tarts. But she’d forgotten to make any today, and that flustered her.


  Time was getting away from her. Lots of things were getting away from her. Before, it was just arthritis and achy bones. Now, Abigail felt her mind slipping, and of that she was truly a bit scared.


  She spotted Sam on Main Street. But he wasn’t headed to the deli, which would be in her direction. He sneaked over to Sidney’s car and disappeared into it. Crazy kids. They weren’t kids anymore, but sometimes they sure acted like it. Sidney probably thought she had everyone fooled, too. Maybe they did. Maybe it was just Abigail, always peering into everyone’s lives through a glass window, who saw Sidney for what she was and what she was always up to.


  Sometimes, it felt like she was living on repeat. Tarts, secrets, a couple, a child. Danish rolls, more secrets, a couple, a child. Except all the children were grown, and the Danish rolls were left out of the cycle today. The couples and the secrets kept coming, though, year after year. Sometimes, she found herself seeing the past even when the present was happening in front of her.


  


  Sam


  


  Sam eyed the babysitter with skepticism. She was a redhead, like him, only her hair was an appealing dark auburn while his was closer to carrot. She was chewing bubble gum, and every time her jaw moved, her yellow plastic earrings clanked against her cheek. She was small for her age but nevertheless showed the telltale signs of puberty, and even though he was only seven, Sam couldn’t help but think she was pretty.


  “Okay, Sam, Mommy will be home in an hour. It’s just a quick meeting.” Mrs. Finney was aware that she was hovering, but she didn’t leave Sam alone often, and Maude’s girl seemed too young.


  “Mrs. Finney,” the girl said, “we’ll be fine. We’ll play a board game, and you’ll be home before it’s over.”


  Mrs. Finney managed a thin, pinched smile. She gave Sam a somewhat desperate hug, and he felt his face squish into her soft curves. Then she was out the door.


  “I’m seven, you know,” he said defiantly.


  “And I’m twelve.” She smacked her gum.


  “You’re too small to be twelve.”


  “Well, you’re too big to be seven.”


  He cocked his head at her, and a loose red curl fell in front of his eye. Sidney thought how much he looked like a puppy and chuckled to herself.


  He narrowed his eyes at her, wondering what was so funny. “What kind of board games do you like?” he asked cautiously.


  “I don’t. Wanna watch a movie?”


  “You told Ma we were gonna play a game.”


  “You always tell the truth, Sammy?”


  “It’s Sam.”


  Sidney had started a leisurely stroll around the living room, running her fingers along the bizarre little knick-knacks and inspecting the odd wall hangings with only marginal interest. “I guess Sammy Finney sounds goofy, doesn’t it? I’ll call you Sammy-Finns then.”


  Oh, that’s much better, he thought as he shook it off.


  “I like Monopoly,” he said.


  “Monopoly’s not a movie.”


  “If you’re going to call me Sammy-Finns, then we’re playing Monopoly.” Sam stared her down, daring her to argue. She smacked her gum.


  “Okay, kid. Monopoly it is.”


  


  


  Sidney


  


  Sidney pulled her aging Mercedes into the potholed parking lot at the boutique branch of the local resale outfit in Briar. When people purged their closets of designer label clothing or higher-end costume jewelry, it was more than likely funneled here.


  Resale shopping had the potential to be an incredibly depressing venture, filled with screaming children, harsh lighting, and sadly unfashionable clothes, but Sidney found the boutique resale experience to be quite different. It felt more like antiquing than discount shopping. And the jewelry—the jewelry was what drew her here every time she needed to get out of Lily Hollow.


  She locked the car and strolled toward the door. As she entered, she was enveloped in cool, musty air. She inhaled deeply and smiled. The shop smelled like aging finery.


  “Hi, Jane.” Sidney lifted a hand to the slight woman behind the counter.


  She looked up from her receipt book and smiled. “Morning, Sidney. You know, we just got a fabulous new lot of earrings in. You better take your pick before they’re gone.”


  “You know I will. But I’m going to look around for a minute first.”


  Before the woman behind the counter could reply, Sidney disappeared into the clothing racks bunched into the center of the small shop. She almost always made a beeline for the earrings, but she felt a need to browse today. She was moving through the dresses, running her fingers lightly along the hangers and pursing her lips in thought when her breath caught in her throat.


  Oh my God, she thought. That’s the one. That’s the dress.


  Nearly two weeks had passed since Sam had asked her to marry him. She was still reeling from the fact that she’d said yes, that she’d even thought of saying yes. She was, by all accounts, not the marrying kind and had actually grown fond of the label. She found it glamorous.


  Sidney thought of herself as a rather glamorous woman. To those on the outside, she appeared to be a vain and selfish woman who many believed had turned her back on the responsibility that came with real life. In reality, Sidney’s true nature lay somewhere in between.


  This was the first time since accepting Sam’s proposal that she had allowed herself to feel any excitement about the prospect of a wedding. She had found the dress; she knew it. She pulled the dress from the rack and gaped at it. It was simply shaped but form fitting, sheathed in delicate lace that was a hypnotic shade of deep emerald green. A faux-diamond brooch was secured where the fabric gathered below the breast, and dark-green piping radiated from it, wrapping the bodice in pleasing lines. She pressed it to her body and looked down to gauge the fit.


  “It suits you.”


  Sidney’s head snapped up, in part because she had been startled, and in part because there was a familiar venom in the voice she heard. Her stomach knotted when she saw the face that belonged to the voice.


  “Mrs. Carson,” Sidney said coolly as she folded the dress over her arm.


  “My apologies for startling you, my dear. I was making a donation and happened to see you across the store.” Beverly Carson folded her hands and gave Sidney the rather unsubtle inspection that only the obscenely wealthy can properly execute.


  “How nice of you to say hello,” Sidney said through a tightening jaw.


  “Shopping for a special occasion, Sidney? I seemed to have heard something about you and Marla Finney’s son.” Mrs. Carson gave Sidney a wry smile. “Will there be a wedding soon?”


  “Good news travels fast, it appears,” Sidney said before she caught herself. “Although I can’t see how it could possibly be of any interest to you.”


  Mrs. Carson’s smile immediately dropped from her face, and her back stiffened. “Sidney, you know our family always had a special interest in you.”


  Sidney was nearly shaking with anger. “Yes, I suppose you all did… eventually.”


  


  


  Sidney sat in her car in front of the Bookshop Hotel, clutching a plastic bag over a hanger and blinking back hot tears.


  She still couldn’t believe she was living here in her daughter’s bookstore—AJ’s bookstore. She had to pull herself together before she could go inside and face her. AJ had kept the hotel’s suites upstairs as living quarters for her staff, and Sidney had been staying there since her return to Lily Hollow. She checked her face in the visor mirror and lightly wiped the smudges from under her eyes before she made herself get out of the car.


  She glanced at the café counter to her left as she entered and felt the vertiginous sensation of the past and present colliding. She stood there holding her future wedding dress and remembered long-lost moments from when this building was nothing more than a rotting pile of trash.


  “Ooh, did you find a dress for the gala?” Ivy startled Sidney back to the present as she leaned over the cash wrap area of the bookshop. Sidney heard a thud and turned to see that Ivy had dropped her sketchbook on the floor in an effort to get a peek at the bag.


  Sidney must have looked shell-shocked for a moment, because Ivy returned the stare with puzzlement. Sidney looked down at the bundle in her hand, thankful that no one could see what was inside. She was supposed to be shopping for a dress for the gala. How could she have been so stupid? They hadn’t told anyone of their wedding plans yet. It was too soon, and AJ was too busy planning what could be a real comeback for this old place. Luckily, Sidney wasn’t the type of bride to wear white, so the dress in her arms could be passed off as her gala dress if it came to that.


  After hurrying up the back stairway and to the third floor, Sidney jammed her key into the door of 2E and stumbled across the threshold. She closed the door quickly behind her and locked it, crossed the living area to the bed as quickly as she could while ripping the plastic cover away from the hanger, and threw the dress across the comforter. It was perfect, and she couldn’t believe her good fortune.


  She collapsed into a chair in the corner of her room and looked around her in disbelief. How had she gotten here with these people in this place?


  


  


  “Hey, Sammy-Finns, you cool to just watch some TV?”


  “I guess.”


  “I’m going to run out. I’ll be back. Don’t worry, I’ll be back before your mom gets home.”


  Sam shifted in his shoes. They were nearly the same height now. He was big for his age, and she was small for hers. The idea of her being his babysitter had become pretty ridiculous the last couple of years, but it made Mrs. Finney feel better to have someone else at home with him.


  “You’re a big man. You’ll be fine, right?” Sid dropped her hand from the doorknob. She looked at him like she was having second thoughts and wasn’t going to leave after all. But he didn’t want her to think of him as a kid anymore.


  “No, go ahead.”


  “You’re the best.” She winked at him and disappeared out the back door.


  Sam went to the living room and flipped through the channels. Nothing was on. He shut off the TV and instead turned on the record player. He pulled out an Elvis Costello album and settled on the couch with his hands behind his head, already wondering where Sidney had gone.


  Sidney picked her way through town carefully in the dark. Jude liked to make it a challenge, to see how eager she was to meet. While she always chose easy, convenient places, he always made her summon all her skills of stealth and speed just to get a few seconds alone.


  They communicated under the radar, never calling each other’s homes or even committing anything to paper. He’d place a rock in the garden under the windows at their church if there was a message to seek out. When no one was looking, she’d creep to the window and breathe onto the pane where he would finger something like Rhys6. That told her to meet at the stadium at 6:00. She would wipe away the evidence and pick up the rock if she could meet or leave it behind if she couldn’t.


  This morning, it had been H83, so she’d picked up the stone knowing she’d be babysitting at the Finney’s. Lily Hollow Hotel at 8:30. She checked her watch and saw she had made good time. There were a few scrapes on her legs from bushes snagging her flesh as she picked through gardens and fields, but she’d made it in fifteen minutes.


  The floorboards of the old building’s porch creaked under her feet, and the smell of rotten wood met her nose as she opened the door. She and Jude had met here once before, but in daylight, in the middle of the afternoon when the sun leaked through the boarded windows and actually made the place look a lot less menacing.


  “Jude,” she whispered. Her voice started to echo and then fell flat against the dirt and greenery trying to get in through the walls.


  She suddenly felt hands on her ass. “Jude Carson!” she said, slapping his hands away, laughing as she turned around. He met her face with a kiss.


  “Hi,” he said.


  “Hi.”


  “Where have you been all week?”


  “Where I always am.”


  He had his hands up her skirt and kissed her again. “You know, there are rooms upstairs.”


  “I’m not going up there. Those stairs are falling apart.”


  He tugged at her underwear. “There’s a counter in the kitchen.” The idea of having sex on the dirty kitchen counter of a condemned hotel didn’t sound very romantic, but Jude was already tugging at his own pants. They had been making out for months, but this was the first time he’d actually made a move to take it any further. He seemed desperate and hungry, and Sidney liked giving him what he wanted.


  Sidney also liked walking around town with a secret. The secret that Jude Carson could probably have any girl in Lily Hollow, but it was her he kept leaving messages for. It was her he wanted to see. In a town full of girls who were in love with him, she was the one who knew what his lips and hands felt like. It was Sidney whom he met in dark places in between classes at the high school. Sidney loved hearing the other girls in class talking about Jude with his corn-silk hair and unbelievably blue eyes. She liked thinking, You have no idea.


  But now, in this moment, she wondered why he was so secretive about his affection. Why was he only hers in the dark? The thought made her hesitate.


  Jude picked her up and set her on the counter and kissed her hard again.


  “We don’t have much time,” she said, thinking the statement would slow him down and make him wait for later. It only made him more desperate. He climbed up on the counter with her and pulled her shirt off.


  “I love you,” she said hopefully.


  “Me, too.”


  And that was it. It was over before it really began.


  She immediately thought of Granddaddy Jack and how disappointed he would be to know she desecrated his old hotel with her sin.


  “I’ve got to go,” she said, putting her shirt back on.


  Jude looked stunned, equally guilty. “I—wha—Sid.”


  “It’s okay, I won’t tell anyone.” The words were out of her mouth before she had thought about it. She kissed his mouth to cover up the awkwardness between them. “I still love you,” she reassured him and then ran out of the hotel, trying not to let him see the tears that had started to spill down her burning cheeks.


  She cried all the way back to the Finneys’, and when Sam let her in the back door, she swore he could see the change in her. It won’t matter if I don’t tell. Everyone will see it.


  “Mom will be here in ten,” Sam said, feeling contempt for Sidney for the first time.


  “Oh, okay.”


  “Why are you out of breath?”


  “I ran.”


  “Whatever.”


  “Sammy…”


  “Just next time, get me a Coke or something. Mom never lets me have them.”


  But there wasn’t a next time.


  


  


  In all of Sidney’s memories, it was Jude’s smell and the smell of the hotel she remembered most. Though he was the grandson of a pastor, he was not much different from the other boys at the high school, but his scent was.


  His mother washed everything in ylang ylang oil, a flower that, when mixed with homemade rolled cigarettes and mashed cloves, reminded Sidney of an exotic, far-off place. As if that wasn’t enough, his hair always smelled like he’d been rolling in a field of clovers. And, in fact, sometimes he had. On more than one occasion, he and Sidney had snuck out under the bleachers in a bed of the purple flowers and other weeds to skip class and share a smoke. She never did get the grass stains out of those jeans. She had been sentimental and let them sit too long before washing them.


  Her mother had eyed them with knowing irritation but said nothing. Sidney figured if her mother knew enough to reprimand her, then she must have done the same thing at some point and therefore had no right to reprimand.


  “You’ve been up to something, young lady,” Maude would say.


  “Yes, Mama. Lots of somethings. With lots of someones.”


  It wasn’t until later that Sidney truly realized what a comment like that could imply.


  When she started throwing up, Maude innocently said, “You probably got that kissing disease.”


  Sidney didn’t know what the kissing disease was, but she felt the color drain from her cheeks and the dizziness set in. “Yes, Mama.” She tried sarcasm. “I’m pregnant.” But the words fell flat. She recognized the moment she spoke that the words rang true.


  Maude looked at Sidney in disbelief.


  “Sidney, that’s not funny.”


  Sidney said nothing and looked at her feet. Horrified, Maude grabbed her by the shoulders and shook her, shrieking, “Are you pregnant?”


  “Maybe.” Her answer sounded more like a question.


  Maude let her go and sank to the floor, crying silent, disturbed tears.


  Sidney expected yelling or worrisome meddling. Instead, Maude barely managed to whisper, “With who?”


  “I don’t know, Ma. Could be anyone!” Sidney screamed in frustration. How could that be the first question? How could that be all she cared about? Did it matter whose it was? And why? Maude had never taken a genuine interest in Sidney’s friends before. Besides, Jude didn’t know, and she wasn’t about to let him find out in Sunday school.


  That night at the hotel had been rushed, and Sidney had forgotten to slip the stone into Jude’s letterman jacket so he could summon her again. She was sure that all they needed to do was talk. He loved her, after all—he said he did. At church on Sunday, she tossed the rock under their window and waited. He walked by, glanced at it, and then glanced back at her but kept going.


  He played with the hair across his forehead all during the service that day. Sidney tapped her shoes against the pew, and Maude flicked her fingernails. Sidney decided she couldn’t tell. She wouldn’t tell. Whether he deserved it or not, Sidney decided to protect him.


  


  


  “I don’t know what you’re trying to pull,” Maude told her, “but not holding him accountable to his responsibilities isn’t doing anyone any favors. Not him, not you, and surely not that baby.”


  Sidney’s belly was huge by then, and that’s when the real lectures began. Those were the months Sidney spent at home being stubborn. That’s when Sidney stopped calling her “Mama” and “Ma” for the most part. The sounds of the words dried up in her throat, knowing someone would have to use them on her soon.


  Ironically, the one she’d feared disappointing the most, her grandfather, was the only one capable of mustering a smile. Granddaddy Jack gave her a hug and promised her it would all turn out okay.


  Miss Abigail came over a lot, having midwifed with her mother a few times over the years. “That man always did get excited over a new baby,” Abigail said one day.


  Granddaddy Jack smiled proudly and took to rubbing Sidney’s belly when Maude wasn’t around to scold him for encouraging her state of affairs.


  Sidney hoped Jude wouldn’t take her lead on the silent act. She thought if he saw how nicely she kept a secret to protect him, he would reward her by coming forward. Maybe they could get married in the church and be a family—not right away, but one day. But who was she kidding? Jude took the out and never did visit or say a word.


  


  


  Sidney came home from school exhausted and brain dead. She’d been up all night with AJ, trying to get her to sleep only to have the wiggly baby refuse. Around four o’clock in the morning, Maude groggily came into her room, snatched the baby away, and cradled her in her arms.


  “Do you know how to do anything, Sidney, except make everyone miserable?”


  Sidney might have bothered to argue if the child hadn’t instantly quieted, nestling down in her grandmother’s bony arms. She heard the back screen door slam and Maude sit down in the creaky rocking chair on the back porch facing the garden. Granddaddy Jack had roses and tomatoes that ran rampant all around the yard. Sidney’s grandmother Emma had planted them in neat rows when they first bought the house, but after she died, Granddad only pulled weeds. He didn’t have the heart to trim back anything that might have been Emma’s.


  Cool air came in through Sidney’s own open window, and the creaking of Maude’s chair lulled her to sleep. She’d forgotten to do her homework.


  Homework didn’t matter anymore. After she became “the pregnant girl,” no one expected much out of her. Most teachers were too busy praising the college-bound students to bother reprimanding the teen mom. That was all well and good with Sidney except for how lonesome it got. She spent the better half of her lunch periods smoking under the bleachers.


  “Isn’t that bad for the kid or something? You know, smoking when you’re, you know…” Carol Maxwell jabbed at Sidney’s breasts.


  “She’s got formula. I’m not too keen on having a kid suck off my tits before I’m even twenty.”


  Carol took a drag off her cigarette. “No kidding. So glad it wasn’t me.”


  Sidney didn’t answer. She’d say she wished it hadn’t been her, but she loved AJ. Sure, it was hard having a screaming, pooping child on your hands while everyone else was out being a teenager, but the party scene in Lily Hollow wasn’t really much to brag about, and AJ would be someday. She held her cigarette and smiled silently to herself as warm pride washed over her.


  The bell rang, and Carol got to her feet, flicking her smoke to the pavement. “Time to get a move on,” she said.


  “Yep,” Sidney replied as her smiled faded. They shuffled back inside to finish the day.


  


  


  Later, standing in the doorway of the house, Sid dropped her bags on the floor and wanted to go to her room and nap, but Maude handed her the baby and started cleaning the house.


  “She’s hungry now.”


  AJ stretched her feet out, wiggled her toes into the crook of Sidney’s arm, squirmed, farted, and laughed. The fart sounded too wet to just be a fart, and the laugh turned to tears far too quickly. Sidney grimaced in disgust.


  “Sidney!” Maude shouted. “Go change her diaper!”


  “Yeah. Right.” She sighed, carrying AJ to her bedroom, where she changed her diaper.


  It had probably been about an hour when Sidney woke up, realizing that she had fallen asleep instead of feeding the baby. She stumbled into the kitchen only to find Abigail Lacey, instead of her mother, holding the baby.


  “Don’t worry, Maude thinks you were doing homework. She’s napping. The baby is fed. Jack is writing.”


  Where Maude was stiff and bony—a taller woman who had taken after her father—Abigail was soft. Sidney often wondered why Granddaddy Jack had married Emma, a woman who was more of a concept than a person to her.


  “You’re a saint, Abigail,” Sidney said as she started making a peanut butter sandwich. The old woman beamed.


  “I used to hold you like this,” she said, brushing a tuft of hair away from the baby’s eyebrow as she slept. “And Maude.”


  “Why didn’t you have your own babies, Abigail?”


  “I never married.”


  “Ha! Obviously, that didn’t stop me.”


  “Sidney!”


  “Well, it’s true.”


  Granddaddy Jack came in then. “I thought I smelled an open jar of peanut butter.” Sidney had left it open on the counter, and Jack picked it up and stuck his finger right in and scooped out a finger full. “Mmmm, mmmm, that stuff never gets old.”


  “Peanut butter?”


  “This is peanut butter from the MacGregor market,” he corrected her. “During the war, peanut butter sandwiches were on military rations, but it didn’t taste like this. And then there were times when I couldn’t have it at all.” When his finger was licked clean, he took the baby from Abigail’s arms and draped AJ right over his shoulder, this baby who belonged to everybody and nobody.


  “Well, I guess I’ll go do my homework for real this time,” Sidney said. But when she got to her room, she just sat on her bed and stared out the window. Jude Carson was walking up the road, swinging a stick. She willed him to set a course for the front door and declare himself the father of her child, but all he managed to do was slow his pace while he passed her house. Or maybe she imagined his change in pace. She was too scared to open the window and call out to him.


  What if someone heard? Or worse, what if he ignored her? She wanted to chase after him or throw stones and scream. That would be satisfying, she mused, throwing the very stones from the church garden right at his head.


  But she didn’t do any of those things. Instead, she sat there frozen on her bed staring after him as the sun began to set. White blue jeans and white shirt, he looked like Apollo walking under the glow of the low sun like that. It was surreal, looking at him at a distance and thinking he’d fathered her child.


  When he was gone, Sidney curled into a bit of a ball and closed her eyes, praying she could just blink into another reality. That she could be someone else, even if it were for a few moments. It was times like this that she would tell herself that one day, no one would know the circumstances of her pregnancy. One day, baby AJ would be a grown person, and Sidney would be too old to be constantly reminded of her mistakes.


  


  Sam


  


  Sam carried the tray of sandwiches across Main Street. The metal pan was stretched across his right shoulder, loaded with layers of carefully wrapped deli fare. He had always been a large guy, and he now had this morning ritual down pat, so the tray was fairly easy to manage. He’d been delivering a select menu from his deli across the street to the Bookshop Hotel every morning since it opened. His girlfriend’s daughter owned and ran the place, and over the last few years, it had become a bit of a local community center.


  He felt the slightest little drip drop and sprinkle of rain drizzle down on his nose, and he squinted up to the sky. The clouds were rolling in over Lily Hollow, and it looked like there might be a solid rain coming on. Well, that would spoil his plans. He was thinking about taking Sidney out for a walk, probably down by MacGregor Bridge.


  It was pretty out there, a lot of trees, a lot of stunning but out-of-place granite, and the creek with a small four-foot waterfall. He was hoping that some alone time with Sidney might help soften her to the idea of getting married. Sidney didn’t like the idea of being tied down, and so far, any discussion of the topic had sent her edging in the opposite direction.


  “What if you got tired of me?” she’d asked. “Why can’t we just live together first?”


  That
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