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			“Gemma Sommerset is a charming, satisfying catharsis of a book, a story of love and loss and secrets. I love everything about this novel—its magical setting, where sky meets mountain, the vibrant prose and compelling characters, but most of all, Gemma, my new favorite heroine who encourages an unforgettable, powerful question: Who is it that we really want to become in our lives?”                                      

			—Kim Bradley, Spillway

			“As we age, it seems the years flash by, and the same is true for Gemma Sommerset. With concise and compact writing, Jill McCroskey Coupe depicts a Virginia woman who’s true to herself and to her daughters as she seeks what we all seek in life: fulfilment and a happy ending. A refreshing and satisfying read.” 

			—Louella Bryant, Sheltering Angel

			“In her third novel, Jill McCroskey Coupe has brought into even stronger focus the meaning of the circle of life. As she deftly takes us on Gemma Sommerset’s passages from childhood to old age, we realize that this is not just Gemma’s story but our own. The action is well-developed and compelling. This is a book you cannot put down!”

			—Julie Fritz, Twinings: Poems at Eighty

			

			“After finishing Jill McCroskey Coupe’s tender and riveting new novel, I was still seeing the world through its radiant lens. Reading Gemma Sommerset is like falling into a beguiling dream from which you don’t want to wake. Here is a heartfelt and redemptive novel of love and loss so exquisitely told that you want to stand up and cheer for Gemma and her family and for the author who writes with such intelligence, grace, and tenderness.” 

			—John Dufresne, My Darling Boy
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			Author’s Note 

			I began writing Gemma Sommerset early in 2019 and took a hurried first draft to John Dufresne’s novel-writing workshop in Taos, New Mexico, that summer. Throughout the pandemic, and after my move in 2021 from Maryland to Vermont, I kept on writing and revising. In 2023, I followed Einstein’s advice to simplify. This meant starting all over again, with a different structure for the novel and a new first chapter, but I don’t regret it for a minute.

			By setting much of the novel in Lexington, Virginia, I was giving myself an excuse to visit the town where my mother’s father, her brother, and my cousin had all graduated from Washington and Lee University. Finally, in the summer of 2022, I was able to spend a few days in Lexington. This was not long enough, and I knew it at the time, but I hope the city’s friendly inhabitants will forgive any mistakes I’ve made. How friendly? One morning, as I sat sipping coffee on the front porch of my B&B, I was amazed at the number of dog walkers who smiled and waved to me. 

			During the pandemic, several librarians at the Rockbridge Regional Library System gave me very helpful details about Lexington via email. I thanked them then, and I’ll thank them now. 

			Heartfelt thanks also to my son, Brad Coupe, and to my dear friend Joan Zelinka, both of whom read the manuscript in April of 2024 and gave me encouraging and perceptive feedback.      

			The letter Gemma’s father, Carson, wrote home from Japan is, word-for-word, the letter my father, Joseph Stewart McCroskey, wrote to my mother, Hope Kimbrough McCroskey, in November of 1945. Neither of my parents ever lived in Virginia, however; Gemma and her family are entirely fictional.  

			 

		

	
		
			

			 “I am out with lanterns, looking for myself.”

			—Emily Dickinson, 
letter to Elizabeth Holland, January 20, 1856

		

		

	
		

		
			[image: ]

			Part I

			Love and Marriage

		

	
		

		
			1 

			In the Blue Ridge Mountains, during her second summer at a girls’ camp beside a lake in western North Carolina, Gemma Sommerset, from Lynchburg, Virginia, received a glimpse of who she really was, or could become. This was in 1957, when Gemma was fourteen.  

			A small group of campers had been given permission to go horseback riding early on a Sunday morning, with no counselor along to supervise. There were maybe ten of them, ten eager souls who’d saddled their horses in the dark. As the sun began to rise, the girls mounted up and, in single file, followed a dirt road leading from the horse barn to the trail that circled the lake. 

			By the time they’d reached the other side of it, the lake was nearly as pink as the sky. At a break in the trees, the girls stopped to gaze at the long row of shingled cabins where the less fortunate campers, and their counselors, were still asleep. 

			

			The riders then urged their horses on. For some reason, or no reason at all, whoever was in the lead turned onto a side trail. 

			This less-traveled trail headed up the mountain, then leveled out. Jumps appeared, with rails set higher than the girls were used to. A counselor, never identified, had neglected to remove the rails, which should have been lying harmlessly on the ground.  

			Perhaps that was the counselor who’d yelled at them when they returned to the barn that morning. The one who’d demanded, “What in the hell were you girls thinking?”

			But of course, they hadn’t been thinking at all, hadn’t needed to, having been taught that if you simply give your horse its head, then the two of you will fly over the jump. And the next one. And the next.

			The horses were going too fast that glorious morning. Soaring into the air at breakneck speed, then noisily galloping on to the next jump. 

			The girls hung on for dear life, grabbing hold of the manes, for which they would have been chastised in the ring. Experienced riders, they knew not to panic, understood that trusting their horses was the best way to stay safe.   

			For Gemma, each jump was simultaneously terrifying and exhilarating. Never had she felt so alive, so free. Pounding hoofbeats, then an eerie silence as she and her horse left the ground.

			After flying over the last jump, she managed to slow her excited steed down. And then to descend, with the others, to the trail beside the lake, unaware, as yet, that they had awakened the entire camp. 

			Earlier that morning, an unexceptional teenager had saddled a horse before dawn. A courageous, capable young woman trotted back to the stables.  

			The person she most wanted to tell was Nat, her younger brother. Gnat, she’d secretly nicknamed him. 

			Several times, during the afternoon Quiet Hour, she tried to describe, in a letter to Nat, the thrilling, early-morning horseback ride. How she’d so easily soared over jumps higher than any she’d ever before encountered. And her feeling, afterwards, that she’d taken a dramatic step into the rest of her life, had glimpsed the brave and capable person she would turn out to be. 

			But while she was trying to find exactly the right words, it would begin to rain, as it often did at that time of day in the mountains. There was screening along the top third of the cabin’s walls, over which canvas flaps could be lowered during a thunderstorm. But the afternoon rains were usually gentle, causing eyes to close, tensions to relax, worries to float away. 

			Lulled by the fresh smell of the rain, its soft drumbeats on the cabin’s roof, Gemma would drift off. Awakening to clear skies, she would vow to try again. 

			And she did try, several times, to put her thoughts about that early-morning ride into words. It was her first failure as a writer.
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			On the last morning of camp, all her cabinmates, and even her counselor, had been picked up before noon. Hungry, Gemma walked down to the dining hall to see if lunch was being served. 

			Only one table was occupied. She sat down and stated the obvious: yes, she was still there. Her parents were coming all the way from the coast of South Carolina, so no, she wasn’t the least bit worried about them. 

			Back in the empty cabin, Gemma lay down on a bare mattress. Instead of dozing off when the rains came, she entered a state of near panic, worried that something terrible had happened to her family.    

			For sentimental reasons, her parents spent a week at Myrtle Beach every summer. Myrtle Beach was where they’d met.

			In August of 1940, Maryl Owings had been sitting alone on a bench on the Second Avenue Pier, when Carson Sommerset walked past with several of his friends.

			He quickly turned around and went back. 

			“You look so sad,” he said to Maryl.   

			When she didn’t respond, he sat down beside her. And eventually, maybe because he hadn’t said another word, she told him she’d once shared that very same bench with her father, who’d recently died, and even though she knew it wouldn’t bring him back, she’d had a desperate need to sit there again.

			And that was how a redhead from Columbus, Ohio, and a dark-haired young man from Lynchburg, Virginia, had fallen in love. Maryl had come to Myrtle Beach alone, by train. Carson had driven down with some friends from college, who, sooner than they’d planned, and with Maryl along for the ride, were on their way back to Virginia. 

			After Pearl Harbor, Carson enlisted in the Army. He then drove to Columbus and proposed to Maryl. It was in Columbus, two years later, with her father about to leave for Europe, that Gemma was born. 

			Wide awake in the otherwise empty cabin, Gemma was surprised when the camp director, wearing a wide-brimmed rain hat, came up the steps, knocked on the door, and asked if she could come in. 

			“Your parents will be here soon,” she said, letting the screen door bang shut behind her. “Your brother’s been sick, but he’s better now. Nothing to worry about.”

			“Nat?”

			“No need to worry, he’s fine.”

			Again, Gemma nodded. 

			“Would you like company while you wait?”

			Gemma shook her head.

			“You were one of those horseback riders, weren’t you?” 

			“What horseback riders?” 

			“Someone might’ve been killed that morning, you know, or permanently injured. The camp could’ve been sued from here to kingdom come.”

			“I’ll be fine by myself,” Gemma said. 

			With a shrug of one shoulder, the director turned to leave. “Just so’s you know, the dining hall won’t be open tonight.” 

			Again, the screen door slammed.

			After some time, another knock on the door. Gemma sat up, then burst into tears. 

			“Everything’s fine,” her father said, closing the door softly behind him. “I told her to tell you not to worry, the woman I spoke to.”

			“I wasn’t worried.”

			

			“That’s good.” He patted the top of her head, something he hadn’t done since she was a child. “We missed you at the beach. Did you have a good summer?”

			“Best one yet. How’s Nat?”

			“Much better. It was food poisoning, from the crabs he had for dinner last night, but we found a doctor this morning who gave him a shot. He’s over the worst of it.”

			They carried her trunk up to where the car was parked. Nat was asleep in the back. Gemma lifted his bare feet, climbed in under them, and set the stinky feet on her lap. 

			Without opening his eyes, Nat gave her a small wave.

			“Don’t wake your brother up,” Maryl said from the front seat. “He needs to rest.”

			Nat put a finger to his lips.  

			“We thought we’d find a motel for tonight,” Carson said. 

			“Then tomorrow,” Maryl said, “we’ll take the Blue Ridge Parkway home.” 

			Gemma tickled a bare foot, and Nat gave her a kick. How their mother loved the long, slow, seemingly neverending but oh-so-beautiful drive along the Blue Ridge Parkway!

			“How was your summer?” Maryl said.

			

			“Anything exciting happen?” Carson said.

			“Exciting?” Gemma pretended to think this over. She then told them about the canoe trip down a mountain stream so swollen by heavy rains that the rapids proved to be far more risky than the counselors had anticipated. The turbulent water slammed one of the canoes into a boulder, bending the aluminum craft into a perfect V, its bow and stern pointing skyward. The two paddlers were tossed into the roiling water.

			After fishing them out, the counselors ended the excursion then and there. All canoes, including the damaged one, were dragged to dry ground. The group then followed a faint path down the mountain, to a road, a Good Samaritan in a pickup truck, and a happy ending. 

			 “Were you scared?” her mother said. 

			“Seeing the canoe bent in half was scary. I had no idea that could happen. The girls got soaking wet, of course. Plus a few bruises. But no one was seriously hurt, even the two who’d been rescued.” Another potential lawsuit the camp director had managed to avoid. 

			“Those girls were very lucky,” her father said. “You should write that down when we get home. You have a real knack for storytelling.”

			“Not to mention melodrama,” her mother added. 

			

			Nat’s eyes opened. His lips silently formed the word: mel-o-dra-ma. 

			Gemma never told Nat, or anyone else, about her early-morning horseback ride. Or the feeling that she’d become a different person, with a new life ahead of her. Back in Lynchburg, in the same old house, she was still the same old Gemma, facing the same old parental expectations. Study hard, make good grades. With good grades, she could get into a good college. Once there, if she was lucky, the right sort of young man would ask her to marry him. 

			Because Maryl hadn’t been so lucky, she’d gone on to graduate school. Then, with a master’s degree in statistics, she’d taken a train to Myrtle Beach. The probability of an Ohio woman marrying a Virginia man she’d met on an ocean pier in South Carolina must have seemed to her so small as to have made the union seem divinely ordained.  
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			By the time Gemma got her driver’s license at sixteen, her mother was already thinking about college, preferably a coed school within driving distance from Lynchburg. Fontana, Gemma’s best friend since kindergarten, was applying to schools out of state.

			“What about Duke?” Gemma said to her mother. “Or Emory? Fontana and I could room together.”

			“Dr. Rollins can afford those schools. Your father can’t.”

			“What if I got a scholarship?”

			“We won’t stop you from trying,” her mother said. “But the likelihood of you and Fontana ending up at the same school is very small.” 

			“Statistically speaking, you mean?” Gemma said. ‘Statistically speaking’ was one of her mother’s favorite expressions. 

			“Approaching zero,” Maryl said.  

			In kindergarten, the teacher had often asked the class to line up in alphabetical order, sometimes according to first names, at other times last names. Either way, Gemma Sommerset (carrot top) and Fontana Rollins (raven head) had ended up standing next to each other.  

			To Gemma’s father, the girls were The Red and the Black. A novel he highly recommended, once they were old enough to appreciate it. 

			Having been accepted at both the University of Richmond and the College of William and Mary, Gemma chose Richmond, even though it didn’t offer in-state tuition. Richmond was a big city—bigger than Lynchburg, anyway—with better job prospects once she’d graduated. 

			“If that’s where you really want to go,” her father said, “then we’ll manage somehow.”

			“I’ve heard that wealthy New England families send their sons to Richmond,” her mother said. 

			Halfway through her freshman year, Gemma began dating another freshman, Howard, who was from Houston, Texas. Howard said he loved her. Then he dumped her.  

			She decided to major in French. Went out with one of Howard’s friends for a while. Spent a lot of time in the library. As did a stocky, sandy-haired young man. 

			One night, when he was seated across the table from her, she looked up and realized it had begun to snow.

			“Oh!” she said. 

			“Something wrong?” he said without looking up.

			“It’s snowing.” 

			He glanced out the window. When he turned back, she noticed his eyes. Gray or blue? Impossible to tell, as the color kept changing. 

			“Would you like a ride home?” he said. 

			She’d seen snow before, and didn’t mind walking back to her dorm. “That would be great.”

			“Let me just finish this chapter,” he said.  

			On the way to his ancient Volkswagen, Tim McKenna told her he was putting himself through college with a part-time job as a bookkeeper. When he wasn’t working, he was studying, and vice versa. He’d played football in high school, in Buena Vista, but didn’t have time for college athletics. 

			“I’m from Lynchburg,” she said. 

			“All right,” he said softly, giving her a friendly punch in the arm. 

			Several times a week, they would meet up, at that same table. When the library closed, Tim would fold his six-foot frame into his small car and drive her back to her dorm. As a junior, Tim lived off campus, sharing an apartment with another student, a “drunken slob,” which was why Tim didn’t try to study there. 

			One night, as they were leaving the library, Tim offered her a Wint-O-Green Lifesaver and then popped one into his own mouth. When they arrived at her dorm, he turned off the engine and said, “Gemma from Lynchburg, is it OK if I kiss you?” 

			It seemed a silly question, so she didn’t bother answering. They both tasted of mint. 

			Each night, while parked outside her dorm, they went a little bit farther. She let him touch her where no one ever had before. The windows steamed up. 

			On a Sunday afternoon in April, while exploring a wooded area at the edge of campus, they discovered a small dell surrounded by tall trees. A very private place. 

			The following Sunday, Tim spread a blanket on the carpet of dead leaves. They couldn’t get carried away though, he warned. That would ruin everything.

			“Like in that French movie you took me to see,” he said. 

			“The Umbrellas of Cherbourg.” 

			“Yeah.” He sat down on the blanket, took her hand, and pulled her down beside him. “I finally got used to all the singing, and the subtitles, but the story was a real drag.”

			

			“Because the mother insisted the daughter should get married. That’s what ruined things.”

			Tim made a sound in his throat. 

			Gemma already knew about the plans he didn’t want ruined. He would soon go off to graduate school, in Florida, for a master’s degree in accounting. Florida, because his older sister lived in Tallahassee and he’d have free room and board. A quiet place to sleep. No longer would he have a roommate coming in roaring drunk nearly every night. 

			Gemma had plans of her own. A French professor had suggested a graduate program in Paris and even promised to write a letter of reference for her. 

			That Sunday afternoon, they lay side by side, staring up into swaying branches sprouting new green leaves. “This is so much better than the Volkswagen,” Gemma said. “I love trees.”  

			Tim rolled onto his side, touched her cheek. “I’m almost afraid to kiss you.”

			“Oh, go ahead.” 

			She imagined they were in a French painting, by Renoir or Degas. Two lovers on a blanket in the woods. 

			Except that in France, the lovers would be naked. Gemma and Tim kept their clothes on. Buttons buttoned; zippers zipped. 
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			In 1968, when Nat was in his final semester at Georgetown, he called Gemma, in Lynchburg, and asked if she’d go hiking with him, on his twenty-first birthday, in the Shenandoah National Park. 

			“Just the two of us,” he said. “Anywhere you want to go.”

			“The Limberlost,” she said. 

			“I knew you’d say that.”  

			Nat took a bus from DC, arriving in Lynchburg on a Friday night. Early the next morning, in their father’s Datsun, they headed north, with Nat driving.

			“When were you going to tell me you’re engaged?” he said. 

			Gemma glanced at the ring Tim had given her. “I’m not sure I am. It was Tim’s grandmother’s ring. He handed it to me on New Year’s Eve and asked if it fit.”

			“So you tried it on, and then you kept it.”

			“What else was I supposed to do?” 

			Tim had returned from Florida with a graduate degree in accounting, but Gemma never made it to Paris. Carson had deemed the program’s tuition, plus room and board, to be “too rich for his blood.” When Gemma countered that she could get a part-time job in Paris, find a room to rent, Maryl, despite having a master’s degree of her own, nixed that idea. Instead of studying in the City of Love, she taught high school French in Richmond for a year. Then, because Tim was back in Buena Vista and not happy about having to drive all the way to Richmond to see her, she found a similar teaching job, three days a week, in Lynchburg. Living at home instead of renting an apartment almost made up for the reduction in pay. 

			“What’re you going to do after you graduate?” she asked her brother.

			“Find a way to avoid the draft.” Nat thought the war in Vietnam had been wrong from the very beginning. “That’s what I wanted to talk to you about.”

			“We could go to Paris, both of us.”

			“Mais oui,” he said.  

			Once they were on the Skyline Drive, gliding along with the windows open, their spirits lifted. The sky was a brilliant blue, the mountain air cool and fragrant. 

			

			“This is heaven,” Nat said. “DC’s OK, but nothing beats these mountains.”

			“And here’s our place of worship.” Gemma pointed to a sign for the Limberlost Trail. 

			From the parking lot, a path led into a forest of old-growth hemlocks whose lush needles split the sunlight into pale green rays. Long before the creation of the Shenandoah National Park, a married couple had bought this tract of land so as to preserve the old-growth hemlocks and prevent them from ever being cut down and hauled away by loggers. 

			Decades later, the ancient trees seemed to have gained mystical powers. Honoring the eerie silence, visitors to this green cathedral knew to tread quietly, whispering to each other if they spoke at all.

			Nat took a deep breath. “I’m thinking about going to Canada,” he whispered.

			“Good for you,” Gemma whispered back. 

			They walked on in silence. When she pointed to the sign for the White Oak Canyon Trail and raised her eyebrows, Nat nodded. They turned off, headed downhill. 

			“Do you think I should leave the country?” he said. “Even with our dear father serving on the Lynchburg draft board?” 

			“Especially so. I don’t know why he ever thought that was a good idea.” Although she did. Carson had told her he hoped his could be a voice of reason. 

			Nat had already spent time in a foreign country. A month in Scotland one summer, as part of an exchange program between Glasgow, Virginia, and Glasgow, Scotland. And then, in college, a junior semester in Zurich. Gemma had never been anywhere. 

			“Dad will be furious if I run off to Canada,” Nat said.

			“It’s your life,” she said. “Maybe I’ll come with you. Fontana’s in Vancouver, living with a professor she had at Emory. Last I heard, anyway.”

			“What about Tim?” 

			“He can come, too, if he wants. Canadians must need accountants.”

			“You really think he would?”

			She didn’t. Having spent nearly two years in Tallahassee, Tim was back in Buena Vista, working with an elderly accountant whose clients Tim hoped to inherit.   

			“The thing is,” she said, “if your name comes up, Dad won’t play favorites. He’s too honorable for that.”

			“But I’ll embarrass him if I go to Canada. His own son a draft-dodger. When there are so many, many brave soldiers in our family tree. All the way back to the Civil War.”

			“He was in the Army long enough so that you shouldn’t have to be. Our family qualifies for a blanket exemption from ever having to fight in another war.”

			“Especially this one. It’s as misguided as fighting to preserve slavery was.” Nat sat down on a boulder. “If I go to Canada, then I can’t ever come home again.”

			“I’ll visit you. Don’t worry. I bet Mom and Dad will, too.”

			“I thought you were coming with me.”

			“I don’t know what to do.” She sat down beside him. “I’m so mixed up.” 

			“Oh, Gemma.” Nat touched her arm. “What’s going on?”

			It was what was not going on that bothered her. Nearly every Saturday night, Tim drove to Lynchburg in his VW. After parking on a dark road, he would spend hours kissing and touching her, wanting her to touch him. 

			Let’s get in back, she’d said one night.

			He was too tall, he’d said. There wasn’t enough room.

			We could find a spot in the woods, she’d pleaded. Like we did in Richmond.

			No, he’d said. We have to wait.

			But sex was not something she could discuss with her little brother. “Tim doesn’t read,” she said.

			“He can’t read? But he has a master’s degree.”

			“He read textbooks, because he had to. He doesn’t read for pleasure, though. Not ever.”

			“What does he do in his spare time?” Nat said.

			“Watches golf on TV,” she said. 

			“Well, so does Dad.”

			“But Dad reads. He’s always reading.”

			“Yeah. Even while he’s watching TV.” 

			Nat pulled Gemma to her feet, and they continued on down the trail. He said he’d heard Toronto was the best entry point. You could get to Ontario by crossing the Peace Bridge in Buffalo, and then Toronto was just a few miles away.

			“But I should probably figure out where the job opportunities are. I’ll need to eat.”

			“Quebec,” Gemma said. “I could teach French there.”

			“Do you like teaching French?” 

			“I’d much rather be speaking it, as a tourist somewhere.”

			“Maybe I should just take my chances with the draft,” Nat said. “Wonder what they are, my chances.”

			“You could ask Mother. The statistician.”

			“But then she’d tell Dad, the good soldier, from a long, long line of good soldiers, that his son’s a coward.”

			“Don’t be silly. There are more people against the war than for it.” She touched Nat’s arm. “It’s not cowardly to oppose what you think is wrong. It’s the best kind of bravery.”

			Soon the hemlocks were outnumbered by oaks and maples. Some hop hornbeam trees. Rhododendrons were beginning to bloom, the mountain laurels not yet. The trail was rocky enough that they had to pay
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