
    [image: Cover: The Story She Left Behind: A Novel, by Patti Callahan Henry. New York Times bestselling author of The Secret Book of Flora Lea. “Layered with magical storytelling… not to be missed!” —Ariel Lawhon, New York Times bestselling author of The Frozen River.]



[image: The Story She Left Behind: A Novel, by Patti Callahan Henry. Atria Books. New York | Amsterdam/Antwerp | London | Toronto | Sydney | New Delhi.]




For Meg Ruley

My literary agent

Who loves all the very best things in words and stories and champions them with her whole heart





Language is how ghosts enter the world.

—ANNE MICHAELS, “WHAT THE LIGHT TEACHES US”
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I was a while away from your beauty.

—“SWEET COMERAGH,” IRISH FOLK SONG
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Bluffton, South Carolina

1927

It is two o’clock in the morning when she leaves everyone she loves. At the edge of the May River, she unties the ropes of the Chris-Craft from the cleats of the weathered dock and steps into the boat. In the velvet quiet, a new moon cowers behind its dark cloak; the stars flare as bright as the fire that is sending her away.

She will be long gone before the tide returns in six hours to fill the marsh and secret waterways. She knows the tides of this estuary without having to look at a nautical chart or check the battered barometer that has always hung on the screened porch of their shingled house. She has planned this escape to the minute, and she does not hesitate.

The boat rides on the outgoing tide, and the wind-puckered river pushes it gently toward the sea, catching the current more quickly than she’d anticipated. Flickering lights of Bluffton dot the coastline like fireflies. Any minute, she’ll start the engine and navigate the boat toward Tybee Island and then into Savannah.

She stares at the ink-dark sky, at Orion and the Big Dipper. She doesn’t want to witness the familiar and loved landscape disappear.

Her mind begins to form a list, a habit she’s turned to since she was a child.

First, she lists what she’s brought with her: a coat, a change of clothes, a hundred dollars in cash that she took from the envelope they kept for emergencies, a notebook and a pen, as well as a leather satchel that contains the words she’s spent her life finding and creating.

The boat bobs and sways and she stares out to the horizon, waiting to start the engine. Her thoughts tick past what she’s brought and move to all she is leaving behind: the quiet crash of the incoming tide onto the oyster shells outside their window; the gray-shingled house that has protected her for ten years now; the room where she writes and reads in a chintz chair with the stuffing blooming out of the seams; the dimming of the day when longing rises and she dives into the warm waters of the river; the midsummer’s ivory bloom of the gardenia bush that she planted with her daughter; the soft caress of a breeze when she sits on the porch; her husband reaching for her in their bed and winding his fingers through hers while the crickets seem to cry.

And: Clara.

She holds the gunwale to steady herself as she walks to the cockpit. She presses the button to drop the single engine into the water while a surge of primal need for her daughter flows through her, causing her to sway with dizziness. She draws on her strength and on the knowledge that if she returns to her house, the world will do to her in full what it’s done only until now in part.

She thinks of the beauty of this place that she will carry with her: a place where fireflies decorate the nights and pine needles gather in soft beds, where sunrise tosses diamonds onto the water, where minnows flicker silver on the river’s surface.

The losses mount and she thinks nothing of what others might say, thinks nothing of her own well-being—Bronwyn needs to move forward and away from all that will come to pass if she stays. There are things that cannot be undone.

The unseen world has always called to her. She knows what she must do—she will become unseen. This is the answer for the character that she created, and this is her answer. Their destinies were always tangled together, she knows that now.

She finds the boat’s starter and presses it; the motor purrs, the water churns behind, and she pushes the throttle forward. She places her hands on the wheel. These are her waters, and she does not have to see to know the way.
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Bluffton, South Carolina

November 1952

She disappeared twenty-five years ago when I was eight years old, and still my mother appeared to me every day. It might be in a turn of phrase I used, or in the song of the rising tide behind our house, in my daughter’s creative energy as she gathered moss for a fairy house, or in the clues and messages my mother taught me to look for in the natural world. She seemed to be everywhere and nowhere all at once. She was absence, she was presence, and she was mystery.

Because of that pervasive energy, I created something in my life that was mine alone. My art was just that—my private place, my passion, my refuge from the larger world that no one else could touch.

Or so I believed.

In our blue cedar shake house on the spartina-edged waters of the May River, I disappeared into the world of a hedgehog named Harriet. I was painting her for a children’s book. I held my sable-hair brush over the canvas, readying for the whiskers’ fine lines. The lush and immersive landscape in the story made me look forward to entering the author’s imaginary world every day, despite never having met her. I was her illustrator.

I loved this little hedgehog with one ear who struggled to find her place in a land of lakes and mountains, of magical talking animals and wide spaces overflowing with wildflowers and willow trees. For me, Harriet’s spirit was an echo of my eight-year-old daughter, Wynnie, an allegory of Wynnie’s own struggle to fit in with her third-grade class, with her thick glasses and her fragile lungs.

Now, in the sunroom I used as an art studio, Harriet’s whiskers quivered under my brush when the broken ring of the doorbell’s song startled me. I dropped the paintbrush onto the tarp cloth and nearly knocked a watercolor palette from the side table.

There often was a charge of change when I moved from one world to the next, from the imaginary to the real. I always needed a moment to return. The clock on the far wall told me that four hours had passed while I worked. I’d missed lunch completely, and now Margo was here for the newspaper interview we’d arranged.

I’d planned to clean up first, to present as the professional artist who had just won a major award, but that time was gone, and Margo knew me better than that anyway. I rushed to the front door, wiping my hands along Nat’s old button-down I used as an art apron, a mosaic of paint blotches and bleach.

On my front steps, beneath the shade of a live oak spreading its gnarled arms in every direction as if searching for something it hadn’t found for the past two hundred years, Margo stood in a flowered cotton-print dress, her hair styled in the newest curly bob. I couldn’t help smiling at her obvious attempt to be polished, at how she needed me to see her as a real reporter, just as I wanted her to see me as a professional artist, even though we’d survived braces together and all those bad haircuts and the dateless high school homecoming dances in smelly gyms.

I hugged her. “Come in, come in. I’m sorry I lost time. I do that sometimes.” Always, I didn’t say.

She followed me into the house I’d grown up in and now lived in with my dad, where she’d been more times than could be counted, her high heels clicking on the hardwood floors.

“Thanks for doing this,” she said. “Mr. Farnam is so impressed that I nabbed this interview.” In her nervousness, her laugh erupted in a snort that made us both burst out as if we were thirteen again.

“It’s just me, Margo.”

“I know, but this is such a big deal, Clara. Winning a Caldecott is huge.”

“Thank you. I’m really excited.” Afternoon sunlight sifted through the east window, leaving daffodil-yellow stripes on the counters and hardwood floors, the oak kitchen table, and the far wall painted spring green. I motioned for Margo to follow me. “Let’s sit out on the back porch; it’s so warm for November. Do you want some lemonade?”

“Have anything stronger?”

“Seriously? It’s two in the afternoon.”

“Kidding. I’m kidding.” She seemed embarrassed. “Lemonade is great.”

Our house was perched on an oyster-shell outcropping at the end of a rutted road in Bluffton, South Carolina, a small coastal village curled around an estuary, a moody body of water. When the waters rippled over the shoreline, the oyster shells sang what my mother always called “their tidal song.” Margo and I sat down at the old iron table with the rusted edges with the garden stretched before us, its autumn colors bright before the silver-gray river. The pink and white camellia bushes were in late bloom; goldenrod scattered about the yard was bright against autumn’s heather-colored grasses.

I’d spent all morning in Harriet’s world, but this was mine, complete with creaky floors and old hinges, the tilted decks and briny aromas, the peeling white trim and cracked porcelain sink beneath the kitchen window. It was all perfect. It was my home.

Margo used her napkin to wipe a damp spot off the table, opened her blue notebook, and set it down.

“Looks like you’re ready,” I told her.

She smiled at me, took in a deep breath, and exhaled her first question. “Clara, did you start illustrating books because your mother wrote a famous children’s book?”

I shook my head because although I’d felt this question waiting for me from the moment she rang me requesting an interview, I’d hoped, for friendship’s sake, that she would try to protect me. “Margo,” I said, “come on. You know I don’t like to talk about her.” I took a sip of my lemonade and wished for the something stronger that she’d joked about.

She fiddled with her blue spiral notebook, bit the end of her well-chewed pencil eraser, and tried again. “I’m just asking what people will want to know. That’s not an unreasonable question. It’s my job.”

I looked away from her to the marsh grasses fading from green to brown now. It wasn’t Margo’s fault she had to steer us into uncomfortable waters. Even the Caldecott committee had summed me up this way in their recent press release: my famously lost mother and her book, my job teaching art in elementary school, and my daughter. These were the things that defined me. At least they hadn’t mentioned my divorce.

Here in Bluffton, there were very few secrets. That’s the deal you make with yourself when you marry, live, and work in the same town where you grew up. Assumptions are made that become difficult to shift. As claustrophobic as a town this size could be, there was also great comfort in the deep familiarity of place and friends like Margo.

“It’s the Caldecott,” Margo said, trying to get me to focus again. “Clara, this is a really big deal. You’re going to be famous. No one in our town has ever been famous unless they’re a war hero.”

I leaned toward Margo. “Who here even knows what a Caldecott Award is? I’m not going to be famous. I’m an elementary school art teacher. I am mostly a working stiff splattered in paint and globs of paste.”

“When the awards ceremony happens in Chicago, don’t think they won’t ask you these same questions.”

“Listen,” I said, “even in my best dreams, I didn’t dream this. When they called me last week to tell me I’d won, I couldn’t absorb the words. I don’t know what my illustrations are about—there isn’t some psychological underpinning, near as I can tell. I have just always needed to capture what I see around me. Been obsessed with art and drawing since I can remember.”

“How did the author, Eliza Walker, find you?” she asked, scribbling. “She’s such a well-known author, and you’re just getting started as an illustrator—respectively, I mean. And doesn’t she live in Maine?”

“She saw my work in some Little Golden Books I did and asked her publisher to contact me. I sent my illustrations to New York, and that was that.”

“Have you met her?”

I shook my head. “I’ve never even spoken to her. We’ve corresponded. She’s complimentary and kind, and very formal. I love bringing her Maine landscape to life as beautifully as possible,” I added, trying my best to give Margo quotes for the article. “And yet this award? I am floored. Over the moon. Honestly, I can’t really believe it. But famous? No.”

She laughed, and with that, her voice returned to normal, to the woman I knew. “Famous in this town, though, right? I’ll bet your dad is so proud. Does he still work at the same hospital in Beaufort?”

“He does, and he’s so proud of me.” He’d cried when the call came and hugged me so hard it hurt. “Wynnie, too,” I said. “She thinks I’m going to bring home a trophy. I had to explain that the prize is a coin.”

“How about…?” Margo bit her lower lip.

“Nat,” I said. “It’s okay. I’m fine talking about him. He’s very happy for me.”

This was true. He was. My ex-husband wasn’t an evil man, just one who loved gambling more than he loved us. And even that notion had some falsity built into it, because honestly, I did believe he loved us more. But his compulsions or addictions led him to other places. And that led to losing our house, and that led me to the divorce attorney who really didn’t have much work in a conservative small town like this, and then that path took me back to my childhood home.

One thing always leads to another, as they say.

Margo clicked her nails together in a nervous habit that chipped her pink polish. “I remember you drawing little pictures in the margins of all your notebooks. You were always so talented, and you deserve this award.” On the river, a shrimp boat was passing, its nets hanging like curtains on either side, while laughing gulls and terns followed in dancing loops, hoping for scraps. Suddenly her mood changed. “Clara, do you think there are things we are meant to do? That there’s such a thing as fate?”

“Fate. It’s such a big word, isn’t it?”

“Yes.” She met my gaze.

“Fate. Destiny,” I said. “They’re ours to make.” A briny breeze floated off the bay and lifted my hair, and I had the strangest sensation that this was something my mother had once said. That this voice was her voice speaking through me, an idea that both warmed and chilled me. “I believe there are many things we’re put here to do. Don’t ask me by whom, because I don’t have that answer. But I think we come with many fates built into us and we can’t fulfill all of them. We choose.”

“Many fates,” she said. “We choose. I like that.”

“And yes, maybe my art is one of mine.”

She scribbled on while I read her notebook upside down, making out the words: many fates.

“Do you need anything else? Wynnie will be home any second.” My ears were already attuned for the rumble of the school bus, for the clatter of my daughter running through the house, calling, “Mama.”

Margo closed her notebook and relaxed, leaning back in her chair. “I am so proud of you, Clara. Really.”

“Thank you. That means a lot to me. You know where to find me if you need anything else.”

“Thank you. And congratulations.”

After she left, I stayed outside waiting for Wynnie. I’d already made her a peanut butter and honey sandwich and cut off the crusts, a snack that we’d take out on Dad’s old trawler. It was part of our routine, whenever the weather held. Before Dad came home, we’d cast the net for tiny silver fish and watch the sun move lower in the sky.

Still, just below my thoughts of Wynnie, Margo’s question itched. Did you start illustrating books because your mother wrote a famous children’s book?

I hated that idea. Hated it. And yet, had I?
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St. James’s Square, London

It was a bitterly cold and damp November evening, but as Charlie stood in his father’s library, in his world of books, he felt warm. The room overflowed with everything his father once was to the world and to Charlie.

Three weeks had passed since burying his father. This day marked the first time Charlie had ever entered his father’s library without knocking and hearing the gruff but friendly Join me, Son.

The London house was dark at seven p.m., and Charlie was alone. Outside the windows, lanterns flickered on St. James’s Square, and the second-floor library was as still as the crypt they’d lowered Callum Jameson into.

Charlie had put this off long enough.

He’d canceled the Lads’ gig that night, the first time in eight years. But his Celtic band members understood. They could do without him for one night, they told him with a slap on the back.

Charlie flicked on every lamp in the library and inhaled the room’s faint aroma of charred wood. In the brick fireplace where granite quarried from his mother’s family’s land in the Lake District surrounded the grate, ash, dusty and gray, settled beneath charred logs. The Jamesons were among the fortunate few who could still use natural wood, while most of London suffered with the cheap, nutty coal that put out more smoke than heat. The spent remains of the fire had settled under the grate for three weeks now, an artifact of the moment when Charlie’s father had placed his hand over his heart, looked up at his son, and said, “Well, isn’t this odd? I do believe I’m having a heart attack. Come, Charlie.”

Those were his last words, one hand on his chest, one reaching out.

Come, Charlie.

Callum Jameson had celebrated his fifty-sixth birthday with a grand party in this very house only four months ago. He’d left his twins, Archie and Charlie, and their mother, Pippa, far too soon.

Directions were clear: The family’s finance company was to be inherited by the two brothers. Archie was to take over the investment firm, founded in 1690, built from scratch by Mother’s Burrough family and grown into a megalith of success by her Irish husband. Charlie was to remain at Burrough’s Holdings under his brother’s leadership, continue in his music career, and manage the house in the countryside.

In addition, Father had instructed Charlie to preserve and catalog his extensive library here in London.

Charlie understood the direct imperative to continue his music career: the Celtic drum he played was the last remnant of Callum’s Irish descent. His father played the round calf-skinned drum and attempted to teach both of his sons as well. Only Charlie took to it.

There was no other direct family but a second cousin surviving Callum’s passing. His mother, father, and brother had been killed in a 1916 IRA uprising in Dublin when Callum was twenty years old and off in America studying mathematics.

Archie, Charlie, and Pippa were his family. And this library—well, it was most definitely beloved, as well.

Charlie sat behind his father’s mahogany desk in the library while his mother grieved at their country home and Archie waded through paperwork at the company’s London office.

When Charlie was a young child, he sat on his father’s lap at this desk while his father pored over history books and maps. Father read wild tales of the Nordic and Celtic myths, and together they listened to Verdi’s operas and Celtic folk music. Callum knew how to speak the old Irish-Gaelic language but rarely did so, though he taught his sons a few Gaelic songs, as if the pain of all Callum lost could be imparted only through music.

This room was his father’s domain, his geography, always in perfect order. No one walked through the door without Father’s permission, but when they did enter, they gained passage to another world—or so Charlie had once thought.

Where should he begin in this room of floor-to-ceiling pine bookshelves, where oil paintings of their lands and the wildlife it contained hung? The oak walls glowed with the honey hues of aged wood; the evergreen damask curtains shielded the evening light from entering the lamp-lit room. Leather-bound volumes filled the shelves, and a tall rolling ladder stood in the middle of it all. This library was his father’s doing, his lifelong creation. Antique maps, leather volumes, and rare editions filled every crevice.

Callum Montcrest Jameson III seemed to have been a man of contrasting interests: money management and mythology. With his booming voice, his tall, imposing presence, Callum embodied both archetypes confidently. Friends and family said that Callum’s twin sons split his personality into two parts. Archie inherited the logic, and Charlie the mythos. Charlie earned a master of studies in history from Oxford, while his brother’s degree was in finance from Cambridge.

It was easy to categorize the twins this way, but they were one family, both with their own interests, both caring deeply about the family’s investment company.

On the desk, Callum’s walnut pipe bowl spilled tobacco onto a leather blotter the color of soil, exactly where he’d dropped it that evening when he’d collapsed. A silver-framed photo of Philippa and Callum on their wedding day in the country. One of Archie and Charlie sat to the right: the twins at five years old in a blue rowboat on their beloved lake, Esthwaite Water. The twins posed with a trout they’d caught and would cook for dinner, so small it would only provide a single bite for the four of them. You’d think they were whale hunters by their prideful grins.

A neat pile of papers sat stacked in the center of the blotter: a report from the bank that Charlie would need to pass along to Archie. And then, as always, there was a book of history, this one about the Vikings who invaded Ireland and brought with them the Celtic culture that endlessly fascinated Callum.

What happened to all that knowledge that Callum collected and carried in his soul? What happened to all that wit and wisdom? Where was it all now? Charlie sagged with grief.

With a deep breath, Charlie stood and walked to the phonograph. The record playing the day Father died still sat on the turntable. Charlie clicked the on button and dropped the needle onto the vinyl. La Bohème. Charlie wondered if he would ever be able to hear the opening strains of the opera without thinking of his father—without mourning his father, to be more exact. No one had read more than his father, from the prophets to the poets, from the classics to modern literature. The loss of Charlie’s father made the world feel deeply empty and unsteady, wobbling beneath his feet.

Music fueled his melancholy, and he paced the rectangular room, his eyes scanning each section: Mathematics, Fiction, Art, Antiquities, History, Maps. On the lectern that displayed whatever book, map, or illustrations Father was studying sat a 1745 map of the family’s six acres of land in the Lake District.

Halfway around the room, Charlie stopped pacing when his gaze snagged on something new. On the bottom shelf, atop a pile of leather boxes that held ancient maps, sat a brown leather satchel, worn and scratched, its brass buckles tarnished.

He crouched and slid out the heavy case. The thrill of the old hunt with his father returned. How many times he and Father had browsed through antique shops and attended auctions to find just one more map, one more book, one more…

Charlie set the satchel down on the desk. He was certain the leather bag hadn’t been in the library before. It would have caught his eye among the many piles of books and carefully boxed and labeled papers. The tarnished latch was designed as an eagle, the beak clutching the hook.

Charlie folded back the flap to glance inside, seeing nothing but papers. On top sat an envelope, and he pulled it out to read the words on it: For Clara Harrington only. Further instructions inside.

He grabbed the stack of papers, at least three inches thick, and slid them out. Reaching inside, he felt only the disintegrating silk lining. He thought about the legendary story of Hemingway’s suitcase, how early in his career his first wife, Hadley, had lost a bag carrying years of the famous author’s work on a train. It was never recovered.

These were the kinds of stories that sent Callum and Charlie on joyous hunts. Once, as they traipsed down Cecil Court, Charlie asked his father, “What if we found Hemingway’s suitcase?”

His father laughed and jostled Charlie. “What if we find the lost papers of Shakespeare?”

Point taken. Maybe it was all a dream, but it was nevertheless a dream they’d happily pursue. The joy was in the journey, not the execution—or so Father always said. Charlie wasn’t so sure.

Charlie lifted his reading glasses from the desk and slid them on. He bent over and spied a note, carefully handwritten in a near-perfect script on the top sheet. The contents of this satchel are to be given only to Clara Harrington of Bluffton, South Carolina. Then a phone number and address. She must retrieve these papers in person. They must never be mailed. The sealed letter inside is to be read only by her. Le draíocht.

The author scribbled one more note on the bottom left side: Please tell Clara that I’ve saved this language for her, Bronwyn Newcastle Fordham.

Charlie knew that name, but how?

Lifting the note from the pile, he saw foreign words with pages and pages of what appeared to be a dictionary of terms. Even as curious as he was, he would not show these papers to anyone: they were meant for one Clara Harrington in America.

Charlie’s father had soaked him in old Irish folklore as a child, and he knew enough Gaelic to know that there were mallachtai—Celtic curses and spells when breaking a draíocht, a charm or enchantment. He wouldn’t dare bring either onto his head. Charlie would heed Bronwyn’s request.




[image: ] CHAPTER 4 [image: ] CLARA

Bluffton, South Carolina

The second-grade students buzzed with end-of-the-day energy as they returned their crayons to their wooden boxes and folded their drawings. Billy Markman ate another glob of paste and didn’t think I noticed. I headed toward his side to gently remove the jar from his hands when the overhead speaker buzzed with static.

“Mrs. Harrington, please come to Principal Alexander’s office.”

“Ohhh,” Gina, with the pigtails and lacy dress, said. “You’re in trouble.”

I smiled at the little girl and shivered in fake fear. “Oh no!”

The class laughed and started a chant. “Mrs. Harrington is in trouble.”

I motioned to my classroom assistant—a shy student teacher finishing her elementary school internship—to take over the class for the last few minutes.

After my daily admonition to “bring your inside feelings to the outside in your art,” I left the room.

I took my time walking to the principal’s office, enjoying the hush of empty hallways, the aroma of the spaghetti and meatball lunch wafting out of the cafeteria, and the framed pictures of the hundred-year history of the Bluffton Bobcats students lining the walls.

A photo of freckled me from third grade hung askew on the wall of fame, with the caption Illustrator on a shiny brass plaque. That little eight-year-old girl knew so little, with so much pain ahead of her. I was happy to be the me of now, no matter the circumstances: divorce, living in my childhood home, confronting an unknown future.

Sure, I wasn’t the traditional 1952 housewife, the epitome of a Woman’s Day magazine cover model. I didn’t own pearls or do housework in heels. I didn’t join the PTA or the Supper Club. I didn’t wear cute headbands and dresses with cinched waists. But this was my home, and I was loved. If a few moms looked at me sideways when I picked up Wynnie from school, or if I wasn’t invited to the newly minted Tupperware parties, I was fine with that.

There weren’t a lot of options for my skill set, teaching and illustrating, and I was lucky enough to be doing both.

I opened Jim’s office door without knocking.

I stopped short.

Wynnie stood in Jim’s office, which always reeked like an ashtray.

Her face was downcast and her chin nearly rested on the neckline of her blue dress with the smocked sailboats around the collar. The front of her dress was bunched into her knotted hands.

“Wynnie?”

She looked up at my voice. Her little pink glasses were crooked on her face, her wandering left eye trying to focus on me. Then she tossed her body into mine and buried her face in my art apron, her glasses falling to the ground. “I’m sorry, Mama.”

I picked up her glasses and asked Jim, “What happened?”

“She was hiding in a broom closet so she wouldn’t have to go home with her father.”

“But she comes home with me today,” I said, placing my finger under Wynnie’s chin to lift her face to mine and slide her glasses over her tear-filled blue eyes. “Wynnie?”

“Sorry, Mama. I got confused. I thought today was Friday.”

“I teach on Tuesday and Thursday,” I said. “You know that.”

“She scared her teacher to death.” Jim reiterated his stance. “Miss Perkins thought she lost Wynnie.” He paused. “Listen, we need to know if something is happening at home with her father.”

“Nothing like that,” I said, standing tall to face him with conviction. “Wynnie just likes being at home with me. Nat is a good man.”

“I hate the carnival, and Daddy said that’s where we’re going.”

Jim shook his head, his mouth like a puckered fish. “Well, little miss, you can’t hide from adults.” He looked at me and spoke. “They will assume that you ran away.”

Like your grandmother hung unspoken in the room. Bluffton was still reeling, twenty-five years later, from my mother’s disappearance. Decades of time passing didn’t mean much in a place like this.

“I’ll talk to her,” I said as the school bell clanged in the same dull tones it had when I was a child.

“I’m happy it’s Thursday, and I’m sorry if I scared anyone.” Wynnie wiped at her tears and lifted her chin to Jim Alexander.

He opened the door in dismissal.

We drove home in quiet camaraderie, Wynnie next to me on the bench seat of the station wagon reading The Borrowers, her face close to the page.

Inside the house, Wynnie dropped her daisy-covered lunch box on the front bench and ran outside to play in the back garden. I made my way to the den and saw the Bluffton Gazette lying open on the oak coffee table, folded to the center, where the headline read: Local Illustrator Wins Caldecott Award. Ah, Margo’s interview had been published that fast, in one day.

The story was printed in a column next to ads for Harvey’s Cafe and the new Electrolux washing machine, guaranteed to make a wife’s job easier. In the photo I smiled tensely, sporting a bob I had grown out long ago when I gave up the idea of a stylish hairstyle.

I skimmed the story, reluctant to read about myself. I was jittery to see what threads Margo had pulled from my life and our conversation. The last lines read: “Fate and destiny, they are ours to make. We choose from many fates.”

I sounded ridiculous! I crumpled the paper in my hands. Did I even believe the things I said?

Had I chosen my motherless fate? If I had, I’d been too young to know I was sending her away, that my choices would upend our world.



That morning when everything changed, that morning in 1927, I was eight years old when Mother ran to her writing room to capture a line that suddenly came to her. I want the sky to split open—that was it. She said it out loud, kissed me with the elation she felt when the right words found her, and then dashed off. “Be right back.”

This happened. Sometimes she’d return a minute after she’d written it down or an hour later, after she’d poured out what needed pouring. Her sudden disappearances were disorienting as a clap of thunder on a sunny day.

While I waited for her to return, I flopped from the couch to lie flat on the carpet, moving my tiny wooden dolls around the dollhouse Dad had made for me, the furniture exact replicas of our own.

A cigarette, Mom’s cigarette, teetered on the edge of a pale blue ashtray, the one Dad had given her for her birthday last year. A little glass-blown bird sat on the tray’s edge near two curved dents in its bowl.

Absorbed in the miniature version of our life, I didn’t see what was happening in the larger and realer version until I smelled the burning carpet. I must have accidentally toppled the cigarette from its ashtray when I’d moved to the floor.

The fire was alive. Otherworldly.

Flames were already racing from the base of the coffee table across the brown shag carpet and toward my dollhouse.

A spark leaped onto my fingers holding the small wooden doll, shocking me like the sting of a hornet. I dropped the doll onto the carpet, where the flames were hungry for the fiber.

I screamed for Mama, my voice ripping from fear.

A thousand new flames appeared, catching the ends of the curtains, gobbling the dangling pom-poms I’d sewn on with my mother, one by one, during a rainy afternoon. The flames inhaled the sleeve of my shirt with the tiny mouse ballerinas dancing on the fabric.

Her absence was as terrifying as the flames. Her ability to be there in full and then gone completely was something I had come to know, but now panic consumed me. Pain ripped through my hand and arm, the flames leaping from my sleeve as I froze, motionless and screaming.

She appeared at last, running to me, reaching for me. Her long dark hair flew free from the pins she usually wore; her red-and-white housedress with the cherries on it swayed.

She smothered the flames with a blanket, and then took me in her arms. She ran outside, carrying me and uttering Adorium over and over, as if this word, the one she created, would remedy the terror and pain.



A crow called from outside, and I shook myself from the memory, like shedding a heavy coat. I returned to my life, with twilight softening the contours of the den that had been restored over the years, the fire flaming only in my memory.

Knotty pine plank walls and a drafty sliding door to the back deck that overlooked the bay stood as always. The carpet had changed a few times through the years but somehow remained the dusty brown of a chestnut. This room held my worst nightmare, and yet there was nothing left to recall the flames and that singular day.

Outside, Wynnie knelt on the ground in the white-fenced-in garden. She squinted into the setting sun and placed another twig on the fairy house she was building. A white camellia was tucked in her hair. Her pink glasses reflected the light, her coppery curly hair springing loose from the braids I’d plaited it in that morning.

I slid open the door and called out: “Nearly time for dinner!”

She looked up and smiled. “Can Emjie come?”

“Yes! You two finish what you’re doing. It’s nearly dark.”

I folded the newspaper and tossed it into the brass bin next to the fireplace for kindling.

The last words Mother had written in this house echoed now: an incantation, a wish, and a curse.

I want the sky to split open.
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Bluffton, South Carolina

Wynnie ran into the kitchen, bringing with her the aroma of garden soil and briny air, something elemental. She bolted into my arms, and I hugged her close. “Tell me a story from your day while I make us dinner.”

“I have a good one,” Wynnie said.

“Well, do tell.”

“Sammy Fletcher called me four eyes, and guess what I said this time? Just guess.”

“Tell me, darling,” I said, and tried to hide the hurt. Wynnie could read my expressions as surely as she could read a book. Kids teased her about how small she was or how she couldn’t run with them because of her asthma, and then made fun of her glasses, always teasing about the glasses.

Wynnie had all these things, funny eyes and weak lungs, because she arrived in the world too early. The whole point wasn’t that she came early, but that she came at all; her life was miracle enough for me. I told her this all the time—she was my miraculum.

She climbed up the step stool I kept next to the counter, so she could be face-to-face with me. “I told Sammy I have better sight than he does, even if my eyes don’t work. I see things he can’t see, and I’d rather be me.”

“Brilliant,” I said. “Who taught you to say that?”

“Emjie.”

Emjie, the main character from my mother’s novel. Emjie, the character who made Mother famous. Emjie, my daughter’s imaginary friend.

“Oh?” I said, and thought of how she’d described Emjie. I tried to imagine Emjie here, with her long dark hair in a crown of braids, with her dainty nose and her eyes that Wynnie described as being as green as the emerald in her crayon box. Sometimes Emjie wore a dress made of ferns, and other times one made of kelp and oyster shells. But Wynnie had moved on.

“Mama?”

“Yes?”

“What is Howdy Doody?”

“A television show, sweetie.”

“The kids are talking about it. Will we get a TV?”

I wanted to reply yes, but the cost was a waste. We had the radio, records, and endless outdoor activities. We had art and each other and a little boat that ferried us into the bay. We had friends and Dad. “Probably not any time soon. Trust me, you aren’t really missing anything.” I thought about many ways we weren’t the same as the other families. It wasn’t just the TV. It was the way I didn’t doll up for car drop-off, the way I was left out of the Tupperware parties, the bridge club, and the twittering gossip at the playground. I wanted to fit in—who didn’t? I gave up after I left Nat, the invisible brand of D on my forehead.

Wynnie was quiet for a moment and then said, “I’m probably not missing anything. What’s for dinner?”

“Macaroni and cheese with ham,” I told her. “And broccoli. You must eat all of it, not just the macaroni, or I won’t make it anymore.” I kissed her cheek and lightly tugged her braid.

She jumped down, all energy and joy, and sat at the kitchen table, on which her sailboat puzzle spilled out in a disorganized jumble. She separated the edge pieces into a little pile while I stirred the pot on the stove and asked her, “Is Emjie eating with us tonight?”

She didn’t look up but instead sorted the puzzle pieces, focusing with intent, and that was when the phone rang.

The radio hummed a staticky version of “Tell Me Why,” and I picked up the wall phone receiver.

“Hello?”

“May I speak with Clara Harrington?” asked a man with a British accent.

“Speaking,” I said, stirring absently, thinking of the man who had called me about the award and how this was the second man to call in a week’s time, when a man hadn’t called me in years.

“I need to talk to you about some papers belonging to someone named Bronwyn Newcastle Fordham,” he said.

The wooden spoon fell from my hand to the hardwood floor, flecking the stove with yellow dots. I turned down the radio and walked to the other side of the kitchen, as far as the coiled cord would allow, to move away from Wynnie.

“Okay, Mr.—”

“Oh, how rude of me. I’m sorry. I’m nervous, and I’ve lost my manners. Charles Jameson. Charlie,” he said. “I’m calling from London. The papers I found,” he continued, “appear to be some kind of dictionary of words, but words I’ve never seen.”

I laughed. The key to Mother’s lost words? A prank, a ploy to get me to talk and give away what I knew about her sequel. I’d been here before. I exhaled in relief. This was most assuredly a man who wanted information I didn’t have. Dad and I often received letters and calls, though not as many lately. Most were journalists who thought they might have a new angle to the mystery; others were students writing papers about my mother or crime writers seeking inside information we didn’t have. I can’t tell you what I don’t know, Dad told them again and again.

He continued. “It’s all in an old leather satchel. I’m calling to tell you about it, to try and describe what is here.”

“Mr. Jameson, that’s impossible.”

“No, long-distance phone calls are quite possible.” He laughed.

“No, I meant—”

“I know. A poor joke, should have kept it to myself. But it’s not impossible. I’m looking at everything right now.” I felt Wynnie’s eyes light on me, and I turned away as he said, “Let me describe what’s here. Dark brown leather bag. Very scratched. A brass latch shaped like an eagle. Green silk lining. A pile of handwritten papers with words of a language I don’t know.”

“You have my mother’s language?”

“Oh, Bronwyn Fordham is your mother?” His voice lifted in surprise.

“Yes. Was my mother.”

“Grandma?” Wynnie piped up from the table.

I put my finger to my lips to shush Wynnie.

In the background was the rise and fall of music, something baroque and haunting. “I know this sounds barmy, but hear me out. I don’t want anything from you, but it appears that Bronwyn… your mother had some requests.”

Bird wings slammed inside my chest. Had. Past tense. Dizzy, I leaned against the counter. “What do you mean?”

“Along with all these papers, there’s also a letter addressed to you.”

“If you’re after the sequel, I promise you we don’t have it here,” I said. I wasn’t lying. It was hidden in a lockbox across the Savannah River.

“The sequel?” he asked.

“Her book. We don’t have it.”

“I don’t know anything about a book.” His statement felt honest.

Wynnie followed me around the room, right on my heels. Stop, I mouthed to her.

“What is he saying?” Wynnie asked in a loud whisper. “I want to hear.”

I shook my head at her.

“You found this in your father’s library. Who is your father?” I held my hand against my chest as if I could slow my heart from racing to his answer.

“Callum Jameson. He passed away three weeks ago. I’m just doing what the note requested, so now you can decide what to do.” His voice went a little cold.

“Mr. Jameson, I am so sorry you lost your father. So very sorry, but if you have what you think or say you have, can you please send it to me?”

“If this belongs to your mother, I know this must come as a shock, but for now, there are things you probably should know.”

“And what would those be?”

“The note states that you are to be given these papers in person. They are not to be sent by post or transit.”

“Please tell me exactly what the note says?” I didn’t want to flirt with the desperate hopes that flickered around me, but I was begging for information.

Mr. Jameson read aloud in his charming accent: “ ‘The contents of this satchel are to be given only to Clara Harrington of Bluffton, South Carolina. She must retrieve these papers in person. They must never be mailed. The sealed letter inside is to be read only by her. Le draíocht.’ ”

“Draíocht?”

“Ah yes, it’s Gaelic. It means charming—roughly translates as a spell for enchantment.”

“Well now,” I said, “that would be something my mother would write.”

“I won’t get in the way of any enchantment or curse.” He attempted a laugh and then cleared his throat. “There is another note at the bottom that states: ‘Please tell Clara that I’ve saved this language for her, Bronwyn Newcastle Fordham.’ ”

For me.

My body tingled; electricity raced through my veins. Something for me from my mother. “Is she alive?” I asked in an exhale.

“I’m sorry; I have no idea, really. This is just as confusing for me.”

“Mama!” Wynnie was pulling at my sleeve. “What. Is. He. Saying?”

I covered the mouthpiece. “He’s just a man looking for information about Grandma.”

“I hear you,” he said with laughter.

“I’m… confused.” I pressed my fingers against my forehead.

“I am as well.”

“It’s all too extraordinary,” I said. “You should know that this satchel and those papers have been assumed to be in the deepest part of the sea by now, along with her. I need a moment to think about this. May I call you back?”

He gave me his phone number, and I wrote it down. My voice sounded young and vulnerable when I said, “Please keep everything safe. Please.”

“I will, yes.”

“Thank you so very much.” I placed the phone in its cradle and sank to the stool.

“Mama?”

I looked at Wynnie. “It can’t be true.”

“What can’t be true?” My dad’s voice filled the room as he walked through the back door from the garage. His wrinkled suit and iodine-stained lab coat hung loose on his thin frame, and he carried the haggard look of a day that hadn’t gone well. He walked straight to the bar between the kitchen and the den and poured himself a bourbon in a cut-glass tumbler.

Wynnie and I watched silently as he downed it, then turned to us both. “What can’t be true?” He repeated his question softly.

Wynnie ran to his side and looked up at him, adoringly as always. “Some man just called Mama and said he found”—Wynnie drew out the tension and grinned at her papa—“the lost words you and Mama talk about, the ones Grandma took with her.”

Dad set down his glass and smiled sadly. “Again. Someone else? What’s their story this time?”

“A man from London called. His name is Charles Jameson, and he says he found her papers in his father’s library,” I said.

Dad froze a moment as if he’d seen something dangerous over my shoulder, but then his smile reappeared. “Sure. Did he also find a unicorn and elf?”

Wynnie laughed and ran back to the kitchen table and her puzzle. The fun was over for her.

I lowered my voice and stepped closer to him, resting my hand on his arm. “Dad, he said there was a sealed letter for me.”

“You aren’t falling for it, are you, ladybug?”

My dear dad, a surgeon, was a kind soul who never remarried after his wife disappeared. When Nat and I divorced, when I discovered our bank account was depleted and we had lost the house, I moved back to our family home. Nat’s family in Georgia refused to help, and four years later I still hadn’t found a new place to live for many reasons, but mostly because I loved Dad, and I loved Wynnie growing up around her papa on the edge of the tidal bay.

The loss of the money, including the royalties from Mother’s famous novel that Dad gave me, wasn’t just awful for our marriage, but also the loss of a grand dream. I wanted, desired, and needed to use that royalty money for good and not material gain, to open a school of art for young children with wild imaginations, where I would teach them that it was okay to be different.

Nat robbed me, literally, of that dream.

I told Dad, “No. I’m not falling for it.”

“Good girl.” I watched his face. Some days when he returned from the hospital, he looked many years older. Today was one of those days. His blue eyes, so like mine that people commented when they met us—same shape, same color; you’re the spitting image—were rheumy and lid-draped with fatigue.

“You all right, Dad?”

“I lost one today, ladybug. A ten-year-old boy to a car accident. These are the tough days when I doubt my decision to become a doctor. I’m going to leave you and Wynnie to your dinner. I ate at the hospital, and now I’m going to bed early.” He poured another inch of bourbon, took his glass, and walked away, and then stopped, turned to look at me. “I’m not happy you went through that god-awful divorce. I know it was tough as hell. But it means so much to me that you’re here. You and Wynnie—my girls. Even though there is enough paint and paper to hold an art festival in here.”

I laughed. “Living with me is a mess, isn’t it?”

“It’s beautiful.”

“I love you, Dad.”

“You too, always.”

How we came to Bluffton was because my father met and fell in love with Mother in Boston. At the time he was in medical school at Harvard, while she worked for the Boston Herald. After they married in 1917, he brought his bride home. In Boston, Bronwyn’s fame followed her like fog. He wanted to have a simpler life and a family with the woman he loved, not the famously enigmatic author who was forever being scrutinized.

But no one wanted to hear that story.

Her writing earned her phenomenal success and accolades. But her disappearance instantly transformed her into a mystery, an enigma, a literary cold case to be solved. Hers was the legend of the lost, mad artist.

But the world didn’t know everything.

No one did.
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Bluffton, South Carolina

My mother’s love was as overwhelming as her abandonment, both with me even now.

When I was a child, we played a game of disappear and reappear. There was no simple hide-and-seek for my mother. No, ma’am, she was more fun than all the other mommies.

One afternoon, at seven years old, I hid in the closet of her writing studio behind an old fur coat, from the days when she lived up north, somewhere I’d never been. It smelled of must and wet animal. I slid down the back wall, landing upon a pile of books. I scooted to the side, and with a sliver of light falling in around the door, I spied a pile of papers bound with a rubber band.

I’d never seen these papers before.

I knew this old house’s every nook and cranny, its every creak and corner. I could walk its halls with my eyes shut. I’d hidden in all its secret places—from the eaves behind the stairwell to the crawl space under the house, a damp hutch of dark soil and scuttering animals.

How could something possibly exist in our house that I’d never seen? I heard Mama calling my name in her singsong voice, looking for the invisible me.

Clara, Clara, Clara.

She’d always find me, though sometimes it took a bit longer because I was very good at disappearing. Or so she said.

In the closet, I brought my knees to my chest and listened. Even if I stayed hidden here for a long time, her voice calling my name would keep me feeling safe and expectant, a giggle trying to burst through, a deep desire to be found, to be seen by someone who truly loved me.

Waiting, I slipped out the top pages and saw her slanted penmanship. I squinted for a familiar word, but these were words I’d never seen. Pages upon pages of them. French or German, maybe Spanish, I didn’t know. I knew one word, a name—Emjie. My mother’s imaginary character from her first novel, one she wrote when she was twelve years old, a novel so famous people still sent her letters that she asked Daddy to toss in the trash.

The door opened, and I pulled my feet toward me and put the papers down. Then Mother stood in the doorway, filling the entry as completely as she filled my life, backlit in her tall and willowy beauty, like a tree reaching over a river. Her dress was green cotton, and her long dark hair was tied up in a loose ponytail.

She pretended not to see me, then she uttered the word miraculum.

When she said that word, I appeared to her. The mysterious-sounding word’s meaning, she’d told me some time before, was “an object of wonder.”

She repeated it—miraculum—and her eyes widened as if I’d just materialized before her.

“There you are!” she called out.

There you are.

“I thought you’d never find me!” I said. These were the same words we always said, the incantations we spoke in the same order each and every time.

“I will always find you.”

I will always find you.

Mom pushed aside the coats and reached down to tickle me before gently pulling me from the closet. Next she bent down to hug me—my favorite part, so I allowed her to hold me for a moment.

After we stood, I reached into the closet and presented her with the pages in my hand. She took them, a look of sadness falling over her face.

“What’s that?” I asked.

Tears filled her eyes, and she opened her mouth, but not a word came out. I tugged at her dress. “What is it?”

“A book.” She held it to her chest with both hands as if it were a kitten who might escape. This was the first time I realized there was a part of her I didn’t know, something secret and hidden.

“What book?” I asked, not yet desperate, just curious. Desperation came later.

“Another Emjie book, what is called a sequel.”

“There’s another Emjie book?” My heart raced toward her answer. Her first book, The Middle Place, ended with her character stuck between worlds. Now Emjie might be saved.

“Yes. One where she tries to come home.”

“Tries?”

“That’s what it is all about—the attempt to return home.”

“But I don’t know these words,” I said.

She sat on the edge of the bed and patted it, indicating that I should sit next to her on the blue quilt.

When I did, she put her arm around me and pulled me so close I felt her ribs beneath her dress. “Not all the words we know can describe how I feel about everything. Sometimes I must write new words, and they help me understand, say, how I feel.”

“So you make them up?”

“It doesn’t feel that way. It feels like I find them—like they’re words that have been lost by the people who decided what words we would use.”

“Who else knows them?”

“No one.”

“Please teach me. I want to know.”

“Someday I will,” she said.

“Why not right now?”

“Okay, one word.” The playful mother returned, a sly smile and a nudge. “Adorium.”

“Adorium?” I asked, tasting the word on my tongue and liking it already. I could speak an entirely new language with my mother. Make it ours. All ours. There were other tongues to speak and other worlds to explore.

“Adorium means ‘great love,’ ” she said. “The kind of love I feel for you. The kind of love that obliterates all sense and logic and makes the world appear just as it is—completely and utterly magical. Adorium is knowing that all things are one and we are all things—the love that made you and the love we came from and the love we return to.” She stopped, as if she knew I could not keep up, drowning in the waterfall of her definition.

“That’s so much for one word,” I said.

“Yes, that’s the very point of it all. Sometimes the words we have aren’t big enough.”

“One more?”

“Later,” she said. “When the time is right, I will teach you each and every one of them.”
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London, England

I was a while away from your beauty.

Charlie sang the lyrics from his father’s favorite song about his Irish hometown in Waterford, a haunting melody. The women stilled and the men took slow, deep breaths so they wouldn’t betray their emotions.

Even if they didn’t know the Irish words he sang, the soul understood the longing and exile.

So, I came back to you… Sweet Comeragh.

He sang the song first in Irish and then in English, and throughout his singing, the crowd sat still.

When he finished, everyone leapt to their feet, clapping and whooping, ready for frenetic fun—a reel, a rocking song, anything but dwelling in their own unfulfilled longings.

The Sheep and Lion was full to the walls. It was the last song of the Lads’ set, and the crowd hollered for more. The golden glow of the dim lighting, the open wood beams of the low-slung ceiling, and the heat of the fire in a stone hearth made the room seem separate from the world outside, a nest of comfort. No one wanted the night to end.

Charlie bowed out and handed the microphone to Fergus, who would launch into a bawdy ballad to close the night. Charlie made his way through the crowd, feeling slaps on his back and shoulders. Your father would be proud. Sorry about your loss. Well done.

He found a spot to stand at the sticky bar and leaned across to order a shot of whiskey. Benny the bartender slammed one down in front of Charlie, a golden glow inside the cut glass with the crest of the pub. “On the house, mate. When are you going to put your songs on a record and be too famous to come here anymore?”

Charlie lifted his shot, drank it down, and felt the warm burn. “Never.” He smiled and turned around to watch Fergus close the night.

He never played his drum to become famous. That wasn’t his goal. He barely liked being on the stage, but he did it for the love of music.

His father, yes, he was proud that Charlie played that drum and sang the old songs.

Chelsea, his ex-fiancée, had also been enamored of his playing. The night he met her was at a pub just like this one, and even as he chased away her memory with another shot of whiskey, it turned around and found him. He recalled the way she sat in the front row in her tight sweater dress, tapping her toes and tossing her auburn hair. The way she found him at the bar after the set and told him about how the music made her feel, the way she sat next to him and leaned in so very close.

How had he not seen the falseness of her? The hard core of her insincerity?

It was possible that he noticed it, or that’s what Fergus told him when it ended. “Mate, by the time you saw the rot, you were already long gone.”

“I don’t think I was ever fully aware.”

“Deep down, in that murky subconscious of yours, you knew.”

And maybe Fergus was right. When Chelsea tried to explain to Charlie that she was in love with his best mate and that Charlie had never truly given himself over to her, he saw it was true: he’d held back. The things that mattered—the anam cara of it all—were never between them.

The breakup was placed at his feet. The tears. The handwritten calligraphy invitations that were destroyed. The phone calls his mum made to friends and family to cancel the wedding. And he never tried to right it; he never told anyone the truth about seeing Chelsea and his university mate Graham kissing in the garden.

Everyone believed that Charlie was heartbroken because his fiancée left him for his friend. But heartbroken was the wrong word.

Disgusted and relieved seemed more relevant.

Later, he’d heard the murmurs—Didn’t go to his best mate’s wedding. Couldn’t get over it. A fight in a London pub.

From the gossip, people believed he’d been hurt. He had been, but only by Graham, who hid their secret love story. Chelsea—well, he might have lost her, but his mate was the larger blow, and he was still unaccustomed to their distance.

He was startled from his malignant memories.

“Charlie.” He heard a soft voice and turned.

Millie Barker. The sweet and fragilely beautiful girl he’d known since childhood. “Hallo, Millie.” She stood next to him and turned to watch the band. She held an empty glass in her hand, and he bought her another gin and tonic.

They leaned against the bar, and her arm was against his, and then her hip. He felt the heat of their bodies finding each other. “That was beautiful tonight,” she said. “You… I mean your singing. Especially that last one.”

“Thank you. Father’s favorite.”

“I’m sorry for your loss,” she said, and turned to face him, placing her hand on his arm. “I loved him. He was so… sweet and yet so—”

“Much a man.”

“Yes.” She smiled sadly. “That would have been batty for me to say.”

“How’s your family?” he asked.

“Batty.”

“Then all is well,” he said, and they laughed, clinking their glasses together.

Logan, the flute player, walked by and slapped Charlie’s back. “Always the one wooing the girls,” he said. “Good to be you.”

Charlie scoffed and looked to Millie with a blush. “He’s drunk.”

“But he’s right,” she said.

He nudged her and knew she meant no harm. How lovely to know someone enough that one didn’t have to explain his past to them. Now the band packed up. In the commotion, and as the night ended, the bartenders hollering out for last call, Charlie tossed his drum case over his shoulder and walked into the night.

Unseasonably warm, the sky clear, a single cloud moving slowly across the star-streaked sky.

Lonely as a cloud.

The Wordsworth line from the poem about his beloved Lake District ran through Charlie’s mind and he almost laughed. It was as if his father walked alongside him tonight, his mind whispering things his father might utter.

Father had warned him about Chelsea, but not in direct words. He never said anything directly, as if the Irish in him allowed him only to go around things, around and then back again. Father might tell a story about a changeling turning a princess into a witch or the flight of an owl that warned of deceit. Charlie heard his father’s warnings but paid him little mind, for Charlie thought, or he believed, he was in love.

Such a farce. He coughed out a laugh and lifted his face to the new mystery in his life. “So who was Bronwyn Fordham, Father?” he said to the night sky. But there was no answer.

The sky wheeled and the stars blended; he’d drunk one shot too many. He needed to remember that whiskey was never the answer to grief; it was the gateway to grief, and to the softest and most beautiful memories.

Like this one: the morning when he sat in a rowboat on Esthwaite Water with his father and his brother, Archie. The twins could not have been more than twelve years old. The boathouse across the lake was smudged with a woolly mist that hovered thick over blue waters. The lake rippled where a fish jumped. Geese squawked their secret language. Father uttered a sentence in Irish.

“What did you say?” Archie asked.

Father looked to the sky. “I didn’t realize I’d spoken aloud.”

“You did,” Charlie said. “What was it?”

“Ah, lines from the Irish poem ‘Cill Aodáín.’ We memorized it as children.” He closed his eyes. “It means ‘The Land Where Everything Grows.’ ”

Charlie and Archie sat still, their father the center of the morning and of their world. “Why did you stop?” Charlie asked. “Stop speaking Irish? Let it go? It was your language.”

“I didn’t let it go, Son. It let go of me. It was as much a part of me as my skin and bones, as the very beat of my heart. But when something breaks the heart, things fall out of the cracks and fissures, and Gaelic was one of those very things.”

Charlie and Archie didn’t fully understand what Father meant or how to remedy something that made him so sad. Instead of responding, they sat quietly.

Finally Charlie asked, “What’s the word for lake?”

“An easy one, Son. Loch.”

Charlie and Archie repeated the word and held their fishing poles above the water, glancing at each other in their silent brotherhood.

Now in London, far off, a siren howled, and Charlie found himself not on the edge of the
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