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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      It was a day just like any other, city noise rumbling in the distance, indistinct classical music drifting from the sound system in the other room, and the coffee going cold in her mug on the desk beside her. She’d been looking over their newest acquisition, a rare first edition of Anne Bradstreet’s The Tenth Muse, just delivered that morning, when the call had rung in on the main shop line.

      She thought nothing of it; the phone rang throughout the day at the little book shop at 58th and Lexington on Manhattan’s East Side. A moment later, their Wednesday afternoon clerk, Rosalia, poked her head around the doorway of the book-crammed office. It was a thing she would do any number of times on any number of Wednesday afternoons, usually to ask things like:

      “Want a coffee, Lib?”

      “We’re sending out for Chinese, Lib...”

      “Who the heck wrote (insert any title here), Lib?”

      This time, however, her face wasn’t its usual sunny self.

      “The phone, Lib. It’s for you. It’s...” Rosalia hesitated, bit her bottom lip. “Um, it sounds important.”

      Libby didn’t even ask who it was. She fished for the extension hidden beneath the nest of packing material that was strewn across the desktop in front of her. As she put the phone to her ear, she felt her heart begin to drum, her voice sounding breathless when she announced her name a moment later.

      It was almost as if she already knew, which was impossible, given the fact that the words she would hear next had been so completely, so absolutely utterly unexpected.

      “Isabella. This is Dr. Winston. I’m calling about…I’m afraid...” He paused. She felt a sudden dread as he confirmed, “It’s Matilde.”

      In that moment, and for the rest of Libby’s life, the poetry of Anne Bradstreet would be synonymous with her mother’s death.

      That had been just a week ago. In truth, it felt like a lifetime must have passed since that terrible phone call.

      Libby was no longer sitting in her cluttered office at Belvedere Books, where she spent her days cataloging their newly-acquired titles while listening as Rosalia recounted her latest dating disasters. Instead, she was now standing in the parlor of her mother’s Victorian house, in an historic fishing village called Ipswich-By-The-Sea, tucked away on Massachusetts’s North Shore, and where she’d spent the past three hours accepting condolences from the people of the town in which she’d been born and grown up.

      It had been a long and emotionally draining day. Stealing a quiet moment when there was a lull in the gathering of mourners, Libby wandered over to the tall front windows to look out at the expanse of the gray North Atlantic. The antique glass rippled in the light reflecting off the sea, washing the cozy parlor with a pale autumn blush.

      She’d almost forgotten how much she loved this place. The house had stood on its rocky clifftop for some one hundred and eighty years, an idyllic sea captain’s house complete with widow’s walk and rusted sea gate. Inside, the faded walls were papered in huge cabbage flowers, a delicate backdrop to the various antiques placed about the room. Books were arranged both vertically and horizontally along the far wall, while potted plants flourished in the bay window. Her mother had always had the very greenest of thumbs. Lace doilies, like intricate spider webs, stretched along the arms of the wing chair and the velvet sofa’s curving back. On the mantle were photographs—Libby building a sand castle, Libby being pushed on the old garden swing by her father—displaying the happy lives that had once been lived there.

      It wasn’t until she turned from the window that Libby happened to notice the cherry cabinet clock standing in the corner. It had stopped at precisely ten minutes after twelve, having been left unwound since the very morning her mother had passed away. It was sadly, and somehow fittingly symbolic, that unticking clock. The room, after all, had always been the very heart of the house.

      It was in that same parlor that Libby had played as a child, had had tea parties with her mother on summer afternoons. Every year they’d celebrated Christmas before the warmth of the small hearth, decorating a huge fir tree with garlands and lights and bright tartan bows. There was the carpet where Libby had learned to dance, standing on her father’s great feet as he had waltzed her around the room. And in the corner, the piano where she’d faithfully practiced her scales stood just by the entryway where her height over the years of her childhood had been chinked into the doorjamb with her mother’s favorite paring knife.

      Standing there now, Libby felt her gaze turn toward that doorjamb; the marks were still visible even from across the room. She gave into a slight smile as she reminisced, how she had always tried to lift her heels a little off the hardwood floor to make herself taller than she really was. She remembered, too, how her mother had always noticed.

      “Flatten those feet, Isabella Elizabeth Mackay Hutchinson,” she would say, her voice carrying the soft Scottish lilt that had remained with her long after she had crossed the ocean to America. “There’s naught to be gained from trying to be a tree.”

      Oh, how Libby had always hated the fact that she hadn’t grown tall and lanky—and blond—like her friend, Fay Mills, who had become a runway model at the age of sixteen, had left high school in Ipswich to move to New York, and now had her face beaming out from the covers of any number of newsstand magazines. Fay had always had the perfect face, the perfect body, and even the perfect name for it. Fay Mills, super model. Try as she might, Libby had never been able to think of a single fashion model named Libby.

      Libby was, had always been, average—average height, average weight, average black hair, and eyes that were more smoky than blue. She made an average salary, lived in an average studio apartment on West 76th that needed far more renovation than her average salary would allow. And since she spent most of her time surrounded by musty, aging books, she wore average clothes, comfortable khakis and chunky oversized sweaters that she ordered from L.L. Bean because she was too busy most of the time to go shopping herself. Even her shoes were average, oxfords with only a hint of a heel, best suited for climbing the rolling ladders that stretched to the highest of the shelves at the bookshop.

      So she supposed her name fit her.

      Libby.

      Average.

      Boring.

      Her mother, however, hadn’t agreed.

      “You’ll ne’er be average to me, Isabella Elizabeth. To me, you’ll always be my one and only...”

      The one and only child Matilde Mackay Hutchinson had ever had.

      Closing her eyes against the sting of tears, Libby took a deep breath and tucked the memory back into the farthest corner of her thoughts. In that moment, she felt more alone than she could have thought possible.

      She let the breath go slowly.

      Dishes, she thought as she opened her eyes. There was a sink full of dirty dishes in the kitchen waiting to be washed, and food enough to feed the whole town lining the counters, waiting to be put away. Everyone who had come to pay their respects had brought something in covered casserole dishes and linen-lined baskets. If she had six months, she could never eat it all, so she planned to wrap it all in plastic and distribute it the next day to the Veteran’s Home near town. Her mother, she knew, would think that “grand.”

      Libby started for the kitchen, ready to tackle the mounds of ham salads and baked beans—but stopped, hesitating when she caught the whisper of voices coming from the other side of the arched kitchen doorway.

      “A shame it is, poor child.”

      Libby heard a responding sigh.

      “Oh, yes. Libby’s all alone now. No brothers, no sisters to comfort her. Not even a husband...”

      She recognized the voices. Mrs. Philips and Mrs. Fanshaw had been two of her mother’s neighbors, who for as long as Libby could remember had made it their business to comment on the business of others. Libby should have expected they would have an opinion this day.

      “And how old is she now—Libby? Must be nearly thirty.”

      Thirty-two, Libby wanted to say, but bit back the words when the other one spoke again.

      “Goodness! But I was married and had three children before I was thirty. At this rate, by the time little Libby finds herself a man, it’ll be too late for her to have any children to leave this place to.”

      “This is true...” Another sigh. Mrs. Fanshaw was excessively fond of sighing. “Oh, if only things could have been different last April...”

      She didn’t finish the thought. But then, she didn’t have to. Everyone in Ipswich-By-The-Sea would have known what she might have said next.

      “And to think,” she said instead, “all those bedrooms upstairs, empty still. Poor Matilde and Hugh never had any other children.”

      “You know, I wonder if Libby would be interested in selling the place. It isn’t as if she’ll move back here now that Matilde is gone. And Charles Derwent had always told Matilde she need only name her price and he’d buy it from her. The view from the porch is simply the best anywhere on the North Shore.”

      Libby stiffened at the suggestion. Sell her mother’s house?

      Never.

      “Of course she’ll have to sell,” Mrs. Fanshaw persisted.  “What other choice will she have? Living so far away now in that city?”

      That city. As if New York was akin to Gomorrah.

      “Oh, yes. Though she never let on, I know Matilde was simply shattered when Libby moved away. She tried to put on a brave face. Matilde always hid her sorrow well, but look how Libby came to visit less and less often these past months. Since, well, you know. Poor Matilde. At her age, a woman should have been surrounded by the laughter of grandchildren while she knitted them mittens, instead of sitting on that porch alone each night, staring out to the sea.”

      Libby turned, leaned against the wall. She looked toward the windows and caught a glimpse of her mother’s rocking chair there, its wooden spindles bleached and splitting from years of sunlight and the salty sea air. Seeing it empty now—abandoned of its usual occupant—she felt something unpleasant twinge deep inside herself.

      Was it true? Had her mother felt as alone as they’d said? Neglected by her daughter for her having moved to New York those five years ago?

      Libby thought back to the day she had told her mother of the position she had accepted with Belvedere Books, Manhattan’s oldest and most prestigious antiquarian bookshop. For Libby, it had been the opportunity she had always dreamed of, a chance to spend her days immersed in her love of old books. And Matilde had been happy for her. At least it had seemed so...

      Libby had only answered the job posting on a lark, had never dreamed she would be asked for an interview, let alone offered the position of acquisitions cataloguer.

      But she had.

      And had quickly moved her way up to head of acquisitions. Most of the time, she wasn’t even in the shop. She could spend days, even weeks traveling to estate sales and out-of-the-way antiques shops, in search of only those sleeping editions that were most rare. She had an eye for it, and George Belvedere had told her it was the reason she’d been offered the job.

      Quite often her travels had brought her through New England, and she would stop and spend a long weekend with her mother, just the two of them. But truth be told, those weekends had come fewer and farther between in recent months, ever since…

      April.

      It had just been too hard, the coming back, the having to face the memories, the looks on the faces of the townspeople she encountered. In fact it had been a full two months since Libby had been to Ipswich-By-The-Sea at all, keeping in touch with her mother through a series of short texts and less and less frequent phone calls.

      And now, because of it, her mother had died alone, sitting in the very parlor where Libby now stood, only to be found by one of the neighbors, who had grown worried when Matilde hadn’t shown up for the weekly meeting of the Ipswich-By-The-Sea Gardening Club.

      Dr. Winston, the family’s physician since Libby had been a child, had said she’d had no symptoms, no episodes that would have warned of such a thing coming. Her mother’s heart had simply quit.

      Just like the clock in the corner.

      He’d said it, Libby knew, to try to comfort her, to ease the guilt he obviously knew she must be feeling. His kind words and gentle smile had done nothing, however, to lessen the harsh truth that Libby should have been there with her.

      “I’m here now, Mother,” Libby whispered, even as she knew it was too late. She could only close her eyes and wait out the weight of the emotions before she turned once again for the kitchen door.

      Three hours later, the house stood empty.

      After the last of the mourners had left, patting her hand and pitying her with their eyes, Libby had curled up in her mother’s rocking chair on the porch. It was a cool autumn night, and she’d wrapped herself in the weathered folds of the woolen throw Matilde had kept there, watching the darkness of the October night steal over the star-filled Atlantic sky.

      Libby pressed her nose into the scratchy blanket and breathed in, seeking the comfort of her mother’s familiar scent. Lilacs. Always lilacs. Would she always remember that scent, Libby wondered? Or would time diminish it, fading like the autumn leaves until it was simply gone forever? Libby felt the sea wind blow across her face, pulling at her hair, heard the fallen leaves toss about at the bottom of the garden steps. Her heart twisted in her chest just like those leaves, roiling on the swirl of her emotions, and she wept into that blanket as she wished—just wished—she could see her mother’s face one more time.

      All day, even as she was surrounded by countless residents of the town, Libby had felt so alone. She’d been lonely before. Living on her own in a city the size of New York where most people didn’t know their neighbors did that. Yet she’d never felt as alone as she did now.

      Growing up an only child, Matilde had always made certain Libby had never felt the isolation of it, keeping her busy with reading or baking or repainting the kitchen a different color, as she had done nearly every other year throughout Libby’s childhood. There must be at least fifteen different shades beneath the current sunny yellow.

      Matilde had been so much more than a mother to her. She had been Libby’s best friend. Libby had never realized, had never once considered what her moving to New York must have done to her.

      Shattered, Mrs. Philips had said.

      Yet Matilde had never once made Libby feel guilty for having gone. It was as if she had known, had understood Libby’s need to try her wings, to fly. Matilde had taken whatever Libby had offered up to her—those random weekends, those rushed phone calls whenever Libby had been particularly buried in her work. And she hadn’t raised a fuss even when Libby had had to cancel her last visit to attend an estate sale in upstate New York instead.

      Had she known then? Libby wondered, reflecting back on that not-so-recent phone call. Had her mother somehow sensed they would never see one another again? She remembered that Matilde had sounded breathless when she’d answered the phone that day. When Libby had questioned her, she’d waved it off with the excuse that she’d been in the cellar, and had hastened up the stairs to catch the phone, rushing, it had turned out, to learn that her daughter wouldn’t be coming to see her that weekend.

      Oh, God...why? Libby closed her eyes as she felt, truly felt, her heart splintering inside her chest. Why hadn’t she just taken the time to make the drive that weekend?

      She had always intended to make it up to her mother, take her to Boston for the symphony with a nice dinner in the North End. It had been one of their favorite outings together, a mother-daughter fest of Mozart and Antonio’s spinach manicotti. But somehow, the days had turned into weeks, and Libby just hadn’t been able to get away. She was just always so damned busy, often working until late, burying herself in her work, getting home at an hour when she feared she might wake her mother if she called. She’d even tried to give her mother a new mobile phone, thinking they could keep in touch by text and e-mail more easily.

      Her mother, however, would have none of it.

      “A person writes a letter, Isabella Elizabeth, using pen and paper and proper postage. A letter is composed, with rhythm and thought, like a piece of music. Texting...e-mail, they are nothing more than fast-food correspondence. A takeaway window sort of way to dash off a few lines, using as few words as possible and even fewer thoughts. It’s detached. It’s impersonal.”

      She had been so very, very right.

      The sky had darkened by the time Libby finally got up from the rocking chair. She walked the length of the wraparound porch to the screen door, closed her fingers around the latch and found a small sense of comfort in its familiar, strident creak as she opened the door and headed inside. She went to the kitchen to make a pot of tea, taking the time to use loose leaves like her mother always had, not her usual quickly steeped muslin bag of whatever happened to be handy. She chose her mother’s favorite tin from the tea rack, a blend which she had sent to her from London each month, and even heated the Brown Betty pot with a dash of boiling water before adding the leaves and filling the pot to steep, just as her mother had taught her.

      While she waited, Libby opened the cupboard and started to reach for her favorite mug, a clunky oversized thing emblazoned with an image of the Statue of Liberty. She had sent the mug as a gift to her mother shortly after she’d moved to New York, but Matilde had never used it and it had become Libby’s mug to use whenever she visited. This time, however, her fingers fell short of it, and instead Libby reached underneath it to one of the dainty porcelain cups and saucers painted with bright flowers that her mother had always insisted upon using for her tea.

      Libby gave into a smile as she splashed the steaming muddled brew into the cup, remembering how she used to badger her mother about the cups whenever they had tea.

      “Teacups like this are for decoration, Mother. Or collecting. They should be on display on a shelf, not used for drinking. They hardly hold more than a sip.”

      Matilde had simply shaken her head, her eyes lifting heavenward behind the rounded lenses of her reading glasses. “’Tis a far sight more proper than that basin of a thing you insist upon drinking from.”

      Setting the saucer and cup, and its matching floral pot, on a tray, Libby walked carefully up the curving stairwell to her bedroom. She stopped before opening the door, and after a moment’s hesitation, continued down the hall until she had reached the door to her mother’s bedroom.

      It wasn’t fully closed, so Libby had only to nudge the panel with her knee. It swung easily over the polished hardwood floor, and Libby stood for a moment in the doorway, staring at the room that was awash with the moonlight coming in through tall, gossamer-curtained windows.

      Her mother’s lilac scent wafted over her, welcoming her. How many times had Libby spent the night in that tall four-poster bed with its pristine white linen duvet that felt just like a cloud when you slipped underneath it? On stormy summer nights, Libby remembered, and sometimes in winter with the fire glowing in the bedroom grate. She had come tiptoeing inside, more often after her father had died when she had been just seven. They would sit together, Matilde and Libby, and Matilde would brush out Libby’s dark hair, back when it had been long and straight and pulled back in its usual ponytail.

      It was after she had moved to New York that Libby had had it cut to her shoulders—a city girl hairstyle for a city girl life. But instead of sleek and fashionable, Libby’s life was more suited to claw clips with pencils stuck in at odd angles. She kept her hair styled simply, parted on the side and tucked behind her ear in a manner which had it flipping up under her chin whenever she was bent over the pages of a book.

      The tea set clinked softly as Libby crossed the room. She set the tray on the folded coverlet that stretched across the foot of the bed. It was a high bed, made all the more so by the thick feather-filled pillowtop that layered the mattress. Libby used the small bed step and sank slowly into the down-filled covering. She stay there for several quiet moments, letting the softness embrace her, staring at the ornamental trim on the ceiling as she heard the sea tide breaking softly on the shore beneath the house through the open windows. Instead of comforting her, however, the sound only made her realize how silent the house now stood.

      Libby clicked the bedside lamp on, taking up the tea cup for a quiet sip as she eased back against the feather-filled pillows. She had changed earlier that evening out of her black suit into her favorite flannel lounging pants and oversized Boston College sweatshirt. She had pulled her hair up into an unruly knot of a ponytail and had removed her contact lenses from eyes that were red and irritated from crying, wearing her wire-framed eyeglasses now instead.

      She could imagine her mother at that very moment, sitting up at some heavenly tea table, shaking her head in dismay. Matilde had always slept in nightgowns, crisp linen and pristine white. Even now, one lay draped across the seat of her dressing table chair. Waiting for her. Libby had a dresser drawer full of similar nightgowns that her mother had given her each Christmas, but somehow they had always been too pretty, too formal for her to wear. Seeing that one now, waiting for a Matilde who would never come, Libby vowed that as soon as she returned to her apartment, she would start to wear them.

      She finished the tea, poured another cup, but she wasn’t tired. She should be exhausted, having slept so little in the past week as she’d made the arrangements for her mother’s funeral service and burial, and then had met with the family lawyer, John Dugan, to discuss the details of the estate.

      Even he had suggested she might sell the house, thinking it would make a fine B & B. The truth was Libby didn’t know what she was going to do with it. It was a big place, with some five acres of land that ran down to its own private stretch of shore. Her father had bought it for her mother as a wedding gift, to replace the home she’d left behind in Scotland, and Matilde had loved the house, even naming it in the old Scottish tradition, Thar Muir—Across the Sea. If Libby sold the place, the land might be broken into lots, divided up, developed. A boat jetty with kayaks and sailboards would overtake the shoreline. Condominiums would replace the grand oaks and maples whose leaves now blazed with fall color.

      But leaving it to sit empty except for her occasional weekend visit seemed somehow cruel.

      Restless now from the conflict of emotions that came with her thoughts, Libby reached for the drawer on the nightstand in search of something to read. Her mother had always kept whatever book she was reading there, and Libby smiled to herself as she recognized the weathered leather cover to one of Scott’s Waverley tales tucked away inside.

      It was from a set that Libby had given her mother for her birthday just a few years earlier, a complete Centenary edition collection that Libby had found at a Hudson River estate sale. This particular title was Castle Dangerous, one of her personal favorites, and Libby opened the book, looking for the usual ribbon that marked Matilde’s reading place.

      But it wasn’t a ribbon pressed between the heavy vellum pages.

      Instead, it was an envelope...

      ...an envelope addressed to Libby, and written in her mother’s hand.

      
        
        My Dearest Isabella, began the letter she found inside, if you are reading this then I am well and truly gone. I have felt it coming for some time now, not in my physical health, just a sense of knowing, which is why you find this letter here, waiting for you. Please don’t despair over my passing. I have had a full and wonderful life, blessed with so much joy. My dearest joy, my daughter, has been in having you.

      

      

      The page began to blur, clouded by Libby’s tears. She blinked, took a breath, read on.

      
        
        With my passing, the time has come for me to tell you something of a family secret. Do not be angry that I did not choose to share this with you before now. In time, you will understand. If you will look underneath the lamp on my nightstand, you will find a key. The box that the key will open is contained in my armoire, on the very bottom, behind my slippers. It is my gift to you, darling girl. Look closely at what it holds, and I promise everything will become clear to you in time. Just know that I love you more than I ever thought it was possible to love another. You are the very best daughter a mother could ever hope for, my dearest Isabella Elizabeth.

      

      

      Libby’s hand trembled as she set the letter aside. She sat for a moment, just staring at the page, feeling as if she had stumbled into a dream. Finally, she slid off the bed and lifted the lamp. She found the key just as her mother had written, waiting underneath. It was a small key, the old-fashioned skeleton type, the sort they only used for decoration anymore, or in late-night mystery movies.

      Libby walked to the tall mahogany armoire, opened its double doors. Her mother’s blouses and skirts hung orderly inside, crisply pressed, with tissue paper separating each one. Surrounded by her mother’s scent and the whisper of her last words, Libby knelt and searched the bottom of the compartment, reaching to the very back of it, behind her mother’s neat row of slippers, until her fingers found the shape of what felt like a small wooden box.

      Libby pulled the box out, looked at it in the light. It appeared to be very old, made of a dark reddish wood and carved with the symbol of two thistles entwined. Libby ran her fingers over the carving. She knew that design. It was the same symbol her mother had always stitched onto the handkerchiefs and tablecloths she had worked while rocking on her porch chair.

      Libby took the key, fitted it inside the lock. She turned until she heard it click, then slowly lifted the chest’s lid.

      Her breath caught when she saw what lay waiting inside.

      A large, rounded crystal, about the size of a small walnut was tucked against the box’s silk lining. It was attached with bands of silver to a long chain. Libby lifted it up, watched the stone dangle from it in the lamplight. Despite its unusual shape, the stone sparked, seemed to grab the moonlight, reflecting a misty, milky blue. It was a most remarkable thing, the way the stone seemed to hold the moon’s light deep inside.

      Libby slipped the chain over her head and let the weight of the stone hang around her neck. As it nestled against her chest, the light from it seemed to reflect, change, warming to a soft pink.

      But how could that be possible when moments before the stone had shone blue?

      The time has come for me to tell you something of a family secret, her mother’s letter had read. It is my gift to you. Look closely at what it holds, and I promise everything will become clear to you in time.

      In time.

      But nothing was clear. Nothing at all.

      Libby searched further inside the chest and found what appeared to be a photograph, black and white and tucked beneath the tattered silken cloth where the stone had lain. She picked it up. A man, his handsome face smiling toward the camera, stood leaning against the trunk of a tree. His eyes were light, his hair dark, and his smile lifted higher on one side than the other. He looked almost familiar somehow, but Libby didn’t know why. She knew she had never seen him before.

      She turned the photo over. On its back was written simply, Wrath Village, Scotland.

      Libby sat back, studying the man in the photo closely. Who was he? Why had her mother left her such a mysterious, enigmatic gift?

      Matilde had rarely ever spoken of her life in Scotland before she’d come to America. Whenever she did, it was only to say that there was nothing much to tell, that she’d left for the promise of a better life. Once, when Libby had been in the sixth grade, she’d been given an assignment at school to draw a “family tree” with the names and dates of her parents, her grandparents, her great-grandparents. Her classmates had had full, abundant trees with many branches filled with photographs of brothers, sisters, aunts, uncles, and grandparents stretching back for generations. Libby’s tree, however, had more resembled the sad little tree Charlie Brown had chosen in the Peanuts Christmas cartoon, with only three branches; one for her name, one for her father, Charles Hutchinson, and one for her mother, Matilde Mackay.

      Matilde had told Libby that she’d never known her husband’s parents, as he’d been rather older than she was, and his parents had died before they’d met and gotten married. When Libby had questioned Matilde about her own parents, she had simply given their names—Hugh and Catherine. There weren’t, she’d said, any pictures for her to paste on her tree.

      But now there was a photograph.

      This photograph.

      And the man pictured in the photograph was someone from her mother’s life in Scotland, someone whose memory she had kept all these many years. Was it her father? Or a brother? Whoever he was, he had to have meant something to Matilde, something very special. Perhaps he was still alive, still living in Scotland. If so, he would surely want to know of Matilde’s passing. Perhaps he could even tell Libby something more about this mysterious stone her mother had left to her. But without a name, how could she possibly track him down?

      All she had was the name of a village.

      That was, at the very least, a starting point.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Dusk had fallen by the time British Airways 1466 touched down at Inverness’s Dalcross Airport. The sky was leaden, a curtain of gray clouds blotting out the ebbing daylight. A fine spitting mist sheened the plane’s window, casting Libby’s first sight of her mother’s homeland in a dim murky haze.

      As they taxied to the terminal, the pilot’s voice came over the sound system, announcing that it was a “brisk 7 degrees Celsius.” Libby didn’t know whether that meant it was cold or not, but as everyone else seemed to be donning their overcoats as they waited to disembark, she did the same.

      She’d taken the 7:55 p.m. flight from Boston Logan the night before, with what should have been a brief stopover at Heathrow that morning. But she’d decided to extend the stopover, opting to take the express train into the city and remain in London for the day, with a connection on to Scotland later that same evening.

      It was the first time Libby had ever been to the U.K., and London was simply too much of a temptation to simply pass through. All the way from Paddington Station, she’d had her face pressed to the window of the black cab as they rolled past the golden gates of Buckingham Palace and inched their way through the swirl of traffic at Piccadilly Circus with the tall tower of Big Ben standing sentry over the rooftops.

      At any other time, she would have stopped to watch the Changing of the Guard, or have a stroll along the River Thames on the Embankment. But Libby only had seven hours to her before she had to make her way back to Heathrow for her connecting flight, and London to an antiquarian bookseller was quite a bit like the Saks Fifth Avenue Annual Sale to a compulsive shopper. There were always bookshops, book fairs, and auctions on tap. And there was one street in particular, in the center of London, that offered the best starting point.

      Charing Cross Road ran from St. Giles Circus, all the way to Trafalgar Square, and Libby spent the bulk of the morning peeking in shop windows, browsing through book-crammed stalls. She even passed by the famed Number 84 which was, she was saddened to discover, now a McDonald’s and no longer the quintessential shop immortalized in print in one of her favorite books by author Helene Hanff. She met colleagues she’d only ever spoken to on the phone or by email, and even treated herself to a purchase or two for her own modest collection. She passed hours digging through shelves, perched on ladders, and sitting cross-legged on the floor, losing herself in the imaginary lives she discovered hidden away between the weathered cover boards.

      It wasn’t just the stories, but the books themselves, the texture of the thick vellum pages, the earthy scent of the seasoned bindings. Libby read inscriptions written decades, even a century earlier, and daydreamed about the people who had composed them.

      
        
        To Dorothea, Remembering Paris...With all my love, Spencer.

        Aunt Freda, With love from Ros—Christmas 1927.

        William Seton, Esq.—135 West Regent Street, Glasgow, 1862

      

      

      If she took a moment, Libby could just imagine Ros and Aunt Freda, sitting with their families, basking in the warmth of a yule log while that very book lay wrapped and waiting for Christmas morning. Wouldn’t it be wonderful, she mused, to travel to Glasgow, to seek out 135 West Regent Street, and to see if perhaps a descendant of William Seton, Esq. could possibly still be living there? And what of Dorothea and Spencer? They could today yet be an elderly couple, married some sixty plus years, with a glimmer in their eyes whenever they recalled their special time in Paris.

      It was the sort of thing that usually had her purchasing the book for herself. It was almost as much a pleasure for Libby to imagine their lives as it was to read the lives of the characters contained inside. She didn’t care if it was a cookbook or a treatise on vegetable gardening. She’d even once spent nearly half her monthly paycheck for an 18th century Voltaire written completely in Russian , simply because the inscription had read For Catherine, Empress of my Heart...Gregory.  Libby never could quite convince herself that the book hadn’t been a gift to the Russian tsarina from her favorite lover.

      All too soon, though, the hour for her connecting flight approached and Libby found herself leaving London aboard the express train bound back for Heathrow, her carry-on comparatively heavier than it had been upon arriving.

      The airport at Inverness was small, plopped in the middle of what appeared to be little more than a farmer’s field with huge rolls of shorn hay lined up along one end. Libby followed the other passengers as they disembarked directly onto the tarmac, claiming her suitcase on her way inside the terminal. She’d already gone through Customs in London, so within an hour of landing, she was tucked inside a rented, semi compact Vauxhall and was rolling west along the A96. She knew this because as soon as she had turned onto the roadway, a computerized voice barked at her from somewhere inside the dashboard.

      “You—are—on—the—A96—traffic—flowing—freely.”

      It had nearly scared her half to death.

      She found a button just above the radio and just below the small speaker from where, it had seemed, the voice had bellowed. The button bore a question mark with the letters NAV. She pressed it.

      “You—are—on—the—A96—traffic—flowing—freely.”

      She pressed it again.

      “You—are—on—the—A96—traffic—flowing—freely.”

      The motorway (not, she’d been informed by the rental car agent, the highway) bypassed the city of Inverness, taking her over a stretch of bridge that crossed the Moray Firth. Even at early evening, it was a lovely sight, the waters sluggish and everything limned in a hazy aura of light. As soon as she reached the opposite side of the bridge, the navigational voice inside the dashboard barked at her again.

      “You—are—on—the—A9—traffic—flowing—freely.”

      Safe in the knowledge that she had taken the correct route off the roundabout, Libby eased back into the driver’s seat, trying to accustom herself to driving on the left side of the road. Behind her, the lights of Inverness glimmered in the mist.

      At first, Scotland appeared rather like her New England home with miles of drystone walls that ran along the roadside, laundry hanging from wind-lashed lines, and boats bobbing in lonely shadowed harbors. It was greener, perhaps, with far fewer trees, and hills that rolled and stretched into the horizon. Instead of steeply pitched Cape-style houses, there were stone cottages with dormer windows and pristine whitewashed walls. The road, too, seemed to grow narrower the further she drove, winding and twisting past a succession of different villages with charming names like Dingwall or Strathpeffer or even Dornoch, (pronounced “Door-Knock” by the rental car agent.)

      It wasn’t until the route led her onto the A836 that Libby began to realize just how different Scotland could be.

      Her first clue was the SINGLE TRACK ROAD sign, which she’d barely had time to glimpse before a pair of headlights came tearing straight at her. A flash of panic had her swerving for the side of the road to avoid the oncoming car, although not quite accustomed to driving on the left, she headed for the right, and nearly collided with the other vehicle head-on.

      She skidded to a stop, trying to calm her panicked heartbeat while praying that another car didn’t approach. She glared at the dashboard and that button with the question mark.

      “You could’ve warned me,” she muttered, then tore through her carry-on bag for the travel guide she had picked up the day before leaving. She vaguely remembered having seen something in it about driving when she’d flipped through the pages during her flight.

      Yes. There it was. Page 214. Survival Guide; Practical Information.

      
        
        Whilst driving through Scotland, you may chance to encounter what is referred to as a ‘single-track road,’ particularly in the Highlands region. Single-track roads should be treated as you would a double-track, or divided road. First thing to remember is to be certain to stay to the left side of the road at all times! Avoid pulling into passing places on the right hand side when passing oncoming vehicles.

      

      

      Oh, well. Rule #1 broken. Libby read on.

      
        
        On a single-track road you will find small laybys (areas to pull over) that you can use to let another car to pass if you should meet. Remember that whomever is nearer to the passing-place has to reach it in order to allow the oncoming vehicle to pass. The Scottish are generally a friendly sort and will usually greet the other driver when encountering a vehicle on these roads.

      

      

      Libby rather doubted that the other driver’s “hand signal” had been his idea of a friendly greeting.

      After a quick study of the road signage illustrated at the bottom of the page, she decided to give it another go. She certainly couldn’t sit there all night. Checking her mirrors, she edged the car back onto the roadway, knuckles tight on the steering wheel, and watched the path before her as if at any moment, an eighteen-wheeler might appear, bearing straight for her.

      Blessedly, one didn’t, and as the miles began to pass without another car in sight, Libby’s confidence slowly grew. She even started to relax and picked up a little speed.

      The first mileage sign came into the light of her headlights a short time later.

      
        
        Wrath Village—67 miles

      

      

      That wasn’t so bad. If the road stayed clear, she would be there in an hour, hour and a half tops.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Libby had never seen dark this dark before.

      It had been well over two hours since she’d passed that first mileage sign and she was now beginning to panic. She had no clue where she was, or if she were still in Scotland for that matter. The saner side of her knew she must be. She was, after all, on an island, and she hadn’t driven into the ocean yet. The battery on her mobile had run out some time ago, and the rental car didn’t have a charging port she could find anywhere. Her cord was useless. The last mileage sign she’d seen had read Wrath Village—18 miles and that had seemed like at least an hour before. She’d been punching the little NAV button over and over, but had only received an empty sort of hum in response. Apparently even the car didn’t know where they were. She supposed, however, that an empty hum was decidedly better than being told “You—are—in—the—middle—of—nowhere—traffic—flowing—freely.”

      The driving was torturous. The narrow road wound and wandered its way through steep hills and along straggling loch lines so close to the water’s edge, she daren’t blink for fear of driving straight over.

      “You—are—at—the—bottom—of—the—loch—traffic—flowing—freely.”

      Along one particularly grueling stretch, she’d had to come to a tire-screeching halt when an indistinct figure had suddenly emerged into the glow of her headlights.

      It turned out to be a sheep who’d had no intention, it appeared, of moving. It merely stood, staring back at her while chewing its midnight snack, leaving Libby little choice but to edge the car slowly around it.

      There were no street lights, no traffic lights, no lights of any kind, only the occasional lamp glow that she could just make out coming from some remote cottage window to indicate civilization yet existed. Even the moon seemed to have gone into seclusion.

      At one point, some distance back, she’d passed a red phone box, and for the next several miles had seriously considered backtracking to it, to call someone—anyone—to come and rescue her. And she would have, except that she had no earthly idea how she would ever tell them where to find her.

      And she’d never been so tired in her life.

      Jetlag, compounded by the fatigue of the past days, and the stress of the past weeks had been steadily winning the fight to overtake her. Her stopover in London probably hadn’t been the brightest idea. She could sense herself starting to slip in her efforts to fend exhaustion off and had even felt her eyes begin to close a few miles back. She had opened the car windows to the bitter chill of the outside air, blaring the only station she could get to come in on the car radio, a static mixture of Celtic folk and accordion-ridden country dancing music.

      She hadn’t slept a wink during the flight from Boston, had been restless the entire flight, out of balance, with no clue what she was going to find on the other end of her journey.

      Had her mother felt the same when she’d made her trip all those years before? Had she been excited? Frightened? Matilde had come to Boston, she’d told Libby, to marry Charles Hutchinson, an American who had apparently swept her off her feet, for she’d had Libby almost immediately after. What a rare thing their love for one another must have been, to have brought her mother so far from everything she had ever known. Matilde had always told Libby she didn’t regret having gone to America, and she’d never once returned to Scotland, not even to visit. In fact, throughout her childhood, Libby could remember no letters, no phone calls ever having come from that corner of the world.

      Then why? Why the peculiar crystal stone and the photograph of a man Matilde had never mentioned? Who was he? And why would her mother have waited all these years until after she’d gone to reveal it to Libby?

      There was an answer, Libby knew it. And there was only one way—and one place—to find it.

      Wrath Village.

      If she ever got there.

      Just a few more miles, she told herself. Libby punched the gas as she started to climb a steep rise. Surely she had to be almost there.

      Just as she reached the top of the hill, blessedly, a scattering of cottages appeared in the distance, and a modest black and white sign came into view.

      
        
        Wrath Village — 3 miles.

      

      

      She had made it. Somehow, remarkably, unbelievably, she had found it.

      As she rolled toward the sleeping main street, past a post office with its red and yellow ROYAL MAIL sign, Libby began to look ahead, envisioning the soft bed she would collapse into, imagining the warmth of the toasty fire that awaited at the quaint B&B she’d found when she’d begun researching the village on the Internet.

      She nearly shouted out “hallelujah! “ when a short while later, she saw the second, smaller sign which directed her off the main road, onto what amounted to little more than a cart path, so obscure, it didn’t merit the road designation of an A, a B, or for that matter, even a Z.

      Just a few minutes more, she told herself, and she would be at the village of her mother’s childhood home.

      But twenty minutes and two dead-end turns later, Libby was still driving.

      It took everything she had just to keep from falling over the steering wheel and weeping.

      “This...is...ridiculous,” she grumbled aloud to the windshield wipers that were intermittently sweeping away the faint drizzle that had begun to fall. She backtracked yet again and yanked the steering wheel to the right, encouraged when the isolated road passed a stone cottage, its windows as dark as the moonless sky. It was the first dwelling she’d seen since turning at the post office earlier. No one seemed to be at home, but a cottage was still a good sign. Surely something must be just ahead.

      Libby pressed on, slowing the car slightly when the road entered a thicket. Suddenly there were trees where moments before there had been nothing, nothing but open, empty moorland, trees with huge limbs gnarled from decades, even centuries of growth. They weighed in on either side of the car, bringing to mind the apple orchard in The Wizard of Oz. Any moment now, she expected to hear one of them grumble “She was hungry!” before reaching out its twisted branches to whack her.

      Okay, now she really was beginning to lose it.

      That was it. She was just going to turn around, head back the way she’d come, and spend the night in the post office parking lot if she had to, sleeping in the car, until daylight could help her find her way. Libby slowed to a halt, pulled the gear shift into reverse, and then...

      What was that?

      She squinted through the drizzle dotting the windshield. Was that a light she saw ahead?

      Shifting the car into first gear, she eased off the clutch and inched the car forward. She could hear the wheels crunching on gravel beneath the car, the rain pelleting the windshield. She scanned the gloom before her. It was so unbelievably dark. She was just beginning to believe she had imagined it when, suddenly, she saw it again.

      A flash of light.

      Libby slowed the car, stopped, and flicked the headlights to high beam, then back to low, once, twice, hoping to draw the attention of whoever it was who was lurking ahead.

      Success!

      A light flashed in the distance, pointing in her direction and holding steady. Stifling the urge to giggle like a lunatic, Libby rolled forward to meet her rescuer.

      Twenty seconds later, she was punching the brake pedal to the floor.

      She opened her mouth to scream, but nothing came out. Not even a gasp.

      Standing before her was a man. She didn’t notice his face, his hair color, or even his height. She couldn’t have said with any certainty later whether he’d been wearing jeans, a kilt, or for that matter, a taffeta ball gown.

      There was only one thing she could describe in clear detail.

      And that was the gun he had pointed at her windshield.

      Dear, heavens, she thought fleetingly as she waited for her life to begin flashing before her eyes, I’ve just driven into some horrible reality television show...

      She realized then she could do one of three things. She could floor the gas pedal and run him down, although given the fact that he was about twenty feet from her and aiming a shotgun right at her nose, his first reflex might be to fire. And that result obviously wouldn’t be very good.

      She could jam the car into reverse, but without any light and the glut of the trees she’d just crawled through, she’d no doubt ram herself straight into a tree trunk.

      So she did the only other thing she could think of to do. She put both hands on the steering wheel and blasted the horn.

      The sudden blare, however, didn’t send the man fleeing into the night as she’d hoped. Instead he walked straight for her and yanked open the car door. Libby was still leaning on the horn, leaning on it for dear life, staring at him in the same way a hapless Transylvanian held up the sign of the cross before an advancing Dracula in the old black-and-white films.

      Very calmly, and without saying a word, the man wrapped his fingers around both her hands and lifted them off the steering wheel.

      The horn went silent.

      He simply stood there, holding her hands, and staring at her.

      No, glaring at her.

      Libby was too paralyzed to speak. She opened her mouth, but the words wouldn’t come. She stared back at him, at the hardest pair of eyes she’d ever seen, and waited for him to do whatever he intended to do to her.

      And since she had no one left in the world, her absence would scarcely be noticed.

      He let go of her hands. “Get out.”

      Libby jumped at the sound of his voice, fumbling with the seat belt. She tried to unhitch it but her hands were shaking, trembling, and she couldn’t work the button.

      “I said get out.”

      His voice was deep, terrifyingly calm, and his face was without any expression.

      “Can’t you see I’m trying to get out, but I can’t⁠—”

      “I mean get out of here. Turn the car round. And leave. Now.”

      “I—” She stammered. “I was just looking for⁠—”

      “I know bloody well what you were looking for. You’re not the first, and I’m reasonably certain you won’t be the last. So let me save you the trouble. I’m—not—interested.”

      “I beg your—not interested—in what?”

      “I’m not interested in you.”

      “But I’m not⁠—”

      “You’re right, miss. You’re not. You’re not going to get what you came here for, so why don’t you save us both a lot of trouble. Turn your car round, drive back the way you came, and never come back here again.”

      Libby just stared at him, blinking, trying to think of something to say in response to his abrupt dismissal. A moment later, everything, the exhaustion, the stress of the past few hours, the emotion, the grief, the confusion, the terrible loneliness she had been buried beneath the past weeks, all of it came gushing forward in a sudden burst of sheer and utter hysterics.

      “But that’s what I’m trying to do!” she wailed out. “I have been driving for more than three hours and now I don’t know where in the world I even am. My mobile is dead. I have no navigation system to speak of. I mean what is wrong with your roads? None of them have names, only numbers, and some of them don’t even have that. There are no street signs anywhere. The roads just turn and twist till I have no idea in what direction I’m heading. I don’t even know where I am. There aren’t any houses. Where do people live? Where do you buy groceries? Gas? The sign said three miles to the village! Are miles longer in Scotland than everywhere else in the world? Or do you just make up fake villages and distances to confound drivers for your own personal entertainment?”

      By the time she finished her tirade, she was crying. Damn it! And what’s worse, she couldn’t seem to stop herself. Her shoulders were hitching, her hands were trembling, and her breath was coming in strangled little sobs. Then, she started to hiccup. She couldn’t imagine how pathetic she must have looked, strapped into her little Vauxhall with its worthless humming NAV button, exhausted, flight-haggard, bawling her eyes out and hiccupping like a drunkard.

      She half expected the dashboard voice to suddenly scold “You—are—making—an—idiot—of—yourself—tears—flowing—freely.”

      Uncertain what else to do, Libby just put her head in her hands and let it go. She cried for her mother, for the loss of her, for the horrible guilt she felt over not having been there for her in her last days. She cried for the sheep who had stood in the middle of the road, refusing to budge for her. She cried for the fact that while she lived and worked in one of the largest, most complicated cities in the world, she couldn’t follow a simple route to a Scottish village. She cried for the disaster of that horribly fated April day. But mostly she cried for the fact that at that very moment, this lunatic with the gun could kill her and no one, not a single soul on the face of the earth, would ever even realize it, because there was no one. No one in her life anymore, no one but her.

      It had to have been several minutes later when Libby finally managed to collect herself. He was still standing there, next to the open car door, saying nothing, just looking at her with that same bland expression that wasn’t even an expression at all. Libby turned her head, peered up at him. She could barely see him through the smear of tears that clouded the lenses of her eyeglasses.

      He said nothing, but he reached into his pocket, and took out a handkerchief. Not a tissue, but a real, starched and folded clean cotton handkerchief. He offered it to her. Libby took it, cleaned her glasses, dried her tears, wiped her sniffling nose.

      “Thank you.”

      “Keep it.”

      Then he said, very quietly, “If you are looking for the village, it is just down the drive, past the gatehouse, and to the right. You’ll have to go down a steep hill and across the stone bridge. It may seem like you’re driving straight into the sea, but it is the right way, I assure you.”

      Libby simply nodded. She
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