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One


It all came back with the sweet scent of the pines. The darkness, the small campfire, the soft bed of leaves. The gentleness of his hands on her skin, exploring her body as no other man had ever done. The rugged feel of his chest against her bare breasts, the smoothness of his hips beneath her questing fingers. The strength of his manhood as, coupled with an exquisite tenderness, he took her, smothering her cry with a soul-fusing kiss, then carried her with him, slowly and inexorably, to the height of desire, the crest of passion, to explode into a thousand shimmering bursts, while the fire before them sent up its own golden sparks, spiraling heavenward, higher and higher, through the bough-edged clearing and into the night sky.


Yes, it all came back, just as she had feared it would, transcending the hurt, the pain, even the beauty of the past eight years, to relive that one night of mindless happiness which had so totally changed the course of her life.


Mommy . . . The small voice, its sing-song whine ample warning of impending complaint, brought her abruptly back to the present and the overall-clad child sitting beside her in the car. Do I have to go? Its not too late to turn back. Please, Mommy? As her daughters round gray eyes bore into her with merciless pleading, Stephanie Wright was grateful for the twisting road ahead which, of necessity, demanded her attention.


Momentarily sharing the childs apprehension before catching herself, the auburn-haired young woman sighed. Sweetheart, she began, rolling her window down farther to let the heady Maine breeze soothe her own warring senses, weve been over this before. You know were not turning back now. The house in Cambridge is all closed up, Mrs. Hampson is expecting uscounting on me and looking forward to meeting youand were both going to have a great summer!


Where she found the tone of conviction, Stephanie would never know. She had repeated the same words to herself dozens of times over the last few weeks and even then had failed to ease her own qualms.


But, Mommy, Missy continued, nervously twisting the thick brown length of a pigtail around her forefinger, I dont want to go!


Youll love it! her mother coaxed gently, playing out the dialogue now by heart.


But I dont know anybody, the child persisted.


You will very soon! Stephanie insisted firmly.


But I dont want to live with a whole bunch of kids


How can you be against something youve never tried? Stephanie cajoled, understanding the fear which beset her daughter and trying her best to deal with it. Itll be such fun for you, Missy. Youll meet a whole new group of friends, do all sorts of different things, and you know that Ill never be very far away! You have the best of both worlds! As does your mother, she admitted silently, knowing that she would never have had the courage to send her daughter off any substantial distance for the summer.


But I dont want


We cant always have what we want, Missy, Stephanie broke in, her patience finally beginning to fray at the edges under her own seesawing emotions. Unconsciously, she raised a hand beneath her flowing curls to rub the taut muscles of her neck, inflamed both by the length of the drive and by the tension that flared within her at each repetition of this discussion. There are times when you have to trust me to make the right decision, even if you dont agree with it at first.


The little girl crossed her thin arms over her chest as she scowled ominously. Im not going to like it . . . ever! she vowed stubbornly.


Well see . . . Stephanies words trailed off as she contemplated them. Had she made the right decision? Would this summer be good for themfor both of them?


In truth, she felt confident that Missy would do just fine. An athletic child, she was a fine little swimmer and a promising tennis player, even at her tender age. Additionally, she had never had trouble making friends, nor been bothered by the lack of them, all of her protestations to the contrary notwithstanding. She was an independent soul, a loner who went her own way whether in the company of friends or not. She was a self-motivator, a hard worker, and a hard player, whose instinct for superiority was threatened only by an underlying distrust of people, a characteristic which her mother recognized and for which she accepted the responsibility.


For it was Stephanie who had erected the protective wall around herself and her daughter during those lonely days of her pregnancy, bolstering it through the bittersweet birth of the child, then cementing it in their mutually sustaining existence. They made their way alone and, particularly after the deaths of Stephanies parents within a year of each other, they relied on no one but each other. Oh, there were good friends and many acquaintances, but Stephanie always kept that certain distance, that emotional independence which would preclude a repeat of the heartrending anguish that she had once suffered.


Now, for the first time in her life, Melissa Wright would be separated from her mother. And, as much as Stephanie quaked at the thought, she knew how important this would be for her daughters development. For, counterbalancing any failings she may have had as a mother, Stephanie was a realist. She was the first to admit that she had been overprotective of Missy, her only child, smothering her with the boundless love which, by rights, should have been shared with another. It was inevitable; Stephanie had only to look into her daughters face to see that of the man whom she had adored, who had possessed her totally, body and soul, so long ago.


The narrow, tree-lined road leveled for a stretch, giving her a chance to cast a sideways glance at Melissa. Yes, it was all therethe thick, brown hair, so different from her own fine auburn curls, the intense gray eyes, alternately veiled then open and ever a far cry from her own jade-spoked ones, the long limbs which, even at her seven years, promised a height in excess of her mothers five foot five.


Sensing her mothers gaze on her, Missy launched a final plea for mercy. Please, Mommy, if I have to go, why cant I stay with you? I wont be a pest.


Stephanie had to smile at her daughters proposal. At least, she mused, Missy had accepted the fact of their going. This last, refreshingly novel suggestion would be easy enough to handle. Youre never a pest, sweetie. But there is a bunk waiting for you, with seven other little girls just your age. You know that Ill be nearby, but youre a big girl now. You really dont need me with you all the time. After allshe glanced sideways through luxurious brown lashes as she injected a kidding note into the conversationwho wants to have her mother around when shes getting into Lord knows what kind of mischief? Reaching over, she tickled her daughter in just the place she knew to guarantee a laugh; she was not disappointed.


Aw, Mom! Missy exclaimed between giggles.


And besides, Stephanie continued quickly, eager to make the most of the childs momentary good humor, I wont be much fun. Ill be working most of the time. Mrs. Hampson has high expectations, you know.


Melissa gave her a knowing grin. Yeah, I know. My mother, the photographer, she snorted playfully, then turned her small nose to the far window and lent her attention to more pressing matters.


Stephanie smiled at her daughters words. My mother, the photographer. It had been a long haul, but she finally did feel justified in calling herself a photographer. She had begun slowly, during Melissas preschool years, sticking to free-lancing, planning her schedule around the childs, doing most of her darkroom work in the converted kitchen pantry while Missy was sleeping. It was only when Missy entered school that Stephanie had allowed herself to accept more work, though she still insisted on being home after school and during vacations. As luck would have it, she offered a particular talent at a time when it came into demand. Thus, for the past three years, she had taught photography part-time at each of two exclusive private schools, pioneering in the formation of a photography curriculum for children. She adored both the challenge of the work and the nature of the working conditions, which conformed to Melissas school schedule, and her curriculum had been widely recognized and applauded.


In fact, it was this very acclaim that had led her on the present northward trek. Two months earlier, she had received a surprise phone call from Sylvie Hampson, the owner and director of the girls camp in Maine to which Stephanie herself had gone as a youngster, then worked as a junior counselor, and finally as a full counselor that last

















































































































































































































A Note from the Author


I wrote Sweet Ember in 1980. It was the third book of a total now of sixty-five and was written for publication in the romance genre. It is therefore quite different from my more recent books in both style and content.


Sweet Ember is a love story from start to finish. It has none of the secondary characters and side plots that my full length novels have. Like many books in the romance genre, its plot hinges on a misunderstanding regarding the other woman. This misunderstanding keeps my heroine, Stephanie, and her hero, Doug, apart for eight long years. Given that a major change has taken place in Stephies life during that time, their reunion is . . . hot!


My books are like my children--I love them all dearly for their differences. Sweet Ember has a special place in my heart, in that the model I used for PineWinds was the summer camp that I attended for seven years as a child. Those seven summers were the happiest and most carefree of my childhood. Writing Sweet Ember took me back there, just as rereading it does now.


Those of you who read Sweet Ember when it was first published will know that it was written under the Bonnie Drake pseudonym. That name is gone, as is the original cover of the book. All else remains the same.


Barbara Delinsky

May 1997
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Available as an e-book from HarperCollins and in hardcover from William Morrow in November 2003





From the plush comfort of the velvet love seat that had been brought into the library for the occasion, Chelsea Kane studied the blond-haired, blue-eyed, beak-nosed members of her mothers family and decided that wherever she was from herself, it had to be better stock than this. She detested the arrogance and greed she saw before her. With Abby barely cold in her grave, they had been fighting over who would get what.


As for Chelsea, all she wanted was Abby. But Abby was gone.


Bowing her head, she listened to the whisper of the January wind, the hiss of a Mahler murmur, the snap of her fathers pocket watch, the rustle of papers on the desk. In time she focused on the carpet. It was an Aubusson, elegantly subtle in pale blues and browns. This carpet is your father, Abby had always declared in her inimitably buoyant British way, and indeed Kevin was elegantly subtle. Whether he loved the carpet as Abby had remained to be seen. Things like that were hard to tell with him. He wasnt an outwardly demonstrative man. Even now, when Chelsea raised her eyes to his face in search of comfort, she found none. His expression was as heartrendingly somber as the dark suit he wore. Though he shared the love seat with her, he was distanced by his own grief. It had been that way since Abbys death five days before.


Chelsea wanted to slide closer and take his hand; but she didnt dare. She was a trespasser on the landscape of his grief. He might welcome her, or he might not. Empty as she was feeling, she couldnt risk the rejection.


Finally ready, Graham Fritts, Abbys attorney and the executor of her estate, raised the first of his papers. The following are the last wishes of Abigail Mahler Kane . . .


Chelsea let the words pass her by. They were a grim reminder of what was all too raw, an extension of the elegantly carved coffin, the ministers well-meaning words, and the dozens of yellow roses that should have been poignantly beautiful but were simply and dreadfully sad. Chelsea hadnt wanted the will read so soon, but Graham had succumbed to the pressure of the Mahlers, who had come to Baltimore from great distances for the funeral and didnt want to have to come again. Kevin hadnt argued. He rarely took on the clan. It wasnt that he was weak; he was an eminently capable person. But where he championed select causes at work, there his store of fire ended, rendering him nonconfrontational at home.


Abby had understood that. She had been as compassionate as compassionate ever was, Chelsea realized, and let her thoughts drift. She remembered Abby bathing her in Epsom salts when she had chicken pox, ordering gallons of Chelseas favorite black cherry ice cream when the braces went on her teeth, excitedly sending copies to all their friends when a drawing of Chelseas won first prize in a local art show, scolding her when she double-pierced her ears.


More recently, when Abbys system had started to deteriorate, as was typical of long-term polio victims, the tables had been turned, with Chelsea doing the bathing, doting, praising, and scolding, and she had been grateful for the opportunity. Abby had given her so much. To be able to give something back was a gift, particularly knowing, as increasingly they both had, that Abbys time was short.


. . . this house and the one in Newport I bequeath to my husband, Kevin Kane, along with . . .


Houses, cars, stocks, and bonds, Kevin didnt need any of those things. He was a successful neurosurgeon, drawing a top salary from the hospital and augmenting it with a lucrative private practice. He had been the one to provide for Chelseas everyday needs, and he had insisted that it be that way. Abby had taken care of the extras.


Often over the years, Chelsea had wished she hadnt, for it had only fostered resentment among the clan. Abbys brothers and sisters had felt it wrong that a Mahler trust should be established for Chelsea, who had no Mahler blood. But Abby had been insistent that Chelsea, as her daughter, was to be treated like every other Mahler grandchild. So she had been, technically at least. She had a trust in her name that provided her with sufficient interest to live quite nicely even if she chose never to work.


. . . to my daughter, Chelsea Kane, I leave . . .


Chelsea was an architect. At thirty-six she was one of three partners in a firm that was landing plum jobs up and down the East Coast. Moreover, she had personally invested in a well-chosen few of those projects, which meant that her profits were compounded. She lived quite nicely on what she earned.


For that reason, perhaps, the accumulation of assets had never been of great interest to her, which was why she barely listened to what Graham read. She didnt want to inherit anything from her mother, didnt want to acknowledge that the woman was dead. Her aunts and uncles didnt seem to have that problem. Trying to look blas, they sat with their blond heads straight and their hands folded with artful nonchalance in their laps. Only the tension around those pointy noses and their ever-alert blue eyes betrayed them.


. . . to my brother Malcolm Mahler, I leave . . .


Malcolm got the yacht, Michael the Packard, Elizabeth the two Thoroughbreds, Anne the Aspen condo. Still they waited while Graham read on.


As for the rubies . . .


The rubies. Only then did it occur to Chelsea that that was what her aunts and uncles had been waiting for, not that any of them lacked for jewelsor yachts, or cars, or horsesbut the rubies were special. Even Chelsea, who would never dream of wearing anything as showy, could appreciate their value. They had been in the Mahler family for six generations, traditionally passed from the oldest daughter to her oldest daughter.


Abby had been the oldest daughter, and Chelsea was her only child. But Chelsea was adopted.


I have given more thought to this matter than to any other, Graham read, and have decided to bequeath the rubies as followsmy sister Elizabeth is to receive the earrings, my sister Anne the bracelet, and my daughter, Chelsea, the ring.


Elizabeth came out of her chair. No, thats wrong. If the oldest daughter doesnt have a daughter, the entire set goes to the second oldest daughter. Im the second oldest daughter.


Similarly appalled, Anne uncrossed her legs. The pieces cant be divided. They were meant to be kept together. Whatever did Abby have in mind?


She must have been confused, Malcolm decided by way of polite invalidation.


Or she was influenced by someone else, Michael suggested by way of benign accusation.


A Mahler would never divide up that set, Elizabeth insisted. The whole thing should be coming to me.


Kevin stirred then, not much more than a shifting on his seat, but, given his prior immobility, enough to draw attention. In a voice that was gritty with grief but surprisingly firm, he said, The whole set should have gone to Chelsea. She is the oldest daughter of the oldest daughter.


She isnt Abbys daughter, Elizabeth argued, not in the real sense, not in the sense of having our genes and being able to pass them on. Besides, look at her. Shes a career woman, She wont have a child. Even if she was of our blood . . .


Chelsea rose quietly and slipped out the door. She had no stomach for Elizabeths words. More than any of them, she was haunted by the fact that she had no Mahler blood. For years shed been trying to find out whose she did have, but Kevin had refused to discuss it, and Abby had been too frail to be pestered. So the issue had floated. Abby had been her mother in every sense that mattered. With her death Chelsea felt a sense of loss, a sense of coming unhinged, of losing ones anchor.


Abby had loved her. Physical limitations notwithstanding, she had doted on her to the point of near suffocation. Many a time Chelsea had wanted to tell her to buzz off. But Abby was too kind for that, and Chelsea wouldnt have hurt her for the world. She had fallen into a good thing when shed been adopted. The Kane house was a haven. Love made it a secure, happy place.


Nonetheless she had been curious. She had wanted to know why she had been adopted, why Abby couldnt have babies of her own, how she had been picked. She wanted to know where she had been born, who her birth parents were, and why they had given her up.


Abby had explained, with a gentle care that Chelsea remembered even so many years after the fact, that her paralysis had made having children impossible for her, but that she and Kevin had badly wanted a child at the same time that a baby girl badly needed a home. The adoption had been private and closed. Abby claimed to know nothing, and Kevin agreed. Youre a Kane, he insisted even when Chelsea was at her most outlandish. It doesnt matter where you come from, as long as you know who you are now.


Chelsea drew herself up before the gilt-edged mirror that hung over the console in the hall. She was as tall and slender as any of the Mahlers and as finely dressed, but that was where the similarities ended. She had green eyes to their blue, and her long hair was auburn, with the natural wave that the Mahler women envied only when waves were in style. Thanks to a motorcycle accident when she was seventeen that had resulted in a broken nose and subsequent surgery, Chelseas previously turned-up nose was small and straight. Likewise, thanks to a dental appliance that she had worn as a preteen, the chin that would have otherwise receded had been coaxed into perfect alignment with the rest of her features.


She was an attractive woman. To deny it would have been an exercise in false modesty, and Chelsea was too forthright for that. She had come a long way from the unruly waist-length hair, kohl-lined eyes, and ragtag flower child look she had espoused as a teenager. Abby had been proud of the woman shed become.


Now Abby was gone, and her family was in the library bickering over a set of jewels. Chelsea was sickened. Had it not been for Kevin, she would have walked out of the house. But she didnt want to leave him alone. He was crushed. After anticipating Abbys death for so many years, he was finding the actuality of it hard to accept. Chelsea could fault him for thick headedness on the matter of her adoption, but not for his absolute and unqualified love for Abby.


The library door opened to Elizabeth and Anne. Well fight, you know, Elizabeth warned Chelsea as she strode past.


Anne pulled their furs from the closet. The ring should remain in the family.


Without another wordnot the slightest gesture of consolation, encouragement, or farewellthey left.


The front door had barely shut when Malcolm and Michael emerged from the library.


Chelsea handed them their coats.


Silently they put them on. Malcolm was fitting his hat to his head when he said, You made out quite well, Chelsea.


She stood away with her hands by her sides. Im afraid I wasnt paying attention to the details. They didnt interest her now any more than they had then.


You should have. Abigail has made you a wealthy woman.


I was a wealthy woman before she died.


Thanks to the Mahlers. This came from Michael, who pursed his lips at the black driving gloves he was pushing on finger by finger. Elizabeth and Anne are upset, and frankly I dont blame them. They have a point. That ring is worth a lot of money. You dont need the money, and you dont need the ring. It cant have anywhere near the sentimental value for you that it has for us. He raised his Mahler-blue eyes to hers. If youre half the woman Abby always claimed you were, youll give us the ring. Its the right thing to do.


Chelsea was thrown back in time to the parties her mother had given that the Mahlers had attended. Chelseas friends had been impressed. They saw the Mahlers as jet-setters who hobnobbed with princes and dukes in the glitter capitals of the world and who spoke the Queens English with flair. But Chelsea had never been charmed, then or now, by civilized speech expressing uncivilized thoughts.


She wanted to feel resentment or defiance but didnt have the strength. As with her inheritance, she had little taste for adversity in the shadow of Abbys death. I cant think about this, I really cant, she said.


If its a matter of having the ring appraised, Malcolm suggested, thats already been done. Graham has the papers.


Its a matter of mourning. I need time.


Dont take too much. The girls will likely go to court if you dont give up the ring on your own.


With an upraised hand, Chelsea murmured, Not now, and took off for the kitchen. She was leaning against the center island beneath a tiara of copper pans when Graham burst through the door.


Ahh, Chelsea, he breathed, I was worried youd left.


Chelsea liked Graham. A contemporary of her parents, he had taken over as Abbys attorney after his father died. Over the years he had been a quiet constant in her life.


Tucking her hands under her arms, she sent him a pleading look. Dont you start in on me, too, Graham. It was bad enough reading the will while Mothers still warm in her grave, but to bicker over it is disgusting. They wanted it read, now its been read, but I have no intention of looking at it, thinking about it, or acting on it until Ive had time to mourn her. She tossed a hand toward the front of the house. Theyre off to jet home and return to their lives as though nothing has changed, and maybe for them it hasnt, but it has for me, and it has nothing to do with inheriting whatever I inherited and being worth such-and-such more than I was before. I refuse to define my mothers life in terms of dollars and cents, so if thats what youre here to do, forget it.


Its not, Graham said, and drew an envelope from the inner pocket of his suit jacket. This is for you.


Warily she stared at the envelope. It was old and worn. If thats an ancient stock certificate, I dont want it, she said, though the envelope didnt look official by any measure. It was small in size, nondescript, and even from where she stood Chelsea could see that there was no return address.


Go on, Graham coaxed, nudging it closer. Abby wanted you to have it.


Was this listed in her will?


No. It was a private matter, something between her and me, and now you.


Curious, Chelsea took the envelope and immediately noted its weight. There was something inside. She shifted it in her hand, then studied the address.


The ink had smeared what was an awkward scrawl to begin with, yet she made out her mothers name. She had more trouble deciphering the name beneath that.


Graham helped out. It was sent care of my father. Thats his office address. He was the lawyer who represented your parents in the adoption.


Chelsea had known that, but Grahams mentioning it out of the blue was startling. Her heart skipped a beat, then made up for it by starting to race. Her eyes flew to the postmark. It too had faded with age, but its print was more legible than the scrawl beneath it. The date was November 8, 1959, the place Norwich Notch, New Hampshire? she read.


Norich, Graham corrected.


I was born there?


Yes.


She was stunned. Wondering where shed been born was as much a part of her as celebrating her birthday each March. To have an end suddenly put to the wonderingto ask a question and receive a yeswas overwhelming. Norwich Notch. She held the envelope in her hand as though it were something fragile, afraid to move it, lift it, open it.


From across the room came Kevin Kanes somber voice. Whats that, Graham?


Grahams eyes went from Chelseas face to the envelope in silent urging. She swallowed, then turned it over, lifted the flap, and drew out a piece of tissue paper that was as worn as the envelope itself. It looked to have been unfolded and refolded many times. Setting it carefully on the counter, she unfolded it but again. Inside, attached to a threadbare ribbon that had once been red but had long since lost its sheen, was a heavily tarnished silver key. At least, she thought it was a key. Its bow was a miniature French horn with coils ripe for the gripping, but its blade was unserrated, nothing more than a thin tube half the length of her thumb.


An image flashed through her mind of the metronome that stood on the grand piano in her parents living room. That metronome had been her nemesis through years of laborious piano lessons. It was wound by a key with a similarly smooth blade.


Bewildered, she raised her eyes to Grahams. Who sent it?


He shrugged and shook his head.


Is it a key?


Abby thought so, but she never knew for sure. It arrived when you were five. For Kevins benefit, he added an apologetic, Since it was addressed to Abby, my father had no choice but to pass it on.


Chelsea followed his gaze. There was no reason why he shouldnt have, she said to her father. His frame filled the doorway, stately in spite of his tired eyes and the weight that lay heavy on his shoulders.


Oh, yes, there was, Kevin contended. His feelings on the subject hadnt changed over the years, not with Chelseas reaching adulthood, not now with Abbys death. You were ours from the time you were eight hours old. We raised you and loved you. Your mother didnt want to know where youd come from. She didnt have to know it. That information was irrelevant. It still is. Everything that you are today came from us.


Chelsea knew what wasnt true. She had neither the purebred Mahler look nor Kevin Kanes grooved chin, thin lips, and ruddy complexion, and whereas both the Mahlers and the Kanes were musically inclined, she was tone-deaf.


But she wasnt about to argue with Kevin on that score. In the best of times he was threatened by the thought of her going after her birth parents, and these were far from the best of times. He was in pain. So was she, and his distance didnt help. She couldnt bear the thought of driving him farther away.


Nor, though, could she ignore the key. Laying it in the palm of her hand, she ran her thumb over it front and back. Who sent it? she asked again.


Abby never knew, Graham said. She received it exactly as you have it now.


Setting down the key, Chelsea flattened out the tissue paper and studied one side, then the other. Likewise she turned the envelope over and back. There was no writing other than what was on the front, no sign of a message. There had to have been a note.


She said there wasnt.


She also said she didnt know where I was born, Chelsea blurted out, because the realization that Abby had lied to her stung. Even worse was the thought that Kevin knew more. Her eyes found his. Did you know she had this?


Slowly he shook his head. The measuredness of the gesture expressed his anger. Id have prevented it if I could have. She had enough to worry about without agonizing over a key.


Feeling an overwhelming sadness, Chelsea said, There wouldnt have been any agonizing if shed simply given it to me.


If shed done that, youd have run off.


Because of a key? I dont even know what its supposed to unlock!


Youd have found out, he said gruffly. Thats your way. When youre curious about something, you follow it through. His tone mellowed. It was one of the things your mother most admired in you. You had the courage that she didnt.


Chelsea was astonished. She had more courage than any one of us.


Kevin remained mellow in memorys grip. She didnt see it that way. She was bound by her family nearly as much as she was by her leg braces, while you broke free. You did the things she might have liked to have done. You looked for challenges and met every one. She loved the flower child you were, just as much as she loved the club swimming champ. His mouth went flat, his tone hard. Anyway, thats why she must have agonized over that key. She knew that youd have taken that curiosity of yours and run off in search of elusive parents who didnt want you in the first place.


Unfair, Chelsea whispered, feeling a knot in her throat. She ached for Kevin, who was afraid that two others would usurp his and Abbys places in her heart. But she ached for herself, too, because the last thing she wanted to believe was that she was alive simply because abortion had been illegal at the time of her conception.


Turning the key in her hand, she said softly, I wouldnt have run anywhere. I certainly wouldnt have hurt you and Mom. Youre my parents. Thatll never change. She so wanted him to understand. Its just that Ive always wanted to know about the other. It was a deeply emotional subject for her. She doubted anyone but another adoptee would understand the sense of rejection that came with having been given away at birth, the isolation she felt at family gatherings, the incompletion that nagged and nagged.


But this wasnt the time to piggyback one emotional subject on another. With care, she set the key in the middle of the tissue and folded the paper as Abby had apparently done so many times. She returned the small package to its envelope and slipped the envelope into the pocket of her silk dress.


Raising her head, she said to Kevin, Youre right. Its not important now. As though to show him that Abby did indeed live on through her, she turned to Graham with much the same poise that her mother would have shown in equally trying times and said, Cook makes an incredible potted chicken. Youll join us for dinner, wont you?



Kevin knew Chelsea well. She was indeed a doer. When her college grade point-average had been lacking, shed won acceptance as a graduate student at Princeton by literally planting herself and an impressive portfolio in the offices of the Department of Architecture. When shed decided that she wanted her first apartment to be something loftlike in ways that nothing in Baltimore was at that time, she had presented a schematic design to one of the citys hot real estate developers, with promise of free working drawings to follow if he would buy the building she had in mind and take on the project. When shed found herself with two partners in a brand-new architectural firm, shed designed a striking logo and sent handwritten letters to every prospective client she could find in her personal address book. Given that shed grow up with frequent exposure to her mothers family contacts and her fathers professional ones, that address book was expansive.


Her challenge now was the tarnished silver key. She tried to ignore it at first. It was a wedge between Kevin and her at a time when she could least afford one. But the key wouldnt be ignored, seeming to blare its silent presence from wherever she chose to hide it.


Likewise, the name Norwich Notch came to have a familiar ring. She wondered whether some mystical force inside her was connecting her with birthplace or whether she had simply said the name so many times now that it rolled easily through her thoughts. An atlas at the library told her that the town was in the southwestern corner of New Hampshire and had a population of eleven hundred. But she found no mention of it in other books through which she browsed.


She did find reference to it in the phone book for the Keen-Peterborough area. Among other listings were the Norwich Notch Town Clerk, the Norwich Notch Congregational Church, and the Norwich Notch Community Hospital, any of which might have information on her birth. So her reading told her, and she had read almost every major article on adoption, published in recent years. She knew about searches. They were done all the time in the enlightened nineties. Social workers leaned increasingly toward shared information between birth parents and adoptees. Open adoptions were in vogue.


She could pick up the phone and make a call. She could fly to Boston and drive north or fly to Manchester and drive west. She could drive all the way from Baltimore if she wanted it, but she didnt. She wasnt ready to do any of those things. Not so soon after Abbys death. Not with Kevin so sensitive. Not with the reality of Norwich Notch so new. She needed time to adjust to its existence.


The key, though, fast became an old friend. After holding it, turning it in her hand, studying it night after night for a week, she took out a jar of silver polish and, taking care not to wet the frayed ribbon, worked the cream between each of the miniature slides. With every bit as much care, she rinsed it and dried it.


Free of tarnish, the key was a beautifully intricate thing. It looped lyrically, with detailing that Chelsea guessed was exact. Though the slim blade extending from the mouthpiece was nicked at spots, the horn itself was in perfect condition. As she buffed its slides with the pad of her thumb, she fancied that a genie might appear in a puff of smoke and tell her everything she wanted to know. But the night was quiet, and she remained alone.


She had so many questions, so many questionsthe major one being who had sent it and why. Thirty-two years was a long time. People died. Situations changed. Then again, she wondered whether the key wasnt as crucial to her search as the postmark. Norwich Notch. So familiar. It sounded rural and charming; it could well be dirt poor and depressed. She wasnt sure she wanted to find out which; she wasnt sure she could resist finding out.


Meanwhile, the lure of the key grew. The more she studied it, the more intrigued she was not by the perfection of is crafting, but by the irregularity of the nicks on its blade. They were signs of useuse by people somehow related to her.


She imagined many different scenarios, all variations of those shed dreamed up as a child. Her biological parents were always poor but in love. In once instance they were teenagers, too young and frightened to keep her. In another instance her father was married to someone else but desperately in love with her mother. In a third instance her parents were married to each other, with seven children already and no possible way to support an eighth.


Chelsea dwelt on that last possibility for a long time, because the thought of having one sibling, let alone seven, excited her. She had always wanted a brother or sister. She had begged Abby for one. In time shed accepted that one child was as much as a woman with two useless legs and dubious health could handle, but she didnt stop wanting a sibling. As she saw it, a sibling was tied to a person in a way that friends werent. She had grown up with hordes of friends, but she missed that other, special relationship. There were times when she felt a distinct sense of loss.


During those times, more often than not she turned to Carl.
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