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    Epigraph


    You will surely forget your trouble,recalling it only as waters gone by.


    Job 11:16 NIV

  


  
    Chapter 1


    1


    Too far to swim.


    The moat-like stretch of Lake Superior glinted in the October sun as if the waves were rows of razor wire.


    Once her feet hit the island in the near distance, the floating drawbridge ferry drawn up for the night, the shore of Madeline Island would form the walls of her existence.


    Max talked about the concrete walls of his prison as if the confines protected him from the outside world. Was it too much to hope sand and rocks and deep water would do the same for her?


    Did I do the right thing, Max?


    One last ferry for the day. She’d missed the next to the last. Three minutes late. Only three minutes. The sluggish gas pump could be blamed. Or her failure to check the website for the ferry’s off-season hours. Emmalyn Ross had one more chance before dark, or she’d be forced to stay in Bayfield overnight, forced to talk to people, risk having to explain what she was doing there and why she was alone.


    Five years ago, she’d been three minutes late getting to Max’s desperate voice mail message. “Emi, I’m in trouble. Can you come get me?” His smudged words stuck like indelible mascara smears. She hadn’t noticed the message until he’d already left the restaurant-slash-tavern, until he’d already pushed the accelerator toward their incomprehensible future.


    A ferry attendant tapped on the car window. Emmalyn fumbled for the button to lower it. The rear window responded. Wrong button. She raised the rear window and lowered the driver’s.


    “Missed this one.” The attendant, a middle-aged woman with a portable credit card reader in hand, gave Emmalyn the impression she was a retired teacher in a second career.


    “I see that.” Emmalyn looked past the attendant at the maze of orange cones—any empty maze now—where vehicles must have waited for the ferry she was supposed to have taken.


    “There’s another.” The attendant pointed to the schedule in her hand. “Last one of the day. Wanna pay now? You can do that.”


    Why would Emmalyn hesitate?


    “Unless,” the attendant added, “you think you might change your mind.”


    “I can’t.”


    The attendant’s eyebrows registered surprise at the velocity of those two words.


    Emmalyn smiled a third-grade-picture-day smile that seemed normal at the start but stretched her lips too taut. “Yes, thank you. I’ll purchase my ticket now.” She had forty-five minutes or more to kill. Paying ahead would use up—


    Three of them.


    Across the water lay a room at—she checked the computer printout on the passenger seat—The Wild Iris Inn. When the attendant swiped her credit card, Emmalyn felt the now familiar reflex. The swipe sounded like the slash of a knife. It sliced a deeper gash in resources that at the peak of her career, before The Unraveling, could have borne a thousand swipes without a conscious thought.


    The house in Lexington—people always assumed Kentucky, not Minnesota—emptied quickly once she’d crunched numbers to a fine dust. Losing Max’s income, then losing hers when the economy decided chefs in high-end restaurants were expendable, and the slow demise of her catering venture . . .


    “Thank you.” She slid her credit card and the receipt into her purse and followed the attendant’s gestures for exiting the parking lot.


    Some towns chart well on graph paper. Nice, even streets. Identically sized blocks of buildings. Every street running either parallel to or perpendicular to the others. Not Bayfield, Wisconsin. It had more curiosity going for it than just its location on the northernmost point of the state, along the largest body of fresh- water in the world, within sight of the geographic and geologic curiosity of the Apostle Islands.


    Some streets wandered. A handful of them played by the rules. The rest curved and sauntered and climbed at steep angles—posing threats to weak clutches and tires on ice—or meandered until they ended abruptly at the water’s edge. The marina. The city park. The ferry line.


    Emmalyn resisted the lure of an organic coffee shop and the gift shops along Rittenhouse Avenue. She chose a wandering street. Seemed fitting. Isn’t that what the homeless do? Wander?


    At the elbow of the backstreet she’d chosen, she pulled her Prius to the curb beside a junkyard. No, a park. Both.


    Several decrepit boats sat at odd angles, paint worn away to its gray roots, boards missing, jagged holes in the hull, decks unsafe for their intended purposes. Shipwrecks. Emmalyn followed the path that wove among them. Hand-carved benches invited her to stop and take in the history of ships dragged from—or retired from—the waters a few feet away, and the well-landscaped garden tucked around the unseaworthy vessels.


    The deeper into the park she walked, the tighter her jaw tensed. “You don’t make gardens out of life’s shipwrecks.”


    A tenacious late-blooming rose—an intense fuchsia color—nodded toward her. She ignored it, driving her hands deep into the pockets of her jacket.


    “Not from shipwrecks. I ought to know.”


    Emmalyn retraced her steps to the car. It held no appeal. She’d sat in the driver’s seat for six hours getting this far north, this far away from The Town That Knew Too Much. Half a block away, a massive boat—would it qualify as a yacht?—was being cinched onto a trailer hooked to a heavy-duty pickup. The boat dwarfed the truck so profoundly, it reminded Emmalyn of the tugboat pulling a cruise ship in a children’s book among those she’d collected. The lower two-thirds of the hull dripped water, like a fish held aloft by a proud fisherman.


    The book, buried now under other useless stuff in the storage unit, had probably seen its last peek at daylight. House. Life. Career. Hope of children. Gone. Marriage? Yet to be determined. What hadn’t she and Max messed up?


    The yacht, following obediently behind the truck, headed for winter quarters. A season of inactivity. A season. Not a lifetime.


    A ripple of irony’s laughter coursed through her. She was jealous of a boat’s hopes for the future.


    Gravel crunched beneath her feet as she crossed to a grassy area near the marina. She noted the gazebo first, then the playground beyond it. Of course. A playground. Pink noise—sweeter than white noise—lured her to the water’s edge. Waves against rocks. Startlingly clear water, burbling in pockets between the bowling ball–sized boulders lining this portion of the shoreline. Round and oval pebbles a hundred yards closer to the center of town. Sand beach somewhere. Rugged cliffs only a mile away. Such a changeable shoreline.


    Madeline Island stretched long and low in the distance. A twenty-minute ferry ride, if she remembered correctly. Against the expanse of green forest fancied up with the yellows, reds, and oranges of a north woods autumn, a spackling of white marked the landing spot in the village of LaPointe, the island’s only civilization center. A room waited for her not far from the landing. The real adventure wouldn’t begin until morning when it was light enough to survey the mess Max had gotten her into.


    Her wedding ring felt tight on her finger. The pretzels. Too much salt. In her thirties, salt hadn’t bothered her like this. When she hit forty . . .


    The day was grayer than she’d hoped. They all were. Scudding clouds made the marine blue shrink-wrap on the dry-docked boats all the brighter. Like a shower cap for watercraft, the plastic hugged the forms, protecting them from the winter too quickly approaching. Within a couple of months, the ferry would be retired, too, thwarted by ice several feet thick, she’d heard.


    A shiver wiggled its way north from her toes.


    She knew cold. She knew cold and lonely. Now she’d know cold, lonely, and stranded.


    She wandered past the gazebo, stirred by a sound stronger than waves. Laughter. Children’s laughter.


    Two boys, maybe four and five, chased each other down the spiral slide, giggling when they landed on top of one another at the slide’s end. A woman tough enough to be their mother warned them to leave space between them—one at a time—or someone would get hurt.


    The mother stood at an odd angle, like a runway model thrusting her hip to the side. She wore a pink and purple little one on that hip and a striped shirt stretched over the baby Emmalyn guessed to be no more than two months away from making its appearance.


    Bayfield was not the place to come.


    Too much laughter.


    She returned the young mom’s wave but angled herself toward the water again, focusing on the lapping water, the ceiling of dryer lint clouds, the curve of the harbor to her left. Motionless masts hid her view of the ferry dock.


    How much time did she have left to kill?


    According to Max’s sentencing, another eight months.


    * * *


    Five years, Max?


    Emmalyn remembered chanting the question so often after he went to prison, it wore a divot in her vocal cords.


    “My lawyer warned me it could be worse.” Max’s voice—emotionless—had used my and me as if the sentence affected only him.


    “What am I supposed to do?”


    “What do you mean?” He’d barely paused. Barely paused. “Go on with your life.”


    Who had he turned into? This wasn’t the Max she’d lain next to every night, his fingers tracing the curve of her arm until she fell asleep, the Max who made other women jealous for how good Emmalyn had it. The Max who could have taught seminars on how to treat a woman . . . before.


    The phone connection from prison had crackled in her ear while she tried to cobble together an answer to his, “What do you mean? Go on with your life.”


    Go on? Incredulity was invented for moments like those.


    She’d try. Contrary to her mother’s opinion, she was no wimp. But Max had to know how ridiculous his words sounded. This isn’t how life was supposed to turn out.


    When the “go on” conversation faded—unresolved and hollow—Emmalyn told herself, for the first time ever, that she was grateful not to be pregnant. Going on alone would be hard enough.


    More than one doctor informed her the sensations she’d felt were emotional, not physical. Women can’t feel a womb shrinking. Emmalyn swore she could. It shrank by half the night Max told her to go on with her life.


    * * *


    A grocery store’s produce mister rained harder than the light drizzle that started. But Emmalyn left the water’s edge and headed back to her car. The ferry ticket lady suggested she get her vehicle in line a good ten minutes before departure. That still left a vacuum of an additional ten minutes.


    The young mom from the playground herded her littles into a rust-bucket minivan parked a half block in front of the Prius. A man exited the driver’s side, his neck hunched against the drizzle, and loaded the stroller into the back. He’d been there all along? Sitting in the van rather than engaging with the kids’ play? Missing the laughter?


    His mother didn’t raise him right.


    Not catching the next-to-the-last ferry made her regret having stopped at the orchard for a small bag of apples before finding her way to the landing earlier. She forgave herself for that when her stomach complained it hadn’t been fed for hours, as insistent as a terrier nudging his stainless steel bowl across the kitchen floor in a not-so-subtle hint.


    She reached for a Cortland in the bag on the passenger seat, polished it on her jeans, and bit through the taut red skin. If she chewed slowly, she could fill the time gap without rousing a memory or a longing.


    As if they ever napped.


    She closed her eyes and groaned with brief pleasure. The apple’s flesh was sweet yet tart, juicy. A good year for Cortlands. Max preferred Jonagolds. She’d bought only Cortlands since he left.


    Left? Since he was taken away.


    The orchard sales person must have thought it strange Emmalyn stood so long staring at the bin of Jonagolds. The teen had asked, “Want a sample?”


    Emmalyn had shaken her head no.


    “Would you like me to carry them to the checkout for you? Five pounds? Ten pounds?”


    Another head shake.


    “Jonagolds are more versatile than either the Jonathan or the Golden Delicious from which they’re derived. Are you looking for an eating apple, pie apple, making applesauce . . . ?”


    Smooth sales pitch. No to all of the above. “I’ll take a bag of Cortlands,” she’d said, pointing two bins to her right without losing her eye lock with the Jonagolds. “Five pounds. For now. I’m . . . I’m moving to the area.”


    “Welcome. You just missed Apple Festival. It gets a little crazy around here, but a lot of fun.”


    “Not much of a fun-seeker.”


    That sounded pathetic. True, but pathetic. One of these days, she’d fix that. As soon as she figured out how.


    She held the apple in her teeth and put the car into Drive. Twelve minutes early was better than three minutes late for the last ferry of the day.


    * * *


    Almost ten years ago, she would have tugged on Max’s sleeve, coaxing him to let her weave among the fabric threads of this town. He’d accompany her through the first four or five specialty shops before she noticed that look in his eyes—pained patience—and suggest he wait for her at the coffee shop. Had he brought a book? He’d be fine if it took her another hour to see more, to ooh and aah over more artwork, more history, more children’s books they didn’t need yet.


    And remarkably, he would be fine. Genuinely. A coffee shop armchair, a strong African brew, and uninterrupted time in a biography or legal thriller—ironic now—seemed a gift to him, not a concession to his wife’s lack of shopping fatigue. One of the things she’d appreciated about Max. At her side, sharing the experience for a while, then content for them to be engaged in their own interests. Could they ever gain that back? So much distance between them, not to mention the razor wire.


    She could almost see him standing at the counter in the coffee shop she passed on her way down Rittenhouse Avenue toward Front Street and the ferry landing. He’d gaze up at the chalkboard of choices as if they mattered. He always ordered the tallest and strongest they had.


    She turned left at the L in the road that swung past the public pier, Apostle Islands excursion launch, and the lighthouse shop. Ahead to her right, in the spaces between harborside buildings, she could see glimpses of the lumbering ferry approaching with its load of vehicles returning from the island. Tourists done exploring the island for the day? Mainland residents finished with their workday on Madeline or Madeline residents heading toward their evening shifts on the mainland?


    She’d paid for a single round-trip ticket. But at those prices, she’d have to soon check into a resident discount. Was that possible? She doubted the few stores on Madeline Island could provide the furnishings she’d need to change Max’s hunting cottage into what would have to pass for a home. If she were frugal, she could survive on what the court costs and restitution hadn’t taken, and the abysmal proceeds from the sale of the Lexington house. For a while longer, anyway. But the ferry fee for everything but the barest minimum of supplies—from what she’d heard—could be an uncomfortable drain.


    Her cell phone rang. How bizarre would it be if Max’s first call from prison in nearly four years came just as she left everything about their old life behind?


    The phone slithered out of her hands and dropped between the seats before she could answer it. She fumbled for it, found it, and answered before the call could switch to voice mail.


    “Hello?”


    “Emmalyn Victoria Walker! Where are you?”


    “It’s Ross, Mother. You were there at the wedding.” Emmalyn restarted the engine and turned on the air conditioning. October, but the car had grown stuffy in the last ten seconds.


    “You didn’t smart-mouth like that when you were younger.”


    Saved it all up, Mom. Saved it all up. “Did you want something?”


    “Yes! I want to know where in the continental United States you are, since you’re not at home. I checked.”


    “The house sold.”


    The gasp Emmalyn heard was likely accompanied by her mother’s hand slapped to her chest to cover the stab wound. “You didn’t tell me!”


    “I didn’t tell anyone else.”


    “Obviously. We’ve been talking about what to do with you.”


    “We?”


    “Your sisters. Honestly, Emmalyn, you’re making this so difficult for everyone.”


    Me. I’m making things difficult. For them. What does a person say to that?


    “Emmalyn? Are you there?”


    “Yes, Mom. I’m here.”


    “And where is that? I’ll meet you. Where do you think you’re going to stay until you find someplace new? Use some logic.”


    “I had to jettison the logic. It was weighing me down.”


    “What?”


    Emmalyn held the phone at arm’s length, breathed in through her nose and exhaled to the count of ten. Another breath in. “I already found someplace. Mom, I have to go. They’re about to load the ferry.”


    “Tell me you didn’t.”


    “But I did.”


    “Emmalyn! Not that rattle-trap cottage. You gave up that beautiful house in Lexington for an outhouse?”


    She checked her rearview mirror. A truck pulled in behind her. “I didn’t exactly give up the house, Mom. I was days away from it being taken from me if it hadn’t sold. And the cottage does have indoor plumbing.” She was pretty sure.


    “You could have been working.” The words held an untamped tension.


    Sixty hours a week wasn’t enough for her?


    “At a job that gave you an actual income, I mean.”


    “It wasn’t a job, Mom. It was my business.”


    “Still didn’t pay the bills.”


    The apple she’d eaten churned in her stomach. “Mom, I love you,” she squeezed out, “but I have to go now. I’m hanging up.”


    “This is not over. What is Max going to say about all this?”


    “Hanging up now.”


    “Emmalyn!”


    “Mother, he gave me power of attorney in case I had to sell while he was in prison. And I had to. End of story.”


    The ferry attendant tapped her window and motioned for her to put away her phone before pulling forward. Emmalyn would explain later why she hadn’t had time to say a proper good-bye.


    Hers was the third vehicle in the “outbound” line. The fourth had pulled tight behind her—a power company truck. Emmalyn wondered about the weight limit for the ferry now secured to the dock, letting down its heavy steel tailgate, emptying its contents into the “incoming” lane like a toddler dumping Matchbox cars from the coffee table onto the family room floor.


    She watched them pass, wondered about their stories. Where on the island had they come from? Where were they headed? Did they have mothers like hers? What dream, expectation, or nightmare made them choose this spot on the planet—woods and rocks and water and little else?


    This undeniably beautiful spot.


    Step into the water.


    It wasn’t a “drive through a bridge guardrail” kind of impression. It seemed an invitation to an adventure a twenty-minute ferry ride away, an adventure she hadn’t felt because it hadn’t started yet.


    “If it’s all the same to you, I’ll ride on top of the water instead.”


    No one answered. No one had spoken.


    A bearded deckhand swung his arm to direct the line of cars to board the vessel. She followed obediently, riding the brake, certain the hand’s encouragement to inch farther forward would end in a bumper tap. Forward. Forward. Stop! His raised clenched fist made that direction clear.


    Emmalyn locked the transmission in Park and turned off the engine. Twenty minutes, once they got underway. Twenty minutes to a new life. She balanced the apple core on the console, wondering for the hundredth time if moving to Madeline Island was an Eve-like bad decision. She’d never hear the end of it if it were.

  


  
    Chapter 2


    2


    Without fanfare, the Prius tires rolled onto island asphalt. Emmalyn glanced left and turned right onto the aptly named Main Street, signs pointing toward the marina and the Madeline Island Golf Club, neither of which was her destination. Her online search told her the room she’d reserved for the night lay no more than a few buildings from the landing. There. The Wild Iris Inn and Café. Interesting. Two stories, painted the violet-blue of wild irises. Shutters the vibrant green of iris leaves. Every other bright, wild color showed up somewhere in the window boxes, the patio tables and chairs, and in the fence separating the patio area from the sidewalk.


    Even in the shadows of dusk, it made a statement.


    Emmalyn parked on the far side of the building, grabbed her purse, and dodged the fading efforts of the drizzle on her way to the only obvious entrance—through the narrow path between the patio tables and across the apron of concrete to the—squinting didn’t change it—melon-colored front door.


    A small foyer held a demure lime green dresser that sat along the right wall, a staircase Emmalyn assumed led to the rooms, to her room, and a massive glass door leading into a darkened café. The Wild Iris Café.


    “And the office would be . . . ?”


    She shifted her purse strap on her shoulder and planted her hands on her hips, the international sign for frustration. Despite the Closed sign pressed against the café door glass, Emmalyn reached for the knob and twisted. Nothing. Among the brochures for local attractions, a violet-blue envelope with an inked iris running on the left side—hand-sketched?—and a single letter—M—leaned against the base of a lamp.


    M.


    Her? Emmalyn?


    She picked up the envelope. The flap was tucked, not sealed. She slipped a finger under the flap. What’s the worst that could happen? Embarrassment? She had a lock on that already.


    The note inside, also addressed to M, said: Broom’s in the corner. Knock three times on the ceiling if you want me. Glad you’re here. B


    Seriously? The ceiling?


    She let her head drop back. A stenciled iris and the words “Yes, here,” marked the spot high above her.


    No.


    Her head dropped forward. She found no clearer answer on the floor.


    Emmalyn reached for the broom handle. Tap-tap-tap.


    She replaced the broom in the corner and looked for a tiny red light. She’d been caught on a hidden camera. That had to be the—


    Footsteps sounded overhead. No way. The doorbell really was on the ceiling.


    “M? Is that you?”


    Emmalyn leaned into the stairway. “It’s . . . I think . . . I’m Emmalyn Ross.”


    “You either are or you aren’t.”


    She took the three steps to the first landing. “I’m Emmalyn Ross. I wasn’t sure if the M meant me.”


    “Come on up. Your room’s ready. Did you eat? How was your trip? First time on the ferry? Quite a rush, isn’t it? Welcome to Madeline Island. Oh, look at you! Aren’t you cute!”


    The look Emmalyn was going for was sophisticated. Crisp. Tailored. Classy. She’d managed to give the impression of cute.


    The voice came from high above Emmalyn, straight up two landings, from a pixie-faced young woman whose lion-mane hair—same color, same style—bounced as she talked. The young woman brushed it out of her eyes with her forearm and repeated, “Come on up.” Then added, “I’m Boozie.”


    Really? You had to announce it?


    “Boozie Unfortunate,” she said as Emmalyn reached the second landing.


    Oh. It was her name. A stage name? An . . . unfortunate . . . name, at best.


    The last ferry had sailed. Comfortable or not, Emmalyn and Boozy or Boozie or whatever were sleeping under the same roof tonight. She extended her hand. “Emmalyn Ross. Pleased to meet you.”


    “If you were staying more than one night, I’d make you put that thing away.” Boozie nodded toward Emmalyn’s outstretched hand. “In favor of a hug.” She shook briefly. “Hugs are more my style. Pirate Joe says I can be too forward.”


    Not all sentences warrant a response.


    “Room Thirty-Seven. Here you go.”


    Emmalyn felt her eyes widen like the aperture of a hand-crank camera. “The Wild Iris Inn has thirty-seven rooms?” It looked the size of a large family home from the outside.


    “Goodness, no! Six rooms. Five, if you don’t count mine. I picked random numbers for the rooms. Thir-ty sev-en. Very rhythmic, don’t you think? Four-teen. Nine. Twen-ty-two. Fif-ty-eight, for obvious reasons. And my room.” She gestured with arms wide. “Three. Beautiful number, isn’t it?”


    A headache poked at a dime-sized spot on the back of her neck. Thump. Thump-thump. Thump-thump-thump.


    “Go on in,” Boozie said, standing back from the open door. Random Number 37.


    The room was as calm as Boozie was animated. As simple as she was complicated. A corner room. One of its windows overlooked the curve of the Village of LaPointe as it hugged the shoreline. The other looked out over the expanse of water between where she stood and where she’d come. The lights of Bayfield twinkled like a lit Christmas village at the Hallmark store.


    A painted-white wrought-iron double bed dominated one of the windowless walls of the room. A white down comforter and white pillows served as a canvas for one of three spots of color in the room. Tucked into the corner between the two windows was a light teal-and-white toile wing chair and reading lamp. A reclaimed dresser in a darker shade of teal sat nearby. And one of the many pillows on the bed sported a pale teal ribbon belt and saucer-sized wood button with HOPE burned into its face as the belt closure.


    “Serene,” Emmalyn said.


    “That’s the idea.” Boozie smiled. Her freckles danced with each other when she did.


    “Bare isn’t always serene.” Ten minutes on Madeline Island, and she’d already said too much. She felt the pull of the hallway at her back, the pull of the stairs, the road. But it dead-ended at a silent ferry crossing. At least until morning.


    Boozie laughed, the sound of unadulterated joy. She raised one hand above her head, tucked the other across her tiny waist, and twirled once, her tea-colored skirt—or was it an antique petticoat?—swirling like a petunia petal. The unlaced army boots detracted from the ballerina effect, but somewhere within the young woman was the heart of a dancer. Or insanity.


    The hallway called.


    “M, so much wisdom! So true. So true.” She closed her eyes and spread her arms to the side, palms up, revealing a line of tattoos on the insides of both forearms. Words. Emmalyn would have to get closer to read what they said.


    “‘Bare isn’t always serene.’” Boozie opened her eyes and nodded her head, as if contemplating. “I know just what to do with that.”


    She danced to the narrow closet and grabbed a collapsible luggage rack from its interior. “Here you go. A place to put your things for now. You haven’t eaten, have you?”


    She hadn’t. Did she want to admit that? “I ate an apple on the ferry ride.”


    “Come on down to the kitchen. I’ll fix you something. We close early on Mondays. But for you . . . ” Her petticoat skirt flounced as she twirled toward the door. “Come.”


    The directive sounded like an aproned great-grandmother trying to get a young’un to eat. For whatever reason, Emmalyn pushed aside her misgivings and followed her to the main floor, through the glass doors of the darkened café lit only by light from the foyer, past vacant tables and chairs—a hodgepodge of furniture—to the café’s kitchen.


    A motion sensor lit the room.


    “Impressive.”


    “Liability issues,” Boozie said, snatching a handful of items from a stainless steel refrigerator. “It’s not that we mind feeding hungry people on a midnight raid. We just don’t want to be sued if they trip on something in the process. Solution? Motion sensor lights.”


    Emmalyn failed to suppress her smile. “I meant, the kitchen.”


    After depositing the food items on a stainless work surface, Boozie flipped two switches on an appliance that looked like a massive waffle iron. Two red lights on the temperature knobs responded. “You’re impressed by a commercial kitchen?”


    Emmalyn dragged her fingers along the smooth stainless worktable. “I am . . . I was a caterer. I did . . . I did catering. For a while.” Courage and truth will be your biggest allies, Emmalyn. Her dad’s voice. Did he have any idea how much courage it took to tell the truth? She’d give anything to be able to ask him.


    Boozie pushed the ingredients closer to Emmalyn. “I should let you do this yourself, then.”


    “No, please. I’m intrigued to see what this is going to turn into.”


    “Nothing fancy.”


    Emmalyn watched carefully as the woman worked. With a name like Boozie Unfortunate, who knew what might be produced in her kitchen. “Do you have a large staff?”


    “I’m usually out front. Two cooks this time of year. They rotate shifts. Pirate Joe buses. He’s learning more tasks. Four part-time servers. Not a large staff. But as you saw when we came through, we can’t seat more than twenty or twenty-five inside at one time. Another dozen in the courtyard during warm weather.”


    “Do you wish you had more space?”


    Boozie laughed that water-over-rocks laugh. “The tourists do. We like it this way. When we’re back down to three hundred residents from four or five thousand, this seems just right.”


    “LaPointe only has three hundred residents in the off season?”


    “Not just LaPointe. The whole island. Are you staying long?” Boozie spread something dark and gooey onto the slices of rustic bread. “I should have asked first. Do you like onion jam?”


    “I’m not sure.”


    “Vidalia.”


    “Oh, the jam? I’m sure I do. I’m not sure how long I’m staying. My husband and I own the—” Courage and truth. “I own a cottage where Big Bay Road turns into Schoolhouse Road.”


    Boozie laid down the butter knife and planted her palms on the stainless work surface. “You do not.” The brightness in her eyes spoke of wonder, not denial. “You’re the one? That L in the road with the big maple?”


    “Is the maple tree still there? I hoped it would be.”


    “Glorious as ever. You own that?”


    Emmalyn watched the young woman lay thin slices of pear on top of the onion jam, followed by turkey, some kind of pickle, and Swiss cheese. She topped the stack with another slice of the rustic bread and slid the concoction between the grill plates on the oversized waffle iron.


    “Not the tree. That’s part of the easement, I’m sure. I own the hunting cottage just beyond it.”


    “Right on the water?”


    “A hundred feet from the shoreline, but last I knew, it had a clear line of sight to the water, yes.”


    The sandwich sizzled. Boozie grabbed a square turquoise plate from a rack of anything but matched tableware. “Tea, coffee, hot apple cider?”


    “The apple cider sounds nice. If it isn’t too much trouble.”


    Boozie headed back to the fridge. “M, would you adopt me?”


    Something misfired in Emmalyn’s heart. “What did you say?”


    “I’ve been secretly envious of you since I was a kid. I didn’t know it was you, of course.” She poured two pottery mugs nearly full of cold cider and deposited them in a small microwave. Punched four touchpad buttons. The microwave stirred to life.


    Envious of me? Boozie, if you only knew . . .


    “I used to bike out there. Past Big Bay State Park and Big Bay Town Park. You might have caught the connection to Big Bay Road.” She stabbed an index finger into the spot on her cheek where a dimple should be. “Every time I came to that corner, with the tree in front of me and the water to my right, I’d dream about what it would be like to live in that spot. Something about that tree, especially now with the leaves turned. If I can’t own it, you’ll just have to adopt me so we can keep the property in the family.”


    She didn’t mean any harm by that. She couldn’t know. Emmalyn drew in a breath. Rub some dirt on it, her father would have said if he were here . . . and alive . . . trying to lighten the tension. Dirt. Yeah, Dad. That’s a good way to get an infection.


    “Hey. Hey, I didn’t mean for real.”


    Emmalyn looked at the young hand on her shoulder. It lay, soft and caring, like a toddler trying to comfort its mother. Her eyes drifted to the pale forearm attached to the comfort. And the tattoed word. HOPE. Like the pillow upstairs.


    Boozie retracted her hand. “I didn’t mean to make you cry. I thought it was funny . . . a woman your age adopting a woman my age.”


    “How old are you, Boozie?”


    “Twenty-four. I know I look fourteen. I’ll be grateful for that someday. That’s what everyone tells me.”


    Old enough to be your mother. Technically.


    Boozie lifted the handle of the electric grill pan. A perfectly browned Panini. She slipped a spatula under it and in one smooth motion planted it onto the turquoise plate. Three grape tomatoes joined it, held from sliding by a carrot/cucumber ribbon that encircled them. “Do you want to get this plate? I’ll bring the cider.”


    “Where?”


    “Let’s sit by the fireplace.”


    Had Emmalyn seen a fireplace? Ah, there it was. Along the wall midway toward the front of the building. Two wing chairs angled away from it with a just-the-right-height antique table between.


    Her appetite gone, Emmalyn sat from pure politeness. As delicious as the sandwich had looked moments ago, it didn’t hold the attraction of the quiet, conversationless room waiting for her upstairs.


    “Okay,” Boozie said, setting a mug in front of each of them and offering Emmalyn an eggplant-colored napkin. “Concession and confession.”


    Conversation. Emma stifled a sigh.


    Boozie flipped a switch under the mantel. Instant fire. “I had to allow this concession. I would much rather have a real fire, the smell of real wood smoke. The insurance company said I could have this or nothing, so . . . ”


    “It looks natural.”


    “It does, doesn’t it? We looked long and hard for this kind of flame. Anyway, confession time.”


    “Shouldn’t we turn on a light?” And not talk?


    “If you don’t mind eating by firelight, it would help. The locals get nosy if they see a light on. They assume they missed an email about the Wild Iris open on Monday nights now. Which it’s not. Except for you.”


    As complicated as life had gotten back in Lexington, Emmalyn’s mind reeled with unanswered questions about life on Madeline Island, and within The Wild Iris Inn and Café, in particular.


    “So, confession time.” Boozie leaned across the table, her hands cradling her mug. “I don’t know what I said to upset you, but I was obviously insensitive about something, and I apologize. You don’t owe me an explanation, but I hope you’ll forgive me.” She sat back then, as if waiting for official word before progressing.


    “There’s nothing to forgive.” Not from you, anyway. How long was the young woman going to wait?


    “Alright then. Let’s pray. Do you mind?”


    Mind praying? Or mind if she prayed?


    “Holy One, Father of all . . . ”


    Guess it didn’t matter if she did mind.


    “. . . thank You for bringing M here to The Wild Iris. Thank You for making us practically drown in the depths of Your love. Thanks for inventing pears and onions and for filling our souls with Yourself, the Living Bread, Jesus. Amen.”


    How would Emmalyn swallow now? The crazy one with the bizarre name and a huge heart and a HOPE tattoo was crazy about Jesus. What was she supposed to do with that knowledge? Run?


    Boozie stretched her arm toward the turquoise plate and shoved it closer to Emmalyn. “Eat.”


    “Yes, ma’am.” Emmalyn picked up the prayed-over panini and had it halfway to her mouth before she read the word on Boozie’s other forearm. HEALING.


    Hope and healing.


    What unusual packaging for that message.
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    Fake fires don’t flicker low. They don’t make embers that sputter and signal it’s time to call it a night. Emmalyn would have to say it aloud. She was tired and wanted to go to her room. As soon as the conversation took a breath, she’d do just that.


    Boozie chatted while Emmalyn ate every tantalizing crumb of The Wild Iris signature sandwich. Yes, the onion jam was homemade. The bread, too. One of four breads available daily. Emmalyn listened to the list then forgot most of the options as she worked to keep up with the pace of Boozie’s island life, which seemed a much safer topic than Emmalyn’s.


    Mid-sentence about the historic roots of the building in which they sat, Boozie’s eyes widened. “You were a caterer.”


    Emmalyn sipped the last of her cider. “I was.”


    “We could use help.”


    “I’m not looking for a job.” Yet.


    “More of a consulting role?”


    “Really not interested right now. I think I’ll have my hands full with the cottage.”


    Boozie nodded, knowingly. “With the roof and all.”


    “The roof?”


    “You haven’t been out there yet?”


    Emmalyn folded her napkin and laid it on the table. “No. What about the roof?”


    “Probably not as bad as they say.” Boozie’s head tilted at a sympathetic angle before she pressed her lips tight.


    “ ‘They’ have been talking about my cottage?” A slither of distress wriggled in her chest.


    Boozie drained her own mug. “I thought that’s why you’ve come. To fix the place.”


    Truth be told, I’ve come to fix me. I think. “The roof’s in rough shape?”


    “It wasn’t, until the storm. A big old pine tree decided it wanted to wait out the storm inside, from what I hear.”


    “Boozie! Shouldn’t I have been called?”


    “The town clerk’s probably the only one who knew who owned your place. No one’s been there for years. Right?”


    It had been more than eight years since Max and his buddies had hunted here. Nine since Emmalyn and he had fallen in love with a stretch of beach beyond a sun-yellow maple.


    “Some of the guys tarped it.”


    Emmalyn’s facial expression must have asked the question before she could get it verbalized. Boozie hurried to explain.


    “After a storm like that, the guys make the rounds, checking on people. What I heard was they got the limb lifted out of the way and nailed a tarp over the hole to keep any more rain from getting in.”


    Any more rain. In the space of a few words, the redecorating she faced before a hunting cottage could become a place for her to retreat turned into a major repair project. The hesitation she’d felt on the road fully matured. She couldn’t do this. What was she thinking?


    Max, this too. This too is all your fault. Somehow. It had to be.


    “Pie.” Boozie stood. “We need pie.”


    “I don’t really—” Emmalyn would have finished the sentence with “eat pie,” but Boozie had teleported into the kitchen already. For such an organic-looking young woman, she must not have a good grasp of the difference between good and bad carbs.


    Introvert? Extrovert? Boozie fit under the Tidal Wave category. But with a gentle touch that made people forget they were being carried someplace other than where they were headed. Or maybe it was only Emmalyn who reacted that way. Maybe others had spines left in them. Hers had eroded over the course of the last five years. Ever since the night Max called to say he was in trouble, the SUV was totaled, and the fertility clinic was missing a front window and a pile of bricks.


    And that the homeless man leaning against the foundation was in the hospital. Not expected to live.


    But he did.


    The man wasn’t expected to walk again, though.


    “Dutch apple pie. Fixes everything.” Boozie placed a significant wedge of pie in front of Emmalyn. “With maple vanilla whipped cream.” The woman smiled as if inching the corners of her mouth up a degree for every calorie represented on the plate, as if proud of herself for finding a way to fit even more into an already decadent dessert.


    Emmalyn looked for evidence that the layers of Boozie’s clothing hid reckless pie-eating, then stopped herself. Health-conscious was one thing. Shallow was another. She couldn’t afford to be shallow, not with what lay beneath the top layer of who she was. “It looks delicious.”


    “Joe’s work.”


    “Pirate Joe? I thought he bused tables.”


    “You’ve been paying attention.” Boozie’s eyes sparkled as she chewed.


    “I . . . notice . . . details. Obsessed with details, some say.” She dug her fork into the tower of physically unnecessary but emotionally critical calories. The fork vibrated with gratitude. Or was that her hand trembling? She didn’t need pie. She needed to be alone. With time to think. And the number of a good roofer.


    “So, a detail person. Exactly what we need.”


    “At The Wild Iris? As I said, I’m not looking for a job. I don’t think.” She mentally subtracted roof repair from her malnourished savings account.


    “Anything you’d suggest for us?” Boozie swept both arms to the side, one after the other, as if encompassing the entire restaurant with her question. “Some people resist change. The Wild Iris thrives on it. We have our nonnegotiables, like our signature panini and our root soups. It was one of the server’s ideas to present a trio of root soups in hollowed out baby pumpkins for the fall. That’s been a big hit.”


    Big hit. Hollowed. Baby. Baby. Baby.


    “You’ll have to stop in for a taste of that sometime while we still have baby pumpkins available. Such a short season. M? Are you allergic to celery root or something?” Boozie leaned in. “You don’t have a super-expressive face. More like a model for high fashion. But when a muscle twitches, it shows.”


    Emmalyn took a bite of pie and motioned, “Chewing.”


    “If that doesn’t appeal to you,” Boozie said, “we have other choices. And that might be where you could help us fine-tune a little. Right now the menu is a little overwhelming for our kitchen crew. You know what I mean?”


    Such a short season.


    “M?”


    “I guess the trip wore me out more than I realized. I’d better call it a night. Thank you for the great meal. Can you put it on my room tab?”


    “Will do. Pie’s on the house. Do you want to take the leftovers to your room? A little hot tea to go along with that? Sure you do. I’ll be back in a sec. You go on ahead. I’ll leave it on a tray outside your door.”


    Emmalyn picked her way carefully through the shadowed café, aiming for the lamp-lit foyer and the stairs that would take her to a pocket of numb serenity in Random Room 37.


    * * *


    Every bed looked lopsided since Max left. Optical illusion. Even this one he’d never seen seemed to tilt her direction when Emmalyn sat on it, a teeter-totter with no one on the other seat. She moved to the chair instead. Only room for one. Good thing that’s all she needed. Room for one.


    She tucked her feet underneath her and wrapped the chair’s chenille throw around herself, to the chin, amazed at how cool she could feel in a room that seemed overly toasty when she’d arrived. A thermostat hung at eye level near the door. She chose instead to sink deeper into the chair and fling the throw tighter around her shoulders.


    Moonlight skittered across the surface of the water. That barren moon. Lifeless, yet still illuminating the scene. What’s your secret?


    Three light taps jarred Emmalyn from her thoughts. She tossed the covering aside and crossed to the door. The thank you died on Emmalyn’s lips when she saw only the tray in the hallway. No hostess. For all her exuberance, Boozie sensed when a guest needed privacy. Curious woman.


    Emmalyn set the tray on the nearly bare dresser top, nudging a book—it looked as if it were created from handmade paper—out of the way with her elbow. She poured a cup of tea from the carafe. Lavender Earl Grey, she judged from the aroma. Nice. Decaf? What did it matter? She rarely slept a full night anyway.


    The book lay open, intended to be read by others.


    From the dates and the varieties of penmanship, she discerned it was a guest journal. She thumbed through a few pages, catching a line or two, landing for a few moments on some of the entries longer than, “Great night’s stay. Thank you!” or “Warm chocolate chip cookies outside our door? We’ll definitely be repeat customers.”


    “Thanks for getting our marriage back on the right track, Wild Iris. This is more than just an inn. We came in broken. We left healed. Many blessings.”


    Emmalyn came in broken. Still broken. ’Til-death-do-us-part broken.


    She opened her small carry-on bag and dug out her Pima pajamas, her cosmetic case, and Journal #5 in her Because You’re Gone journey. She settled into the chair/throw combo again, sipped lavender tea, and opened to the day’s date. The spot stayed blank a long heartbeat before she wrote:


    Another night without you, Max. And I’m not even sure you miss me. It would help if you missed me. Not because I think I can’t live without you. Because I think I can. And that scares me. It scares me that I might be wrong. It scares me that I might be right.


    A few miles away, within sight of a majestic maple and sound of a majestic sea, a cottage with a broken roof waited for its broken owner to step in and fix things. That ferry, too, sailed a long time ago.


    * * *


    Emmalyn intended to skip breakfast to help compensate for the fact she’d finished the slice of apple pie the night before as an accompaniment to the tea. So the tea wouldn’t be lonely. But the café’s breakfast offering rose as a sweet fragrance to the second floor and snuck under the door to her room.


    She’d slept with the windows uncovered, the moon her nightlight, fascinated that every time she woke, the moon was in a different position in the sky, but still there. Changing, but unchanged. Its blue light soothed her soul with its faithfulness.
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