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    Cast of Characters


    Mary Gerritse—local postmistress, John’s wife


    John Gerritse—farmer, livery operator, Mary’s husband


    Belle Gerritse—John and Mary’s oldest girl


    Johnny, Leonard, Alice—Gerritse children


    William and Amanda Edwards—Mary’s parents


    F. Herbert Logan—British remittance man, owner of Elk Creek Hotel


    *Olivia Benton—British tourist and friend of Herbert


    *Jewell—a Nehalem Tillamook Indigenous woman


    Henrietta Wingard—grandmother and property owner


    Charles E. Wingard—grandson of Henrietta, son of CW


    CW Wingard—Charles Wingard, son of Henrietta


    Berta Hendrickson—Henrietta’s daughter


    *Virginia and Cora Safer —employee of Edwards family and her child


    *fully imagined characters

  


  
    
      Free Range


      A woman of a certain age,


      once a hummingbird in a cage.


      Tender places where I’ve grown.


      Wings were clipped.


      Still, I’ve flown.


      Dana Huneke- Stone,

in Amuse- Bouche:

A Taste of Melancholy

    

  


  
    Prologue


    Wave Woman tells the story. Three very big canoes with tall sails threw smoke at each other. Poof! Poof! Soon only one ship remained above the water. Broken by the waves, it limped onto shore. Men with skin the color of wet sand carried a box onto the beach. They worked to fix the broken ship while guarding their treasure.


    While they worked to make the very big canoe want to return to its purpose, objects began to appear on the beach. Chunks the size of the box, massive like canoes. Small ones, white with a wick twisted around them. Beeswax these were named. They came from the Poof! Poof! crafts.


    The day came to take the restored very big canoe back through the enduring tides, but it was not to be. The waters were angry, and the breakers splintered the boat into pieces until the craft gave itself to the sea. The men who had boarded the boat rode sticks in with the tide and landed back on the beach. The people told them that some things cannot be restored. They must be transformed. Men with faces the color of sand stayed, built huts, made lives with our women. They found a home. Families walked near the water. They vowed to stay, no matter how, become as enduring as the tides.

  


  
    Chapter 
1


    Mary Gerritse reached across the bed linen to touch her husband’s hand. She didn’t know if he was awake, but even in his sleep John would open his palm and cup her fingers into his. She couldn’t begin to imagine what life would be like if he ever wasn’t there to hold that hand. The sound of the waves washing ashore this April morning proved a lullaby. In their nearly twelve years of marriage, never once had John jerked his palm away, or turned over when she reached out. It was a luxury she hadn’t always counted, his presence and his total acceptance of her. No matter what disagreements about the children nor her need for adventure, John was her best friend and she his. What more could one ever hope for?


    She spoke her silent prayers, withdrew her fingers while he slept, and rose to face the day. This cool morning would begin at 3:30 so she could hit the tides correctly. She had a horse to saddle and a mail delivery to make to Tillamook on the north Oregon coast. It was a new century this year of 1900, full of promise. They had some big decisions to make upon her return. Having an eleven-year-old with an independent spirit had its trials, but Mary was up to it. This time. Challenge came in nurturing the dreams of others without trampling on one’s own. Friends helped with that, family, and yes, faith. The three f’s of living, though the blend of the three didn’t always lift one’s spirits. But like the calm after a coastal storm, they offered hope when they did. She twisted her auburn hair streaked with white into a braid, then plopped on her signature straw hat, tugged the chin strap. She was ready for her day.


    She leaned over and kissed John’s forehead. He slept on.


    [image: ]


    “I suppose I should have come from your Astoria and taken that marvelous toll road I read about that an Englishman built. Herbert Logan?” The woman grabbed her hat against the coastal gusts. “But the ship came into Tillamook Bay and the quartermaster told me I could go with the postal deliverer overland, across Neahkahnie Mountain, and avoid the tolls altogether. Have I articulated those names properly? He said the views were quite spectacular coming up from the south.”


    Mary Gerritse, the first woman postal carrier on the coast, loaded the mailbags onto her horse’s rump at the hitching rail outside the Cape Meares Lighthouse. The woman speaking wore a green velvet dress with a peplum jacket that reminded Mary of her own wedding dress. A white silk scarf draped her neck, tucked inside the jacket. The woman’s hat sported a pheasant feather that created an umbrella for her eyes as blue as the sky. The morning breezes lifted the festive feather. April could be bracing along Oregon’s Pacific coast. The woman had dressed well for the elements.


    “Yes,” Mary told her. “That’s how you say it. Your English accent makes it sound quite exotic. Teal-a-muck. Nee-a-con-ee Mountain.” Mary liked saying the words. “We’ll get you to Cannon Beach in no time. You’ll have to ride Baldy, though he’ll plod you along safe as a snail, which is exactly how fast he travels.” Mary would ride Jake and trail Baldy and Prince as far as their Manzanita home. There, she’d trade Jake for Noble but still lead her favorite, Prince, giving him easy loads since the accident two years previous. Two years. He’d recovered well, but wasn’t that how it was with tragedies? One remembered the event that divided the world into the before and after.


    Now the pack animals carried a crate of items for the Austin Hotel. Mary thought Prince could use more days of “light duty.” She loved that horse and felt defensive when John commented that he wished she’d taken better care of his horse. He’d smiled, teasing, but she knew he worried over his animals. Still, he should know that she worried over them too. Especially Prince.


    “I’ve never ridden astride.” The Englishwoman looked warily at her chosen mount. She appeared to be in her late thirties, with hair the color of coal and arched eyebrows that didn’t look like they’d ever seen the pencil. She had a soft voice but firm.


    “We’ll pick up a sidesaddle at our farm on the way.” Mary led Baldy to the stepping block. “You can ride pillion until then if you’d prefer.”


    “That would be delightful.”


    “What’s your name, if I may ask?” Mary settled the woman on Baldy with both of her booted feet off his left side. Tiny feet. Baldy turned his head once to look at the woman, then back, shook his bridle rings, unimpressed.


    “Olivia. Olivia Benton.”


    Mary caught her breath. Olivia Benton. Herbert’s letter recipient? Could there be more than one English Olivia? “I’m Mary Gerritse. If you don’t mind my asking, do you know Herbert Logan or have you just heard about his road?”


    “I do know him. It’s why I’m in America, actually. I’m quite looking forward to surprising him. We knew each other in years gone by. I’m bringing him news of home.”


    “And I look forward to getting you there without incident. That’s my job as the postmistress.” Mary heard the pride in her voice and tempered it. “That is, it’s part of my work. The posts are the most important. Why, I might have even delivered some of your letters from Herbie.” She remembered a time when she’d accidently sent a batch the Britisher had written and addressed to Olivia Benton. Mary tried to bring that disastrous event full circle, though now that she thought of it, she never had delivered any letters to Herbie from an Olivia. But then, she hadn’t been carrying the mail along the Oregon coast for that long.


    “That’s part of the very reason I’m here,” Olivia said. “He never answered any letters I sent.”


    Mary wondered what could have happened. After all, it was her passion that nothing in the weather would ever keep a letter posted and in her care from arriving. Sealing the locked bags in beeswax was a sure way of protecting them no matter what might happen—storms or salty sea air or even bandits along the way. The missing letters—that was a curiosity, all the more sad knowing those missives, if delivered, would have brought Herbie a bit of his England. And who didn’t benefit from a message from home?

  


  
    Chapter 
2


    The party of two women and three horses stopped at the Gerritses’ barn on their Manzanita farm on Oregon’s North Coast. Olivia, the British woman, scanned the horizon, while Mary brought out the sidesaddle. She stopped to share the view of white sands and foam like Belgium lace bordering the waves. The ocean sported its calmest personality. Mary sighed. She loved this place. Only living on Cannon Beach itself would make her happier.


    “Up you go,” she said.


    Olivia smiled as she sat on the sidesaddle, pressing her velvet skirt with her hands.


    Mary returned to the barn to tell John who their passenger was. “I want to get her to Herbie’s hotel as soon as we can. I’m not sure that he hasn’t already left for England. Wouldn’t that be ironic to have them pass like ships in the night.”


    “Don’t take the beach road around Hug Point then, unless you’re sure about the tide. Probably safer to use the upper road anyway.”


    “I know how to choose a route.” She stopped a snappier retort, tried again. “You’re only trying to help.”


    “I’m glad you see that.” John rubbed her nose with his, then put his palms out for Mary to step into, patted Noble as Mary settled into the saddle. Noble was a newer horse, big at seventeen hands, and he carried the mailbag across his rump with ease. Mary hadn’t ridden him on the delivery route before, but John said he was a steady mount. Prince, Mary’s favorite, would bring up the rear in the string, not carrying a rider, just packing boxes of goods. Their English passenger rode in the string’s middle on plodding Baldy. They stepped off to the serenade of winging seagulls.


    When the trail allowed, Mary eased back so the women could chat, the creak of the leather a calming rhythm as Mary pointed out rocks and barking seals, told local stories. On the narrow mountain trail they stopped to take in the vista. “Quite stunning,” Olivia said. The woman had many a question for Mary she wasn’t shy about asking. How long had she lived on this wild coast and how did she like being a mail carrier and how did her children manage having such an independent mother? Mary had questions for Olivia too but didn’t think it polite to interrogate her passenger, instead answering Olivia’s queries.


    “I love the coast, the birds and animals and tumultuous weather broken by balmy breezes,” Mary told her. “Pelicans ride the waves even in rough seas, and still they catch fish. There’s a lesson in the waves for us. The coastal weather is a lot like life. It keeps changing. You take cover during rain and hail, and you glory in the sunshine. And you ride with the enduring tides.”


    “You have a poet’s lens, Mrs. Gerritse. Quite attractive, I must say.”


    “Call me Mary.” Mary stepped over the compliment. “As for the children, I think there’s something to be said for the scheduling that my work requires. We all have to get ourselves sorted in the morning, looking after each other. They are aware that other people are depending on me and that’s important too, that early on our children learn the value of keeping one’s commitments, being aware of what other people might need. It’s how families learn to manage.”


    “Quite,” Olivia agreed.


    “Though I will say that my eleven-year-old has presented a bit of a challenge for us.” Mary sometimes wondered if Belle’s recent contrariness might be related to Mary’s being gone so much and discipline—and love—being meted out by her father or the nanny more than by her. Her own mother claimed that Mary was contrary, so perhaps it was in their family’s blood. Though her mother never wanted to talk about “the past.” Mary’s mind went to a moment of confusion years before when her mother snatched a photograph from Mary’s hand, said Mary had violated her privacy. The sting of her chastisement still shredded Mary like knuckles on a cabbage grater. Her father, too, had made her wonder about her beginnings. He’d even written someone else’s first name—Minnie, not Mary—on the document giving her permission to marry John. So many times Mary wanted to know about her origins but wasn’t sure her parents would ever tell her, wished her mother would be a more transpicuous soul.


    “Belle’s a good student though.” In fact she’d introduced Mary to that very word transpicuous from one of her nineteenth-century novels. Mary liked to read novels too, something they had in common, that and a love of words.


    “How fortunate your daughter has been educated. That doesn’t always happen for girls.”


    Mary looked back, nodded to her “postal passenger.” She could get to like this friend of Herbie’s. Gulls squawked and Mary held Noble up so she and Olivia could talk better, and she decided to break her rule and ask Olivia questions, not just answer them. “How is it you know Herbie Logan?”


    Off the mountain they moved quickly along the beach. The sound of the waves quelled conversation until they rode closer to each other once again. That’s when Olivia answered.


    “Herbert and I were once betrothed and set to marry. But Herbert’s father died, and as the second son, Herbert could not inherit. At the same time, as the oldest, I needed to marry before my younger sister and hopefully to a man of means. Herbie wasn’t.” Olivia sighed. “His brother banished him to”—she spread her arms out—“here, if he wanted to receive anything, a small remittance is all he promised. But he did acquire . . . this landscape. Not really a banishment in some ways. Quite extraordinary views,” Olivia added. “Regardless of what happens between Herbert and me, I’m ready to make it on my own here now. As you do, Mrs. Gerritse. I find it providential to meet such a model woman.”


    “Oh, no, I’m not on my own. I have my family and friends behind me and my parents, though not close by, they keep me in their prayers. And hopefully you’ll have that too wherever you decide to place those little boots of yours.”


    Olivia laughed, a tinkling sound like wind chimes in a placid breeze.


    Mary realized Olivia left a number of questions unanswered. She’d find out in time.

  


  
    Chapter 
3


    Eighteen-year-old Virginia Safer twirled her finger around a yellow curl as she read the advertisement in The Oregonian. It could be their way out. The advertiser must have means to put the request into the paper like that. It was never inexpensive to write an advert, didn’t she know. Sometimes they yielded little more than harassment. She knew of that too. This one sounded legitimate and was well written. It wasn’t for being a schoolmarm, the acceptable occupation for an unmarried woman—that she didn’t qualify for. It wasn’t just herself she had to be concerned about. She couldn’t be a teacher anyway, good as her English was. All her efforts to teach her own little Cora how to talk had gone nowhere. Or perhaps it was the constant moving this past year that interrupted dear Cora’s ability to learn. Or the fear when they weren’t on the run, of waiting for the next event that would cause them to pack up and move in the middle of the night to some other town. She and Cora needed to disappear. Again. This advertisement for work in Scholls Ferry south of Portland might be just the answer. Better than being a woman of “negotiable affections,” as she’d heard it called. So far she’d eluded that occupation of last resort. The promise of this ad was that they could disappear onto a homestead and she could learn to be a beekeeper. How hard could that be? The other, caring for a woman struggling with melancholia, helping her husband manage, she could learn to do that too, couldn’t she? She had learned how to cope, like the saw her father used in his woodworking shop. A coping saw had a blade that was both strong and flexible. “To survive in this world one needs to do both,” her father said. That was her. She wanted to be a coping kind of mother. They were changing directions once again. She just had to get hired.

  


  
    Chapter 
4


    The postal string Mary led reached the Cannon Beach Post Office. “We’ll leave the mail with Lydia Austin and we’ll take you on to Herbert’s hotel on Elk Creek. The creek flows across the Crying Sands Beach—what we now call Cannon Beach—before giving itself up to the sea.”


    Olivia nodded and remained outside on the porch while Mary carried the mail sack inside, past the hanging basket of geraniums. Lydia’s hotel had a homey feel that Mary admired, with chairs on the decking, little lap quilts stacked in a basket for brisk-sea days. She noticed a buildup of sand in the corners and wondered if it was too much for Lydia to keep up after her husband’s death. Lydia was also quieter than usual. Mary brought in the pack boxes and the two women discussed only when the postal carrier coming from Seaside might arrive. No other gossip fell from Lydia’s lips.


    Her duties complete, back on the porch, Mary urged Olivia out of her deck chair. “We’re ready.”


    The two women walked to where the horses had been drinking from the trough, and Mary put her palms down to provide a stirrup for Olivia to step into the sidesaddle on Baldy. Mary wondered if she should put Olivia onto Prince, but the packs were already on her favorite horse—though empty now, just pack boxes—and Baldy was accustomed to Olivia’s weight and rhythm in the sidesaddle. “We’re not far now, just have to get around Hug Point and then on up to Elk Creek where you can see Herbie’s toll road.” Mary reached for the pommel and swung herself up, adjusted her split skirt and hat, then lifted Noble’s reins, and the women headed out.


    This expanse of sea and sand never failed to nurture Mary’s soul. It humbled her, reminded her of something larger than herself. She wondered if everyone who experienced the coast felt that way. Seagulls serenaded them.


    As they approached the site of Mary, John, and Herbert’s near drowning—another event with a before-and-after label—Noble whinnied and Mary spoke to him. “We’re almost there.” Then to Olivia, “Prince, at the back of the string, is my favorite, though I say that quietly so as not to upset the others. Especially Baldy, who can be so pokey unless he’s stung by a bee. Noble here is new to me, but my husband pronounced him good and fit.” She patted the animal’s neck that she rode. “Baldy will keep you safe though will set no records for speed.” And Prince, the horse she shared her heart with, would safely bring up the rear.


    As they approached Hug Point beach, Mary halted the line and scanned the tide. They could take the upper trail, away from the beach, but it was a longer trip to go up and around the promontory known as Hug Point. But for a miracle on that day in 1888, they all would have died. John was probably remembering that in his advice to her that morning to be certain about the tide. It looked like the sea headed out, the beach sand glistening. Good.


    Hug Point rose like a castle of rock to their right. Southern caves opened their hungry mouths, waiting for waves and whatever else rushed into them. She told Olivia that those caverns had been where Herbie survived on a fateful day. Mary’s own breath came faster with the memory.


    She inhaled. God willing, they should be fine.

  


  
    Chapter 
5


    Mary looked once to see if Olivia held tight to Baldy and that Prince, last in line, had his ears alert to what lay ahead.


    “What’s that?” Olivia pointed toward a wave that raced sideways, tearing through the tide.


    “It’s a sleeper wave. They can run crossways as well as straight at the shoreline. Don’t worry.” Mary felt her heartbeat increase. Those waves happened unexpectedly. A black sky hovered off the skyline, far away, but distant storms could still affect the tide. A deep breath. She kneed Noble. “Let’s go!”


    Ankle-deep waves, one after another splashed as the horses trotted. So far, so good. Mary pressed Noble to speed him up.


    Faster.


    A splash against her horse’s legs, wetting her boots in the stirrups.


    The tide was coming in?


    A sucking out of sand followed by another surge of waves.


    Faster, get around Hug Point.


    Noble tried to canter, held back by Baldy’s rope.


    Like a chase in a bad dream, Baldy languished.


    She saw the strain on the rope as they passed Hug Point’s caves. Mary’s pant legs were sopped by the rush of waves. She pressed forward, tugging on Baldy’s rope. “Speed up! Go!” To Olivia she shouted, “Hold on.” She watched the woman grip the pommel.


    Almost there. Yes, nearly past the point. If only Baldy moves! Prince sensed the danger; tried to move up but couldn’t pass that pokey horse.


    A crusher wave.


    It smashed in behind Noble, behind Baldy who plodded like an old woman unable to lift up her skirts and run. The wave surged against Prince. Mary let loose the lead rope but too late. Waves blasted Prince into the rocks while Noble led Baldy to higher ground around the point, dragging the lead rope behind him.


    No Prince.


    Shaking, her heart pounding, Mary caught up Baldy’s rope again. To Olivia she asked, “Are you alright?”


    “Quite, though I won’t be longing for salt for some time.” She lifted her hem, twisted water out. The woman’s boots were soaked.


    “I’ve got to see about Prince.”


    She secured the animals to a driftwood log, then walked slowly back to the rocky point, blaming Baldy for whatever she’d find. Her stomach clenched like one of John’s clamps he used in his woodshop, tight. Dread wore itself like a cape. If Prince was uninjured, he’d have already joined them.


    Now she heard Prince’s shrieks above the ocean’s roar. His terrible pain. Tears started as she picked up her pace.


    Baldy was the slowpoke. It was his fault.


    “I’m coming.” She shouted her words into the wind.


    Her voice broke as she climbed around the rocks to see her beloved Prince.


    No, no, no!


    A bracken-covered crag held his leg partway up the Point where he’d been shoved. Waves still crashed against him. Broken, a white bone pierced the air. He thrashed and made a wretched sound she knew she’d never forget. He calmed at her touch, then lurched even as she tried to move the craggy rocks, scratching at them with leather gloves, crying as she spoke to him, hoping to calm him. Once, a long time ago, she’d rescued him from a terrible slide down Neahkahnie Mountain. This time, she was helpless. “Please! Please! Please!”


    She yanked the boxes he’d carried, tossed them aside, tears falling. Sobbing, she removed his halter, her wedding present from John, the leather smooth as silk from loving use.


    “I’ll be back.” She stroked his neck, his head lay against the rocks. She knew what she had to do. Couldn’t. She dragged the pack boxes one by one to where Olivia and the horses waited, waves pushing against the driftwood logs. Noble would carry the packs from here and she would walk the rest of the way to Cannon Beach and Herbie’s hotel. Not even that far.


    “Is there something I can do? Is your mount alright?” Olivia’s concern made Mary feel worse.


    Mary couldn’t speak, shook her head no.


    She unpacked her pistol from its leather hip bag.


    She wanted to sink into the sand. Instead, she dragged her feet back to Prince beneath a cloudless blue sky, the threatening storm moved north. Waves pushed up against the base, then sucked back out. She noticed insignificant details. Prince thrashed about when he saw her, tried again to pull his leg free, the bone jagged, his good legs scratched from his efforts. Mary wanted to blame Baldy, but it was she who had made the decision to take the coastal route instead of the upper trail. Hurrying Olivia along, she’d told herself, doing it for the good of her passenger. But she’d also been a little self-important, too confident, and maybe wanted to show John what she knew.


    Whatever will he say? She wished he were here. He’d save her from what was coming.


    “It’s alright, Prince.” Her voice broke at the lie. She wiped her cheeks, patted Prince’s gray wither, brushed off ocean salt caked on his handsome face and eyelashes. He stopped lurching as she spoke, his big brown eyes so trusting. She apologized, over and over to her beloved friend, put her cheek to his one last time, then stepped back, aimed the pistol, and ended Prince’s life.

  


  
    Chapter 
6


    Henrietta Wingard stood to her full five-feet, two-inch height with hands on both hips, elbows out, her whalebone corset keeping her stiff as a wagon tongue. It wasn’t easy for her to appear intimidating with a daughter so much taller than she was, but Henrietta felt she must at this moment or Berta would walk all over her nephew—Henrietta’s grandson, but her daughter’s charge. The boy shook like a scared rabbit. Charles’s parents had an acrimonious separation, leaving him to be cared for by his aunt. An Aunt Berta, who moved between being as winsome as a Persian cat ripe for petting to the roar of a sea lion deprived of her place on a rock.


    Sea lions barked. Henrietta could hear them even though her house sat high up in the streets of Astoria, Oregon. And when the sea lions barked out their outrage, Henrietta’s very own daughter came to mind. Henrietta pressed her lips together. They were from such a good family, ancestors having met the king, with ties to the Lincolns. Henrietta’s husband had been in the suite the night of the president’s assassination at Ford’s Theatre. Only a cold—and a two-year-old Berta—had kept her from being there herself. But that was years ago when she was in her prime, just twenty-eight years old. Now, at sixty-three, she could only lament how far they’d dipped from a gracious family to the current turbulence they had to navigate.


    Henrietta couldn’t put off the inevitable. She took a step toward her daughter, standing near the fireplace that sported a gorgeous painting of a yellow dahlia as large as an orchestral cymbal. Berta had painted it. Her daughter had absorbed Henrietta’s love of the arts, finding refuge in teaching painting in Portland schools. But Berta had developed . . . strangeness. Henrietta could see that dear Berta had trouble, but it gave her no cause to take it out on her nephew, Charles. Henrietta loved that boy and she had intervened more than once. First to rescue him from his own parents who had then placed him with Berta. And now, Henrietta was forced to interrupt Berta’s discipline to stop the welts that came so easily on the eight-year-old’s back.


    Her whole family was tussled around like potatoes in a bag. Well, she could do something about Charles Edison Wingard, her son’s child. She had to.


    This time, Henrietta would finally make the offer she had often considered since her widowhood years past. Some spirit still lived in her old soul. If Berta didn’t take her suggestion—no, her demand—she would go to the authorities, no matter the gossip that was sure to follow such a move.


    “Leave him.” Henrietta tried a firm though calming voice so as not to set Berta off. Again. She motioned the boy to stand behind her, hidden if he wished by her voluminous skirt. The boy looked so fragile, his green eyes sunken into his alabaster skin. “He’s just a child.” She felt the boy lean against her crinolines. She still wore a dozen petticoats, unlike the latest fashion that suggested women were shaped like cigars, sleek and slender. Not Henrietta.


    “A disobedient one to say the least.” Berta glared at the boy. “I told him to put the cat out last evening, but what does he do? He lets the beast sleep in his bed and now he can hardly breathe. Face swelled up like a bloated fish. Too miserable to tend to his other chores. A good whipping is just what he needs.”


    Berta held a leather strap folded over while her ward shook. Henrietta smelled urine. He’s wet himself, poor child.


    “This is my home, Berta.” Henrietta reached her hand around to touch the boy’s head, give him reassurance. “You and Charles have been guests here. And in my house, a strapping is not the proper punishment for a child wanting to sleep with a cat even if it does cause his eyes to swell up. They will un-swell, if you will. And I will see to the cat’s nighttime actions in the future. She is my cat, after all. Put the belt away.”


    “He’s my responsibility. I’ll discipline him as I see fit.”


    Sweat broke out on Henrietta’s forehead, and she could see her daughter’s ire rising. When did this start, this ugly, manic behavior? Had she and Berta’s father indulged her too much? She was such an attractive woman, dark eyes, thick brown hair. She’d gotten those from her mother, but they displayed themselves much richer in her daughter.


    “Berta. Please. Rest. Rest. You’re overwrought with the doctor’s disappearance, the divorce filing.”


    “Don’t you tell me what distresses me.” Berta towered over her mother as she stepped forward and Henrietta felt herself shrink. No, she had to stand firm for Charles. “I guess I know my own way,” Berta shouted.


    “Whatever the cause, having the responsibility of a young child is wearing on you.” Henrietta took a deep breath. “I’ll be taking care of Charles from now on. I’ll apply for custody in the morning.”


    “You just want the money,” Berta hissed, shoulders bent forward as in a beast of prey.


    “Money? I wasn’t aware his father was supporting him financially.” Henrietta calculated quickly. Maybe that was why Berta kept the child even though he frustrated her no end.


    “Oh, I’m sure you didn’t know.” Sarcasm dripped like blood from a vampire’s mouth. Her daughter . . . how had this happened?


    “We’ll work that out. For now, Charles will stay with me.”


    “You can’t take him from me! I am responsible! I need him!”


    Henrietta’s mouth grew dry. Her underarms felt damp. Her heart thundered in her ears. This is where she so often stepped back, let her daughter win with words. But she’d prayed for strength when it came to the safety of a child. Berta is a child too. My child. But Berta is an adult. Charles is not. She had to get him to safety.


    Charles shivered.


    “You may think you are his guardian, but no longer.”


    Henrietta ducked just in time to avoid the candlestick Berta threw at her.
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    Jewell, a Nehalem Tillamook Indigenous woman with skin the color of grainy sand, shaded her brown eyes with her hand. Against the glare, she watched the two horses walk along the beach, splash through the end of Elk Creek, one carrying a lady not riding astride, so not her friend Mary. The other animal was led by a woman who wore a flat-topped straw hat as Mary often did, but she walked hunched over. That beaten-down woman couldn’t be Mary.


    Jewell had been out seeking burls from driftwood, not long back from her extended journey. She squinted. One of the animals had what looked like pack boxes associated with postal carriers. But she did not recognize the lead horse nor the other. Neither Jake nor Prince were in the string. She had not seen Mary since after the birth of their youngest, Alice, some years ago. Jewell had made a cradleboard for each of Mary’s children, shaping them like a canoe to celebrate their connection to the sea. Not long after, Mary had been with child again, but Jewell had followed a new path that had taken her from the crying sands. And she’d heard that Mary had lost the child at a hospital far away. Or so Mr. Logan said. He, the owner of the Ecola Creek Hotel, builder of the Toll Road that brought people into the place her people had known as home for many generations. Tourists. Her grandfather had referred to the tents they put up for summer as “blisters on the beach’s skin.” But Jewell had found a way to look forward to the “blisters.” The lady in her green dress looked like one of those vacationists and they were headed to Ecola Hotel.


    “Elk Creek Hotel,” Jewell corrected herself, speaking out loud to the ocean air. She still thought of the creek’s name in the Nehalem Tillamook language, the name her grandfather had used, ecola being the Nehalem word for whale. But she also thought in English words now. And a few Finnish phrases after her time among them. Finnish required much memorization of words. She could read English, even write down the letters, but still felt most at home in the language of her ancestors. Elk herds visited this place. Hirvi in Finnish. Mr. Logan said the vacationists liked to imagine seeing herds of elk playing in the surf, which was why he had named his lodge Elk Creek.


    So many changes came from the influx of strangers. Her people wore change like the cedar cape around her shoulder—necessary but sometimes scratchy and uncomfortable. Beautiful, too, she had to remember. Beauty appeared in the sea mists, in wispy clouds and red rose hips blooming among the timber. The continued presence of her people on this shoreline was proof of their ability to transform themselves, withstand invasions of foreigners, make them neighbors. And it brought good things too, like her friendship with Mary Gerritse.


    She lifted her pinafore skirt to avoid the wet sand. She wore the calico dress the Anglos preferred to see her people wear, to be more like them, and she did not mind. Who wanted to stand out? Walking toward the short horse string, Jewell’s moccasins took her around driftwood logs, some of which looked like they could be milled for boards. She could smell the fragrant cedar. One had a large burl she would come back later to chip off, but maple worked best for the carved cups. Cedar left a strong taste. These logs were newly washed up on the Crying Sands Beach. Cannon Beach, she lamented, not wanting to give up her people’s name for the sands that mourned. But the burls could wait.


    Closing in on the pack string she shouted, “Mary! Mary Gerritse,” certain that was her friend, recognizing the hat now. But Mary carried sadness on her shoulders. Jewell picked up her pace, fast-walking to intercept them. They had much to catch up on, and from Mary’s face when she looked up and saw Jewell, much solace to share.
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    Mary watched her friend with her swaying walk move toward them. She’d actually given up on ever seeing Jewell again, it had been so long. The joy of seeing Jewell briefly pierced her grief. The latter would outlast the former as there was no time to mend the tears, to exchange stories. She had to get back to John.


    Prince, gone.


    So much sadness lay ahead. Telling John would be the worst. Prince had been a wedding present from her husband, and the horse heard all her frustrations and joys. He’d become her best friend after John, of course. Their children had learned to ride on the gentle giant. She’d be forced to see Prince’s carcass every time she went past Hug Point until the ocean took the evidence away. She’d be reminded of her mistake, her error in judgment, her self-importance trying to get Olivia to Herbie as quickly as possible. Her grief would never end until the Pacific took Prince’s bones.


    Not even then.


    Yet here was a respite, the welcome sight of a friend thought long lost and she couldn’t even take it in. “Jewell,” Mary called out. She blinked back tears. “You always arrive when I most need you.”


    “It has been too many seasons.” Jewell opened her arms to Mary, who dropped the lead rope, then picked it back up. She didn’t know if Noble would stand and wait for her the way Prince would have. She held the rope as she let Jewell envelop her, soft cheek to soft cheek. In time, Jewell would tell her where she’d been, but for now Mary took it as a gift that as sorrow clipped her wings, a healing breath of air should appear to lift her. Jewell had done the same with each of her children’s arrivals into this world. Only when she’d lost the baby while living in Scholls Ferry did Jewell not appear and that only because they were separated by landscapes.


    “This is Olivia Benton,” Mary said as she stood back to include the passenger. “My good friend Jewell.”


    Olivia nodded her head. “It’s a pleasure, I’m sure.”


    “I’m taking her to Herbie Logan’s hotel.”


    “Ah,” Jewell sighed. “That is a good place to stay. But Mr. Logan is not there.”


    Mary gasped. “So he did go to England? He talked as though he might.”


    Olivia clasped her hand to her breast. “Once again our timing is off. I had so hoped to bring Herbie news from home.”


    So Herbie wasn’t there. Mary had hurried Olivia for nothing, losing Prince on top of it.


    “No,” Jewell said. “He has not returned to his homeland. He has visited Portland to raise money he says for his motoring plan.”


    “Holy Jumblies, that’s a relief.” Mary smiled. “He’ll return in a few days if not sooner then. There’s only so long one can look for investors in Portland.”


    Jewell nodded, adding, “Joe Walsh will check you in.”


    Thunder rolled in the distance, a new storm. Weather here was as changeable as a toddler’s irritation, moving from sunny to misery in a moment.


    Mary helped Olivia dismount from Baldy. The woman brushed her skirt but a salt line remained at the hem.


    “Where is your Prince horse?” Jewell patted the animals, and Mary turned to look at the empty string, only two horses standing with heads lowered, asleep. Her stomach clenched in that wood-vice way. She would have to tell the sad tale over and over.


    “He . . . we were too slow around Hug Point. A wave pushed him into the rocks and”—she swallowed—“he broke his leg. I . . . I had to put him down.” She thought again of the miracle before her and John’s wedding when she and her horse Jake had been washed up on the Point and both had survived. “The first time I ever had to use the pistol on my mail route and it’s to put my friend out of his misery.” A misery I caused.


    Jewell said nothing, simply opened her arms again. This time Mary dropped the lead rope and leaned into her friend as though she were a life raft in a treacherous sea. She accepted Jewell’s comfort and hoped John would do the same when she told him. Until then, she allowed a place of grace to slip into the judging hammer inside her sorrowed heart. With Jewell, she always felt at home.
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    John Gerritse had watched his wife take the horses on her mail route, wishing again that she was content to be at home, with him and the children, let him be the primary provider as a man should be. The coastal sky spread gray, which matched his mood. Sneaker waves could happen this time of year, even with skies that looked placid as a windless bay. Ja. He could use a little calm in his life. He took some ribbing from some of the loggers and his sea mates when he saw them in Astoria while getting supplies. “Give the man a drink,” they’d say when he stopped to eat at the tavern. “He’s missing his missus and her mail route.” He always laughed, declined the ale, bent his head to his soup, and changed the subject. But in these past years it had begun to wear on him that she rode off to adventure she said she needed rather than remain with the family. He could tell it wore on the children too.


    Maybe he missed the sea and its challenges, but he stayed home to do his duty.


    “When’s Mama coming back?” Alice would whine.


    “Hulda doesn’t make soup the way Mama does” was Johnny’s constant complaint. Leonard was the most adaptable, which was good because Belle, well, Belle, their oldest, had an answer for everything and always needed the last word that sapped his patience. More than once John wished he had Mary around to confer with or better yet to take over this child-rearing stuff. John grinned to himself with that “stuff” word. Such a good addition to his English vocabulary.


    When she returned from this latest delivery of letters and delivering that English lady, he would broach the subject of letting the child tenderer go. It would save money. And Belle would turn eleven soon, and it was time she assumed more responsibilities. That’s what families were for, taking care of each other. It would save costs and maybe bring Mary back into the fold. That’s what he longed for. That and some stability for their common purse. He missed the regular pay from the shipping company. Money was exactly why he supported Mary’s desire to deliver the mail and any passengers that came their way. Renting a horse from the Gerritse livery was another way of getting money they so needed. He was torn between having a purse they jointly filled and being the one who was supposed to take care of the family. By himself.


    Jake whinnied, missing Prince he supposed. Horses were herd-bound animals. Noble was new enough, just figuring out where he was in the pecking order. It was Prince on top of things. “They’ll be back soon, Jake.” He rubbed the animal’s nose.


    He left the barn only to be met by a scowling German neighbor holding a lead rope with Callahan, their cow, at the end of it.


    “John Gerritse, you have to do someting about dis cow.” The man’s agitation showed in his fractured English, the same thing that happened to John when he was upset. “I bring her back tree times this week. Maybe you keep your wife home to look after dis animal if you cannot build fences good. Is hard enough to grow a garden in dis wind and rain without the hooves of your cow trampling the seedlings.”


    “Ja. I am sorry, Johann. I make the fence but she outsmarts me.” He reached for the rope. The cow licked her face of something green. John had no defense about the cow, and he didn’t want to get into an argument about Mary’s work. “So very sorry. Maybe me and the children can help replant.”


    “The Dutch are usually not so easily outwitted,” his neighbor said, calming. “Your help, yes, that would be good.”


    “Maybe you look at the fence and see if you find her escape hole,” John said. “Have some coffee too after I put her up in the barn.”


    The neighbor nodded. “I accept the coffee. I have nothing better to do now. She even ate the weeds.”


    Ja. Navigating seas offered much better satisfaction than plugging a cow’s escape hatch.
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    Ha.” Amanda Edwards, Mary’s mother, sneered. Her husband had done that their whole life, minimize danger. He did it again.


    “Now, now, Amanda. She’s just what we need.” William Edwards gentled his wife with words, patting her hand.


    Amanda bristled. What we need? When did he know what she needed? William didn’t understand, just as when Mary had come into their lives—he saw only the goodness of it, not the challenge. Well, how could he know of those? She had not told him about the complication, had only urged him to move, quickly, leave New York, then Minnesota. What did he really think? Her husband didn’t know what she needed, or if he did, he was purposefully trying to punish her for something. What was it again? Oh, she’d tipped the lantern over and started that fire. A little fire, nothing serious. A few floorboards scorched before he got it out. Not so significant that a new person must be brought into their home to look after things. William told her it was a miracle that he hadn’t been working with his bees when it happened. Amanda didn’t believe in miracles. And why couldn’t Mary come now instead of hiring some strange woman? With her child no less. What was William thinking?


    “A young mother with her little one along,” Amanda’s husband continued. “We’ll be helping her just as she’s helping us.” He patted Amanda’s hand again. She pulled away. “You enjoy children. I do too. I miss Mary’s crabcakes.”


    “Crabcakes? What’s wrong with my crabcakes?” She was a better cook than Mary, her daughter. William knew that.


    This hospital thing. She was sorry she’d let them take her to that asylum. It was hardly a refuge. She couldn’t even sleep through the painful sounds of people feeling sadness, madness. She wasn’t either of those, was she? No, her body ached with fears and guilts.


    Her husband frowned. He did that often these days, as though he didn’t know what she was talking about. Crabcakes. Oh, he meant the children as crabcakes. “I don’t like strangers coming to the door, and now you’ve invited . . . intruders into our house.” Strangers made her think of Mary’s secret. Amanda’s mind swirled, twisted. My secret. “I must tidy up. The stove.” She turned around. Where is my cleaning rag? What did I do with it? Someone took it. That woman that William had hired might have grabbed it. You couldn’t trust strangers. She rubbed her hands together like she was cold, trying to get warm.


    “Amanda? Why don’t you fix us some tea? Virginia and her child—the child’s name is Cora, that’s a nice name, don’t you think?—will be back soon with their things and a little hot drink will be pleasant to share.”


    Who cared about a name? Minnie had been Mary’s name. They’d changed it officially, hadn’t they? But Mary didn’t know. Her daughter didn’t know so much. Neither did William. Oh, I did a bad thing those years ago. Did this Virginia know? Was she a spy come to accuse her? What could she do?


    Leave. Maybe I will.


    “I need to use the privy,” Amanda said, washing her hands with air, trying to clean herself of the dirt in this house, dirt on her heart, dirt in her heart.


    “I’ll go with you,” William said.


    “No, no. I’m old enough to handle my personal needs alone. I’ll be back.” Maybe she would. She scurried out, looking left and right. One couldn’t be too careful.
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    Herbert Logan heard the sound of horses being hitched to the rail as he limped from the back of his hotel toward the front. He’d recently returned from his failed financial quest in Portland. He’d have to go to England to raise funds, but he lacked the stamina. He wasn’t ready for guests, but he needed the pounds they spent. Well, dollars and coins. Funny, after all these years he still thought of British currency first. As he approached the porch, he recognized Mary’s voice and noticed the Nehalem woman, Jewell, with them. He took pleasure from the visitors to Cannon Beach, not just for their pecuniary contributions, but for the moments of interruption in what had become a solitary life. Well, his lonely life, he may as well admit that. His Chinese cook wasn’t much of a conversationalist. And most days those taking the Toll Road didn’t really want to chat, having traversed the 111 turns from Seaside, crossed streams without bridges, skirted lakes, slogged through mud, and sometimes felt high winds sway trees to within “an inch of our lives.”


    He lifted one of his ships in a bottle that graced each of the seventeen rooms. Ship captains endured miserable routes and rarely complained. Unlike those taking his toll road. He set it back down. Verily, he had no control over the weather despite what those travelers thought. The road saved seven hours from Seaside to Cannon Beach and ultimately saved nearly fourteen hours from Portland, the place and people that drove the economy of this beach.


    The road did still take time to travel.


    And travail.


    And maintain, especially following storms. If only he could get the county to claim the road—then there’d be someone besides him accountable for keeping it up. Truth was, he just didn’t have the funds for maintenance indefinitely, not since his brother had cut off his remittance payments, all for his having violated—unintentionally—their agreement by contacting his dear friend Olivia.


    At the front of the hotel he watched Mary Gerritse tie her horses to the post. She had a passenger with her. She often did. He squinted. He wondered if his failing vision had anything to do with his weakening legs and periodic paralysis. So far he had done a good job of handling the vision changes. But every day it seemed there was some bloody new symptom.


    “Greetings, fine ladies. I say, you’ve brought the sunshine with you. And how was your journey north, Mrs. Gerritse?” If there hadn’t been a guest, he would have called her Mary. She was like a little sister to him and her husband John one of his closest friends. The few he had here.


    “Better than fair to middling now that I see you’re here.”


    “Just returned.”


    “Today I deliver to you a fine surprise.” Mary’s face broke into a marvelous grin as she nodded toward the guest.


    Herbie looked closer at the woman in green whose mouth was open to an “Oh.”


    “Olivia Benton.” Mary removed her straw hat and bowed as though introducing a royal guest to the king.


    “Olivia?” Herbie breathed.


    “Yes.” Olivia’s voice quivered.


    Could it really be?


    And then his legs gave out.
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    All the way back, Mary put the happy reunion of Olivia and Herbie behind her, her surprise joy of Jewell’s presence. Instead, she rehearsed what to say to John, not even thinking of how to explain about Herbie’s collapse nor about greeting Jewell, who had promised to come to their Manzanita farm soon. Her thoughts were all on Prince and John. Her heart ached as she approached Prince’s carcass. Such a dry word to use for a being who had been so full of life. All she could do for him now was yell at the opportunistic seagulls scavenging on his flesh. She waved her arms. It was futile. They just came back.


    She couldn’t get home fast enough.


    She, Noble, and Baldy pulled up in front of the driftwood and salvaged lumber barn. John stepped into the dusk, scanned the pack line. A question formed on his face.


    “It . . . we were almost past the point.” Mary rushed her words, didn’t even dismount. “Baldy wouldn’t move and the waves . . . the tide pushed Prince into the rocks. His leg caught. Broke. The bone . . . so white.” Tears came as fast as her heartbeat. “And then, I had to put Prince down.” Grief like a rock in her stomach.


    “Down? He is gone?”


    “I’m so, so sorry, John.”


    He reached up to help her dismount. “A terrible tragedy.”


    So grateful to him. “Yes. Terrible.” She wiped her face with her gloved hand as John steadied her, pulled her into his chest. Being there for her, not judging.


    They stood quiet for a time, holding each other. Then John said, “I’ll put the horses up. Talk more, ja? We tell the children together, when they come back from the white sands. You rest on the porch.”


    Mary did what he said even though she wanted to brush Noble, put the currycomb to Baldy’s tail.


    John cooled the horses down without saying a word more, and then they sat on the porch in the driftwood chairs he’d crafted. The air felt chilly, but then when didn’t it on the coast? The children loved Prince too, maybe as much as their two dogs, Max and Nellie. The canines flopped on the porch, Max’s yellow fur rustled by the spring breeze. Nellie left to greet the children returning from the white sands beach. Mary could hear laughter as they approached in the distance. She waved. Alice waved back. The others chattered among themselves, then stopped to make a hopscotch grid that the sea would wash away with the tide.


    “I told you, be careful.” John’s voice sliced her already aching heart.


    “I didn’t mean to make the error about the tide. I feel so badly. I couldn’t even feel joy at seeing Jewell after so long.” Mary twisted her gloves in her hand. “Prince. He’s as much my loss as yours.”


    “Ours.” John held her fingers. “Our loss and a goodly amount too. A horse like that is hard to come by, Woman. I paid a pretty penny for him.”


    John only called her woman when he was truly upset. Now the judgment came.


    “I . . . I know. Maybe I can take an additional mail route, go all the way to Seaside so we can afford another good stallion. Get some breeding in before we geld him for use on the mail route.”


    “No additional routes.” His voice was firm as cedar. “You’d abandon us, this place more—as if you haven’t already.”


    Was this how her husband really felt about her insisting on being involved in the risky business of mail delivery?


    “What you should do, and I think this warrants a major discussion, ja, is stop delivering the mail. For good. Stay at home with our children. We let the nanny go, ja? I’ll take the route like before.”


    Whiplash. They’d come so far. Their life was so full of goodness and her earlier deep sadness with the loss of their child had lessened. Please may this renewed pain not last. Please may it not change what we have. Grief did go away, didn’t it? Joy would come back, it had to. This was a temporary terrible time. That’s how she’d think of these challenges, temporary terrible times. She couldn’t let disaster nor John derail their lives, not now. Mistakes happened, it was part of life.


    “Let’s take a deep breath, John. Let’s tell the children, then talk about other options. Maybe we could do without Hulda, I agree. That would allow us to buy another good horse. Alice will start school next year, the children would all be occupied. We’d save money.”


    “Belle’s good with the little ones. If we let Hulda go, we need Belle. She can help with Callahan too. Crazy cow.”


    “But that’s not why we have the children, is it? Because they’re good workers? Belle really wants to live with her grandparents.”


    “If a child doesn’t learn anything else in life, they should learn how to do a good day’s work. Be worthy of their wages.”


    Mary took a deep breath. She didn’t want to talk about work. John lashed out when he felt sad. “I’m very sorry about Prince. I . . . I wanted you to just hold me when I told you about what happened, how I made the mistake and then had to put him down. I’ll miss him so much.” Her voice caught again. She pressed her eyes of tears.


    John sat silently, then slowly reached for Mary’s hand. His fingers were cool, but they clasped hers. “I don’t like our fight, ja. Maybe I miss him too. I don’t do so good with misery.”


    “I think sometimes that we skip over feeling hurt and go to being mad and blame. I’m blaming myself! Maybe it’s easier than feeling sorrow, more familiar.” Mary held his hand tight. She heard John sniff, then wipe his nose.


    “Ja. Easier to blame and shame than cry.”
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    Jewell, Mary, and Olivia had helped Herbie to his room after his collapse, then Mary had left them after he assured them all that he was fine. “Just the happy shock of seeing you, Olivia. That’s all.”


    “Your legs have not been steady before,” Jewell reminded him. “Even the poultices have not always brought you comfort.”


    He’d let this Nehalem woman offer native treatments that at least were less invasive than that quack in Portland. He’d put leeches to his legs. Herbie shivered at the thought. He hadn’t liked the man’s diagnosis either.


    “Are you cold?” Olivia had bent over him, concern in her eyes.


    This was horrible, to have his new sister-in-law visit him after all this time and to not be able to address her properly, being a patient rather than a brother—and a man who had admired her, no, loved her from afar for years. What is she doing here?


    She had inspired his very efforts to build the road, to make something of himself despite being banished from his beloved England. Now here she was in the flesh, a treasured dream he’d harbored in his heart and he didn’t even have the stamina to welcome her properly.


    “I will retrieve his Hudson’s Bay blanket,” Jewell told Olivia. “It will be a warmth.”


    He was glad Mary had left. He didn’t want the word getting out that something was wrong with him. Not that Mary would gossip. She wasn’t like that, but she did get peppered with questions and she did love to tell stories. He was going to ask about Prince, her favorite horse, not being along, but Olivia touched his elbow and he felt a thousand prickles of starlight surge through him.


    He watched first Mary leave and then Jewell, his heart anticipating being alone with Olivia. His beloved. His sister-in-law. Wait. Mary introduced her as Olivia Benton, not her expected married name, Logan. Can that be?


    “What are you doing here?” His eyes searched hers, those glorious blue eyes the color of wild iris.


    “We can talk of that later,” she said. “We need to stop this shivering so you can tell me about your collapse. It surely wasn’t from the shock of seeing me.” She frowned. “Was it?” She removed her scarf and wrapped it around his shoulder. Her scent permeated his nose.


    “Verily, you are quite a light for a dark day, appearing like an apparition on my doorstep. But no, my legs have been giving out now and then for some time. Doctoring in Portland hasn’t helped so I’ve turned to the Nehalem woman, Jewell.”


    “Is she trained?”


    “Skilled, quite.” He felt defensive for the woman whom he knew had helped a number of Beach residents, from serving as a midwife to patching up wounds. Since she’d returned from a long absence, she’d stayed quietly at her lodge up Elk Creek, stopping by occasionally to check on him, as she had been doing this day.


    “She’s quite a calming presence, I must say.” Olivia brought him back to the conversation. “She’s had no fortune in curing the weakness?”


    “It comes and goes. As does my faltering vision.”


    “You’re having trouble seeing? Is that why you never answered my letters?”


    “Your letters.” He sat up and leaned on his elbow. “I never had the privilege of receiving any missive from you. And my dear brother warned me off from writing any more to you.” He wondered if he should tell her of her part in his life though they were separated all these years. He would. “Dear Mary, by mistake, sent several missives that I’d penned as more of a journal than actual epistles to you.” His face grew warm. “Well, I had addressed them to you hoping they might be found after I died, and you’d know how much I thought of you during the road building especially.”


    “Oh, Herbie, I didn’t know.” She placed her warm hand over his. He thought his heart would pause to make room for the pleasure. “I almost went through with the marriage because I thought that was what you understood was being required.”


    “I say, almost?” Did I hear correctly? “You mean you didn’t marry my brother?”


    “I did not.”


    “Olivia—”


    “My sister eloped, making my marriage less critical so . . . I declined. I wrote to you, hopeful.” She hesitated, then added. “But I never heard from you. So I’ve lived at home, helping my parents in their dotage.”


    “My brother,” he seethed. Who had he paid to intercept her letters to him? They’d likely never left England. What he’d longed for, for so many years, had been within his reach. If he’d gone to England as part of his fundraising for the road, he would have learned of the sister’s marriage—and that Olivia had rejected his brother.


    Now here Herbert was, in no shape to take on a wife. He was, if he admitted it to himself, a dying man. Of his own doing. Oh the irony! As Joe Walsh would say in his mix-up of words, “Due to unforeseen circumspections the engagement was postponed.” However would he explain it all to Olivia?
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    Hulda, a German woman whom Mary and John hired as the nanny six months ago, arrived early as she usually did. She helped Mary make lunches for the children, sent them off to school except for Alice, who was out collecting eggs. All the children had handled news of Prince’s demise with a stalwartness that pleased Mary. They had raised coping children and that was good. Belle had begged to stay behind, but Mary told her they’d discuss her request about living with her grandparents later.


    Mary poured a cup of coffee for herself, motioned to Hulda to see if she wanted one. Hulda shook her head, no.


    “I wish to talk, Missus. About the kinders.” She held her clasped hands against her thick waist.


    Another problem?


    “About all of the children?”


    “She likes to sass, Missus, when told to do something.”


    “Belle?”


    Hulda nodded. “Belle used sase mouth to tease little Alice too.”


    “What is that in English?”


    “Ach. Sase is ‘foul.’”


    “She cursed?” Mary stopped her coffee cup halfway to her mouth.


    “Ei. No. You say cheeky maybe. Trouble behavior. Just that no matter what she is told to do, she has other plan.”


    Contrary, Mary thought. Early in their marriage, Mary and John had to deal with what Mary saw as his contrariness and he, hers. Mary liked decisions made while John preferred exploring alternatives, not because her decisions were wrong but because he thought others could be just as good or better. It had taken a while for Mary not to see him as being critical of her opinions just because he offered others. But this mode did delay those choices. She didn’t like simmering ideas and letting them cook for a time as John did. She hated sorting alternatives when what she wanted was moving forward toward a plan. And they had one. Sort of.


    “I’m sorry you have to deal with what can be Belle’s contrariness.” Mary sighed. “But as it happens, we may be letting you go as our precious nanny.” Am I acting too soon? Did John pose it as an option, but we didn’t really decide?


    “Firing me?”


    “No. Well, yes, I suppose. But only because our family might make another plan. I’ll write you a great reference. But nothing is final yet.”


    “It is because I complain about Belle.” She stuck her lower lip out in a pout. “I knew I should keep my mouth shut, maybe.”


    “No, no. I know Belle can be . . . vexing. And it may not come to pass. I just wanted to alert you.”


    “Well, maybe I make it ‘come to pass.’” She tore off her white apron and said, “I quit.”
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    Mary sat at the table with Belle, dusk easing into night. John and the boys put the cow and horses to bed. “You did do well at Scholls Ferry’s school. But I like you here with us.” Mary touched her daughter’s hand that she held over a school slate. “You’re a comfort to me, an absolute treasure.” Mary wondered if that was a task a child should have, being the nurturer of their parent. Shouldn’t it be the other way around? “How could I read stories to you at night if you were far away with Oma and Opa? You enjoy that, don’t you?”


    “I suppose.” Belle sighed. “But Oma needs me more. She’s got wiggle worries and washes her hands without water sometimes. You don’t do that. You’d do fine without me. Besides, there I don’t have to look after Johnny and Leonard and Alice.”


    “It troubles me that you don’t want to be with your family.” It was also concerning that Belle thought Mary didn’t need her daughter. Had she made her own mother feel that way?


    “You don’t want to be here either,” Belle mumbled.


    Belle’s words stung like a thousand bees. “That’s not so.”


    The cut hurt Mary all the deeper because for many years it carried the truth. But as the children grew older and John chose to leave the sea and be on their farm full-time, Mary found her place at home. It was full of laughter and splashes of love that she’d always dreamed for her family. Why, once she considered giving up the mail delivery and staying at their homestead—though the need to act on that hadn’t materialized. She remembered what it had been like, when she’d lost the baby, been in the hospital for months, felt separated and alone. It hadn’t felt temporary then. But now, when she rode home and had to pass by Prince’s carcass, she thought it might be good to be anything but a postal carrier on the rugged coast. Maybe she was a contrary soul and she’d condemned her poor daughter to it.


    She straightened her shoulders. She’d made a commitment to the postal service and that mattered. She’d read somewhere that the very word commitment was a banking term, and it meant to make a deposit for later withdrawal. All the daily little things one did—braiding a child’s hair and listening to a story they told even if it was wild, these were like deposits in a bank that one could take out when times got tough. She guessed making a home was a commitment too, and she was doing her part, she really was, making little deposits.


    “I do want to be here,” Mary told Belle. She moved a thick braid over Belle’s shoulder. “And I am now. Working out in the world helps me appreciate where one is at any given moment. When I’m on the mountain, that’s where I am. When I’m here, I want to be grateful for a pretty first child who does so well at school, and who looks after her ornery brothers and sisters.”


    “You don’t have to leave us though.”


    “If you only knew.”


    “If I knew what?”


    Mary rubbed her daughter’s back. “You may not understand this now, but I do have to leave you sometimes.” She put her hand on Belle’s head, ran her fingers down the single braid. She could smell the lavender from her daughter’s hair cleanser. “Meanwhile, my little crabcake, let’s write a letter to Oma and Opa so they know you’re thinking of them. Does that sound like fun?”


    Belle sighed. “Alright, Mama. But can I ask if I could come and stay there?”


    “Not in this letter. I’ll talk to your father further and see what he has to say.”


    Mary had pulled precious paper and lead from the shelf and Belle began her missive. “I could write two letters, one without my asking and the other with it. It’s good practice for my cursive.” She looked up at her mother and blinked.


    Just like her father, always an alternative. “Yes, you could. But maybe practice your penmanship on the slate and just send your good wishes to your grandparents.”


    They’d either have to hire another nanny or pursue another option. The idea of employing someone new did not appeal. It wouldn’t be easy to find someone with patience to honor the spirit of creativity rather than demean it or take it personally as defiance. That quality of coming up with alternatives was a treasure really, one to be grateful for.

  


  
    Chapter 
15


    The village of Scholls Ferry on the Tualatin River was awash with spring blooms nestled among the timber. Virginia Safer was drawn to trees from the woods of Minnesota where she’d been born. She’d met Jack in one of those woods—they called them forests here—after one crucial night. Bad things had happened there. Trees did not call to him the way they did to Virginia. And because of that night, it had taken her time to find the treasure in trees again.


    A few months after that . . . event, her grandmother turned her out even though it had been her gardener, Jack, who had assaulted Virginia in those woods. Only fifteen, she didn’t think she had another choice but to go with Jack to Portland when he said he’d marry her. Maybe he was trying to do the right thing for them, but he didn’t know how. And they never did have a ceremony. Her shoulder still ached in the cold weather from the damage he’d done, and the headaches that came on her like a windstorm started after that last altercation. She didn’t like to think of Cora being the result of violence, which is why she worked so hard to make a safe home. Safety and protection for their daughter. She no longer counted on Jack. His job at a Portland saloon fed his addiction and stole his paycheck. She relied on herself.


    “This will be our new home, Cora.” She held the child’s small hand. She used her fingers to outline a smile on her own face. “A happy place. See ahead?” The girl nodded but said nothing. She never did. Virginia was pretty sure Cora could hear her but wasn’t at all sure she understood her. She tried some simple signs, hoping Cora would pick up on them and use them back, because didn’t everyone want a way to communicate with others? She hadn’t had much success. Maybe a change of place, a safer place, would be the ticket to the performance she so wanted to see from her child.


    She put aside what someone had told her, that a child’s wounds were because her parent had done something wrong.


    The Edwardses’ two-story frame home with cedar shakes was several miles south of Portland. Well cleared of trees and stumps, sturdy oaks and elm brought shade. A fenced garden, a privy, a small shed for a cart and horse finished the tidy homestead. A summer sun carried warmth that settled onto her shoulder and Cora’s too. Her daughter hugged a stocking doll to her chest, her eyes scanning their surroundings.


    Mr. Edwards had planted fruit trees that promised an abundant harvest, come fall. Fresh apples. Something sweet to look forward to. The bees she’d learn to keep were in a meadow some distance through the trees, Mr. Edwards had told her. The idea of beekeeping made her a little nervous, but his letter inviting them to come said that for now the highest priority was calming Mrs. Edwards, though he was vague about what distressed his wife. Whatever it was, she’d do her best to make the Edwards family happy. That she’d seen Jack from a distance on the streets in Portland just before they’d left had so distressed her that finding a safe place in a small town was a treasure from heaven and all she really cared about, bees or not. He’d never find them here.


    They’d passed would-be neighbors, the closest a half mile or more down a lane, which suited Virginia just fine. She could see who might meander up the road with plenty of time to either hide in place or escape. They approached the porch where the little couple stood. The woman’s voice rose above the chirping of birds.


    “I don’t think we need anyone. I’m a fine cook. Without helpers, I might add.”


    “My wife,” Mr. Edwards said when he saw Virginia. Then to Mrs. Edwards, “Now, Amanda. Let’s make Virginia feel at home. She’ll be a big help to me in the orchard and with the bees. Let’s go inside.”


    “Hire a lad then.” The woman pushed a tendril of hair back into a bun at the top of her head, patting it like a pet. She scowled but looked more frightened than angry as she turned and led her husband into the kitchen, stood beside him still as a post.


    Virginia’s stomach clenched as she stepped inside. Could the woman cancel her hiring? The woman might be jealous? She had to win her over.


    “I can do the outside chores, Mrs. Edwards, but help inside too. Maybe you’d show me how to use that fine cookstove.” She nodded her chin toward the appliance. She still held Cora’s hand and the child tugged on it now. “You’ll be doing us a great favor to be employed here. My daughter hasn’t had a yard to play in.”


    “You see, Amanda. This is too big of a house for just us.” To Virginia he added, “For a time our daughter and their four children lived here. She was very ill, our Mary, and John was at sea. A hard time but in the midst, good times. Life is like that.” He put his arm at Amanda’s waist. “You loved having the children here, remember?”


    “I didn’t take her.” Mrs. Edwards shrugged his hand away, began washing her palms in the air. “I didn’t. They gave her to us.”


    “Now, Amanda,” Mr. Edwards said, “let’s remember the grandchildren being here. It was a fine time.”


    Amanda nodded agreement, but Virginia could see that something about the past agitated her. A distraction, that’s what Mrs. Edwards needed, something to keep her in this present moment rather than going to what appeared to be a darker place in the past.


    “Would you show me how to heat up the teapot, Mrs. Edwards? Then I can make tea for you in the future.”


    “What? Oh. Yes. It’s quite easy really. I like milk in mine. William does not. He prefers honey.” The woman shuffled toward the stove, began stoking the flame.


    “It’s settled then. Welcome, Miss Safer. Your room will be upstairs. That’s right, isn’t it, Amanda? Oh, and we’ve totally forgotten to say hello to you, young lady.”


    “Her name is Cora. She doesn’t talk yet. But she understands. Say hello to Mrs. Edwards, Cora.”


    The child let loose her mother’s hand and curtsied, her gold curls flopping.


    “So polite, isn’t she, Amanda?”


    “Yes. Yes. Now here’s the tin with the English tea our old friend Herbert gave us when we left the coast. He’s from England. A remittance man they call them. Do you know about such?” Mrs. Edwards gossiped with Virginia like they were old friends.


    A Kodak sat beside what Virginia thought was Mrs. Edwards’s chair. Virginia had a Kodak too and loved taking pictures when she could afford to have them developed. Maybe they could find a common interest.


    Virginia left the couple drinking tea, then carried her carpetbag up the back stairs. They were designed to allow a servant to come and go without having to bother the household. The stairs creaked. She wondered if those grandchildren had asked for the more private room that she and Cora claimed. Such young adults could escape the back way to meet up with a suitor—if they avoided that betraying stair. If so, she hoped they had better luck than she had had as a young woman seeking a mate to build a home with. So much had gone awry.


    “Look, Cora, it’s a trundle bed. See how close you’ll sleep to me. Nothing to fear here.” Virginia hoped that was so. She used the sign for sleep.


    All she had to do was to keep them from being taken advantage of. A helpless mother and child could easily be exploited, but she didn’t sense such motives from the Edwardses. Mrs. Edwards needed tending. And Mr. Edwards didn’t seem the type to be no more than what he presented, which was gentleness. That was her judgment—but then she’d been wrong before.

  


  
    Chapter 
16


    Berta! Get hold of yourself!” Henrietta had ducked just in time as her daughter threw the candlestick at her. Thank goodness Berta hadn’t tossed the oil lamp. The candlestick landed with a thud, breaking the beeswax candle it held in two. “You’ve broken it.”


    “That’s how I feel, Mama. You break me in two.”


    It was dreadful to think that a mother broke her child. Was it her bad parenting? No, it was Berta. Henrietta could either insist that her daughter leave or she and Charles would have to go. Just for the night perhaps, coming back to see in what state Berta would leave the parlor. The safety of her grandson was all that mattered now. Sometimes, one had to skip a generation as a lost cause and move to help the next.


    “I’m sorry you feel betrayed by me, but it’s the child who matters. Collect yourself, dear Berta. We can discuss this perhaps when you’re less . . . troubled.”


    “Troubled?” Berta’s voice raised. “It’s you who are meddling as you so often do, Mother.” Her dark eyes squinted as though if she opened them wide, venom would pour out.


    Henrietta needed to get them out. She motioned to her grandson. “Come along.”


    Berta stepped in front of him, squeezed his thin arm. “Leave him.”


    Her heart pounding, Henrietta straightened her shoulders, looked up at her daughter, and spoke in a voice both firm and calm. “I’m adding no fuel to this fire, Berta. We will deal with the future when we’ve both had rest. Come, Charles.” Henrietta had no idea if her daughter would listen to her. This time. “We need rest.”


    The boy slipped away from his aunt Berta. Stepping carefully, Henrietta backed away, aware of the small body easing behind her, careful not to step on him as he hovered. She could smell the urine that marked his trousers. Poor scared child.


    Gratefully, they reached the door, opened it, and closed it behind them. “This way,” she whispered, taking the child’s hand. What did it mean to have to escape one’s own home? “We’ll go down Front Street to the hotel. That’s where we’ll spend the night.” She’d figure out what to do next come morning. Everything always looked better after a good night’s sleep.


    The boy tugged at her hand, holding back. Was he going to resist leaving? But Berta had been cruel to him. Henrietta protected him. Poor child. Abandoned by his father, then abused by his aunt. And she the mother of both of those . . . children. So what made her think she could do a better job with Charles when she’d done such a poor job with her own offspring?


    “Did you forget something, Charles? We’ll come back tomorrow if need be, to pick up more of your things. What?”


    He tugged free of her. “Har-har-harmonica.”


    Of course. He always carried it, like a talisman of comfort. “We’ll retrieve it tomorrow.” He shook his head in defiance, sat down on the wooden boardwalk. She sighed. “Very well. But let’s go to the hotel, get you settled. Then I promise I’ll come back.” She’d return to the lion’s den. How tragic to think of one’s home as a lion’s den. But going back was the least she could do to help this child learn to sing a new song. Or in this instance, retrieve his harmonica so he could play any song at all.
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    “Berta? It’s your mother. I’ve come back. Just for a moment.” Henrietta returned the key to the mat, the bend of her body causing her to wince. Aging. Berta had managed to lock the door after they left, so Henrietta continued to be capable of protecting herself. That was a good sign. “Charles would like his harmonica.” Henrietta’s heart pounded like a woodpecker beating against a tree. Steady, steady.


    Ticktock, ticktock. Her favorite clock stood guard.


    “Where are you, daughter? Charles would rest better with his music. Berta?”


    Henrietta picked up the candlestick lying next to the door and set it back on the fireplace mantel. The wax smell tickled her nose. A chair had been tossed over and she straightened it. The cane seat had no damage. Otherwise all looked normal; it was as if no family had splintered in this room. There didn’t seem to be another sound in the house but for the clock. Then, “Oh, Mother. I didn’t hear you come in. Did you forget something?”


    Berta stepped out of the bedroom, stood, like she was a rock with sea-foam of a white nightgown swirling around her. She held a brush in her hand. It appeared Henrietta had interrupted a typical night routine, Berta getting ready for bed, brushing her long hair.


    “I, yes. Charles would like his harmonica.”


    “Of course. He’d be lost without it. Let me see.”


    Berta swirled to take in the room. Henrietta flinched at the movement. Afraid of my own daughter? But what had happened to the wild daughter, the one that less than a half hour ago had thrown a candlestick across the room?


    “There it is. He has a tendency to leave it under things. I see it sticking out beneath the pillow.” She stepped toward the divan, brush in hand.


    “I’ll get it,” Henrietta said. “You . . . I’m sorry I interrupted your night rituals.”


    “No bother.” She pulled the long strands over her left shoulder and stroked them with the brush. A smile, rather sly Henrietta thought, formed on her lips. “I’m all fine now, Mother. You’re more than welcome to stay, you know. After all, it is your house.”


    “Yes. That it is.”


    “But I can see how nice it’ll be for you to have a little companion with Charles.” Berta stroked her hair. “People get lonely as they get older, isn’t that so? I understand.” Her words purred like a satisfied cat.


    Henrietta felt unbalanced, as if she stood on board a swaying ship. Had she overreacted by rushing Charles out the door? What were her motives? Well, his care of course, not her needs. But her daughter did have an uncanny ability to poke at a weakness Henrietta had. And it was a weakness, acting out of selfishness rather than from a generous spirit. It was the latter she wanted to believe herself to be—generous and compassionate.


    Was she being selfish in taking Charles on? Was the rescue more for her than him? With Berta so calm—no, still—perhaps she had just had a momentary lapse. Or was that stillness the calm before another storm? She decided not to wait to find out.


    “We’ll talk tomorrow,” she told her daughter. “I’ll make sure you continue to receive the money for his care. This could well be just temporary.” There, she was being generous. “Be sure to lock up after I’ve gone.” The scent of candle wax floated with her out the door.


    “Oh, I will, Mother,” Berta called after her. “I surely will. Let’s keep all those pesky ghosts here.”

  


  
    Chapter 
17


    Mary surveyed the arena as she finished saddling Jake. His cheeks were bony, a sign of his growing older. She didn’t want to think about that. He was her most precious mount with Prince no longer with them. She couldn’t say that Prince was dead, not yet; nor that she had killed him.


    Chicken scent dotted the yard as the fowl pecked at the grass-pierced sand. Deep summer had arrived with its warming breezes seeming to strengthen the laying hens. Mary packed the eggs for the Manzanita, Wheeler, and Tillamook boardinghouses, offering bed and board for lumbermen, fishermen, and employees of the canning factories. The postal service allowed the delivery of contracted goods, even if the goods were raised by the postal deliverer. The eggs were nestled among dried ferns, then placed in the pack saddle. She’d take only the one horse, and if there were additional packs she needed to carry at Tillamook, she’d put them on Jake and she’d walk on the return trip to save him. She actually didn’t mind the treks when she walked, finding what she called “wonder” moments along the way. At the beach, the purple anemones and stellar starfish caused a pause. The way the wet beach reflected Haystack Rock sitting on sand beneath blue skies made her wonder about majesty and miracles. On the mountain, fern meadows that flowed like waves in the wind caused her to stop in awe. A hummingbird’s nest bobbing on a leafy branch. Even in the rain, the smells and sounds of pattering drops were moments of . . . wonder. And of course, the view. Always the ocean view. These filled in any dark places that danger brought, or the memory of poor choices. She had thought more about spiritual things since her time in the hospital, after the baby died. She’d had someone to explore those fleeting thoughts with then. She wished sometimes she had that now. It wasn’t a subject she and John discussed. Maybe seeing Jewell again—and more often—would be the portal she needed toward a lasting acceptance of loss.


    A calf mooed, rubbed up against Mary’s split skirt, bringing her back to the task at hand. Jake lowered his big head to put his velvet nose to the calf’s.


    “Come get Callahan,” Mary shouted to Belle and Johnny, both rolling a hoop beside the barn. The children had made a pet of that cow they’d named after the neighbor they’d bought her from. The children were happy to have the Jersey cow follow them around. It was one of the pleasantries of summer on the coast. But the animal was a nuisance too, often trying to follow Mary out of the yard when she left for her deliveries. Callahan also figured out a way around her corral, and John had to deal with upset neighbors, few of whom fenced their gardens. With Callahan, fencing didn’t seem to matter. They’d have to manage their escape artist bovine better.


    In response to her mother’s call, Belle threw her hoop down, dragged her feet, literally, raising dust in the yard where grass barely grew from all the trampling of horses, dogs, chickens, children. The child caught up the cow, dragging it back toward the barn.


    “Thanks, Belle. See you tomorrow, honey.”


    Silent, Belle dropped the halter, turned her back on her mother. The cow shot out of the barn, bumping Belle as it kicked up its heels. “Johnny, you take Callahan,” Belle snapped. “I have things to do.” She stomped off.


    Mary heard the sharpness of her oldest daughter’s voice and for a moment wondered if she sounded like that herself. No, she didn’t snarl, but Belle did. Maybe they should let her go to her parents’ home in Scholls Ferry for the summer. Or maybe she should take Belle to visit Jewell. The two had a special relationship especially when Belle would go with Jewell to pick berries and dig for roots, spear salmon and gather shellfish. Mary had enjoyed those activities with her friend, but now she had a responsibility, delivering the mail. Of course there was that other responsibility too—raising a family. She must connect them, her daughter and friend. And find out, too, where Jewell had been.


    “Come help, Johnny,” John told his oldest son. “Grab that bovine. Your mama doesn’t need her trailing after.” The boy nodded and took over that task, the order coming from a higher authority than his sister. John kissed his wife. “Be strong, be safe,” he told her. It was his new adieu each time she left. She lingered just a moment at his shoulder. “When I’m back, let’s talk more about Belle’s request.” He nodded, put his hands out to help her saddle up, then patted Jake on the rump. She was on her way.


    Heading north toward Manzanita, Mary began the trail that rose up over Neahkahnie Mountain. It was an imposing landmark. Her husband, a former seaman, said ships looked for it as a marker for navigating by its looming presence. A number of new homesteaders took up the meadowlands and wind-protected valleys, and one of them appeared to be waiting for her as she and Jake clopped along. The postal service had begun allowing deliveries to individuals along the way. Making people come into Cannon Beach or Tillamook or Seaside to pick up or send mail proved a hardship. Especially for older coastal residents like the elderly man before her who sat on a stump and stood as Mary approached. His long white beard reminded her of pictures of Saint Nicholas.


    “Ahoy, fair maiden.” His eyes held a twinkle, his white beard bobbing as he smiled.


    “Not sure how fair I am, but ahoy back to you. Are you a land-locked seaman, sir?”


    “That I be. But I’ve a landlubber request of you. My dear wife is asking if you could take up this recipe for a cough. Not to make a cough, she already has that.” He handed her an ink-stained paper. “To the apothecary in Tillamook if you could. I’m not all that able and Wifey is in need of it. I’ve coins.” He dug in his pocket.


    Mary read the note. She’d have to make a side trip to the pharmacy, hope the homesteader included enough money, and then pray she could find him waiting for her on her return the next day.


    On the other hand, people had helped her family more than once, and since she was going that way, why not do a good deed?


    “I’d be happy to try,” she said. “They may not have this.” She read the words, grateful for the penmanship of his wife. Or his. “It’s a patent medicine.”


    “If not, perhaps jalap would be on hand. Something to clear the lungs.” He gestured.


    “I’ll see what I can do.”


    They spoke for a few more minutes while Mary removed her straw hat and tucked the request into the band to keep it safe and out of the weather. “I should return this time tomorrow if all goes well.”


    “I’m much obliged. Nice to have the government providing such personal help,” he said.


    “We do our best.”


    The interchange left a warm place in Mary’s heart. Another expansion of the value of her working this mail route. The homesteader was happy, Mary was happy. If only she could leave her family in that state.
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    Securing the old man’s physics took Mary longer than planned. The biggest apothecary in Tillamook didn’t have it. “But we could get it by next week.”


    The smaller drugstore didn’t carry it either but suggested she ride inland to the Finnish community. “They might use it or an herbal alternative.”


    She’d forgotten about the little enclave of Finns who had come for logging, hardy folk accustomed to rain and the vagaries of the sea. Riding to that community took more than an hour, given the trees across the trail and swampy lakes she had to bypass. The scent of burning cedar greeted her while sheets and blankets on clotheslines snapped in the wind. After some discussion, she learned the Finns did have an equivalent physic, but the price quoted was more than what the old man had given her. And she didn’t carry coins with her. The postal service said it was safer to put currency in the locked mailbags. “I’m afraid I won’t have enough in my purse.”


    “Ah, not to worry so much,” offered a tall Finn with spotty sideburns that looked moth-eaten. He had eyes the color of a summer sea. “Someone needing this shouldn’t be bothered by cost. We’ll take what you hoped to give.”


    “Thank you.” Mary had heard that the Finns were commonsense, gracious people. “My mail patron will be so pleased.” She hoped that by the time she headed back he’d be waiting. She was already later than she’d planned, and she’d had to take a stone out of Jake’s hoof that took time.


    Jake trotted along as Mary returned the pick to her hip pack, letting her thoughts drift to Belle as she headed toward Tillamook.


    “Good you’re back.” The Tillamook postmistress rubbed something on her chapped lips. Mary would have to find out what she used. Later. She had time to make up.


    “Neither sleet nor hail, you know the words. Sorry I’m a little late.”


    “There’s a letter for you in there, Mary,” the Tillamook mail carrier told her. “I held it out. I wasn’t sure when you’d be back.”


    Mary took the envelope. The letter was addressed to both her and John. She supposed she should wait until they were together, but never one to put off curiosity for long, she slipped her fingernail through the wax seal and opened it.


    Here she was, alone now, reading it. She had delivered bad news to herself.

  


  
    Chapter 
18


    Henrietta hefted her leather luggage onto the cart while her grandson, Charles, dragged his bag of treasures—especially his retrieved harmonica—behind him from the Astoria and Columbia River Railroad station. After several nights in an Astorian hotel, Henrietta and Charles had made their way to the rail station. She didn’t want to go back to see which Berta had gotten out of bed. Let her have that house to stay in while she worked through her difficulties. They would wait awhile before returning. Henrietta was alarmed at her own impulsiveness. She’d had no intention of taking custody of the boy, but circumstances rose their heads like a pile of pups demanding to be noticed.


    After an hour’s train trip, to accommodate stops and slow movement across Youngs Bay, they’d been deposited in Seaside in a swirl of locomotive steam; the air at least cool.


    “Can you handle that bag, Charles?”


    Beads of perspiration dotted the boy’s forehead, but he nodded and persisted, the scrape of the leather pushing against sand, his small grunts of effort, the noise a calling card to the curious gulls. Tents and a few cabins that were made up of whatever washed up on shore lured tourists. A restaurant, a saloon, a boardinghouse or two populated the flat beach once visited by famous explorers Lewis and Clark and of course members of the Astoria expedition of 1811–12. Those Easterners had all been welcomed by the few Clatsop people remaining after the smallpox epidemic. Several Native people dug for clams, their shoulders covered with blankets against the wind.


    Henrietta and Charles entered a boardinghouse with a porch facing the sea; another at the front. The boy meandered around the dining area looking at ships in bottles while Henrietta made arrangements for at least a week’s stay. This would be good, this time of respite and reconciliation. Henrietta hadn’t had much time with her grandson until he’d arrived with his aunt/guardian in Astoria. She’d probably have to do something legal to make sure Charles stayed permanently with her. But for now, they would vacation, rest. Be tourists. Henrietta would practice living with uncertainty.


    The next morning, through the boardinghouse window, Henrietta gazed at the flat beach, pulled her wool shawl around her shoulders. They could easily set up a tent there, have less expensive shelter while they figured out where to go next. Return to Astoria? She only needed a week or two here with Charles to think things through. She’d contact the boy’s father—her son—to tell him of the change. Would he object? She didn’t know. What would she do if he did?


    “Never put your worries in a wheelbarrow. They’ll get there without being carried.” Henrietta spoke out loud to Charles. He looked up at her. “My mother used to say that. Or something like it. How are you feeling, Charles? Our bed was a tad lumpy, wasn’t it?” She turned toward her grandson at the sound of his rustling in the blanket. She thought a colorful quilt would be a good addition to the sparsely furnished room. Or a nice painting. She missed that dahlia picture in the Astoria house. Her daughter really was talented—in her stable phases.


    The boy nodded. He had dark circles under his eyes, had the bushy eyebrows of the Wingard line.


    “We’ll get some breakfast then walk the beach.”


    “Wh-why?”


    “Because that’s what people do when they go to the ocean. They race the tides coming in to see if they keep their feet from getting wet. They fly kites. You’ll see. We can look for sand dollars and starfish and shells. Always shells.” She stepped out onto a porch. She blinked away dirt that swirled off the beach with a gust of wind. There was something invigorating about the ocean even when dodging blowing sand. Back inside, they picked up a biscuit and cheese at the table, then trudged along the path through low dunes. As they walked the sand, she saw the boy grin so large his eyes seemed to squeeze onto his cheeks. “L-look, Grandmama.” He did cartwheels on the flat shore while the tide lapped well beyond.


    “I didn’t know you were so coordinated,” she shouted to him. The breeze had picked up and she held her hat with her hand. They should invest in a kite. Others walked by and nodded. Several called to dogs that ran and sniffed and played with the foam of the flat waves. She stepped over seaweed lacing the beach like dark string; bent to pick up shells. Whatever will I do with all the shells? It didn’t matter. It was what one did at the beach, savoring both the broken ones and those intact.


    Charles swirled in the wind, his arms out, and fell down happy, then quickly stood and looked at her with fear in his eyes as he brushed at his trousers. “I’m, I’m s-so-sorry.”


    “Not to worry. Getting sandy is what beaches are for.” That and building sandcastles and maybe having a second childhood—along with a grandson’s first. “Let’s parallel the beach, move in toward Main Street. Time for a penny candy?” The boy nodded, slipped beside her, and took her hand. Was there anything more inviting than the warmth of a child’s trusting hand? Had she really been waiting for such a moment as this her whole life? She would have to explore that.


    The gulls hopped along the boardwalk before lifting their wings in flight. Henrietta watched them go, then stopped in front of a building bearing the sign Drugs, Confectionaries, and Land. “Do you think we can find saltwater taffy in here?” She squeezed his hand. Charles nodded. “And maybe,” she said more to herself than to him, staring at the last word of the sign, “an investment in our future.” She really couldn’t go for long without a plan.
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    I think Belle should visit my parents.” Mary had taken time to think about her daughter’s request and she saw merit in it. At least going there would give her needed information. “And I’ll take her. Something is amiss at my parents’. Here’s the letter.” She’d arrived as John started to shoe Noble with Johnny holding the halter. She’d sent the boy off so she could talk to John without curious ears to overhear and had taken the lead rope from her son. What was in the letter troubled her. Mary had opened the missive in Tillamook, and after reading it, wished she didn’t have to make that side trip to give the physic to the old gentleman. But she’d agreed. Then on the same trip, she’d met a couple, the young woman heavy with child. Aware of the strain on the woman—girl, really—Mary had dismounted.


    “I’d be pleased if you’d let Jake carry you a ways, give you a little break.”


    “We don’t have the money to rent a mount,” the man said.


    “This is a free ride,” Mary said. “For the good of the future.” She smiled and offered her palms so the woman could step up and ride astride. Jake got them to Manzanita where a midwife waited. Tending the couple had taken time off her own worrying. Obsessing would be more like it. At last, at home, she could share her concerns with John.


    “My father says Mother is not herself, even after she was in an asylum. An asylum, John. That’s awful.”


    “If it helps, it is not so much a bad ting, ja? A hospital stay helped you.”


    “But not for, for my mind.” She paused. While she’d been hospitalized because of a miscarriage and then an infection and near death, there were issues with her mind too, she supposed: her profound sadness, grief, uncertainty. And she was grateful a local pastor had visited her, bringing light into her dark place. But this was different. What was happening with her mother? “Is it because she’s growing older?” Will this happen to me when that time comes—if I live to an old age? She thought again of the elderly man on the trail who was sharp and still caring.


    “Ja. Might be the wear of living. Some weather life like a good saddle; for others the leather cracks.”


    “My father actually placed an ad to get help. A stranger caring for my parents can’t be right. It’s . . . unforgivable as a daughter, isn’t it, that he’s going outside the family? He’s already found someone too. A woman and her daughter.” Mary stroked her horse’s nose, his slender whiskers.


    “We go outside the family with our nannies so you can deliver mail.”


    Mary winced. “That’s true. I see your point.”


    “But it works for our family, ja? Maybe a hired girl works for your father.”


    John bent to tap nails into Noble’s iron shoe while Mary held Noble’s lead rope. The scent of hot iron seeped from the forge. It was near dusk at their farm, but the summer nights burned endless, with enough light to complete chores. Mary preferred the dark of winter when one could read a bit before an early bed while rain massaged the cedar shingles overhead, instead of working until one dropped. John said he liked the long summer days for renting his horses out for summer beach rides, leasing two big Percherons for logging, and the mail string. He’d made the Gerritses more prosperous in the summer, not to mention through the sale of butter and eggs from their farm. They were in the midst of their busy season. Mary didn’t need the new worry about her parents.


    John set Noble’s foot down, stretched his own back as he stood up. Mary gave him room. He was a big man.


    “You ought to teach me how to shoe the horses,” Mary said. “I’m closer to the ground and wouldn’t hurt as much as you do, all bent over.”


    “Ja, but it’s a man’s job. Look, Mare, I don’t want Belle leaving. With you gone on the mail route, looking after the younger children depends on Belle. Especially as Hulda quit. Saves money, ja, but causes other problems. And is important that Belle learns lessons of family responsibility. This family.”


    “She thinks we don’t listen to her, that we don’t want her happiness, John.”


    “She accuses us of such? Lead Noble around,” John ordered.


    Mary and Noble circled the paddock, then Mary eased the horse back in front of John, who bent again, lifting the animal’s hoof onto his thigh. “Let’s get this last leg finished, ja, then we talk.”


    “The last leg,” Mary mused aloud. “The last leg of a journey, the last leg to stand on. It used to mean bankruptcy, if one was on their ‘last leg.’ I read that in Chambers Etymological Dictionary of the English Language. Herbie has a copy.”


    “Ja. You rattle on about words.”


    “English is so strange, isn’t it?” A thought crossed her mind. “You’ve done so well learning it, speaking both Dutch and English as you do.”


    “Dank u,” John said in Dutch, then added, “Mare, I have a pounding head. Let us finish with Noble’s foot. Foot, not last leg as that seems to take you away from what we discuss, ja?”


    “Now feet are something.” She saw a need to lighten the conversation. “Poetry has feet.”


    John grunted, shook his head as he tapped at the nail in Noble’s foot. “So does the lower part of a sail. It be known as the foot.”


    “Really? See, I’ve learned something new. And maybe our Belle could learn new things too, looking after her grandparents. Belle noticed my mother ‘washing her hands in the air,’ as she called it, especially when she was upset. Belle is a good observer and she could truly help my father. They’re the only grandparents the children have.”


    “Ja.” He stood again, finished, hands on hips. “They have an oma and opa in the Netherlands but never know them.”


    Mary rubbed Noble’s nose, the whiskers tickling her gloveless hand. The two stood silent, looked out across the horse’s back to the setting sun dipping its foot in the sea. A shimmer of orange at the horizon, staining the entire sky with its hue.


    “I should go home sometime, see my parents and brother. Ja.”


    “Maybe we could all go next year, so the children would know their Dutch family too. I wish I knew my grandparents, but they’re never spoken of. I think I must have hatched.” Mary thought of that unexplained photograph her mother had whipped from her hands those years ago. Where had it been taken? Why had her seeing it so upset her mother? Had her mother’s strange behavior begun at that time?


    “I don’t think we can afford the fare to take us all,” John said. “Besides, who would look after the farm? But I see. Ja. She might be longing for the time when you were all with Oma and Opa.”


    “I was in the hospital for most of the time when we took refuge in Scholls Ferry. They got closer then. My parents rescued us once or twice—when we were sailing the sea in our sieve. You remember.”


    “Ja, that’s right.” John began putting his tools away while Mary led Noble into the corral with the other horses, then returned to watch John methodically bank the coals in the forge. Fire, John said, had taught him caution, required for a farrier bending over a hot forge, shaping horseshoes. But through that work, he’d also found a market beyond horseshoeing, one he appeared to enjoy from what Mary could tell. It was an artistry that didn’t strain his back the way horseshoeing did. He made iron railings, lantern holders, a wind-resistant napkin holder for eating on windy porches. He made practical things like tools and gates too. Especially gates, trying to keep Callahan out of the garden. He’d fashioned wrought iron plant holders for the Austin House that served as the post office and told her that wrought iron was resistant to fatigue and could keep working “even if it overloaded.” She thought that a great metaphor for how one must face challenges, keep working even when fatigue threatened.


    Mary watched her husband at work, proud of him and what they were building as a family, her worry momentarily held back.


    John finished, looked up at her, and grinned, motioned for her to slip under his arm as they walked toward their home, their feet crunching on bark chips they’d laid to trick the muddy path.


    “Holy Jumblies,” Mary mused out loud. “Maybe with Belle gone, the cow will be tamed to spend its time in the paddock.”


    John laughed. “Ja.” After a pause he said, surprising her, “I rethink my words about Belle. We let her go to stay with your parents, go to school there.”


    Mary stopped. “Oh, I thought just for a few weeks until the end of summer.” She faced him. She didn’t want Belle to live with them, just have a little time with them. “You could run the mail route while I take her and the other children, bring the younger ones back with me. Have my parents return Belle at the end of the summer before school starts. I don’t want to give her up totally.”


    “Ne. She goes to school in Scholls Ferry, like before. You take Alice and Leonard, too, for the trip, leave Johnny here. Bring Leonard and Alice back. I hire John Luce to deliver your route for two weeks. I have enough to do here.”


    “Johnny stays here?”


    “He should start learning a trade. He’s ten. Belle goes to live with her oma, she needs to see her role as a helper and not someone privileged to take a summer vacation the way the vacationists from Portland do, setting up their tents on the Crying Sands Beach. Everyone needs to earn their way, children included.”


    John was making this decision. “What happened to our working things out together?” She’d gotten only part of what she wanted.


    “It has to be decided. Can’t keep discussing. Isn’t that what you always say?”


    Maybe the most important thing was getting to see firsthand just what was happening with her parents. “Can it be alright for me to make the final decision about leaving her there for the school year too? When I see how things are there?”


    “Ja. We compromise.” He grinned. “That’s the word?”


    “Yes. Compromise. Balance. That’s what we’re looking for.” Mary would have time with her children, taking them to visit their grandparents. The trip could be an adventure. She could see what was really happening with her mother.


    But not having Belle around for the school term, that was perplexing.


    This parenting, Mary thought, is a vexing challenge.


    As they walked toward the house, she felt the weight of John’s arm on her shoulder and the weight of deciding. It all got wrapped into the cloak of uncertainty, a cloak not easily taken off.
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    Herbert Logan put his weight on his cane and walked beside Olivia to a room with the best view from his Elk Creek Hotel. The first nights, she’d chosen one close to his to be able to tend to him should he call out. That’s what she said. And those first days, he had been aware of her presence but kept himself from needing her. He mustn’t raise hopes—not his nor hers—that there could be anything now except memories of a past time. But he’d been feeling better with the Nehalem woman’s care so that he was gratefully up and taking meals in the dining room with Olivia and other guests as the tourists and fishermen arrived. His Chinese cook was busy sending aromas of sautéed vegetables through the hotel. Now that he felt better, he wanted Olivia to maybe go exploring, see him as not being so needy. “That’s Haystack Rock.” He pointed through the open window. “If we’re lucky, we’ll see a herd of elk now and then but usually closer to the fall.”


    “They come that near?”


    “They actually play in the surf. I find it . . . comforting, that animals find joy. Of course that makes it harder to shoot them for dinner.”


    “I imagine so.” She lifted her arched eyebrows. As they entered the room he’d led her to, Olivia gasped. “The wallpaper. It’s . . . it’s butterflies and—” She turned toward him. “From our dining room. My parents’ home. How did you—”


    “It was a delight to order it, my dear. I dreamed of you coming to visit sometime in the future and wanted you to feel at home here when you did. In this room.” He thought he’d melt at the look of joy on her face. He needed to tone down his emotional level. “This is one of my ships in a bottle.” He lifted a flat bottle that had a three-mast ship inside. “I’ve finished a craft for all seventeen rooms. I knew exactly which ship I wanted here. It’s a replica of The Shark, a schooner associated with the cannons of Cannon Beach. I’ll tell you the story sometime.”


    “How marvelous. I didn’t remember you being creative in that way. They’re quite lovely, your little ships.” Her delicate ringless fingers gentled the bottle in her palm. “I love the detail of the one in the room I had earlier. But this one, a little fire bucket.” She smiled. “It reminds me of a child’s house with all the pictures on the wall and even wallpaper details. But putting that onto a model and getting it inside a bottle, quite a feat.”


    He couldn’t get enough of hearing her voice. It didn’t matter what she said, he felt comforted by the tone, the cadence, the soft volume that reminded him of a voice in the sough of the wind. He had missed that sound more than he’d realized. It was a salve.


    “It consumed the hours I had to do nothing, especially in the winter months. No tourists. And before the road, not much hope that anyone would ever come. But they do now, drawn by the sea.” One day even more, with motoring cars making the trek.


    “And your road, from what Mrs. Gerritse told me.” She set the bottle back on the table near a window, light shining through. “Sometimes I think we humans need the sea.”


    Herbie opened the window to let in the breeze and the sound of the distant surf.


    “We seem to acclimate to its call, its rhythm, the ebb and flow of its tides.”


    “Ah, I have no knowledge of such things, dear Olivia. It surprises me that you do.”


    “I’ve studied the ancient books. I find them fascinating. I’ve also delved into medicine. When I go back, I intend to study with a practitioner.” She let her hands drape along the polished chest holding the bottle, lingering. “That is, if I go back.”


    Herbie turned away, brushed the bed coverlet, a wedding-ring quilt the woman who made it said. Olivia’s voice followed his movement.


    “It’s a lovely quilt pattern, those intertwining rings. Does it have a name?”


    He and Olivia could have had so many interesting discussions had their paths crossed at a different time. He didn’t want to talk about fabric. “I hope you’ll like this room. Stay as long as you like.”


    “Oh, Herbie.” She touched his sleeve and he felt the energy of her touch surge through his body.


    No! This has to stop. He had to stop it.


    “Olivia, we need to talk. Now that I’m feeling better, there are things I’d like you to know.” He had to tell her. “To take back with you to share with my brother, when you go.”


    “Maybe I won’t have to leave.” She lowered her eyes. Her face flushed. She’d come all this way. There were no familial impediments to their marriage now. But, of course, there were barriers as large as Haystack Rock.


    “I’ll ask Chen to prepare a special meal for us served in the private room off the lobby. We can talk this evening, if that suits you? I’d . . . I’d share some things with you now, but I need to rest. You understand.”


    She looked disappointed, those eyebrows framing sad eyes. But she nodded. “I’m longing for a walk. The Nehalem woman, Jewell, invited me to visit. I just take a path along Elk Creek?”


    “There’s a trail, yes. I’m so sorry.”


    “About the path?”


    “About not talking now. It’s—”


    “It’s good to see you taking care of yourself, Herbie. I know some men wouldn’t know the limitations of their bodies. They push too hard and end up with problems too complicated to solve. I’m happy to wait.”


    At least she hadn’t added that she’d been waiting years. Or maybe those were his thoughts rather than hers. He had mixed feelings about dinner, but things had to be said or, should he say, confessed.
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    Harmonica music wafted from behind Henrietta. They were still in Seaside, Henrietta having located a second boardinghouse that offered a tent in the back. They’d stayed a week at the first place. She’d always been drawn to the sea, even when they lived in Washington’s District of Columbia where her children were born. Her husband’s business investments had brought her west and left her financially secure. She’d managed them well herself since his death twenty years ago. She was careful what she invested in. Cautious. Only once had she felt taken advantage of, and that was with a smart-talking charlatan who had appealed to her vanity. Of course, at the time she hadn’t been aware that he was flattering her or that he appealed to her desire to be a generous person, to pass along God’s good fortune. But that was in the past. She had invested in railroads, a secure investment. Now she cared most about Charles and her family. It was a luxury she knew many didn’t have.


    Henrietta paid a small sum to rent the tent behind the new boardinghouse. Being frugal also helped with financial security. She rolled out their bedrolls beneath the canvas that smelled of the sea. They’d be able to get two meals in the house, but the overall cost would be less in a sleep tent. Besides, she thought Charles would enjoy it more. A little adventure. “Don’t unpack, dear,” she told the boy. “Let’s take our dried salmon and see if there are berries we can confiscate and sit on the beach to watch the sunset. Keep your harmonica. We’ll have a little music with our dinner.”


    The boy’s eyes grew large as fists before he nodded. His primary mode of communication was to lift those bushy brows framing his eyes. She’d heard few words since they’d boarded the train in Astoria a week ago. Could he be missing his aunt Berta? Surely not, given the way she treated him. But then he probably didn’t know what to expect from his grandmother either, not having spent much time in her presence. She had to confess, she hadn’t done much of a job raising her children. Four adults, and two at least had distinguished themselves by poor judgment. Charles’s father had pawned him off onto his sister. Berta had found herself steeped in lawsuits, having taken in her nephew for the money. She’d filed for divorce from a deserting husband. Henrietta didn’t even want to think about the other issues. She prayed she’d do a better job with dear Charles, who was lying flat on his back at the moment.


    Time for a change.


    “You enjoy playing the harmonica, don’t you.” It was a statement, not a question. She didn’t want him to feel badgered. Charles nodded agreement. “I’ll enjoy hearing you.”


    “Aunt Berta never let me. It was Pa who gave me the, the . . .” The stutter again.


    Henrietta realized she’d rarely heard him speak an entire sentence. Maybe the stammer was why? Well, she’d work on that. Who knew? Maybe the harmonica would bring out the best in him. She believed that the arts, even things like creating a sandcastle, could advance healing. One more thing to check against her daughter’s influence in this child’s life.


    “To the beach,” she said and reached for the boy’s hand to pull him up. He flinched, but when she kept her hand out and didn’t force him to take it, he sat up and took her fingers. Light as a spiderweb and just as fleeting. He’s a fragile child, in more ways than one. “Grab that instrument. Let’s serenade the gulls.”


    He had the biggest grin she’d seen on his small face. He even wiggled his eyebrows at her. She grinned back, put out her hand again, and this time he latched onto hers. She was getting a second chance at building a family, and she’d do a better job this time, Lord willing. They’d vacation here this week and then head south. Cannon Beach called to her, though she’d never been there. But after a visit to the saltwater taffy and real estate place, she now owned a piece of that fabled shore.
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    Hurry along now.” Mary clucked at Alice and Leonard, urging them onto a horse. Belle had already mounted up. “We’ll be tenting on the way, though I think the Bridgers at the halfway point have beds for rent. But we’ll plan to tent if the weather cooperates. Remember when we made this trip before?” Mary had been a pregnant, desperate mother then, seeking refuge with her parents. They were five nights and six days away.


    “When we had to leave the horses and Max behind,” Leonard said. “Don’t ’spose I’ll have time to work on Jake’s counting. I can get him to paw up to three now when I ask.”


    “We’ll have a little time once we’re at Oma’s for you to keep teaching.” She enjoyed Leonard’s interest in horsemanship. “And yes, we left Max then, but Nellie trotted along with us. We’d take her this time, but she’s getting old. We’ll respect her need to nap.”


    “Papa needs Max to watch the sheep. That’s why we can’t take him.” Alice, being the little mother, explained to Leonard even though she was younger.


    “We also had a good time, didn’t we?” Mary kept her voice light, didn’t want to explore the consequences of leaving Belle at her parents’ nor meeting this caretaker her father had hired. She’d focus on the positives. Good memories were the best presents to give each other. Mary wished she’d had time to meet with Jewell before they left. She still didn’t know where she’d gone for so long. Talking with Jewell might help her decide about leaving Belle for the school year.


    She would focus on something else as they rode. She wanted the children to learn to gift themselves with stories of their past that brought them nurture. The same with future events: What lay ahead could be a challenge or joyful. It all depended on one’s attitude. She would make the trip pleasant, hide her own concerns. She didn’t want to leave Belle at her parents’ for the rest of the summer and the entire school year after, but at least she had gotten John to agree that she would make the final decision. She and Belle were more alike than she’d wanted to admit, her contrary child. She recalled the lump in her throat at the joy shining in Belle’s face when she told her that her father had agreed she could visit her oma and opa at least for the summer.


    “Oh, Mama, that’s so good!” She’d flung her spindly arms around Mary, who inhaled the lavender shampoo in the child’s peachy-red hair. Mary felt tears in her eyes, a mix of happy that the girl hugged her and sad that it came from anticipating being away.


    “Do I have to go?” Alice whined her six-year-old whine. “I could help take care of Daddy if I stayed.”


    “Daddy and Johnny will do fine. You can take care of me and Leonard.”


    “Leonard? He’s messy.” She crossed her little arms over the ruffle on her dress that Mary had sewn herself, taking one of Belle’s pinafores of cotton and changing the dye from yellow to blue, Alice’s favorite color.


    “Cleaning up after another is one way to take care of them, but Leonard needs to learn how to take care of himself.” She nodded to her youngest son, then looked back at Alice. “So on this trip, you just look after me. Make sure I tighten the cinch on Jake and that’ll remind me to check Baldy’s saddle too. We’ll take care of each other.”


    “You don’t really need tending, Mama.” Leonard’s voice was husky for a child, and it always surprised strangers when he first spoke.


    “Oh yes I do.” Mary tapped his floppy leather hat. “And you two are just the ones to do it!”


    They both giggled, then turned, and Alice stuck her tongue out at Johnny, who was being left behind.


    “Off you go, then, ja,” John said. “Sooner you go, sooner you come back.” Mary was pleased that John put his arm around their oldest son, making them a team. “We’ll make do without you.”


    As we have done without you so many times. Her husband’s work and travel had separated their family, but they’d held it together.


    Mary didn’t express those thoughts out loud, but she remembered the years when John had been at sea. Even though she knew in her head that he had done it for all of them, filling the purse; nevertheless it had been a terrible time in her heart, for her and the children without him. I’m being negative now. It was only a temporary terrible time. She had to remember that. Temporary was becoming her new word to ward off despair. Temporary. Compromise. Balance. Those struggling feelings came less often when she told herself “temporary,” which, like a broom, could sweep despondency away. She prayed that what was happening for her mother was temporary and negativity could be swept away there too.


    Finally mounted, the quartet of Gerritses headed northeast in glorious June weather with fluffy clouds and a brisk salty breeze pushing them on toward Scholls Ferry. After a little jostling, Belle and Leonard rode together on Baldy, and Mary had Alice in front of her on Jake, and they trailed one of the mules with their gear. They sang “Yankee Doodle Boy” together and Belle wanted them to sing the chorus of “Bird in a Gilded Cage.” For Mary, it was a mournful song that raised her eyebrows. “You may think she’s happy and free from care, She’s not though she seems to be.” She wasn’t sure where Belle had learned such a song. She added it to reasons why she didn’t want Belle to be away from her family for too long. If she learned strange things under her mother’s nose, how much trouble could she get into under her aging parents’?


    The tree canopy filtered the sun, bringing a chill to the morning air. A mist threatened, but the sea breeze took it away. They made a game of pointing out blooms of black-eyed Susans dotting the forest floor. “Bees love those. And the goldenrod. Opa told me that.” Belle thrived on discovery. They played games, with Mary picking a word like “dog” and the children coming up with as many words starting with d then o then g. Even Alice could participate and did, stopping the whining. Mary thought it might be a trick to help her fall back asleep when she woke, worrying in the night. She found comfort in words.


    The entire trip proved a respite for Mary, enjoying her children despite the extra work of camping and fixing meals during their nights out on the trail. They should do this more often, she and John with their children. But John was focused on their farm, keeping the purse filled, and Mary’s look tended outward, to the world. Focus. A word that came from ancient times, meaning “hearth,” the center of things, where they fed the children, shared stories, stayed warm on a cold, rainy coastal night. Hearth. Where the fire was. And the farther one roamed from the hearth, the cooler things got. Home. Mary wasn’t the focused one; she leaned toward adventure. Maybe that had to change.


    They’d had five or six homesteads that Mary had tried to turn into homes. In the timber occupying another’s hut, one next to a lake near the Short Sands Beach, in Scholls Ferry, and now their farm in Manzanita. Each leaving had wrenched her heartstrings; each new beginning making her feel unbalanced, like she’d stood up too quickly with dizziness overtaking her focus. She experienced part of that when she left for her mail route each morning and then had the joy of returning every so many days. She was exiled and then welcomed back, reunion. Herbie’s book of words said that reunion meant “one again.” And isn’t that what she wanted for her family, that they would all be one again, together.
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    Henrietta sat on the veranda of the newer boardinghouse in Seaside. She watched her grandson chase waves. Seaside promised placid, calm days in comparison to Astoria. Why, she’d even located a bookstore. Certainly the presence of such a business meant stability, permanence, along with the promise of growth. Book people were her kind of people. This just might be the best place for her and Charles to begin again, keep Cannon Beach for vacationing. She put down her novel, Dombey and Son, finding the story about a family man becoming obsessed with his status too close to home. This episode with Berta and little Charles made her rethink her life in ways she hadn’t planned. Dickens was a fine author, but maybe a change of pace was in order. The Telegraph had published a list of “the last century” books, all novels. She planned to make her way through that list and hoped the bookstore might carry one or two. She watched as Charles returned, gobbled down an early breakfast, then disappeared into their tent. A faint sound of a breathy harmonica followed.


    Henrietta found herself alone at the boardinghouse table, gazing at the sea but also admiring the seascape paintings decorating the walls. A woman approached. “May I join you?” She carried a book. “My husband arrives at the end of the week,” the woman said. “On the Daddy Train. Until then I have the joy of reading without feeling guilty. One of the joys of a beach vacation.” She pushed her round glasses against her slender nose.


    “Of course. Please sit.” Henrietta introduced herself and the woman did likewise. “Emily Cornell. I’ll try to remember that. I’m not very good with names or faces for that matter,” Henrietta said. “But I remember stories.” She nodded toward the book the woman carried. “A novel?”


    “I don’t have much time for novels. But then, I never did. Why read something made up when there are so many wonderful books to indulge in about the real world.”


    “Hmm. Fiction isn’t fact,” Henrietta told her tea mate. She found herself a little defensive. She loved novels. “But fiction is like a good painting that puts layer over layer and captures the essence of a place—or a person—over time, unlike a photograph that captures but one moment in time. Purely factual things can’t always give us that expanse of reality.” She held her finger to the air. “Hear that? That’s my grandson, a budding musician.”


    “Does he like to read?”


    “Now that you ask, I haven’t seen him pick up a book. The Bible, of course. I read to him.”


    “That’s factual, certainly.”


    But it, too, can be fashioned to fit one set of facts over another. “And it has many stories—parables,” Henrietta added. “One can discover fascinating things about the world in stories. It’s said that the inscription over the ancient library at Alexandria read ‘The place for the work of the soul.’ Written in stone no less.”


    Emily’s smile lit up her narrow face, her eyes, sparkling, looked at Henrietta over her glasses. “Books that have instructions about how to live life, that’s what young boys should be reading if not Scripture.”


    Henrietta thought for a moment. She hadn’t explored Charles’s reading tastes. She must do that, expose him properly to what could expand his mind. But not now. Now was the time for him to recapture the wonder of being an active boy.


    “Does he like fishing? I’ve a favorite that combines fact and fiction, I think. It’s about more than that sport.” She straightened her shoulders as one accustomed to memorizing and declaiming poetry and prose. Henrietta liked her already. “I quote:


    “‘In angling, as in all other recreations into which excitement enters, we have to be upon our guard so that we can at any moment throw a weight of self-control into the scale against misfortune, and happily we can study to some purpose, both to increase our pleasure in success and to lessen the distress caused by what goes ill.’”


    “To lessen distress by what goes ill. I like that turn of phrase,” Henrietta said. “What did you say the name of that book was?”


    “Fly Fishing by Sir Edward Grey. He writes of casting for sea trout and salmon. Most boys like fishing.” The woman folded her white linen napkin, tapped her lips, adjusted her glasses.


    “We’re on a new adventure and I confess, I have no idea what Charles really likes except for his music.”


    The women chattered away the morning, speaking of recipes, light things, until reaching into meaning and sharing stories of family. Emily had two living sons, older, who were off “hunting treasure.” A daughter had died. Henrietta knew that terrible loss of a child. Charles wandered in, sand on his bare feet. “Where are your shoes?”


    He looked around, then ran back out to the sand. The women laughed, then Emily looked at her lapel watch. “I should be going,” she said.


    “Perhaps our paths will cross again.”


    “I’d like that.”


    “I’ll ask my husband to bring our copy of Fly Fishing on his return. I’ve no way to reach him now. Will you be staying here for a time?”


    Would they? She wasn’t sure. “Possibly. Or I’ll be proving up a homestead with my grandson. With or without his shoes.” Henrietta watched as he retraced his steps in the dunes, holding up the shoes with pride, sharing a discovered treasure. She waved back. “We’re, well, we’re beginning a new life together. I’ve just bought land at Cannon Beach. Oh—” She had a second thought. “If you really did want to leave something for us, that book you mentioned, perhaps at the post office. I’ve heard postal places have become quite the gathering spots. Acting as a library. You might try that.”


    “Men sitting around the pickle barrel at the mercantile while women lean their heads over lines of poetry and prose. That’s an image I can carry around. And perhaps you’ll leave information about where you and your grandson have settled. It’s always a delight to discover another woman who reads.” Emily leaned into Henrietta with a whisper. “I’m more partial to reading lines in a book than stitching lines of thread on a pillow casing.”


    Henrietta made a fake gasp, clutching at nonexistent pearls. “Preferring books over embroidery? Whatever is the world coming to?”


    Her new friend laughed. How fortunate to find a like-minded woman here, an affirmation that Henrietta and her grandson were on the right path—even if she didn’t know where it was taking them.
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    Look who’s here.” Mary’s father stepped off the porch, arms open to Mary and her three children who jumped from the horses and ran to him, hugging his knees, his waist. Belle, ever the little grown-up, had curtsied before sinking into his free arm. Mary inhaled the air. Cedar but different from at the coast. This had been a good place for her family a few years back. The Edwardses’ two-story frame home was the center of green acreage with fruit trees and shady maple and tall timbers holding up the back rows at Scholls Ferry. “Ah, Mary, girl. So good to see you.” Her father spoke over the heads of his grandchildren. “I didn’t expect . . .”


    “We couldn’t leave you with a stranger looking after you. Especially when Miss Belle wanted to see you so much. I wish you’d written earlier. I’d have come sooner.” That was the trouble with letters: By the time they arrived seeking help, circumstances had often changed. Her parents had been left alone to solve major problems. Her eyes scanned to see if she would meet the hired help.


    “You have your job and the children. My little crabcakes.” He rustled Leonard’s dark hair. “We’ve managed.” His hair was white as sea-foam. Had he looked that old when they’d left three years before?


    “We? Mama helped, did she?” It should have been me. Mary felt a wad of guilt enter her throat and stick there. She’d failed her family, once again.


    “I did.” A soft voice spoke. The caregiver. “I’m Virginia Safer and this is my daughter, Cora.” She stroked the head of a small child. “Your father hired me to look after your mother, and him too. I hope I’ve done an acceptable job.” She bent with a respectful nod.


    At least she understands her place. Mary stopped, corrected herself. It wasn’t like her to be critical of someone who merely came to help. Was it?


    “Very fine, yes. Very fine.” Her father was quick to assure the woman.


    Where was her mother?


    The girl—much younger than Mary—stood on the porch in a flower print dress with a sparkling white apron, her slender hands still on the head of a small child with distant eyes. They’d apparently had help from a quite beautiful younger woman.


    “Virginia here is a fine cook,” her father noted. “Your mother’s grateful too. She doesn’t say, but I know she is.”


    “You won’t need a Virginia, Opa, now I’m here.” Belle beamed at her grandfather. The child, Cora, cleaved to her mother’s side, grasping her aproned skirt.


    “You don’t say. Well, I’m sure you can make a fine scramble of eggs but maybe not a bean and sausage casserole with a bit of molasses in it. And help bathe your oma. And look after the bees too.” He grinned at his granddaughter. “We can play checkers with her while Virginia does the work.”


    “I could try to make a casserole.”


    “Where is Mama?” Mary wanted to see just how needful her mother was. If she wasn’t doing as well as her father and this woman made out, then her plan was just what they needed to hear. But she’d wait until she saw her.


    “She’s napping,” her father said. “She does that a lot. Since she was in the, uh, hospital.” He didn’t want to say asylum, Mary could tell, though he had written it in the letter. “They sent something from the apothecary, makes her sleepy.”


    “Healing the body and soul is tiring, I’ve been told,” Virginia said. “But her appetite is good when she joins us at table.”


    So mostly this slender, blond, pink-cheeked young caretaker prepared meals and maybe kept the house up. The porch could use a sweeping, Mary thought. Well, she could go if Mary’s plan came to fruition. “I’d like to see Mother now,” Mary said. “Napping or not.”
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    The daughter. Mary was her name. Virginia’s employer, the woman’s father, had spoken of her often. There was great love between them. Virginia could see that, and not for the first time she wondered why Mr. Edwards had posted the ad rather than asking his daughter for the help he now paid Virginia to do. Maybe there was some slender fracture in this family just as there was in hers. Perhaps the Edwards family—like so many families—kept their secrets wrapped in quilts, only seeing the truth of things now and then, like carefully looking through moth holes in the fabric. For whatever reason, Virginia was here now, and it had been a good place for her to be, she and Cora.


    Virginia’s intent was to win the daughter, Mary, over quickly. She had nothing to be ashamed of. She’d answered an ad, been hired, and her employer suggested she was doing well. His wife, Amanda, was another story, but she hoped to have an ally in the daughter, that the woman would trust that she was here to care for the older couple and nothing more. Of course there was more. This place was a refuge for Virginia, one she didn’t want to lose. It was a bit worrisome that the eleven-year-old—what was her name? Belle—that Belle apparently intended to stay, and the child thought Virginia wouldn’t be needed. Well, an eleven-year-old wouldn’t be able to cope with Mrs. Edwards’s moods. But perhaps the daughter didn’t realize that. How should she go about this? She didn’t want conflict. Nor did she want to be exploited. Having moved everything she had to this Scholls Ferry home and with Cora adjusted and feeling safe, she didn’t relish the idea that she’d have to move on. She would hold fast to the agreement she had made with Mr. Edwards. Do her job and convince the daughter that it was best for everyone if she and Cora held fast too.
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    “As soon as she wakes, I’ll help her dress and bring her in,” Virginia told Mary.


    Mary wasn’t looking for advice from Fair-haired Virginia, as she thought of the woman, not sure why her presence bristled her so much. “I don’t want to wait.”


    She must have sounded sharp because the woman dropped her eyes and said, “Of course.”


    “I’m sorry.” Mary was. She didn’t like being abrupt with anyone, especially as the woman was obviously approved by her father. “I’m just so startled by the situation. Belle hopes to go to school here in the fall. She loved the class she was in before and wanted to help her grandma, if she could. Isn’t that right, Belle?”


    The girl’s blue eyes seemed larger in her freckled face. She blinked. “What’s wrong with Oma?”


    “It’s all pretty confusing, crabcake.” Her father sounded weary. Maybe it was good for a helper to be here cooking, keeping the house up while he met his basket orders and tended the bees. “Your grandma’s been obsessing, I guess is the word the doctor used. Worried about something she can’t seem to say, about things she can’t control. And she’s so busy ‘washing her hands’ of no dirt that she stopped taking care of herself. Couldn’t sleep. Kept waking me, hovering over me, once holding a knife she said she had to use and couldn’t get it clean.”


    “A knife?” Mary shook her head. “I’m so sorry, Papa. I wish you had said.”


    “She wasn’t dangerous, just troubled.”


    “By what? Do you know?” Mary watched her father turn away.


    “I couldn’t keep her from running out.” Her father held his head in both hands as though trying to keep it from spinning off. Mary knew what that was like. “She’d disappear for hours, then show back up with leaves and twigs in her hair. Made me wish we had a good dog to follow her. But I decided to hire a helper instead.” He smiled at the woman. Mary felt a pang of what? Jealousy? “Virginia’s been a godsend, truly.”


    The woman lowered her eyes.


    Mary nodded. “Well, I’m here now. And I was thinking, Papa.” She should probably wait until she saw her mother, but she knew this was what she wanted. “Why don’t you and Mama come back to Manzanita with us? We could all be together and you wouldn’t have the expense of a tenderer. Though I’m sure you’re worth it.” She spoke that last to Virginia. “And the children would have their opa and oma and we’d all be together, close to where I grew up in Nehalem.”


    “Mama,” Belle wailed. “How would I go to school in Scholls Ferry then!”


    Her father turned back, ran his hand through his white hair. “I know you mean well, Mary. But . . . we’ll talk after you’ve seen your mother. Meanwhile”—he made his voice cheery—“let’s get you crabcakes settled. You’ll all need to be in one bedroom with Virginia and Cora in your old room.”


    “We can move, Mr. Edwards. I don’t want to put your family out.”


    “No, now, you’ve duties to perform. We’ll make it work, won’t we, Mary?”


    “Ja,” she said, sounding like her husband. She wished she’d waited before popping her idea, the way John would have. “I’ll go chat with Mama.” Anxiety like the spark discharged before a summer thunderstorm rained down on her. This chat with her mother she hoped would let the sunshine in.
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    Jewell watched the woman, Olivia, make her way along the Elk Creek, stopping now and then to pick up a colorful rock. Sea glass made its way to that part of the beach too. Jewell was partial to green sea glass, but any color added to the string of ocean gifts she hung at the opening of her rebuilt home. As was the custom, after her grandfather died, the hut had been burned to prevent anything holding him to this world when he had a better place to go to in the Beyond. Jewell stepped out of the shadow as the woman approached. She had avoided going to the Elk Creek Hotel these past days to bring her poultice to Mr. Logan’s legs and eyes. She’d seen the glow in the faces of both Britishers and knew to give them time. She invited the woman to visit though and was pleased to see her making her way through the ferns and bushes. Beneath a blue sky, she stooped to pick a huckleberry, popped it into her mouth.


    “Welcome, Olivia Benton. I see you have found boots. The beach can be muddy. The riverbanks too.” The woman wore a lavender sundress with cap sleeves and a high waist. She wrapped a colorful scarf around her shoulders, already aware of the changing weather on this Crying Sands Beach. Black boots appeared as she lifted her dress to keep the hem from gathering mud.


    “Herbie tells me I can wear these to dig for clams. Perhaps you can show me. He seems cautious about doing such things.”


    Jewell nodded, swept her arm in a welcoming gesture inviting Olivia into her home. The scent of cedar rose as she nurtured the fire that they might have tea. Herbie, in his early days on this beach, had “high tea,” he called it. Jewell pulled a biscuit tin from a shelf, aware that this item would perhaps bring good thoughts of the woman’s home, make her feel welcome. This was an important part of Jewell’s mother’s tradition and her Finnish father’s. Fitting what mattered to the guest, that tradition belonged to all cultures, at least that was what she believed. “Would you like honey in your tea?”


    “Yes. Please.” Olivia looked around and Jewell felt a moment of pride for how she had created a space out of driftwood and discarded lumber, hung periwinkle shells as curtains dividing the small structure into a living and cooking room, separate from the bedroom and creative room. “Thank you. Tea sounds fine. It’s a longer walk than I thought.”


    “My grandfather chose this site years ago, above the tide coming in to mix salt and fresh water. I have not found a spring like Mr. Logan has to serve his hotel.”


    Olivia took a seat on a stump that served as a stool at Jewell’s plank table. A carved duck covered with small shells sat in the center.


    It was not Jewell’s way to ask questions but rather to sit in silence and allow a guest to choose the direction. A breeze whispered through the walls, and Jewell noted where the gap was in the caulking of mud and pine needles. A home required constant care. She would not fix that though right now; on a hot summer day on the coast, the breeze was a second welcomed guest. Even the little sand crab perched on her doorstep was welcome as she pressed peppermint leaves.


    “If I’m not being too bold, Miss . . . Jewell, what do you think of Herbie’s—Mr. Logan’s—health? He said you were a healer.”


    “It is a gift I nurture.” Jewell served the tea, then sat and, with Olivia, sipped, inhaled its scent. “He has many troubles and was slow in seeking counsel. But he works at it now. Takes the tinctures the doctors in Portland prescribe and allows the herb poultices I make for him. He reports he is better.”


    “But you don’t see it?”


    “I see small steps. Building and maintaining the road took much of his strength. And the worry of his hotel and imbibing—this is the word he uses—with his friend Joe Walsh to wash away those worries, those activities rob him.” Jewell hesitated, considered telling her of the other robbers but thought those were Herbie’s stories to share, not hers. Instead she said, “Perhaps he will do less of that which steals, with you here.”


    “Perhaps.” Olivia motioned to pick up the duck. “May I?” Jewell nodded. “I love the way these tiny shells are made to look like feathers. What keeps them attached? Something you make here using tree sap, mayhaps?”


    “Beeswax.”


    “Truly. How remarkable.”


    “Sometimes when walking the beach, you will see chunks of it disguised as rocks. Many seasons ago, a ship wrecked, and the beeswax began to appear like starfish out of place on the sand, in many shapes and sizes. The ship carried it to balance itself but also to serve the priests meant to make candles of it. The wax has value still. The stores will buy it if you find some. I melt it and use it to hold things together that might not seem to want to mate.”


    “Clever,” Olivia said. She set the carved duck back onto the table. “I’m trying to fit some things together too, but it may be too late. And I’m not sure a substance as sweet as honey wax will hold fast in the areas of the heart.”


    “Holdfast,” Jewell mused. “Here there are sea plants Anglos call ‘holdfast.’ They anchor small objects from the sea to rocks, protecting them. Kelp kept on rocks by holdfasts can withstand many strong waves, even king tides. They endure. If they do appear on the sand, they often carry rock with them. The rock breaks before the holdfast lets loose.”


    “How interesting. And what do you suppose is a holdfast for the heart?”


    Jewell ran her fingers around the rim of her pewter teacup while she thought. “Returning to our roots, on a ship of faith and dreams. These will hold fast.”


    “A ship of faith and dreams. What a lovely sentiment.” Olivia sighed. “That’s exactly the kind of boat I arrived on, but now, the dreams have been shattered and the ship is navigating toward a shoal of rocks.” She lowered her eyes. “I’m sorry. I’m sharing too much of my privacy.” She pronounced the word as Herbie did, PRIV-acy. “I have no idea what’s led me to be so . . . revelatory. I really should go now. I’ve taken up too much of your time.”


    “This is not so. We have each given the other time, worthy time. Something to savor rather than regret. Come anytime to share the time.”


    That offer was something Jewell had discovered while visiting at the Finnish community the previous year. Jewell had thought she’d spend more time in Astoria with her grandfather’s Nehalem-Clatsop people, but instead she discovered a Finnish clan. She had stayed there, finding home, finding out about more of herself. They had told her of another community near Tillamook. She had gone to both to find out about her father who was Finnish. She had received so much more, including the invitation she shared with Olivia, to come anytime—to share time. Her words with Olivia turned her back to those days. Soon, her healing would help her see families in a way she had not seen them before. Families were more than blood; they were the bones and sinew of what holds a community together. She would reveal to others—Mary especially—what she had learned from a family she hadn’t known she had. Perhaps this was what was holding fast for Herbie, things unsettled about family, things yet to set him free.
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    Finally,” Herbie said. “We have our precious supper.” He’d postponed this meal several times, building up his courage, hanging on to hope he feared his revelations would dash. “You’ll see that Chen has outdone himself.”


    “I’m just pleased you feel up to this. It’s been days since you’ve been well.” Olivia allowed Herbie to pull the caned chair out so she could sit, her white linen skirt swishing along the floor.


    He touched his hands to her shoulders, felt that fizz of delight that he knew he must not dwell upon. This had to be done and the sooner the better. “And you’ve entertained yourself well these past days.”


    “I have.”


    Chen placed the napkin onto her lap, then another onto Herbie’s, FHL embroidered in purple at the corner, a reminder he’d dropped his given name, Frank. She’d wondered why he’d dropped it in everyday use. Keeping the linens white was no easy task. Thank goodness he’d acquired a patented washing machine from Benjamin Duniway. One of the local Clatsop women had learned how to use it and came weekly to do the sheets and pillow casings at the hotel. Another expense for him, but worth it.


    Olivia continued. “Mary Gerritse delivered your local newspaper. That’s educated me about your American political strife between Bryant and your president, McKinley, isn’t it? And other things. A man in Texas—that’s one of your western states, is it not—seems to have managed to get an entire apple into his mouth. They had to cut it into pieces to get it out. Imagine.”


    “The Daily Morning Astorian goes beyond our shoreline, covering the most essential news.” Herbie grinned.


    “And I’ve completed cross-stitching a piece I started on board ship. Of course, I had books to read, and thank you for allowing me to peruse your library.”


    “Every hotel needs a library. Which books were your favorites?” Anything to avoid the topic he most didn’t want to talk about—their future together.


    “A favorite book. Hmmm. Perhaps Edward Lear’s poetry, the one that has ‘The Jumblies’ in it. Mary told me it’s special to her too.”


    “Oh yes, the ‘going to sea in a sieve’ verses are a favorite of hers. She even wrote a wedding poem about the puffins in that same rhythm.”


    “I’ll have to ask to see it.”


    The scent of Olivia’s midnight hair coiled on top of her head, the drift of a soft perfume, the warmth that her presence offered were treasures beyond his wildest dreams. But it could not last.


    “Do you really want to speak of literature this evening?” she asked. He didn’t expect her to be so bold.


    “I suppose not. Cuisine, perhaps?” He smiled, lowered his eyes. He could not face her.


    “I came here, Herbie, to see if you had not answered my many letters because you didn’t receive them or if you didn’t want to respond to what was in them. Discovering that you didn’t receive them leaves me to wonder what you might have responded if you had.”


    Chen interrupted, serving first a seafood chowder that steamed over the brass candlesticks between the two Britishers sitting across from each other. Olivia let her soup sit; she didn’t lift the silver spoon. Herbie put his silverware down. “Let’s just eat then talk. I do have much to say now that I’m able.” He motioned Chen to pour wine into crystal goblets. Accoutrements of home, a home he’d never see again and truly out of place here, now.


    Olivia nodded agreement and also declined the wine. The two consumed the chowder, followed by Olivia nibbling at the lobster Chen set before her, the meat bunching out of the claws like cumulus clouds against the pink of a summer sunset. Local vegetables clustered around the main course.


    It was over crème brûlée that Herbie inhaled a deep breath and began. “It’s likely a liver disease,” he said. “From consumption of too much alcohol. The Portland quacks—as well as some with training from back East—all suggest it’s of my own doing, this weakening of my legs. And the declining vision. Most distressing.”


    “But surely stopping your consumption would allow restoration? You’re feeling better now than when I arrived.”


    “They are not hopeful. And there’s something else.” He cleared his throat, swallowed. Embarrassment caught in his craw, swirled in his stomach. “It’s possible . . . women.” He whispered. “I may have the . . . French disease.”


    Olivia stared at him.


    He saw no accusation in her eyes, but shock, yes.


    “I would ask for your hand in a moment, ask for a life I’ve so longed for, with you at my side, but I cannot put your life at risk, leaving you, should I die soon from the liver disease or the . . . other. Or worse, causing your early death as my wife, ill from the consequences of my younger-man choices.” Shame like a king tide flooded over him. He inhaled to gain strength. “I have not known how to tell you, how to say . . .” His voice broke, his chest ached. He folded his napkin with his initials stitched with purple thread. Royal colors. How ironic. Nothing royal permeated his life. “I am so sorry, dear Olivia. You’ve come all this way for nothing.”

  


  
    Chapter 
27


    Mary’s mother lay pale and frail in her bed. “Mama?” Mary whispered the greeting. “It’s me, Mary. Are you awake?” She touched her shoulder.


    Her mother startled. She sat up quick as a fox, her eyes darting in fear, then stopping as she looked past Mary, her eyes on something behind her daughter. Mary turned and saw Virginia over her shoulder, standing in the doorway, Belle behind her near the little child Cora. “It’s fine, Mrs. Edwards. It’s your daughter come to see you.”


    Her mother looked at Mary now and the moment of fear passed. “Minnie. So good to see you.”


    Minnie. “It’s Mary, Mama.”


    “Ah, so it is.” She sighed. “And there’s little Belle. Come.” She opened her arms to Belle, who flew around Virginia and Mary and into her grandmother’s breast, holding her close.


    “I’ve come to stay, Oma. To look after you, make sure you take your medicine and I go to school. Can we take a walk by the Tualatin? I like that river.”


    Her mother looked confused again. “We need a boat to get to Tohl’s store. The Nehalem can be rough in a canoe, but the butter has to get to market. It has to. I never liked taking it.” She was back where Mary had grown up, worrying about taking butter to sell on the Nehalem River.


    Belle looked with confusion at her mother. Mary shook her head as Belle backed up to stand beside her.


    “We don’t do that anymore, Mama.” Mary stroked her mother’s hand. “But I wondered if you wanted to come stay with us in Manzanita. John and I would love to have you both. We could look after you, we could.”


    “Ask your father. He’ll know what to do. Virginia, can you get my sweater? I feel a chill.”


    Mary pulled her hand back from her mother’s as she heard Virginia rustle to the cane rocker where her mother’s sweater lay.


    “Could I?” Mary asked, reaching for the knitted pullover that Virginia relinquished. “Thank you. Here, Mama. This’ll keep you warm.” Her mother wore a startled deer look but raised her arms so Mary could slip the wool over her head, bony shoulders. She pulled it down, smoothed the nubby fiber with her palms. Mary’s mother put her hands over Mary’s and looked at her. “My daughter. They can’t take you away from me.” The frightened look had disappeared, but now she let loose Mary’s palms and began to wash the air with her hands.


    “See, Mama?” Belle whispered.


    “Yes. I see. Come, Mama. Let’s go find Leonard and Alice. They’re with Opa. We can talk with him about you coming to stay with us.”


    Belle frowned but stayed silent, not in the least contrary. Her little girl was growing up.


    Mary’s mother reached out to Virginia now and stepped past Mary and Belle, the latter two following her mother, the tenderer, and Cora into the living room. “No sir, they can’t take my girl away from me.”


    “What does she mean, no one could take you from her?” Belle whispered to Mary.


    “I wish I knew.”
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    They’d had a meal prepared by Virginia that was both tasty and nutritious, and Mary had to admit that the woman was good with her mother. Gentle. Never raised her voice nor expressed concern even when her mother dropped food on the floor or her hand shook the milk right out of the glass, slopping it on the tablecloth. Alice giggled and Mary frowned at her. Cora was well-behaved and silent as she sat next to her mother who sat next to Mary’s mother, close at hand to both people who might need assistance. How would we manage her care back at Manzanita? Maybe we’d need a tenderer there too.


    After sharing their meal, Mary asked her father to walk with her like old times beneath the elm and fruit trees. Mary smelled pipe smoke on his clothes; a comfort. They came to the boxes of bees, set in a meadow surrounded by tall timber that could be cut and sold, her father said. Their property was a good investment in that way. “I tell the bees all this,” he said. “They like to know about decisions under consideration.”


    Belle chased butterflies with a net, looking like the child she was. She stopped now and then to watch a feral cat who had no interest in being caught up by this intruder.


    “Mama says it’s up to you,” Mary said as they turned back toward the house.


    “Up to me, is it? Well, there’s no way, Daughter, no way I can move your mother again. She has her routines here. Virginia is good with her as you can see.”


    “Yes. I feel a bit envious—a better word than jealous—of how Mama turns to her.”


    “Habit. Sometimes she calls her Mary.”


    “Does she?” Why that made Mary feel better, she wasn’t sure. “What did Mama mean by her saying that I was hers and no one could take me from her? And she called me ‘Minnie’ when I first went into her room.”


    He grabbed the railing up onto the porch, took a seat in his rocker, and lifted the block of wood he’d been carving out of a willow basket he’d likely woven himself. It looked like a bearded man had stepped out of the pine. “We used to call you Minnie but then changed it to Mary.” He motioned toward another rocker. Mary sat. Belle skipped inside. “She sometimes goes back in her mind to when you were Cora’s age. That’s all.” His knife scraped at the wood.


    “But what about her defending ‘keeping’ me. What’s that about?”


    “Just a young mother’s wariness, that she might not do a good job and someone would come and take you away. I tried to reassure her.” Her father never looked at Mary while he spoke, concentrating on his carving.


    “Anyway,” he said, “I think your offer is noble, you and John, but it’s not realistic. You’re already busy and gone with the mail route. John’s building up the livery business. There’s the chickens and pigs and the farmwork. And I don’t want your mother to have to adapt again. The hospital . . . change throws her, sends her to someplace I worry she might not come back from. She goes into memories, of family and whatnot. Not always good memories. You understand.”


    She did. But it still pierced her heart that she couldn’t be there for everyone, her family scattered from the Willamette Valley to the sea. “You’ve never talked about your parents, Papa. Or Mama’s. Who were they? Where are they? Are they still alive?”


    “You always were full of questions. I have brothers back in Minnesota. We followed one to Scholls Ferry, remember?” Mary nodded. “And then he moved back to Moorehead and we to Nehalem, when you were Belle’s age. Our parents both died in New York. Your mother’s people too. So no Opa or Oma for you.”


    “That’s one reason why I wish you’d consider moving back to the ocean. Mama would become familiar with it again, wouldn’t she? I just want her and the children to have a gathering hearth.”


    “Understood.” He carved more, the swishing sound a comfort. “I’ll paint this when I’m finished. It’s one of the Magi. I’m making a crèche. Hope to have it finished by Christmas. I always liked that part of the Christmas story best, the three wise men. So many angles. The nature of their gifts, their following a star, seeking advice from the wrong person, then listening to that inner voice to go home by another way.”


    Mary laughed. “And I wonder how three important people—kings, no less—got along with each other all that time!”


    “Now, I hadn’t considered that at all.” Her father held the carving for Mary to see. He looked up at her and grinned. “You always were inventive.” He turned his carving toward her. “The eyes are the most important part. Of course, paint will help tell that story, show them wise.” He sighed, brushed wood scraps from his pants, lay the carving in his lap. “What about you leaving Belle here though? She wants to stay and it would keep you linked to us, your family. Maybe we could travel at Christmas so we could all be together. We come to Manzanita. Or you here. About the same amount of rainy weather in each place that time of year.”


    “What would Virginia say about that? You didn’t hire her to tender a child, just to help the two of you.”


    “I’ll ask. But I suspect she and Belle will get along. Belle’s a good helper and she’ll be at school during the day so not much different than it’s been.”


    Turn her child over to another woman to rear, at a contrary phase? Her father had already accepted that she’d stay the school year. Could Mary do that?


    “I wish you lived with us.”


    “No, now, that’s settled.” He’d rarely ever raised his voice at Mary as he did now. “I don’t want your mother facing any new changes.”


    Mary wished John were here to help make a final decision about leaving Belle. Separations had marked her family since the beginning, with each time apart necessary to address a problem needing to be resolved by either John or Mary and a prayer. Just as her father had done in hiring Virginia rather than asking Mary and John for help. John had said Belle should remain here if her parents refused to leave. She didn’t want to defy him, but she hadn’t faced what it would be like not to have her oldest crabcake with them. Or to wonder what wisdom she’d learn from Virginia, a woman whose background she really didn’t know. Well, there was a decision she could make on her own—before deciding about Belle. She had to have a conversation with Virginia. She liked what the woman did with her mother, but what would she do with her daughter? That was another question that only she could answer.
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    Details. Henrietta had to manage a number of them before she and Charles could begin their grand adventure in that sweet little town called Ecola on that Cannon Beach. The two of them sat outside their tent. She’d purchased lumber from a mill in Seaside for the floor. It was hauled by mule and wagon to Cannon Beach, and Henrietta and Charles had followed by stage. Supposedly the owner of the mill ran the hotel on Elk Creek. That was a nice tie-in to the new community.


    Her back ached. She preferred the boards to the sand but wished she’d bought some cots. Lying on the wood for sleep wasn’t exactly conducive to a good night’s rest. For either of them. Henrietta looked out at the little village that attracted tourists. It took fourteen hours then to come from Portland, and most of the time Long Beach in Washington Territory was a greater draw. Or Seaside. But since the Logan Toll Road and the Daddy Train had been in place, this beach was much more accessible. There was something about those “golden sands,” as some called then, that attracted. Or, in her case, it might have been that flashy smile of the land agent. He’d given them saltwater taffy for free.


    She’d bought the property sight unseen. “It’s a mile and a half back from the beach among timber where you can easily build a cottage. Plenty of room for a three-room shack. I mean cabin. With a privy, of course, as well as a barn and ground for a house garden. Elk Creek runs through it, but you’re above the tide line. Good forest stream water for you.” He’d continued describing all the amenities of the area, the famous 235-foot Haystack Rock they could likely see from their property; the rock arches, which they couldn’t. “They say the sand cries there, from that tsunami years ago. Lots of women killed while gathering clams and such. And who knows, there might be gold in those creeks.” He’d lit a cigar and blew the smoke out the side of his mouth so as not to offend Henrietta. “And then there’s the treasure said to be somewhere up in the hills. Maybe farther south on Neahkahnie Mountain. Or perhaps buried right there on your property, Mrs. Wingard.” He’d poked the map with his chubby finger.


    Charles had turned from the land office window at the mention of a buried treasure. So the boy did listen even though he rarely talked.


    Details. They’d gotten her to buy the land and arrive on it. Henrietta looked at the map she’d rolled out on their tent floor with the outline of her property. A daily walk to the beach would be good for both of them. She chuckled to herself. “If I can get up off this floor to do it.” The exercise could help Charles become more animated about something other than just his harmonica. He’d been tossed around, separated from his sister and mother and his father too. Music was the way “to wash the soul of the dirt of daily living,” her German father had told her. The harmonica was certainly good for the boy’s soul, but he had to find something in addition to that to build up his courage, his bravery. She didn’t want to think about the boy’s father and his troubles. Honestly, she was a terrible failure at being a parent, which thinking about her adult children only made her grieve.


    Details. She would talk with the land agent about selling the house in Astoria but would have to speak with Berta first. She would give her time to find other accommodations, likely back in Portland. She had a job to go back to there, teaching art in the school.


    Details. She looked about her. Clearing the ground would come first. “Actually,” she said out loud to Charles, “what we need to do is go see this property. Don’t you agree?” The boy nodded, not taking the Hohner instrument from his mouth. He was working on what sounded like “Oh! Susanna.” She wondered where he’d heard it.


    She looked at the map the agent had given her. Their piece looked fairly square. When her children came to visit, if they did, they could enjoy a view of Haystack Rock, at least until the little village grew. They’d have five years to prove it up and it would be theirs. She might see about hiring someone to assist her. She’d heard that burning out stumps was a dirty, dangerous job, though not as much as felling trees. Especially these towering ones. She was anxious to see just how many spruces she’d have to bring down in order to build up. If they were good straight trees with fat trunks—old growth they called it—she might have enough to help pay for the costs of building. She could send them to that mill in Seaside, owned by Mr. Logan. Surely he would buy good trees. She’d have to find someone to log them. Details.


    She rolled up the map.


    Charles blew a little note on his harmonica. It sounded like a streetcar toot. When he pulled the harmonica from his mouth, he gave her the biggest smile she’d seen from him. He was missing a canine tooth. They’d need to get that fixed before long. Another detail. But wasn’t that what life was made up of, dozens of details? Like a good quilt, threads pulled individual patches together to make a whole. She might just get back into that activity one day. But first, to build a home.
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    Chen had cleared the dining room table, bowing with each movement. The candles flickered against the Spode teacups where the two Britishers sipped cream tea. “I brought the tea from Devonshire,” Olivia said. “Do you remember when we went there? Just children we were then, really.” She added cream to her cup. “You gave me a little ring.”


    “I’ve thought of it often. A most pleasant memory.”


    Herbie wanted this evening to be over so he could lick his wounds, pity himself for the years of poor decision-making that left him now in the cleft of a relationship that had been part of his drive to do what he’d done in his adopted country. A cleft he could never climb out of. He’d been driven to build his hotel. Buy the sawmill. Contribute to constructing tourist cottages, businesses, and of course his infamous road with 111 turns. He even hoped to get a motorway established one day. Impressing Olivia had been behind all those choices, and now, while he thought she was amazed at his life here, he was in no position to ask her to join him in it.


    “So I think that’s the way through this.”


    “What?” He was easily distracted these days. Is that part of the liver disease or the . . . other? “I’m sorry. My mind took a wandering path. Should we go out onto the porch? Take our tea there?”


    “Herbie. What we have to decide is what we want to do with our lives, what matters in the time we have left. And no, let’s stay right here at this fine table with beeswax candles burning bright.”


    “Let me tell you about the candles.”


    “No. Herbie.”


    He sighed, nodded for her to continue.


    “What I said is that I’m ready to be with you as your wife whether we ever consummate the marriage.”


    He felt his ears grow hot. Embarrassment did that to him. She shouldn’t have to talk about such things or even be thinking about them.


    “I . . . I can’t ask that of you.”


    “You aren’t. It’s my decision. That is, if you want to be married to a woman who broke an engagement more than once.”


    “Not only my brother’s?”


    She lowered those big blue eyes, cocked her head to the side. “There was another. I tarried so long putting my dear sister into a miserable state, as she couldn’t marry until I did. I just couldn’t commit to him. To marriage, really. I thought I might, oh, do something with my life. And eventually I set him free, only to find myself in your brother’s crosshairs. And then my sister acted without me, so I broke the engagement with your brother.” She gazed at him, spoke so softly he barely heard her. “I always thought we were engaged at one time too, weren’t we?”


    “Not officially. A little paper ring hardly counts.” He glanced at her fingerless lace gloves. It was another pleasant memory. They were mere children then. Later, when there was talk of marriage they’d never been allowed to pursue that possibility. As the oldest, Olivia was expected to marry for wealth and first. Her sister was supposed to wait for nuptials until Olivia was engaged and married off to Herbie’s older brother. That’s what he’d always heard. His father’s heir, his brother, nipped any other option by banishing Herbie to the New World. All he’d learned after that was from his brother with news of an upcoming wedding. Herbie had been left with longing wide enough to cross that pond. Olivia had been in his life for a very long time, a presence and then as inspiration driving dreams. And now, in the flesh, he couldn’t find the joy in it, none of it.


    Candlelight flickered across her delicate face, the silk scarf as white as sea-foam covering a slender neck. Had she always worn scarves? He couldn’t remember. “Tragedies, hard memories, troubling choices.” She tugged at her throat, loosening the fabric. He didn’t remember her wearing those silks, but then they were probably a comfort on this breezy coast. “They’re all part of who we are, Herbie. Like the ships your replicas act as metaphors for, there is much to navigate. But we can do that. We are still afloat, after all. Let’s remember that.”


    “You propose going to sea in a sieve, my dear?”


    She smiled.


    He rather liked the conversation moving on to poetry and philosophy rather than the details of his poor choices. But he did need to elicit from her that she understood where they stood now. There could never be a marriage. Not consummate it? Quite unlikely, should they marry. He had no self-discipline. His greatest hope was that he vowed to not anchor her to a sinking ship. It was the last good thing he could do for her before he . . . well, before he headed to that Eternal port.


    “Herbert?” She touched his arm.


    “Olivia. Please. It can never be. Regardless of the cause. You’re young, beautiful, able to start a reasonable life with someone else. Please. Don’t burden me with yet another poor decision by wasting your life away next to mine.”


    “Here’s what I suggest. I’m going to stay on here. That’s my choice. After talking with Jewell, your Nehalem friend, I think we should see the woman doctor outside of Astoria. It can’t hurt.”


    “A woman? No. How could I tell—” His face grew warm again just thinking about sharing anything with a female, whether physician or not. It was bad enough he’d disclosed what he had to Olivia. And who knew what Jewell had surmised. Or Mary. I say! There are way too many women in my life! “I, no.”


    “Then let me go with you when you see the Portland doctor. Has anyone but you heard what they’re telling you?”


    “I haven’t lost my hearing.”


    She patted his hand. “It’s vital for someone else to listen to what’s being said. Perhaps there are options you failed to hear. When were you planning to return?”


    “I was going to go back to England. Until you arrived.” His legs twitched. It was good they hadn’t wandered out to the porch. He might well have fallen. His head felt fuzzy. It did that sometimes after he ate Chen’s sweetest dishes. He drank a glass of water. That usually helped.


    He thought about her being another set of eyes and ears. He was distracted whenever he met with the Portland doctor. Half the time he felt a need to find a privy rather than focus on what the doctor told him. She might indeed take away something he may have missed in conversation. How humiliating. “All right. Quite. If you’re committed to remaining here, despite our . . . circumstances, I shall telegraph an appointment request and introduce you as my sister.”


    “Splendid! At last I’ll be seen as part of your family. Not the relative I imagined, but there is time.” She smiled at him, and despite himself, he felt a comforting glow as pleasant as the candlelight. “And if there’s no change, we can consider the female doctor.”


    Herbie bristled.


    “I did hear your reluctance. And there is the final option.”


    “Which would be?”


    “Returning to England where some of the finest physicians practice. There is hope, Herbie. Your family is there, after all. They might well want to be back in your life.”


    Not his brother, that was for certain.


    “This is the nonce of our days, Frank Herbert Logan. Didn’t you tell me once long ago not to think too far into the future nor spend too much time in the past but rather to stay right here in the now, the nonce?” She removed her lace gloves, tapped her finger to the tabletop, then pressed her hand against her heart.


    What is that on her finger?


    It was all they had, this present moment. And at the risk of thinking of the future, he did like knowing that there was another step to take, and here was someone willing to take it with him. With conditions. Someone to walk beside him, even if not as his wife. He reached for Olivia’s palm, held it, felt the warmth. Kissed the back of her palm and the paper ring she wore on her little finger.

  


  
    Chapter 
30


    Children giggled at the table at the Edwardses’ Scholls Ferry home. Virginia loved the sound even though Cora stood to the side, silent. The Gerritse siblings were playing some sort of hand-patting game in which they piled their palms on top each other, pulled them out, plopped them on the top again, the goal—it appeared—to be having one’s hand at the very top when the game ended. How it ended escaped her. She had no brothers or sisters, so such a game had not come into her life as an after-supper activity. The children certainly sounded happy. The eleven-year-old, Belle, gestured to Cora to put her little hand into the pile, but Cora shook her head. Maybe in time. Belle smiled and returned to the hand-patting game, now inviting her mother to join in, which Mary did. Virginia wondered why the eleven-year-old was insisting on remaining at her grandparents’. She appeared to have a good relationship with her mother, so why would she want to be away from her? Virginia would have given anything for her mother to want to have her around. Or her grandmother.


    “Thank you for indulging me, letting me interview you anew.” Mary Gerritse, the girl’s mother, wrapped her hands around a mug of coffee. Virginia preferred coffee to tea, and when offered, Mary had accepted. It wasn’t Arbuckle’s but a brand with more hickory than coffee beans. It had a nutty scent. They sat at a table where they could hear the chatter of children but not be distracted by it.


    “I’m happy to help.” Virginia brushed a blond strand out of her eyes. “I know if someone were hired to look after my mother, I’d want to be sure they were capable.” That wasn’t exactly true. Her grandmother had sent her out at an hour of greatest need. She had no idea whether her mother might need help now. And truthfully, she had no interest in finding out.


    “My father, as your employer, is obviously pleased with your care of my mother. And him.” She smiled. “Especially your egg and sausage casserole.”


    “I still can’t match your mother’s scones.”


    “She’s still baking?” Virginia heard alarm in Mary’s voice.


    “When I’m close by. I don’t want her to burn herself.”


    “No. Of course not. Belle either. Which is why I wanted to talk to you. Belle so wants to stay but she is just a child. She needs supervision. Her father approved it, even knowing a stranger lived here too.”


    A stranger, yes, but hopefully by now at least her employer didn’t see her that way. “I try not to think of myself as an outsider. One often sees a stranger as a threat, and I am not that, not to your parents, your children. Or you.”


    “You do get right to the point.”


    “I’ve found I must, to defend myself and my child.”


    Mary was quiet. “You’re safe here. And I want Belle to be safe here too. She needs to help out, do chores. And I believe she’ll do that. She’s confident, but she can be disagreeable sometimes. I want her to have a model of a strong woman but not a contrary one, or one seeking mere obedience.”


    Virginia looked puzzled, wondering what might provoke a mother to share such an observation about their child. “I agree. I apologize if I sounded discourteous in any way. Like you, I’d want to be assured of my daughter’s safety if someone else cared for her.” She didn’t want to go into any details, but she would never allow someone else to look after Cora. They went through everything together.


    Mary continued. “She’s had a nanny off and on since she was a baby. I . . . had some difficulties as a mother, and my husband was often gone.” The woman rushed her words, and Virginia watched as her hands held then released, held then released the mug the same way she squeezed bread dough into a tube to twist with sugar. “And one of the nannies saw Belle as rather difficult when she comes up with alternatives to whatever order had been given. I wonder how you’d handle that?”


    “It’s creative,” Virginia said and relaxed. This was only a woman who cared about her child, not an interrogator. Virginia recognized she had a problem with people in command. “I prefer to offer possibilities rather than orders. Even with your mother, I invite her to either brush her hair or allow me to do that rather than say ‘I’ll brush your hair.’ I’m not sure how she was before the asylum, and as I have known her, she is a little contrary. Maybe that is her nature.”


    “Maybe. And if so, I inherited it and so did Belle.” Mary took a sip of her coffee. Her hands were still. “I’m glad you won’t see that behavior as troubling.”


    “Troubling behavior is someone being violent. Tossing toys. Screaming. Pushing. Not a child coming up with alternatives to authority.”


    “Yes. I hadn’t thought of it that way, but I, too, have a tendency to resist the powers that be, whether my parents when I was younger and now John, my husband. But we work on our partnership. We’re a well-matched team. Or will be as the years roll on.” Mary smiled now. “My father and I got on well. It was my mother and I who clashed. So, tell me what your credentials are to care for my mother and my daughter.”


    Virginia frowned. She was prepared for this question, but she thought they’d gotten beyond that level of trust. She took in a deep breath. “I lived with my grandmother for a time, when her body was reaching for stronger bones that did not arrive. I was only fifteen but a good worker. It was a stable place to live.” Or had been at first. “After she died, I—we, Cora and I—cooked for a wealthy woman in Portland.” She didn’t want to say her grandmother had sent her packing like an unruly dog.


    She actually baked and fried and swirled sauces at a house of negotiable affections after Jack abandoned them. She felt her palms go wet with embarrassment as she remembered. Was it a lie to not say that it was her grandmother who had forced her out in the end? To not say where the wealthy Portlander had lived? Those women had looked after her when no one else would though. Took her in off the streets, just a straggly child herself holding a baby. Not even her grandmother had offered her shelter once Cora arrived. So much for family. The people she was born to weren’t people she could count on. Here at Scholls Ferry she had received more compassion than she’d had since those days in the bordello. They’d had to leave there as Cora grew older. She didn’t want her to know what went on in such a place, didn’t want to expose her to . . . men. She and Cora were always safe. She cooked and the two lived in an alcove beside the kitchen stove with a cradle for snuggling her daughter. Here, she and Cora had an entire room. She hoped the calm would invite Cora to start talking. Maybe Belle would offer ideas of her own to help the child communicate. She didn’t want to suggest that to Belle’s mother for fear she’d see Virginia as taking advantage of her circumstances. One thing Virginia knew, even at eighteen—employers reaped benefits while servants weren’t allowed to.


    “How long were you a cook?”


    “Three years.” She added, “At the risk of offense, I do think your father is correct. A major change now would likely agitate your mother’s discomfort.”


    Mary seemed to take that in, settle something in her mind. “Perhaps you and Cora and my parents could come for a visit. Maybe for Christmas.”


    “Something to consider. We can talk with your father.”


    “And my mother.”


    “Yes. Of course. I wouldn’t leave her out of decisions affecting her life.” Even though none were talking with Amanda about staying or going. It was easier to consider than to activate. Nor would she leave Belle out of such a choice. “I wonder if we should invite Belle to join us, now that she’s aware she’ll be staying with her grandparents but also with me and Cora. If that is where we’ve arrived.”


    “Yes. That would be wise,” Mary said. “Getting her opinion out in the open will delay any arguments.”


    “Or maybe prevent them.”


    “You are a hopeful soul, aren’t you?” Mary grinned.


    Virginia laughed out loud. “People often call me cynical. Maybe I’m . . . maturing at the ripe old age of eighteen.”


    “So young,” Mary breathed. “Yet full of wisdom it seems.”


    Wisdom? After all the poor choices I’ve made? Virginia saw those words as quite a compliment. “It’s my hope I’ve gained some insights through the years.” Not the least of which was praying she had at last found a proper home and family, what she’d always wanted.


    That conversation had gone well, to Virginia’s mind. Supper made and served, the parties readied for bed, and Virginia rose in the morning with a happy spirit, watching Mary and the younger Gerritses say goodbye. The work waiting at home necessitated their short visit.


    “You take care to brush your hair every night. And listen to your oma and opa.”


    “We can do that together,” Mary’s mother told her. “We used to do that, Mary, remember?”


    “Until I got married.” Mary lingered. Virginia thought Mary didn’t want to leave her daughter or her mother. Three generations together. How often did that happen now when people moved here and there. How truly special it was.


    “Would you like me to take a picture of the three of you?” Virginia asked.


    Her mother looked startled at the suggestion, started washing her hands in the air. But Belle said, “Oh, Oma, let’s do that.” She ran to her grandmother’s room and returned with the Kodak, handing it to Virginia. And the three Edwards-Gerritse women held fast to each other, Amanda in the middle. “Say ‘cheese,’” Amanda said. Virginia clicked the shutter and the three turned to each other with tears in their eyes.
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    A December wind blew foam off the Pacific as Mary lowered her head into the wind. The year had passed like a fleeting storm with sun breaks to soothe their summering days. They were almost home and Noble picked up his pace, ready for the barn. Salt caked on his eyelashes. John met them. Mary shivered against the cold as she dismounted and handed John an unopened letter. “It’s from my father. From now on I’ll wait to open letters until you’re by my side.”


    John grinned as his fingernail slit the envelope. Mary placed the saddle on the saddle rack, the sweat-dampened blanket on top. She began to brush Noble. “What’s it say?”


    “They aren’t coming for Christmas. Too far. Too much upset.”


    Mary sighed. “I thought as much. Anything from Belle?”


    John read. “She’s doing something with the little girl, Cora. With signs? Like you made that sign for the toll road?”


    “No, I think hand signs. Signals to help the child say what she wants without using words.”


    “Ja. Good. Maybe our Belle becomes a teacher.”


    Mary led Noble to his pen, filled his nose bag with grain. “I think I just have to adjust to the fact that our Belle is going to live somewhere else from now on. She’s finding her way without us.” It wasn’t what family looked like, but then Mary had helped break that mold years before. And wasn’t one of the goals of parenting to raise a happy, caring, productive, independent child? She hadn’t thought that task was finished by the time the child was eleven.
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    Mary occasionally stayed the night at Herbie’s Elk Creek Hotel, a benefit of the postal service given all the uncertainties of her route with weather, mountains, tourists, and tides. But she didn’t like to take advantage of the government’s largess. They’d even let up on pushing for specific times to reach each station, which took some pressure off her and her string of horses, sometimes leading passengers who slowed a pack string down. Mary also had the honor now of presenting the mail to individuals on the route. That took time too. She usually set a goal to go home, but after dropping the mailbags at Austin’s official postal office, winter storms made her seek out the nearest warm hearth at Elk Creek. And this day it was just her and Jake, no tourists to worry about.


    Black bunting hung from the porch rail of the hotel as the two Britishers grieved the death of their sovereign Queen Victoria in this new year. “She was such a part of our world for so long,” Olivia said as Mary sipped her tea after putting Jake up in the stable. “I can’t imagine the world without her. I’m glad we have a trip to Portland to look forward to. Something to take my mind off that loss.”


    “Will you be there on Valentine’s Day?”


    “I’m sure we hadn’t brought that into our plans.” Olivia straightened a colorful scarf attached to her bodice with a pin composed of a cluster of jewels. Her face had a pink tinge to it. Outside, rain pelted the windows and thumped like drums on the shake roof. They’d finished their supper, and each had declined Chen’s dessert and moved into the lobby that served as a parlor with horsehair divans and potted plants bookending a view of the sea.


    “Shopping? Or seeing one of Herbie’s doctors?” Mary had long ago given up on her rule of not asking questions, especially with the reticent Olivia and Herbie. But she made sure not to interrupt when they did enter the conversation.


    “Both, actually.” Herbie spoke and nodded to Olivia. “She’s going to be my eyes and ears. And then, if I’m able, we’ll do a bit of shopping, maybe just experience the bustle of a city again.”


    “A city with more saloons and bordellos than churches,” Mary said. “Though it’s a crackerjack sort of town. Lots of fun and snappy tastes with strokes of ‘excellent quality.’ I’ve eaten one or two crackerjacks. Have you? But I haven’t been to Portland except to be in a hospital.”


    “I’ve never heard of crackerjacks.” Olivia looked puzzled.


    “I’ll get you some for Valentine’s Day,” Herbie said. “Thank you, Mary, for solving a little problem of what to get for my . . . sister, Olivia.”


    Olivia giggled.


    “Sister?” Mary lifted her eyebrows in surprise.


    “He’s going to introduce me that way, so I can attend his doctoring sessions.”


    “Aha.” Mary paused. “You’d better not look at each other the way you are right now or they’ll never believe you’re just siblings.”


    Both Britishers blushed and Olivia moved the Astoria newspaper and fanned her face with it. The woodstove of the hotel pumped out good heat. Herbie coughed and said, “I should head to bed.” He waved away both Olivia and Mary, who lurched toward him as he balanced himself with his hands on the back of the chair. “Where’s that cane? Oh, there it is.” Olivia handed it to him, and he nodded, then made his way past a wicker chair and table toward his room.


    The women watched him stutter down the hall.


    “I’m so sorry, Olivia. I didn’t mean to embarrass you two.” Mary spoke quietly. “I do have my moments as John has pointed out where expressing myself ought to be the last thing I do rather than the first. He says I could use a good filter to catch the inappropriate from the necessary.”


    Olivia touched her neck scarf. “It’s fine. It’s a good reminder of how we present ourselves in public. Neither of us wants a scandal. Herbie is still looking for investors for the motor route or hoping to get the county to take over the road maintenance.” She plopped onto the divan, pulling the scarf from her neck, folding it in her hands. “I suppose the proper thing to do would be for me to return to England and let bygones be bygones. But I can’t leave him now . . .” She paused, stared at Mary. “I don’t know if he’d want me to share this, but you’ve been friends for years.” She inhaled. “Herbie’s quite certain he’s . . . dying.”


    “Dying? From what?” Mary knew he suffered weaknesses and balance issues, but dying? He hadn’t lost any weight.


    “I cannot say. But I am hopeful we might get another answer in Portland. Despair is an awful emotion to carry, especially when one thinks it’s from earlier choices one made that resulted in that weight.”


    Mary had known despair when her children were little, and when she’d miscarried. It had been a time when she wondered if she would ever get stronger, feel worthy of all the gifts she’d been given just to be alive with loving parents, a good husband, and being a mother of four healthy children. “I can’t imagine any poor decisions Herbie could have made that make him ill now. Dying.” Mary shook her head. “I never . . . May his doctors find something hopeful.”


    “It would be a much better way to start the year than thinking ‘1901 is the end.’”


    “What does he think the end is?” Was this question inappropriate or necessary?


    Olivia blinked. “Oh, we haven’t discussed that. I don’t know if he’s frightened or resigned to it, thinking it a proper punishment for past deeds.”


    “Or what he thinks will happen after.” Mary and John had never talked about that either. “It’s sad if he thinks that death is the end of life instead of there being more.” There was more, she was certain of that. Almost dying herself those years before had affirmed that for her. “I wonder if he’d let me talk about it with him.” Mary remembered the man who had prayed for her when she was in the hospital in her most hopeless moments. Perhaps she was meant to pass that tenderness on.


    “I should think not,” Olivia said. “He’s quite a private person, you know.” She hugged her sweater around her shoulders. The fire was now a bank of coals, the room cooling off for the night. “We’ll know more after the Portland visits. I should be off to bed myself. Do you need anything before turning in?”


    “I’m fine.” Mary stood. “I’ll just check the horses and say good night now. I may not see you in the morning as I’ll head out early.”


    Olivia came to her and kissed Mary’s cheeks. “Thank you for looking after Herbie all these years. And me too.”


    “It’s my pleasure. Our pleasure, John and me. We’re glad he has you.”


    Olivia nodded, patted Mary’s hand, then slipped quietly down the hall.


    Mary’s hospital visitor had brought her both comfort and hope. Maybe she could do the same for Herbie whether he talked about his future or not. She’d begin with fervent prayers, now that she knew what to pray for.
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    Henrietta walked her Cannon Beach property with John Gerritse. “Those trees, they come out, ja,” he said. “Give you a view to the sea.”


    “Yes, I’d like that. And what about the drainage? Where would you put the cabin? We tented last summer and spent the winter in Astoria, but I’ve been itching to get this house started.” She’d been hopeful about building through the winter, but after the first major storm with her and Charles huddled beneath their tent frame praying it wouldn’t collapse, she packed up and went back to safe shelter—even if it did mean rooming with Berta. The good Berta. Henrietta did the cooking and Berta’s mental state improved with beans instead of sugar. Her divorce being finalized and then her falling in love might have helped balance her daughter as well.


    John Gerritse gestured toward higher ground. “Those spruces will need to go.” He walked through shrubbery of ferns and manzanita bushes with their glassy green leaves. A white lily poked through the forest duff. He marked the trees to come out with strips of white sheets. “You have help to build, ja?”


    “I will have.” She didn’t want to tell anyone, yet, that her son had insisted that he see the property to decide if it was a proper place for his son—and his mother—to live. She hadn’t told him it was bare ground. “I actually hope to do most of it myself. Something of purpose to try in my old age.”


    “Maybe learn to ride? Some women learn to ride horses as they get older.”


    “Do they? Well, I know how to ride, though I haven’t for years. No, building a structure is my new year resolution.”


    “I hope you know how to ask for help. Also some women have to learn.”


    Henrietta felt her face grow hot. She had her son telling her what to do and her daughter. And now this pioneering coastal man . . . but he wasn’t wrong. Independence could be a killer. She wondered how his wife got along with him. Maybe she was some wilting rhododendron.


    “I asked for your help in selecting timber to cut.”


    “Ja. I maybe speak too much.”


    Henrietta smiled. “Are you married, Mr. Gerritse?”


    “Ja. To the postal carrier.”


    “Truly?” Well, if he permitted the little woman that she’d seen haul the mailbag off a horse to do something out of the ordinary—for a woman—he probably wasn’t too bad a man. One she would ask for help later on if needed. But maybe she’d chat with his wife to get some advice about dealing with her son first. The postal carrier must be a woman of some skill in managing opinionated men.
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    For Jewell, her time in the Finnish compound before the world claimed a new century had washed her in joy. She had held fast to the community months longer than she’d originally planned, and while she sat at her table and looked outward toward Elk Creek, she wondered if she ought to go back. Mary had wondered what had happened to her during that time. It had been a wit-litz, a going-over place, as the Coos people of the southern coast called it. It was a spacious word that opened doors of familiarity. Inside one of the axe-hewn homes she found customs not unlike her Nehalem people’s. This awareness had surprised and pleased her as she named the side-by-side paths. For example, the Finns did not interrupt when someone else was speaking. Neither did silence have to be filled with words. This was a practice of the Nehalem people too. Wooden cups could be carved out of burls, the long handles helping the mugs serve as both soup holder and coffee mug, choosing maple and rarely cedar, to avoid its strong taste. These were her mother’s people’s choices too. The Finns drank many cups of coffee each day. And loud voices were seldom heard, especially in public places where many gathered in what they called a “hall.” Her people had a longhouse for such coming-together.


    She’d discovered those things the year before when searching for her father’s people, wanting to find the explanation for why her skin was so much lighter than her grandfather’s or her mother’s. She found so many people with eyes like the stones traded for from the southwest tribes, the Navajo and Zuni. Blue. Almost turquoise. She also found a feeling of home in how, when she first arrived, she’d been greeted with a soft handshake from everyone present in the hall, even small children. Later, when she joined them at celebrations, she returned the custom, shaking hands with men, women, and children. Anglos often grabbed the hands of men, not knowing that a soft press of fingers meant respect rather than a show of force. Anglos rarely shook a woman’s hand. Soft presses held diplomacy as well as greetings.


    Names were important too, as with her people. She had an Indian name as well as her more Anglo name, and in Finland she was told people celebrated not only days of one’s birth but also their name—along with the many others who might share that name. “Many reasons to celebrate in long, cold winters,” her interpreter said. “And read books and tell stories while snow is on the ground.”


    This storytelling over snow was as with the Nehalem.


    But perhaps the most surprising joy had been when Jewell saw the saunas.


    “Oh.” She’d clasped her hands and felt a smile fill her face. “It is like our sweat lodge,” she told her interpreter, a Finnish woman who spoke both languages. “Except you jump into forest floor snow and we jump into the rivers afterwards.”


    “We use the creeks too. The sauna is a place of purity. Cleansing. Holiness.”


    “Yes,” Jewell said. “Yes.” And since she was told the sauna had come from Finland and not adapted from her grandfather’s people, Jewell accepted the parallel customs as part of something larger than her tribal people teaching the Finns. No, both had found the cleansing of the sauna/sweat lodge, making them members of the same families far back in the history of both. It was these many twins that Jewell longed to learn more about. These paths walked side by side were telling her who her family was. Who she was.


    Jewell loved the memories but wanted to make more. Over the holiday Mary called Christmas, she had visited the Gerritses, shared about her time discovering more about who she was, recalled the stories of meeting her father’s people. Mary had shared a wish to know more of her place of belonging too but celebrated Jewell’s latest stop on her journey and marveled that Jewell had discovered a new hearth to be warmed at.


    In March of the new century Jewell returned to continue her lessons. The Finns lived much deeper in the woods but along a creek not far from where Mary and John had homesteaded their first home. Most found work in logging operations, felling trees, managing snags and stumps, calling trees and timber their companions. But they had come to this coast first as seamen, like Mary’s husband, John. They’d worked in the sea otter trade; then worked as craftsmen, those who managed other men. Administrators, it was said. They were sent by the Russian-American Fur Company one hundred years before. They fished. And the ships brought neat cows they milked, made farms closer to the sea on flat meadows. But in this enclave, deeper into the forest, it was the trees more than meadows that sustained them.


    “Did you wish to meet with the carvers?” The interpreter, an older woman with hair wrapped in thin gray braids that circled her head, walked with Jewell. They stepped over cedar roots that crossed the paths like cold snakes.


    “Did I wish what?” Jewell’s understanding of the language was better than her speaking Finnish, but even that had much to desire.


    “Have you come to meet the carvers?” The interpreter made a motion as with a knife.


    “Ah, carvers. Later perhaps. Today I would like to meet the healer, someone who makes potions. And poultices.” It interested Jewell to see if those mixtures of herbs that she made were similar to those of her mother’s ancestors. Was it yet another place where they walked similar trails? And then there was Jewell’s wonder about the woman doctor and if that doctor had influenced the Finnish healers near Astoria or if they had influenced her.


    “Voimme mennä sinne.”


    Jewell frowned.


    “‘We can go there.’” The interpreter smiled.


    “Ah.” Jewell repeated the words. “This is good. Thank you. Yes, we can go there.” It was a phrase she could use in many places of her life as she sought answers. Perhaps it meant that she was free to choose what she wished. She could scan the horizon for opportunities that suited her, whether as in times gone by or in a new, now unfolding life.


    After a long walk around a wide-trunked Sitka spruce, with no branches until well above Jewell’s head—a height that told her the trees witnessed these goings-on long before either her people or the Finns had come to see—they stopped in front of a log cabin. Carefully constructed with precision corners, its shakes angled to help rainwater roll off and away from the cabin and its large rock foundation. “We brought boulders from far away,” the interpreter told her, motioning toward the foundation.


    Inside, an elderly couple greeted Jewell with a handshake, smile, and looking directly into Jewell’s eyes. That was one thing different. Her people rarely met the eyes of others until they were no longer strangers but friends welcomed into one’s home. Perhaps these Finns saw everyone as friends.


    These people knew English and Jewell followed their efforts without her having to ask questions as they spoke of what they were making. A paste for healing wounds. Drops squeezed from peppermint to ease stomach pain. Lavender leaves for tea.


    “An Anglo came here a time ago to get something for a cough. We were pleased she could take away with her a physic, she called it.”


    “A woman? A healer?” Perhaps the Astoria doctor did come here. “She was from the north. The Astoria country.”


    “No. She said she was a postmistress. The physic was for someone on her mail route.”


    “My friend Mary Gerritse. She is the only woman who I know delivers mail.” Jewell grinned. So their paths had crossed even though they didn’t see each other on the trail. Mary was someone Jewell could look directly into her eyes. And like Jewell, Mary helped someone in need. They walked those paths together. It was the frame around a picture of this new time, 1901.


    “Would you like to make some healing potions with us?” the healers asked.


    “Yes.” Jewell warmed to this welcome. “We can go there.”
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    Mary didn’t open the letter until she got back to their Manzanita farm, knowing the children and John would like her reading it aloud, keeping them connected to Belle and her parents. Her father’s handwriting took up the entire front of the envelope that when opened unfolded into three sections. Mary had told the children the mating of the address page and letters saved paper. Her father must have had a number of the older format of threefold rather than envelopes with gummed seals.


    It is with great sadness that I write this letter to you, Daughter. I have told the bees who seem to know when things are in disruption but settle down with proper notification. I hope this will be the same for you. Your mother has passed on. She went to bed one pleasant May evening after one of Virginia’s fine meals and never awoke. Belle went in to say goodbye, as she does before heading to school, and found her oma “still as stone,” she said. And so she was. But we have confidence that our separation is but temporary. I hope you will know that too. I did not want to upset your routines and so we have had a service for her here at our little church and buried her in a local cemetery. Quietly. Virginia is prepared to continue helping with things here as is our little Belle. Your mother left a letter for you. When next we gather together I’ll share it with you. She loved you so much. As do I. I miss her so. Belle sends love and reminds you that she will soon be twelve and a young lady so I have granted permission to have a lad walk with her to school. I hope you and John approve and that you are all well.


    Love, your papa


    “He didn’t send a telegram so I could be there for her service? Why would he exclude us like that?”


    John held the letter and reread it.


    “Ja, he rushes.”


    “We could have been there in a day or two at most. Take the train from Seaside to Portland.” Mary’s grief arrived as injury, stepping over sorrow.


    “Ja, when people pass sometimes straight thinking turns crooked.” John put his arm around Mary and she cried into his shirt. “He meant no excluding of you, Mary. This I am sure.”


    “Didn’t he?” She wasn’t so certain. Did he prefer Virginia to help him grieve rather than his own daughter? She caught herself looking for someone to blame when there was no evidence Virginia had done anything out of order. John was probably right. People do react to death in so many different ways. Her father would have been no-nonsense, taking care of things without making a fuss. And she was stepping over envy for not being there for her mother. That was all this was.


    “I have to go there now, John.”


    “Ja. I know. We make arrangements.”


    She turned her tears into John’s shoulder, and then both she and John opened their arms to their children who rushed to her.


    “Oh, Mama. So sad for you,” Len said, his usual chatter abbreviated.


    Alice cried quietly as Mary held her, reassuring. “It’ll be all right.” This would be Alice’s first brush with death of someone close to her. As the baby in the family, her grandma—she never did call her Oma as Belle did—paid special attention to her, knitting new hats and sweaters rather than Alice merely having Belle’s hand-me-downs. But it was Johnny’s sobs of grief that came joined with words of comfort as much for Mary’s sadness as for his. “Your mama’s gone,” he said. “To a better place.” He patted her, and her little family held each other.


    “Ja. We decide now whether we all go or just you, Mary.”


    She didn’t want to disrupt the children’s routine. They had their perfect school attendance that each wanted to keep. Will that interrupt their grieving? No, not with the funeral over. She would go alone, make sure her father was well tended. Belle too. And she would find out what her mother had written to her. Mary had a fleeting thought, wondering how her mother knew she’d soon be leaving this world and so had prepared the letter for her only child. Such a mix of emotion with one’s mother dying. Making plans to travel kept some of the pain at bay. She would feel later.
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    Henrietta and her grandson walked the beach on a May day, a basket full of shells and white sands that Charles often ran through his fingers like they were coins. Henrietta understood. She liked the feel of the shells, liked the sand on both her palms and her toes when they’d slip off their shoes and stockings and race across those singing sands. Sometimes they heard the frogs croaking so noisily they couldn’t hear the seagulls. Charles often left his harmonica behind, needing its comfort less as he found respite in chasing waves, watching birds, pointing out sea anemones and tiny critters taking over tide pools.


    Her thoughts wandered to her daughter’s new relationship. Mr. Cole seemed both cordial to Henrietta and attentive to Berta. And he was kind to Charles too, when he came by to court Berta, take her for a walk along Astoria’s streets. Perhaps the responsibility of Charles through the years had worn on Berta more than Henrietta had realized. Henrietta intervened exactly when she should have. Berta relinquished the responsibility of his care to Henrietta even when they were all under the same roof. Henrietta was glad she hadn’t simply signed over the house to Berta, who returned to teach painting in Portland. Her daughter appeared settled and that was every mother’s hope.


    CW, Charles’s father, was to meet them at the Elk Creek Hotel. It was a neutral place to gather.


    Waiting, she scanned the hallways. Nice photographs, but the hotel could use some good watercolor paintings. Maybe she’d buy one or two of Berta’s. Or maybe she herself would get back into holding a brush. She had once found making art a joy.


    CW coughed to get her attention. He tugged at his burgundy vest worn over a snowy white shirt. Someone was doing CW’s laundry, he had means for that. He didn’t apologize for being late, simply launched into one of his demands.


    “I’d like to see the property where you want my son to live, see if the cottage is proper. You don’t have a background in real estate or investments. It’s not part of a woman’s brain so I need to affirm your choice.”


    Henrietta straightened her shoulders, took a step back, gaining distance from both his looming stature and his intimidating words. She had to be strong for little Charles, manage the insult with finesse. A woman’s brain knew how to manage that.


    “I’m quite capable of looking after your son’s future, especially as you just recently appear to be interested in it.” He winced. Good. “The truth is, there isn’t a cabin. Yet. Charles and I will be doing this together. I already have a local man to help.” Take that! Her heart raced. This standing strong wasn’t easy. There were so many things she was having to learn in her old age. Not old, venerable.


    Through the window she watched Charles at the banks of Elk Creek, a stick in his hand, poking at the shoreline. Caring for him is where she belonged.


    “I have every right to help out, Mother. Get to know my son a little.”


    Conciliatory? No, another demand. Henrietta had to decide whether their homesteading was going to be her and Charles’s project or a family activity. Selfishly, she didn’t want CW around. But she also didn’t want to stand in the way of a father and his son.


    “Maybe we could have his sister join us too.” CW continued his interrupting ideas. “My daughter, Henrietta Isabel. She’s your namesake yet you never get to see her.” He began railing against his former wife. Henrietta didn’t want her grandson having to hear his father demean his mother and was glad the boy wasn’t absorbing his father’s rants. The trouble was, CW didn’t limit his diminishing of his ex-wife to when Charles wasn’t around. She had often mused about people with children divorcing. They seemed to think doing so would eliminate a troubled relationship when it only changed it, made it more difficult in some ways. Negotiating with grace about sharing children, working with a former spouse one could barely communicate with in marriage and then, divorced, interacting about what truly mattered—children—took skill and patience. Neither CW nor Berta appeared to possess those qualities. Thank goodness Berta and her first husband had no little ones who had to go through this with their parents.


    “You’re welcome to walk the property but where and how we build, that’s up to me and Charles.” She ignored CW’s frown. “Let’s give it some time,” she said. “Who knows where you’ll even be most of this summer. I wouldn’t want to tie you down.”


    He appeared to ponder that, then said, “At least let me give my boy this present I brought for him.”


    Her shoulders relaxed. They’d passed a hurdle. “Of course. What is it?”


    “What every boy needs.” He stepped out onto the porch where he lifted a long case. “It’s a gun. And we can go right now and do some practice shooting.”


    “I really don’t want shooting on my land, CW.” Or anywhere else for that matter.


    “Not to fret, Mother. We’ll be shooting on my property.” He puffed his chest out like a banty rooster. Waved toward his son, motioning him over.


    “Yours?”


    “I bought the lot just behind yours.”

  


  
    Chapter 
36


    It was their third journey from the Elk Creek Hotel to Portland to see Herbie’s physician. Herbie had failed at the first visit to introduce Olivia as his sister and instead asked her to please let him go alone. “But truly, was that not the whole point of my joining you so you would have someone to listen to what the doctors are saying?”


    “Quite. Quite. But I just cannot bring myself to . . . explore the causes of my troubles with you there.”


    “We are exploring treatments, dear Herbert. No time for looking to the past.”


    “Next time. I promise.”


    Of course she’d agreed with him. That was what a good woman did, wasn’t it? Her compliance was not lost on him, and he used it as another nail in his coffin of bad judgment that would keep him now from having the most amazing wife. Ever.


    The second trip to Portland, he’d relented and allowed her into the waiting area of the clinic and introduced her to the nurse as his sister. But before he could say she’d be joining him, the nurse nodded and took his elbow and walked him toward the door. “He’ll be out in no time,” she said over her shoulder, shouting the words toward Olivia. Herbie hadn’t even told her to do that. The nurse was just naturally complicit, he decided. Or liked to be in control. He made every effort to listen more carefully so he’d have something to tell to Olivia’s astonished face when she’d been so summarily excluded or, as Joe Walsh might say, “preternaturally denuded.” Herbie smiled to himself. He rather enjoyed Joe’s mishmash of words. It made him feel better about his own dismembering of the English body . . . of language.


    Olivia, though, had been undeterred. He should have expected as much. She’d traveled halfway around the world on the belief that he’d welcome her. But he was still surprised that she’d arranged a third visit to the city—with this new quack. Physician. “I asked the woman doctor in Astoria and she had a recommendation.” She had told him this news as they hovered by the stone fireplace during a spring squall. There were no other guests yet, a lull in the “season,” as Herbie told her he thought of tourist arrivals. He hoped his financial fortunes would rise with their return. Though he continued to spend so much more than he wished to maintain that road. If only he could get the county to take over the maintenance. They could remove the toll aspect and give work to local men to clear trees and maybe even get a bridge built for easier access across Elk Creek. He worried that without a bridge, the stagecoach would stop bringing people. The driver always complained. His mind had been on such things when Olivia had proposed her latest effort to improve his health.


    “You told her about . . . ?” Herbie questioned.


    “I gave no specifics. I didn’t even mention your name. I told her of your symptoms and that you wished to have new eyes.” Olivia turned to Herbie, her eyes pleading with him. “She suggested this man, this doctor I’ve arranged for you to see. I wish you’d consider her. She appeared quite well educated. From a school on your East Coast, I believe.”


    “It’s bad enough you know,” he groaned. “And I think Jewell, the Nehalem woman, suspects.”


    “Quite. We women are intuitive, have been for ages. Why, they’ve found clay stones in Egypt with images of women healers. Even the early colonists I’m told relied on female doctors.”


    “Who were burned at the stake as witches.”


    “Evidence of the poor judgment of some men.”


    Herbie nodded. She’d schooled him before about healers of the feminine persuasion. He hadn’t been convinced. But then she took another tack.


    “You have to forgive yourself, Herbie.”


    Forgiveness wasn’t a familiar state for him. He couldn’t forgive his brother for banishing him nor the English laws for leaving him unable to inherit. Rain thumped on the shake roof while waves surged against Haystack Rock, plunging and pushing in the distance. He nodded, but his mind was wandering. He loved a good summer storm—when he was safely inside.


    “It’s best not to wallow in the past,” Olivia said.


    But the past was where he felt most at home. His imaginings of what he’d hoped his life might be like with Olivia were almost better than the real Olivia before him. He couldn’t tell her that, now could he? How could he explain that reality wasn’t as lovely as what he once held out for, wrote to her about? That he’d savored the possibilities more than the nonce, these present moments. It had been an insight for him, new wisdom serenaded by a storm.


    And now here they were, months after that stormy day, sitting in a clinic waiting room. Why did they call it that? Waiting for a doctor but also waiting for bad news? That was all he had to look forward to. That and an evening meal with this angelic creature.


    He used to look forward to Olivia’s visiting, to writing letters to her. But since Olivia had been at Cannon Beach, he’d stopped creating those missives. She was right in front of him, after all, why would he? But of course he could write things more easily than speak of them. Maybe he should reinstitute that practice, start keeping a diary of sorts where his thoughts could form into actions. He’d thought of his letter-writing as a way to record his efforts as a stranger in this place, hoping one day they’d be shared with Olivia. But perhaps they had served another purpose, one more healing than he’d realized.


    In this waiting room, Herbie decided that with this new doctor, he wouldn’t explain how these symptoms came to be, just what they were. He wouldn’t share with him what the other doctors had said. Maybe a new set of eyes and ears was a good idea.


    “My sister plans to join me,” he told the nurse as he grabbed his cane to stand when the latest nurse approached.


    “That’s fine. Please.” She directed them to follow down a hall with paintings of ocean scenes lining the walls. There was even one of Haystack Rock. Did not everyone find respite at the sea? There was something comforting in seeing that painting. He squinted to see the artist signature. “B. Wingard.” He’d heard that name. Oh yes, an older woman planning to build a home a mile or so back from the beach. She’d taken a meal at the hotel with her son and grandson. She might be competition, renting her finished cabin out. She did strike him as more than a seasonal visitor. On the other hand, maybe he could get some of her paintings—if she was the artist—to line his hotel walls. He should follow up on making new photographs for his postal cards. He had things to look forward to. Waiting for this physician visit had proved productive even if there was no new insight from the medical man. He felt an uplifting of his spirit as he thought of future activities. Olivia was right. He’d been behaving like a man waiting for his death. He had to let go of the past and fill the future with something besides dread. He had engineered a road, for heaven’s sake. Surely he could face the future with courage.
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    They decided that Mary should go alone to Scholls Ferry to convince her father to come back with her—him and Belle. It would mean less disruption for their children if they continued these last weeks in school. John could cover her postal route. They had enough money for her to take the train and buy returning tickets for them all. A last visit to where her mother had ended her days would help Mary find the memory threads to stitch over her empty heart.


    Mary looked out the train windows as they chugged along the Columbia River, the Anglo name. Jewell had told her it was Nch’i-Wána and meant “Big River.” And so it was. Bald eagles sat in tree snags, fishing from their perches. Osprey winged out over the water. She wished she owned a little Kodak. Her mind went to Belle, and her mother. She hadn’t seen the photo of the three of them. She was grateful they had one. Funny how her mother had always avoided the camera lens. Now that she thought of it, her mother also didn’t like Mary being photographed. She wondered why that was.


    She was reminded of the photo of a woman—not her mother—holding a child and another standing off to the side. She’d felt sad for the lone child, though she didn’t know why. She’d asked her mother about the picture, only to have it snatched from her hand and be chastised for invading her mother’s privacy. She never did get an explanation of why her finding the photograph should so upset her mother. Now she never would.


    She put her head down, paying attention to the book she’d brought along, The Wonderful Wizard of Oz by an L. Frank Baum. It had lovely illustrations and she’d bought it for the children as a Christmas gift. Whimsical writings had always intrigued her. She’d fallen in love with an Edward Lear poem, “The Jumblies,” and still carried the rhythm of one line in her head about “going to sea in a sieve.” Those words captured so perfectly how she saw her life, full of risk heading into the unknown but not alone as the sieve we all traveled in had room for more than one. In that same poetic cadence, Mary had written a wedding poem for John about puffins on the Haystack Rock mating for life and staying “no matter how.” Staying no matter how was another mantra she carried in her head. Staying mattered. Resilience required a stalwart spirit and lifted the soul at the same time. Stalwart Spirit. That could be the title to a poem. As the landscape passed by, her thoughts were free to roam. She needed to write more poetry, she decided. Nothing quite captured in such few words the essence of an experience like poetry did.


    Scenery changed as the Willamette River flowed into the Columbia and the city became the focus, not the river. Elm trees and, beneath them, rhododendron splashed their greens and pinks across the landscape as the train car jerked and expressed steam as it slowed into Portland’s Grand Central Station. Mary located the stage still running south to Scholls Ferry, saw the massive wooden truss swing-span bridge—the Morrison Street Bridge—that crossed the Willamette and had spurred the town’s growth on both sides of the stream. Streetcars moved back and forth from east to west. She enjoyed the bustle of the city, its aroma of adventure. But boardwalks opening to saloons and those houses of ill repute spoiled the character of this growing town. She’d take her adventures on mountain trails or in family matters, leave the city behind.


    She supposed she thought about poems and books and bridges because it kept her from thinking about her mother’s death. So sudden. Had helping Mary’s family so often in their lives strained her mother to a point beyond breaking? Did Virginia’s presence contribute? No, she must not think those thoughts. Death was in God’s timing, not man’s. Nor woman’s. There was nothing nefarious. But it might be human nature to look for reasons or blame for a sadness when often there weren’t any. And hadn’t she already learned that finding blame and fault took one away from a goal—in this instance, helping her family move through grief. Helping herself. There were so many things she’d wanted to talk with her mother about and now she never would.


    From the stage stop, she walked and carried her small fabric bag, her straw hat being the perfect shade for the balmy summer day. She considered renting a horse at the livery in Scholls Ferry, but it was only a mile or two out to her father’s farm. My father’s farm. Already she had stopped thinking of it as her parents’ farm. He was alone now. It was his comfort she wanted to tend to, help him deal with the absence of her mother. And Belle. She was obviously close to her oma and would be saddened by this death. She looked forward to holding Belle and her father and the two of them returning with her, all of them being together in one place again. There was a Scripture about being together in one place, in the book of Acts. That seemed appropriate. One needed to act to bring people together. It was also serendipitous that May 26—this coming Sunday—was the celebration of Pentecost when so many grieving Jesus’s death had gathered in one place, all together, leaving filled with joy and hope. That’s what she wanted.


    Her plan consisted of visiting the church her parents had attended, and then on Monday, they would begin the trek back to Cannon Beach and their farm at Manzanita. Surely her father would see the wisdom in that. She’d even suggest that Virginia and Cora join them. She’d failed to mention that in her letter. She’d help Virginia find work. Maybe cleaning rooms at Herbie’s hotel now that tourists were returning.


    Mary stepped up onto the porch, full of ideas and hopes and prayers. And when her father greeted her on the steps and held her, it reassured Mary that this work of healing was indeed the work of hers to do.
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    Mary smelled the wild roses blooming outside the shed door as she pulled it open to talk with her father.


    “Of course not.” Mary’s father soaked cane in a large wooden tub, weighting the slender strands with rocks to keep them wet. “This is our home. I don’t want to leave it. I don’t need to leave it.”


    “But we have room for you. And Belle—”


    “—is a comfort to me. She likes being here. And little Cora would be lost without her.” This conversation was a continuance of the letter Mary had sent telling her father she’d be coming. “That needs to soak quite a while before I can bend it.” He motioned with his chin. “Besides, I have orders for my rattan work. I’m making a headboard. Drew up the design myself. Already been paid half so I must finish it. And what about the bees?” He put his arm around Mary’s shoulder, pulled her close. “I know you mean well. It might be you need to make the decisions for Belle. She’s your girl. But not for me. I feel your mother closest right here.” He motioned through the open door toward the porch, the orchard, the fields where a cow grazed. “And here.” He tapped his chest at his heart. “And didn’t your mother say in her letter to you that she wanted you to forgive her for wanting to move back to Scholls Ferry? One way you can do that is to let her memory remain right here, with your family having this place to come to, always.”


    Mary had read the letter her mother left her. Her father had too, of course, told her he’d opened it shortly after her death. “It’s that she left it for you, a miracle that she should put her thoughts into words, not knowing that it would be the last letter she’d ever write. I’m a little envious,” her father added. “I wish she’d left a letter for me.”


    “Had she talked about . . . dying?”


    “Oh, off and on. I didn’t take her seriously. You know she could imagine things, strangers coming our way, that sort of thing, and she’d say sometimes ‘I can’t take this anymore.’”


    “What couldn’t she take anymore, do you know?”


    Her father hesitated. He waved at Belle and Cora walking toward the cow. Mary heard Virginia in the kitchen clanking kettles.


    He stayed silent and Mary filled the space adding another question. “What do you think she meant by saying I should forgive her? What do I have to forgive her for?”


    “Ah, Mary. That’s just your mother. She felt guilty about lots of things. I know . . . Never mind. She didn’t think she was a great mother. She regretted evicting you and John when you were carrying Belle. She said she shouldn’t have questioned your decisions about leaving your daughter with us while you and John worked on Herbie’s toll road.” He recentered the rocks on the cane. “I think she felt guilty enjoying her time with her little crabcakes, from Belle to Alice after you came to stay with us while John was at sea. She didn’t give herself any room to ever really feel the happiness being a mother brought her. She didn’t feel herself a ‘true mother.’”


    “Why not? She carried me, birthed me, raised me. What could be truer than that?”


    “Oh, I think I hear Virginia calling us in to supper.”


    Did my father just change the subject?


    He pushed the cane down once more into the soaking tub. “Help me later with the rattan?”


    “Of course.” They began the short walk to the house, watching Belle herd the cow toward the barn. “I need to chat with our Belle. She’s being rather contrary.”


    “Like your mother always said you were.” He smiled at her, pulled her into his side. “Another thing she regretted, calling you Contrary Mary and not taking the time to tell you just how much she loved you. That’s what I think she meant in her letter seeking forgiveness. Yes. That’s it, I’m certain.” Belle led the cow on a rope, with Cora running, skipping beside her. “Come along, girls. Supper’s on.” He’d sidestepped once again.
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    Let’s talk about it when we get back home.” Olivia straightened her scarf, this one imprinted with a silk screen lily, white against a dark background. Herbie let her guide him, still stunned by what he’d heard this new doctor say.


    “You didn’t tell me he was a . . . head doctor.” Herbie couldn’t keep the irritation from his voice. “Did you know before you made the appointment?”


    “Yes. But I thought if I told you, you wouldn’t go.”


    “With ample reason, my good woman. Sounds like sorcery. Child talk, thinking your mind can affect your body like that. He didn’t think my weak legs were real.” What a waste of time.


    They were back on the train ambling out of Portland on tracks that kept the car rolling from side to side as they moved forward.


    “That isn’t what he said at all, Herbie. It really wasn’t. I was there, remember.”


    “To be my eyes and ears. Not to muddle up my brain.” He gave his cane an extra push against the leather between them. The train wasn’t so full that the facing seats held any passengers returning to the coast, so they had a degree of privacy.


    Olivia patted the elbow crossed over his chest. “I’m sorry. I thought he offered suggestions worth following. But let’s just think about it. Rest. He gave us that book. We can explore that together when we’re home.”


    Herbie nodded. He gazed out the window. The quack was probably right about one thing: His body had changed. And yes, he had felt better with Olivia present, so perhaps circumstances could affect one’s health. When Jewell had brought poultices rather than leeches as his first doctor had done, he’d assumed it was what she’d put inside the mustard packs that had improved his condition. But perhaps it was just having someone believe him. How disgusting, that I might actually be causing my own problems. That just wasn’t so.


    He sighed. Maybe there was something to what the man had said. At least he didn’t use leeches. “Do you have that book? I may as well use the time to look at it.”


    “Let’s talk about it when we get back home. Try to get some rest, dear Herbert.”


    Good advice. She always had loving suggestions. Herbie nodded. He gazed out the window. So much to consider, this mind-body thing. At least he had someone to think about it with him.
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    Henrietta appreciated the rise in elevation on her property that allowed her to see the ocean and, standing in certain places, the tip of Haystack Rock. They were too far away to hear the sea lions barking and couldn’t see the puffins though. At this distance from the shoreline, driftwood for a possible cabin eluded them as well. Somehow on that map it had seemed much closer. Still, the walk to the beach was a healthy activity, and she was being more health conscious these days. She’d lost a little weight and needed to take care of herself to be around to raise up her grandchild. She thought about where young Charles would go if something happened to her and decided she’d write to her daughter in Washington, the nation’s capital, the most stable one of her brood. She was the oldest and had somehow avoided the hither-and-yon whimsy of her younger siblings. She’d know what to do. Henrietta would put that into her will. When she drew one up. It was another detail to attend to.


    At the moment, it was airing out the bedding that occupied her time. The canvas tent carried a musty smell to it that she wasn’t sure how to alleviate. Days of rain had pounded on them before they’d left last fall, and probably the canvas had not fully dried before she’d rolled it up. As a breeze brushed against the opening flap, she tied it back to let more air in. Though maybe one just got used to the smell.


    “Charles, it’s time to rise and shine. Today we’ll gather up branches for later burning. Mr. Gerritse said he’d come by this week and set charges in those big stumps they’ve left behind. That’ll be exciting, won’t it?” Charles nodded agreeably, yawned. “And if you’re very good, we’ll do a little practice shooting. Would you like that?”


    “Yes, Grandmama.”


    She’d been chagrined when his father bought him the Markham air rifle, or “BB” gun as his father called it. But after she saw how careful CW was in teaching him and how the boy was quite taken with the weapon, she relented. Elk and deer hunters came to the area in the winter months, so it wasn’t unusual for a boy to own a gun. She knew how to shoot and do it safely and would teach him proper etiquette in the way her father had taught her as a child. She’d never had to use a weapon for food but was quite accurate when clay pigeons were tossed into the air for her to fire at. She felt a satisfaction in having the skill. Charles might like that too if he advanced to a shotgun one day. It would be a good exercise for the two of them to do together, her tossing tin cans into the air—once he could shoot them lined up on stumps.


    “Grandmama, can we d-d-dig for clams first?”


    “A great idea.” It pleased her that something besides the gun interested him that day. “Clams are best this time of year, though we’ll get some razor clams too. In fact, let’s do that first and think about target shooting later. No need to wake up the birds with that noise.”


    The boy laughed. It was a giggle, really, such a charming sound.


    “Grab your boots. I’ll carry the shovel and bucket. We’ll see where we hit the tide on that beach. We might have to stand in a little surf.”


    “I don’t mind water at my ankles.”


    “Great. We’ll have a jolly time then. But it’s still good to watch the tide. We don’t want to get too far out.” She’d heard from John’s wife Mary about how the Crying Sands Beach had gotten its name, the Native women overwhelmed by a tsunami centuries before.


    They spent the morning and well into the afternoon finding their treasures. The boy was so pleased with each plop of the clam into the bucket, he put out that distinguishing giggle. They sat in the sand, eating cheese and bread for lunch. She inhaled the air. For Henrietta, it was the abundance offered at this coastal place that comforted her. Not only the hunting, angling, and shellfish gathering, but more the peacefulness promised by the blend of waves and gulls, the rapid changes in the clouds, the sunsets splashing color across the sky. That she could find contentment while exercising generosity was a gift she hadn’t anticipated in her older age. She almost felt guilty separated from family tensions, listening to a harmonica tune while throwing breadcrumbs to the birds. Here, she could more easily see that many of the troubles of her younger life had proved temporary. Through patience, prayer, and perseverance, she’d gotten past them. How grateful she was. She hoped she’d remember that process when next her family handed her strains. For trouble would come again. She knew this. But she also had more hope than she’d ever had before that she could navigate her way through the troubles. Seashore serenity, that’s what she inhaled.


    “I thought we’d find you here somewhere.” CW’s baritone broke through her reverie, the swish of the ocean the only sound. She twisted around to see her son. He wore his signature burgundy vest despite the heat. She’d gotten used to not seeing him. He had walked her land, then his, before returning to Portland after his startling announcement of buying property behind hers.


    “We?” she said to him. “What wee thing do you have in your pocket?” she teased. Then, “Oh.” A small girl hunched beside him like a rabbit not wishing to be seen.


    “Who’s this little one?” Henrietta smiled, hoping to put the child—whoever she was—at ease.


    “It’s Isabell. Your granddaughter. Come here, boy. Meet your sister.”


    Henrietta felt her heartbeat increasing; her face grew hot with the possibilities of what had transpired to make this child appear before her. “Luella let you . . . have her?”


    “Not exactly ‘let’ me.” CW’s muttonchops bounced as he grinned. “I just took her.”


    “Oh, CW. Whatever have you done?”
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    I don’t want to go back with you. I like it here. And Opa needs me now more than ever.”


    Virginia listened to the mother-daughter quarrel sizzling the air between Mary and Belle. She vowed not to intervene as they argued on the porch. She scrubbed the floor on her hands and knees, the smell of vinegar always making her think she was doing something worthy. She’d already hauled rugs from the clothesline and laid them down over cleaned floors. Beating them of dust was something Cora loved to do too. The activity had taken them away from the discussions of the Edwards-Gerritse families, a conversation she didn’t have any say in. But now, inside, she could hear them. Her employer had asked her to stay on—for which she was grateful. And he’d told his daughter he wasn’t returning to the coast despite her pleas. She was in a bit of limbo—an employee and yet at the edge of family. Virginia and Cora had even been included on the visit to Mountainside cemetery where Mary had observed there was no headstone for her mother.


    “I’ll get one,” Mr. Edwards had told her.


    “And why is Mama buried so far in the corner of the burial ground?”


    “I had no say in that,” he told her. “The keeper decides where they’ll open up a site. There’s room there for me, when my time comes. I like that.”


    His daughter didn’t protest. Instead, after the service of Pentecost, she seemed resigned to her mother’s place in the cemetery and to her father’s decision not to leave his home. But the question of Belle, that remained.


    “I’m helping Opa and Cora. Didn’t you always say, Mama, that we should look after family? Find our purpose. That’s what I’m doing.”


    “You have our family too. Alice misses you and so do Len and Johnny. I miss you.”


    Virginia didn’t hear what else Belle’s mother said as she’d taken the bucket of dirty water to the back and dumped it on the sprig of greenery popped up beside the wooden stoop. She’d come back later to pull up the weakened weeds. It was a never-ending task in this Willamette Valley where winter rains and summer sunshine melded into thriving vines and grasses. They threatened to overtake a house or barn or even privy without diligence. Mr. Edwards truly did need someone to assist with more than meals and bees. She was pleased his daughter had decided that Virginia staying was a good decision—though it wasn’t hers, of course. But leaving Belle, with her grandmother gone? That was another matter, one Virginia understood as she watched Cora beating on the rag rug now. How would she ever leave her child behind? She just couldn’t. And yet in earlier times—as Mr. Edwards had alluded to—Mary herself had left her children behind. At least for a time. How hard that must have been.


    Virginia heard the screen door slam and Belle stomp out to where Virginia stood, bucket in hand.


    “Talk to her, please?”


    “Oh, honey. I really can’t get between you and your mama. It’s one of those things you have to work out.”


    She opened her arms to the girl whose tears she smashed from her cheeks like they were swarms of mosquitos. Is an arm around a child getting involved? “It’ll work out.”


    “She doesn’t understand. She just wants . . . what she wants.” Belle separated herself from Virginia, sank onto the step, pulling her pinafore skirt over her knees. “Everyone thinks she’s so sweet and kind and she is.” The girl was sighing now. “But she also wants her way, that people should do things as she says.”


    “Don’t we all,” Virginia said. “It’s when those wants clash that is the problem, isn’t it?” She patted the girl’s back. Was that her place, to comfort? She waited for Mary to follow Belle. It’s what she would do if Cora was in such distress, wouldn’t she? “Your mother only wants what’s best for you, that much I know.”


    “What’s best for me is to stay right here, helping Opa and you and Cora. Haven’t I helped with Cora?”


    “You’ve been an angel. She uses so many new signs now. It’s almost like we’re talking. I have hope one day she will.”


    Mary came through the door, met Virginia’s eyes. “Could I have a word, Virginia?”


    Belle stood, crossed her arms, and turned to her mother, defiance pinking her cheeks. “I’m staying if you’re going to talk about me.”


    “Belle . . . please.” Her mother was humbled, Virginia could see that.


    “Maybe this is a time for your mother and me.” Virginia put her hands on Belle’s thin and rigid shoulders. “Give your mother room to save face,” she whispered.


    Belle hesitated, then brushed past her mother. Mary didn’t try to stop her daughter, said instead to Virginia, “Well, I’ve done it again it seems. I truly do not know how to raise a child.” She sat on the stoop Belle had left. “It’s funny, really, my mother in her letter asking for forgiveness and my father saying it was for her thinking she wasn’t a good mother. I’ve always felt that about myself. Guilt handed down like a favorite sweater but with no comfort at all.”


    “I suspect we all question our capabilities. I know I do, especially with Cora not talking.”


    “Belle never had that problem,” Mary said. “She spoke early and chattered and had opinions she expressed through word and deeds.” Mary smiled. “I guess I did too, though my parents seem to have memories that go no further back than when I was three. So odd.” She inhaled. “You can see that Belle’s adamant about staying here. I . . . I don’t know if that’s a good idea or not.”


    “It’s your decision to make. But I can tell you that I’ll do my best to look after her, Mrs. Gerritse—Mary.” It was hard to know what role she was speaking to Mary in: her father’s employee, her daughter’s keeper? Mary’s friend?


    “We could christen you an honorary aunt, I suppose. That’s how she sees my friend Jewell. I gather up relatives like clams, but they aren’t part of family until plopped into a bucket instead.” She picked at her cuticle. “Maybe that comes from not having real aunts and uncles for our crabcakes.” Mary’s mother had used that term, one Virginia liked too.


    “I’d be honored to be called an aunt,” Virginia said. “It’s a very difficult time for your family. I wish it wasn’t so.” She wiped her forehead with the back of her hand, moved into shade.


    Mary nodded. “That Pentecostal lesson—I thought it an unusual Scripture to use—urging us to put out into deeper waters. But then it reminded me of this poem I like about going to sea in a sieve. It’s about taking risks, acts of faith, and believing that if I put my net out farther, the catch will be greater. My mother took a risk coming west. And her family grew and grew into me and my four crabcakes. Perhaps that was her catch, caught only by trying something new even when she was tired and uncertain.”


    Virginia hadn’t interrupted but did now. “I’m not familiar with, well, acts of faith. But I know about needing something new. That’s how I came to be your father’s employee. I’ve been so grateful. And Belle, well, she really is an angel.”


    “So you’re open to my leaving Belle here? Overseeing this boy that my father said could walk her to school? Claude?”


    “I suspect your father will look after that relationship.” Virginia smiled. “It’s pretty harmless. He seems younger, though I think he’s older. Just shy perhaps. Strapping. Strong.”


    Mary knelt then to pull up weeds beside the steps. Virginia joined her, the two—hand beside hand—tidying up until Cora came to jump on Virginia’s back, a playful move. Virginia stood, propping up her daughter’s bottom, feeling those little arms around her neck. She could never leave her to live with another.


    Mary stood too, brushed her overskirt. “I don’t know how John will see my decision, but I believe it may be best for Belle to remain here. Papa wants her to stay. She wants to be here. You’re comfortable with her presence.”


    “And Cora welcomes her too. I’m certain of that. I’m setting you down now, Cora. Go see if Belle needs you.” She swung the girl to the grass and she ran off.


    “It’s only me being contrary,” Mary said. “I truly do want more than that between me and my daughter, and I don’t see any other way than agreeing with all of you even while I think a good relationship needs face-to-face time. I guess ours will have to grow through letters.”


    The screen door Cora had let slam opened again. Belle rushed out and hugged her mother. “Thank you, Mama. Thank you for listening to me. You won’t regret it, you won’t. I promise.”


    Mary held her daughter. “I love you, Mary Belle. So much.”


    Virginia had never heard her grandmother tell her that—nor her mother. She blinked back tears hearing it said to Belle.


    “But don’t make promises that life won’t let you keep,” Mary told her.


    Belle stiffened and pulled away—but not so far that she lost her mother’s loving touch.


    Some things might be better left unsaid, Virginia thought, even if they are the truth. She hoped she could remember that.
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    John Gerritse fingered the casing of his pocket watch that Mary had given him for Christmas. They never made a fuss about giving gifts, and this one had surprised him. It was quite nice, and he wondered where she pocketed the funds without him knowing about it. He looked at the time, then replaced it in his vest pocket. Mary and Belle and his father-in-law should be here soon. The smell of linseed oil permeated the horse barn as he worked the leather harnesses to keep them pliable. He had to be ready for limited jobs—clearing a patch of ground, renting riding horses, providing extra mounts when needed for the mail delivery if there were more than the locked bags. Potatoes were a frequent shipment, and Mary needed a steady horse like Jake to handle the shifts in the bag as they rode up and down from beach to mountain. Over the years, the Gerritses made it financially by Mary’s steady postal delivering and his own creative work along with farming that might not be long-term but paid. His father had held the same position his whole life, building ships. That’s what he’d wanted for John too. But John was an independent soul just like his dad. Too bad neither could see that at the time.


    He listened for the sounds of arrivals. He liked his father-in-law, found him to be a good man. His living with them here could maybe help him get through this time with his wife’s death. And the children would like his presence as would Mary. He had a calming spirit.


    He missed both Mary and Belle. Not only because tending three children had its strain, but because as a father of four, he’d come to realize how unique each of his children were, how much they added to his days, made the uncertainty of finances worth it. He’d wanted a bigger family, but after Mary’s tragic last pregnancy and her almost dying, he was glad it was the six of them only. He thought of his relationship with his father when his children demonstrated their quirky ways. Had he wiped out the memories of those happier times when he was younger? Did he need to do that to find the strength to leave at sixteen, bad memories being the fuel to take a risk? He wondered if that had happened to make Belle want to live away from them. Had she had bad memories? Or maybe she just wanted to be with her oma. Belle, like Mary, had a generous heart. She’d be back now, and maybe in time he could talk to her about that. He hated to see disputes between Belle and her mother. His own relationship with Belle had always been good, ja?


    He heard voices and Len came into the barn, his presence causing Nellie, their old dog, to lift her tail and wag it. She didn’t stand up. “Are you almost finished, Pa?” His voice was so deep.


    “Almost. Your sister and mom should be here soon. Hopefully Opa too. Don’t forget to slick your hair down. We want to be sure we’re looking our best, ja.”


    “That stuff smells funny.” Len rubbed his hands to flatten a cowlick that perched up like seagrass on a still day despite the hair tonic plastered on it. The Macassar oil gave off a scent of coconut.


    “Small price to pay for pleasing your mother. Where’s Johnny?”


    “Callahan got out again. He’s leading her back. We still don’t know how she’s getting through that gate.”


    “Somewhere along the fence, I suspect.” John sighed. “We’ll walk it and see if we can find her escape hatch.” He hung up the horse collar, felt the smooth leather. “Let’s let ’em out.” John nodded toward the horses in stalls. “You remember the order. Noble first—”


    “I know. Then Jake, then Baldy.”


    “Ja. Like the chickens, horses have their pecking order.”


    “Maybe we should get Callahan a friend so she’d have someone to boss around and she’d stay home to do it.”


    “That’s a thought. We’ll run it past your mother.”


    “What will you run past me?” Mary entered the barn, set her carpetbag on the clean straw, and reached out to Len who grabbed her around her waist.


    “You’re home, Mama.”


    “Yes, I am.”


    John walked to her and hugged both mother and son. “Glad you’re back. Len here thinks we should get a friend for Callahan to keep her penned.”


    “Not a bad idea. I saw Johnny leading her back from somewhere. Where’s Alice?”


    “She’s tidying up the kitchen.”


    “She’s the messy one, so it’s good that’s her job.” Len slipped from his parents’ embrace and skipped to the stalls.


    “We’ve all been a little messy without your mother around.” John looked over her shoulder. “Where’s Belle? Already at the house, is she? And your father decided not to join us. I’m sorry.”


    Mary removed her flat top hat and with her fingers lifted her gray-streaked copper hair before sighing deeply. “She’s still with my father, at Scholls Ferry.”


    “What? Why?”


    “You know I thought my father would come back here with us, so we could take care of him and he wouldn’t need the expense of the tenderer, Virginia. But it wasn’t what he wanted at all.”


    “So he decides to stay where he has lived these years. Understand. But Belle belongs here, with her family, ja? Why hasn’t she come home?”


    Noble nickered as he clopped by with Len leading him. His wife patted his rump as she stepped out of his way, looked longingly. He wondered if she thought of Prince, missing from this lineup of steeds.


    “Can we discuss it later?” Mary asked. “I want to get myself unpacked. And it looks like the rest of these animals are ready to be let out.”


    “I’m doing that, Mama,” Len called back to them.


    “You remember the order?”


    “Just like Papa said.”


    “Good, that’s good.” He heard the strain in her voice.


    “Mary . . .”


    She looked at him, frowned and shook her head. As usual, his wife directed the conversations. He supposed it was better for him to get the story without little ears hearing about why Belle wasn’t home.


    Alice came pouring out of the house and ran into her mother, almost knocking her over. “You’re home! You’re home!”


    “Whoa. Yes, I’m here. And I missed you all.” Nellie stood up, her old bones creaking.


    Alice looked around. “Where’s Belle? I thought she was coming back. I made her a picture. Papa said it was alright to use the paper.”


    “Yes. Of course. We’ll talk about Belle later.” His wife put her hands around their daughter’s shoulder, stepped out of the way of the horse being let out into the paddock. Johnny met them at the door as they wandered out. Mary looked back. “Are you coming, John? I like your vest, by the way. It’s very . . . Edwardian.” She smiled at him.


    Without thinking, he tugged at the green plaid vest, pulled it over his widening belly. He had gained some weight over the years, but these past weeks with Mary gone, he’d lost some—eating his own cooking. Or maybe just missing his family.
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    She wanted to stay to help Opa.” Mary passed the noodles to Len. “And the woman my dad hired has a little girl who doesn’t talk. Belle’s taught her a way to speak with her fingers.” Alice wrinkled her nose and looked at her own little hands. They sat at the table. John had made egg noodles, and with dried tomatoes, early lettuce, and a few huckleberries, they’d had a full meal. Johnny had milked Callahan and foam topped the mugs. “She feels like she’s helping someone. Purpose is a strong magnet, and this one is keeping her closer to Opa than to us. Right now.” Mary lifted her eyes to John. She saw disappointment in those blues.


    “I bet she doesn’t ever come home,” Johnny said.


    That thought had crossed Mary’s mind, but the child was only going to be twelve. Surely before school started next fall she’d come back. She guessed they could demand it. Should they? She wished her mother was alive so she could ask her opinion. It was odd she’d think that way when she often avoided asking what her mother thought about her decisions. Or anything. She longed for the opportunity to change that; it would never come.


    Johnny placed a hunk of cheese on a thick slice of bread, leaned back in his chair, legs crossed at the ankle. He acted brassy, older than eleven. Maybe it was the work he did with John, partnering with him handling horses, logs. Or perhaps his size. He was tall like John, almost six feet.


    “I miss her, but there’s more noodles for me if Belle’s not here.” Len grinned. “I got Jake to count to three whilst you was gone.”


    “While you were gone,” Mary corrected.


    “I wasn’t gone.” Len frowned.


    “She’s a teacher?” Alice interrupted, still looking at her little fingers. “I want to talk with my fingers. Or my toes.” She giggled. “Why doesn’t the little girl use her mouth?”


    “No one seems to know.”


    “Belle gets out of work,” Johnny said.


    “Not exactly. She is helping Opa.”


    “What about the woman?” John drank from his mug, wiped off the white foam from his upper lip. “Now that your mother has passed, does he still need such help? Our Belle is enough?” Mary raised her eyebrows at John, signaling her wish to pause. “Ja,” he said. “We talk later.”


    The children filled Mary in on their activities while she’d been gone, how they were finishing up at school. She watched Alice drop a piece of venison to Nellie lying beneath the table, another to old Max sprawled on the other side. My mother would surely object to dogs being in the house. Their children were kind to each other as they laughed and exchanged their stories. Belle was always quieter in a group, even though she started talking quite young. Had she felt excluded from this kind of chatter? Was that why she stayed where she was? This separation was temporary, surely. Mary vowed not to let temporary trouble dismay. To quote her husband, it’ll all turn out well.


    Their meal was eaten while the sun was still up, so candles or kerosene weren’t needed for light. After the cleanup, Mary said to John, “Let’s walk.”


    “Ja, we need to look at the fence, see where Callahan gets out.”


    She and John often had important conversations pacing the white sandy beach north, toward Neahkahnie Mountain. “No, let’s just talk, do fencing tomorrow.” A low fog rolled in from the ocean. Mary could see the waves dip in and out behind it. “I’m so pleased to be back here.”


    “Ja. Good to have you home. Worries me though, Mare. Worries me that our Belle doesn’t want to be with us. Did we do something?”


    “Not you, surely. But me?” She sighed and put her arm through his elbow, tugged the wool shawl around her shoulders. “I don’t think it’s our feuding now and then that keeps her there. I really do think she feels confident making something happen for little Cora. Or maybe I just tell myself that.”


    “This woman? She is alright?”


    Mary paused. “I think so. Virginia’s young, but she’s a good worker and she certainly protects her child. And my father likes her. Belle does too. She’s quite pretty.”


    “She can keep our Belle safe?”


    Mary felt a chill. She didn’t know why.


    “l wouldn’t have agreed if I didn’t think so.” She told him then about the gathering for her mother at the church. The gravesite off in a corner. “No headstone, though it hasn’t been much time yet.”


    “This upsets you.”


    “It seems strange to me.” Mary bent to pick up a complete starfish. The surf often broke this creature up into little pieces, over time. She rubbed the nubbiness of its limbs, then left John to toss it back into the surf. “Giving it a reprieve,” she called out to him as she walked back. “My mother left me a letter. I’ll show it to you when we’re back. I guess it was a coincidence that she took the time to write something to me and then died in the night.”


    “She said something upsetting?”


    “She asked me to forgive her, but I have no idea what for. Maybe she intended for me to read it and then when I saw her again we could talk about it. I got the letter but no time to talk.”


    “I don’t know what to say.”


    “Me neither.”


    “Maybe they come here for Fourth of July. We see them then. I meet this care person, see if she is good for my Belle.”


    “That’s a good idea. Maybe even in July for Johnny, Len, and Belle’s birthday, though summer is a busy time for my father. He has orders for cane and rattan furniture. I’ll write tomorrow and invite them. Carry the letter myself.”


    “Busy time for both farms,” John added. “But we take a little time for the birthdays.”


    “My father said she wanted me to forgive her for being a bad mother. She thought she was. I’ve thought the same, not about her but me. Maybe it’s baked into the placenta.”


    John chuckled. She smiled. Tiredness overwhelmed her like the fog. She sniffed, reached for a handkerchief she’d stuffed up her blouse sleeve. In the cool air, her emotions were flowing.


    John stopped in front of her, tugged the wool around her shoulders, and bent to kiss her. “You’re a good mother, Mary Gerritse. And you are a good wife whom I need to bring to our bed. I have missed you.”


    “And I’ve missed you.” He held her to his chest, his warmth penetrating the settling fog, his hands firm against her back. Safe.


    They were a team, she and John. They walked toward the house where a tiny kerosene lamp now glowed, calling them back. Home never felt so good even if all her family wasn’t together.
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    It seems strange to celebrate the Fourth of July without our Belle.” Mary stood facing the folds of the ocean waves as John added driftwood to the bonfire they’d be lighting at dusk on the sand. The family had ridden horses to Cannon Beach, joining neighbors and vacationists for the annual patriotic celebration.


    Johnny carried an armful of driftwood too. “This way I get to have top listing for my birthday for once,” he said.


    “And me,” Leonard added.


    “Goodness,” Mary offered. “I had no idea you children had a competition going. All your July birthdays are important.”


    “I’m special at Christmas,” Alice teased, swinging her pinafore skirts back and forth.


    Mary snuggled her daughter, changed the subject. “Isn’t that your aunt Jewell over there?”


    The Nehalem woman carried a woven basket as she swayed across the sands toward them. Herbie and Olivia sat on a blanket not too far away and Jewell stopped to chat with them.


    “Mrs. Wingard and her grandson, ja? Same age as Leonard.” John waved to a woman walking toward them.


    He had done some tree-clearing on her property and Mary looked forward to having a little time with her, their paths having crossed only briefly when she stopped at the hotel some time back when the woman left with a man Herbert said was her son. A small girl walked with them too. Another grandchild?


    Joe Walsh and several other men bent over fireworks that would explode later over the Pacific when the night darkened. Mary thought they should get set off when the political speeches had carried on and on in the afternoon. It would be better than a vaudeville hook.


    A good crowd had gathered for the speeches and the music despite it being a Wednesday. Even the Daddy Train had made an additional run so Portlanders could join their families at the beach for the holiday.


    “It’s a pleasure to see you again, Mr. Gerritse.” The woman wore the traditional long skirt but had made a festive belt out of red and white bunting. She had a tiny American flag in the white braid circling her head. The young girl also had a flag in her blond braid.


    “John. Please, Mrs. Wingard.”


    “Henrietta.” She nodded toward Mary and accepted her hand when Mary offered. “And these are my grandchildren, Charles and Isabell.”


    “Ja, this is my wife and my family. Not all. We have a daughter who stays with her grandparents. In Scholls Ferry.”


    “Oh, we met. Good to see you again, Mrs. Gerritse. And so you’ve a wayward child. Just like my little ones.” The woman pulled the shy boy from around her skirts to stand in front of her, gripped the girl’s hand. The boy held a harmonica like it was a lifeline.


    “Leonard, maybe you’d like to show Charles your kite.” Mary moved over, offering a place for Henrietta to sit.


    Leonard shook his head no, but he spoke to Charles. “Wanna look for starfish?”


    “All . . . all right.”


    And the two boys ran off toward the sunset while Alice said, “I like your flag.” The girl child smiled.


    “Why don’t you and Isabell check out that tide pool.”


    “Go ahead,” Henrietta said and sighed when the girls ran off.


    Henrietta chatted about her cabin-building progress while keeping her eye on her charges. “My son builds a cabin too, and the workers are more inclined to put his logs in place rather than mine.”


    Mary was curious about her living with a grandson. John hadn’t said a girl lived there as well. Maybe she stayed with her father, though she saw no evidence of him. Families made up many constellations, it seemed.


    The women spoke of the weather, politics, gardening, and Mary thought she’d be a fine addition to the beach communities. A slender woman wearing round glasses walked arm in arm with a gentleman dressed in coat and tie. “Ach, I think that’s Mrs. Cornell,” Henrietta said. “I met her at a boardinghouse in Seaside early last summer.” She leaned into Mary. “She’s a reader.”


    “Holy Jumblies, so am I.”


    “The Lear poem! We should get together, form a lending library of sorts, don’t you think? She was going to loan me her fly-fishing book.”


    John had laid down in the dunes on an old quilt, pulling his hat over his eyes. He moved it aside. “A book on fishing? It would test my English, but I would like to see it.”


    “I’ll invite them over.”


    But before she could, the word went out along the beach that it was time to start the fires, and into the night, like fiery pearls on a string, the beach became alight. It was one of the many things Mary liked about Cannon Beach, stirring anew her desire to bring her entire family to live along its seagrass and sand. One day. Someone started singing the poem Mary had written for John for their wedding about puffins. She grinned. And then the chorus sang “America the Beautiful,” the voices together washing over the beach, blessing those children already in bedrolls, signaling to others to come back to gather in clusters of families under the umbrella of country. Who could want more than that?
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    Jewell came by their Manzanita farm on one of Mary’s “at home” days. They picked late beach strawberries, plopping them into baskets before the rabbits or birds gobbled them up. Mary liked seeing the white blooms drawing in butterflies, followed by the cheery fruit. They stained their fingers blue from the blackberries. She popped a morsel into her mouth, then two or three into her seagrass basket. Though she hadn’t seen Jewell for a while, they slipped right into a comfortable cadence of exchange. The children had their own baskets and she could hear them chatting, Alice complaining, Len telling her to pick near him.


    A sentence could come from Jewell anywhere and they’d pick up a conversation and, like following a kite, let the subject take them far afield. “You’ve been back to the Finnish community?” Mary asked.


    “My uncle came. He visited while I did. It was a special timing.”


    “I don’t think I knew that you had family from Finland. I think my parents had English ancestors, like where Olivia and Herbie hail from. Perhaps an Irishman got in there, as my hair is that copper the way it’s said those Irish have. Until my children turn it all gray.” The two friends laughed.


    “Finland was my father’s country,” Jewell told her. “He had uncles. It was interesting to hear stories of my father when he was young. Using the sauna. So much like our sweat lodge. Healing places. But it was also a strange time.”


    Something about the tone of her voice caused Mary to pause, to give her full attention. Jewell was usually helping Mary deal with something. This time perhaps she could return the favor. “In what way?”


    “I wondered why my father did not spend time with these people. They were not so far away along the beach, back into the trees. He could find help from them when needed. It made me wonder if he was embarrassed—that is the word you use with shame?—that he had taken a Nehalem wife, had a half-Nehalem child.” She swallowed and her eyes grew glassy. She blinked. “How did he decide to have me live with my mother’s father rather than with him or a Finnish relative? I never knew him or his family. I never knew to ask my mother what it was like to be with a man not of her people.”


    “Maybe he wanted you to know where your mother came from first. Don’t Native people follow a mother’s family before the father’s?” Mary had heard that somewhere.


    Jewell was thoughtful. “This is so. But it makes me wonder why I did not ever meet my father’s people. We celebrated only my mother’s family customs.”


    “My father has cousins, so he must have had uncles and aunts too,” Mary said. “One lived in Oregon, which is why we came here. But then that cousin moved back to Minnesota. Or maybe it was a brother?” She wondered about why she’d never heard much about her parents’ brothers and sisters. Did she and Jewell share some family shame? She had not seen pictures. A moment of loss filled her, the sharp pain appearing when least expected. Her mother was gone. When her father died, she’d be an orphan. Maybe she should try to meet her uncles, find out if she had aunts. “How good that you can meet your larger family now,” Mary said. She touched her friend’s hand. “All is not lost.”


    Jewell nodded. “This is so. It is best to think on the strands of the basket one has rather than the ones that are missing. You are wise, Mary Gerritse.”


    Warmth. Mary felt it inside, helping a friend come to grips with a wonder. “What else did you do while you visited?” Bees dipped around them as they spoke, finding a lavender bloom.


    “Made poultices and elixirs. Listened to stories. Carved a long-handled cup.” Jewell stood and stretched her back, her black braid falling over her shoulder. The calico dress with beaded belt fit tighter around her middle than Mary remembered. “Ate good food,” Jewell said, noticing Mary’s focus on her stomach. She grinned and rubbed her belly.


    Mary thought Jewell might say something back about how thin Mary was, but she appreciated that each could recognize the differences in their bodies and not find a need to comment. “I’m glad you’re still carving. Ducks too?”


    “Not so much.” Jewell returned to her strawberry plant. “You have written in your book?”


    “My journal lies dormant. It waits for me like a field needing rain before being planted again. It’s ready. I’m not and I’m not sure why.” A breeze rushed over the trailing plants, holding fast to the sands. Beyond was the swish of the ocean. “Maybe like something keeping your puffins and ducks from forming out of the burl. I found a lovely one for you, by the way. It’s in the house.”


    “I will like seeing it. The stories you told yourself when Belle and the others were small brought you joy,” she reminded Mary.


    “They did that. As the puffin carving brings to you.” She paused, wondering why it was she hadn’t written more poems in her journal—or told of what was happening in her world and in her heart, especially with Belle being absent and her own mother gone. “Maybe I don’t deserve to find such comfort.”


    Jewell plopped her hands on her hips. “This is not so. The words that come to you are gifts, as are my burls that unveil themselves to me in objects as I carve. Those treasured moments are not to be set aside. Even if they serve only your heart, they are still worthy.”


    Mary blinked at the unusual force of her friend’s indignity, a rare pointing out of Mary’s disrespect for a given talent.


    Mary could hear such chastisement from her friend more easily than from John and certainly with less contrariness than from her mother. I wish I could listen to my mother’s words again. Mary appreciated Jewell so deeply. An essay she’d read some time ago by Ralph Waldo Emerson popped to her mind. She had written down words of his that spoke to her, about the importance of friends built on both respect and trust. Friends, sharing deep affection and a spiritual connection too. Emersonian friends could be separated for weeks, months, even years, and upon meeting would share their time as though they’d left each other’s presence only moments before. “I am so grateful for you, Jewell. You’re right, of course. About so many things.” She told her then about Belle’s decision to remain in Scholls Ferry, how she thought she no longer held fast to her child. “I’m hoping they’ll all come for Christmas since they didn’t make the birthday month. That’s what I call July.”


    “I would be pleased to see your first child again.”


    “Yes, me too. I’ll make sure when she comes here that we visit. Maybe you can help me understand why she doesn’t want to be with us, her family.”


    “She is welcomed by the woman who helps your father?”


    “They get along like roots to a tree.” Mary could hear the envy in her own voice. “And Virginia’s little girl. They’re one happy family, I guess.” They had found their own hearth, that was it, and Mary hadn’t been invited to it.
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    Henrietta’s letter to Luella, her former daughter-in-law, posed the question of when she would be coming to get her child, little Isabell. The child had to go back to her own school in the fall, and sadly, Henrietta and Charles would have to return to either Astoria or Portland as there weren’t enough children for a school at Cannon Beach. Her goal was to finish the cabin for the two of them, weatherize it for winter next year. She’d caulked it pretty well and might be able to stay, but without a school she wasn’t sure how to manage what was best for Charles. And she hadn’t been prepared to look after Isabell, so the summer had disappeared with tasks unfinished. CW left Isabell with Henrietta during the week while he headed back to work in Portland. This entire episode rattled her, his showing up with no explanation of how the girl came to be with him. Was she breaking the law in keeping the child? What were the custody agreements made to protect this child? Or were such arrangements more for the parents? She did enjoy seeing her granddaughter, but shouldn’t her mother come for her? Why hadn’t she?


    At the post office, still housed at the Austin House, Henrietta greeted Lydia Austin, handed her the two letters. Lydia had suggested she wait until the postal carrier arrived. “Perhaps there’ll be mail for you.”


    Henrietta sensed a loneliness in Lydia. She remembered how she’d felt for months, even years after her dear husband departed. She’d tarry. “Join me on your rockers? Even a busy postal person needs a rest now and then.”


    “I’ll finish up.” Lydia nodded and a smile lit her face.


    Henrietta sat on the porch watching the children climb over the cannon that had named the region. Geraniums bloomed red in Lydia’s hanging baskets.


    Lydia came outside. “You said your name was Henrietta Wingard?”


    “That’s me.” Henrietta struggled to sit forward on her rocker. Why did getting older slow your coordination down?


    “There’s a package for you.”


    “Mail? For me?”


    “A hand delivery. A tourist left it a few days ago.”


    Henrietta accepted the brown paper, untied the white butcher’s string and put it in her pocket. She’d add it to her ball. One could always use string.


    Fly Fishing by E. L. Grey, that was the book. The woman at the boardinghouse who spoke of preparing for the “ill” had mentioned this title. Henrietta thought she herself might be in the middle of the “ill,” what with her son’s assuming she’d look after his children. And why didn’t she speak up more? This parenting, still a trial after all these years.


    In the distance, a horse with a pack and a tiny woman leading it approached the post office from the south. The woman waved her straw hat, cooling her face. Mary Gerritse. They’d discussed this very book briefly. Mary let her hat drop by the string around her throat, the straw brim bobbing against her back while she tied the horse up to the rail.


    “Greetings, Henrietta. Nice to see you again.”


    She remembered my name. Maybe a criteria to deliver mail?


    “Hot enough for you?” Mary took the canvas bag with U.S. Postal stamped on it from the horse, hefted it over her shoulder. It was almost bigger than she was.


    “Not as hot as it could be,” Lydia said.


    “That’s the truth.” Mary took the bags into Austin’s, Lydia following. Henrietta shouted once to her grandchildren. They really needed to watch how close they played to the incoming tide. Sometimes she wished she could just sit and close her eyes without having to be ever vigilant.


    Before long, Mary returned and took the chair beside her. “What are you reading?”


    “It’s the book I mentioned during the Fourth celebrations, if you remember.” She held it up for Mary to see. “Your husband sounded interested. Mrs. Cornell left it for me.”


    “Then we must start our lending library.”


    Henrietta nodded. “I’ve been thinking about that. I suggest the Elk Creek Hotel. Do you think that Britisher would be open to it?”


    “I suspect so. And Olivia, his friend, I think she’s a reader. Wasn’t there a quote you mentioned from that fishing book?”


    “Yes. That it would be of good importance to find ways to ‘lessen the distress caused by what goes ill.’”


    Mary sighed. “That’s a lifelong task.”


    “I just thought it interesting that there could be value in planning to reduce distress through fly-fishing. Because, of course, things do go ill.”


    “They do indeed.”


    Mary said the words with such emotion that Henrietta wondered what miseries had ridden into her life. Mary rose, loosened her horse’s cinch.


    “Portland has a private library that’s been there since before the end of the Civil War. I doubt this book is in there,” Henrietta said. “Our little coastal library will be unique.”


    “I’ve some novels and a book of essays by Ralph Waldo Emerson I could make available. Herbie has a good selection as well. Poetry and a dictionary of word beginnings. I love just opening that one at random.”


    “Emerson’s words, especially about nature and God, make for good discussions.” Henrietta stood. “Maybe we could meet to talk and not just exchange books.” Was she being too bold? “Would you like to take this one to your husband? Or I could give it to him when he works next on my cabin.”


    “You loan it to him if you will. And I’ll talk with Herbie about being our lending library site. Unless you see him first.”


    “We can be on our honor to borrow and return them.”


    “I think we just started a library,” Mary said, her grin as wide as the cheshire cat of Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland. Henrietta had a copy of that illustrated book she could loan as well. “I can’t think of any better way to lessen the distress of what goes ill.”
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    Henrietta wiped perspiration from her forehead. Between CW and John Gerritse, they’d gotten one cabin built of driftwood logs that floated up on shore and, with John’s horses, were dragged to Henrietta’s plot some distance from the shoreline. They notched ends to raise the wall and chinked the areas in between. She would have liked to use cut lumber—from her own property—but hauling felled logs to Herbert Logan’s Seaside sawmill wasn’t feasible. Instead she’d made a little money from the logs John had felled on her property and floated away with the logs of other smaller property owners. They’d go on to be milled for clapboard houses and barns. Henrietta would be happy—for now—with a log cabin caulked tight to keep out the ocean winds. One day, she’d build a four-room cottage in front of this log home and this smaller cabin would become a rental. It would be the beginning of a property dynasty.


    The summer had baked them on several days, even at these golden sands. People coming from Portland or Salem complained about the flies in the intense heat, no reprieve from stickiness in the Willamette Valley, and Henrietta felt a little smug that she’d chosen to spend the summer living near the sea. People stumbled off the stage from the Toll Road and spread their arms to the cool. Women meandered inside, changed into swimming dresses or sun frocks or grabbed buckets for clams. They talked of conditions from where they’d come, noting that inland rivers pulled away from their usual banks, showing black ledges like a chocolate layer cake, the area so dry. Hot. Ferries had to pole their way across the shallow water at places like Scholls Ferry crossing at the Tualatin and at Wheatland across the Willamette. Even Elk Creek flowed lower through the Crying Sands. Before the coastal rain started, Henrietta would talk to someone—maybe Mr. Gerritse—to get one of those chimney crowns to keep the rain and wind out while they were back in Astoria or Portland for the winter months. One day, she’d be here year-round. That was her plan.


    Though Isabell and Charles’s mother had not written all summer, Berta, her daughter, had. She conveyed the news that she was getting married next year. Her life was becoming like one of those dime novels Berta read, with distress on every page solved only by a woman falling in love. The books Mary had loaned their library shelf had more substance. Henrietta was grateful for that. The thought reminded her that she needed to return the books she’d borrowed through the summer. There hadn’t been as many as she’d imagined. Looking after two children took its toll in time. And truth be known, she found spending time chatting with Lydia more engaging than a novel. And she could watch the children at tide pools at the same time.


    Two of the three Wingards skipped toward Austin’s where Henrietta would mail a letter, the last before taking the train and Isabell back to Portland and Isabell’s mother. CW had been silent as though calculating what that might mean. “If my former wife will take her back,” he’d told her. Henrietta hadn’t thought of that. Was it selfish to want to keep caring for the boy and not the little girl? What would happen to her if her mother didn’t accept her? Poor child. Henrietta silenced that inner voice that told her she should be more wary of returning these children to either parent when neither had really expressed concern for them except to use them as a weapon.


    The letter she carried to post would reach her daughter in the District of Columbia. President McKinley had been assassinated, and her daughter in the East had said there was too much turmoil for her to take on a niece. So Henrietta was writing to thank her for even considering raising Isabell. It would be she and Charles alone. She’d miss the activity with both children, especially their periodic treks to the post office, but she wasn’t up to caring for two. It was important to set limits, wasn’t it?


    The children scampered off as Henrietta took the steps, catching her breath at the hotel railing. Dusky clouds scudded across the sky. Cool September air pushed at her, and she wrapped her wool shawl around her, steadying her book bag on her shoulder. The deck was bare, no chairs. Already preparing for winter, Henrietta supposed. But then she saw that the Austin Hotel sign had been taken down, replaced with one that said Closed. Gone to Eastern Oregon. She frowned, the idea of something familiar disappearing, the pattern and pace upended, startling her. Change could happen in a moment perhaps when one least expected it. She peeked in the window. Everything was as it had been but without Lydia. She turned back toward the waves, looked again at the sign. Lydia had seemed sad of late, missing her husband, Henrietta imagined. She knew about widowhood. It did get better in time, and with a new focus. She wished she’d been a better listener. Maybe Lydia wouldn’t have had to leave.


    She pondered the reality of no post office at the beach. Where would she post her letters or collect them? Maybe Isabell’s mother had written and she’d missed the delivery. When would she run into Mary again? She couldn’t even post a letter because she didn’t know where to do it. What would that fly fisherman say about how to prepare for this ill? She had no idea.
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    On her route to Seaside from their farm in Manzanita, Mary stopped at the Elk Creek Hotel just as Jewell swayed her way down the steps, her calico pinafore skirt swishing as she walked.


    “I’ve some milk for Herbie’s patrons, if he still has any guests here with the season coming to a close.” Mary dismounted and took a bottle out of her pack.


    “He has vacationists, still. And Miss Olivia likes milk in her tea.” Jewell opened a small door in the hotel wall, accessed from the porch, revealing a box built into the wall. Mary could set two bottles of milk there. Jewell closed the small door. The cook could access the milk from a door that opened on the inside, so Mary never had to talk to Herbert or the cook nor go inside. Each customer on Mary’s route who ordered milk or butter had some arrangement like that, often leaving her notes as well: Please knock loudly. My husband needs to get up. “He has left a note for you.”


    Mary placed the glass bottle in the box, closed the door, then accepted the note from Jewell. She read it, then laughed. “He says he’d take two if I have them. Olivia has befriended a stray cat.”


    Jewell frowned. “I have seen no sign of a cat. There are still many mice present even with my lavender oil packets meant to send them on their way.”


    “I’ve got vinegar in our grain bins. And peppermint. Of course, we do have—” A long pause followed before she added, “Cats.” She shook her head, clearing cobwebs. Not a good sign when it was early in her day.


    “You look tired, my friend.” Jewell petted Noble’s nose while holding the reins so Mary could retrieve a second bottle of milk to leave.


    “I miss Belle more than I thought I would.” She finished her task, then said, “Or maybe it’s missing my mother. She seems to be everywhere, threads of memory wisping across my thoughts. Unanswered questions especially.” She leaned into Jewell. “I think I might have lost my mind. Sometimes I can’t finish a simple sentence. I hope I’m not inheriting my mother’s memory problems.”


    “My grandfather said grief snuffs out the candlelight needed to find a new path. He said to warm to the darkness until we see the Creator’s light to guide us.”


    “I bet you miss your wise grandfather.”


    Jewell nodded. “This is true. But I do carry him with me.” She tapped her heart. “For a time though, I sometimes stood and stared at the sea, doing nothing.”


    The friends walked together in silence along the beach, the sound of the horse’s bit and bridle louder than the distant tide. “I hope that when Belle and my father come for Christmas that I’ll be able to talk a little more with him, and put some of my questions to rest.”


    “I will pray for that for you, my friend.”
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    Birds chattered in the orchard trees at Scholls Ferry, chirping away though they were late for the autumn migration south.


    “It’s totally up to you, Mr. Edwards. I understand how hard a choice it must be for you.” Virginia and Belle worked the apple-coring device, then boiled the peeled apples into sauce. The smell of spices permeated the air. Colorful leaves, already fallen, spun past the open shed door where the three worked, with Cora playing with the long strips of apple peels. It had been such a hot summer and then colder quickly, perfect for apple-picking and cider-making. The weather change had thrown Virginia off, as she didn’t like breaking ice in the bowl of water in their room in the morning. And now, there’d be another change, though not in the weather.


    “I’m afraid Mary will be distressed.”


    Mary’s father loaded another apple into the corer. Virginia stirred the mixture in the cast iron pot while Belle brought in another armload of wood. Virginia didn’t want anyone too close to that fire.


    “But it makes no sense for us to visit Mary and John,” he said, “and for me then to return, take the train and head to Minnesota. Too much traveling and Belle doesn’t seem to mind having Christmas here. I appreciate your being willing to look after her while I’m gone.”


    Belle finished stacking the wood. “Opa, I’m old enough to look after myself.” She sounded defiant, but she had a big grin on her face. “I’m taller than you are.”


    Her grandfather laughed. “But you need supervising eyes to watch over that Claude. Now that he’s tall as a tree he looks more foreboding when he comes to pick you up to walk to school,” Mr. Edwards teased. Virginia could hear it in his voice, see it in the twinkle of his eyes.


    “Not anymore, Opa. He’s found someone else to carry books for.”


    “Oh? Well, I hope that doesn’t disappoint you too much.”


    “I can go by myself. I even found a job, I think, next year, picking hops.”


    “So you’re planning to stay on then?”


    “Yes. And take care of you.” His granddaughter glanced at Virginia. She understood. If a blood relative could do it, why have a stranger, even if she was becoming like family.


    “I don’t know where that leaves Virginia and Cora.”


    “It’s kind of you to worry about us, Mr. Edwards. But life is full of changes. We can go in and out like the tides. It sounds like we won’t have to worry about that until next spring.” It was generous of him to consider her circumstances. “Another option is that you and Belle could visit your daughter, and maybe you’d decide to stay with your brothers and sister clamoring at you, Belle. For the holiday perhaps.”


    “She’s right, Belle. You’re giving up a lot not having those crabcakes to grow up with. I bet they miss you.”


    She’d miss the girl if she chose the coast, and so would Cora.


    “No, I like living here with you, Opa. And with Cora and her mother. We’re all friends.”


    “Well, that’s good then. I like the arrangement too. I’ll go to visit my brothers and sisters in Minnesota then. It’s all arranged. I’ll be back in a month or so.”


    The Edwards-Gerritse matters didn’t involve her, only at the edge. Virginia was used to living in the precarious places. This had been one of the most secure places she’d been blessed with. She hoped it would continue to be.


    Mr. Edwards would be gone a month over Christmas and the New Year. The three females would get along fine without him. “We’ll keep the fire burning for when you return,” she told him. And truly thought they would.
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    Henrietta, Charles, and Isabell reached Astoria, then boarded the Daddy Train, getting off in Portland, and went directly to Luella’s house. The children’s mother lived in a home set back from the tree-lined street. It reminded Henrietta of English homes with thatched roofs found in children’s picture books, though Portland’s rainy weather wouldn’t abide thatching. Gabled, yes, but with shake shingles. A brass umbrella holder sat beside the door. The sky threatened rain and Henrietta wished she’d brought her umbrella with her. She hoped the woman was at home. Or horrors, hadn’t moved. What kind of mother simply let her child disappear for a summer with an irresponsible father and did not even respond to a grandmother’s plea? She had a speech prepared, vowed to keep the chastisement from her voice. This was about arranging for Isabell and Charles’s future, not her outrage at the irresponsibility of their parents. If Luella rejected taking them back, Henrietta decided she was up to the task. Not that she wanted it, but she could do it.


    She knocked. The children leaned over the porch railing, giggling at something. Henrietta heard a meow. The door opened and both children turned at the sound.


    “Mama! Mama!” Isabell rushed the woman. Charles stayed behind.


    “Well, look who’s here. Come on in. Good to see you, Henrietta.” Luella had a napkin in her hand, wiped her lips, and pushed it into the pocket of her slender skirt. She clutched both children to her, though didn’t bend toward them. “How have your summers been?”


    “Papa gave me a gun.” Charles mimicked shooting.


    “I made houses in the sand, Mama, with a room for you.”


    “Did you. How sweet of you, Isabell. Are you hungry? I was just having a bit of lunch.”


    Henrietta stood speechless.


    Until she wasn’t.


    “That’s it? That’s all you’re going to say?” She clenched her teeth.


    “I’m interested in their activities. A summer at the beach. How divine.” She brushed Charles’s hair with her hand. “Go on in. There’s sliced tomatoes for you, last of the season.” Neither child moved, drawn by the tension.


    Henrietta couldn’t believe it. “I . . . I wrote to tell you Isabell was with me, wanting to know how to respond. I thought you’d come and get her. I didn’t even know if I violated a law of some kind keeping an abducted child.”


    “CW always said you could be dramatic. You didn’t violate any law. And neither did I, allowing my child to spend time with her grandmother. And brother.” Then to the children, “How did you two get along?”


    Henrietta thought her head would burst.


    Breathe. Breathe. Prepare for what goes ill.


    “Why didn’t you reply? Common courtesy let alone responsible parenting required that you at least acknowledge you received my letter. You might have sent a telegram, told me not to worry. I . . . honestly, I am stunned. Appalled. Aghast.”


    Luella shrugged her shoulders. “Suit yourself.”


    Could she leave children with a parent so dismissive of not only her feelings but those of her offspring? What were her alternatives? Take the children back to be with her? Send them to an orphanage? She wasn’t sure she was up to either choice. All she could think to do at that moment was breathe. She couldn’t stand it. But if that were so, she would have passed out and she hadn’t.


    “Come and sit down. You look pale.” Luella wore a white skirt as straight as a spoon handle. She reached for Henrietta, led her to a chair. “Once you wrote, Henrietta, I knew she was in good hands. I called off the police search for Isabell and decided to give her a little time with her brother. And you. I was sure you’d keep her safe. CW couldn’t look after a piglet for longer than an hour. But going forward, I think I’ll keep both children with me. I’m feeling much stronger, having had a summer without the responsibility of them, thanks to you, Henrietta. Now that we’ve got that arranged, how about a spot of tea?”
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    The telegram arrived at Seaside and Mary picked it up, looked at the words the telegraph operator had written down. Her mail route had been extended due to the closure of the Cannon Beach post office at Austin’s. John wasn’t happy about that as it meant she’d be away from home longer. But it did treat her with time in Seaside, that small town boasting a mercantile, hotels, saltwater taffy stores, and a telegraph at the train station.


    The new year had arrived in a flurry of storms rolling in with little respite between them, billowing dark clouds carried over the water. Waves soared halfway up Haystack Rock, filled the caves south of Hug Point. Drama. That’s how Mary described this kind of weather. Some days she took the toll road with its 111 turns north to Seaside and returned. The route over Neahkahnie Mountain had been particularly precarious this winter, especially around the ledge no wider than the piece of paper she held in her hand. Mary was so grateful she had a sure-footed horse to carry the mailbags. She’d grown to love Noble, but Prince would always hold a place in her heart. A pang of loss struck her every time she thought of him.


    Within the telegram was more loss.


    Noble nickered as she stood beside him, tears pressing her cheeks. Although it had been addressed to John, it was her heart that the words in the telegram broke.


    The storm rolled in all puffed up with black clouds and wind whipping rain like pellets onto her face, matching the dark mood she carried. Though it was afternoon, the gray sky caused her to look for the lanterns she knew would be lit early at Herbie’s hotel.


    She pulled Noble’s reins and walked him toward Elk Creek, both of them with heads down. She’d lamented having to leave her family earlier that week as they’d been celebrating Mary’s thirtieth birthday. But once she got on the trail, she forgot about her disappointment that her father and Belle had not come for Christmas, that his letter had arrived a few days before, telling of his plan to go to Minnesota for a few weeks to visit his brothers and sisters while Belle stayed at Scholls Ferry. She could understand that, she guessed, though winter travel was messy and even dangerous. But her father had risked it. He could take the train all the way, which made it easier. She didn’t have siblings and it was the first time she’d learned that her father had so many. Still, it had made her sad that for her father’s first Christmas without her mother, he chose to spend it with his siblings rather than his daughter and her family.


    She’d been pleased to see a break in the clouds that had enabled her to have a few minutes extra at the Seaside Post. At her instigation, the postmaster had created a library shelf. Mary missed Lydia, but her widowhood had drained her, and she’d gone somewhere in eastern Oregon to live with her sister’s family where Mary hoped she’d gain new strength. Mary had perused the shelf where someone had left The Great Gatsby. She wasn’t sure what it was about, but she’d put her name on a list saying she’d taken it and what date. Her new friend Henrietta had borrowed The Wonderful Wizard of Oz at Lydia’s, and they now had a shelf at the Elk Creek Hotel too. They’d also agreed to meet on a Thursday evening, Henrietta walking—sometimes skipping—over, wearing her boots to cross the creek while Olivia had Chen make biscuits for their discussion. Jewell, too, had been invited, though she hadn’t joined yet. She’d spent Christmas with the Finnish branch of her family tree.


    Mary had already planned to spend the night at Herbie’s hotel and make the trek to Tillamook starting early in the morning. She could hope a book would distract her so she could sleep. She hadn’t expected to face the telegram’s message, nor did she expect a gathering in a storm-night like this one. She thought of the telegram’s words again.


    Morehead, MN. William Edwards, deceased. Funeral held. John Gerritse named executor. Documents to follow to Justice of Peace in Tillamook County. Regrets.


    It was signed with six Edwards names.


    She had six aunts and uncles? She’d had no idea why her father had never mentioned so many. She knew she was obsessing over something that didn’t matter, because it was easier than dealing with the real message of the telegram. Her father had died. He’d been buried in Minnesota. Once again, she’d missed a funeral.


    She was an orphan.


    Belle. Thank goodness she had not gone with him. But she’d have to be told and brought back home. Maybe she should just head home herself, not wait until the morning. She looked out over the water. Rain clouds smothered the sunset. No. It would be too treacherous in the dark. She’d stay at Herbie’s. He’d met her parents and had expressed sadness when he’d learned of her mother’s death in May. And now, less than a year later, her father was gone too. She pulled her wool sweater around her, grateful for the scarf that warmed her neck.


    “How marvelous to see you.” Olivia met Mary in the small lobby of Herbie’s hotel. Poems, a book by Emily Dickinson, lay on a table with wrought iron legs. Mary liked that woman’s poems, especially one about hope being a thing of feathers and another that described her faith “being larger than the hills.” Had John made that table? His work was everywhere. Where was hers? Delivering Christmas cards, medicines, potatoes. That was important, she knew, but she had nothing to leave behind except her children. Her parents had left her a farm, a collection of baskets, cane chairs and rag rugs, all made by their hands. And the bees.


    She thought of things other than what mattered. She avoided feeling what the telegram brought her: grief.


    “Mary? Are you quite alright?” Olivia put her hand on Mary’s arm. “You’re pale as the sand.”


    “Yes. I’m sorry.” She blinked back tears. “No. My father died.”


    “Oh, Mary, I’m so sorry.” The normally reticent Olivia pulled Mary into her arms. “Come here. Sit. You’re staying the night, aren’t you?” Mary nodded. “Let me get you a biscuit and a spot of tea. Henrietta will be here shortly. And maybe dear Jewell too. Here. Take my chair.”


    Mary sank into the wingback, grateful someone was telling her what to do, making it acceptable to wither into fabric. While Olivia rushed off into the kitchen, Herbie appeared, cane in hand, at the doorway. “Mary! Good to see you, I’m sure. How have you been? Was the road a bloody nightmare in this rain? I don’t bother collecting the toll in weather like this. If a soul is brave enough to take the road in extreme storms, I say more power to them.” He stopped his chatter. “What’s wrong?”


    Mary wiped the tears. “I just learned that my father has died. Back in Minnesota. He’s already buried. I . . . I didn’t even have to make a decision about his funeral. He’s already been laid to rest in that cold country.”


    “Ah, Mary. I’m saddened indeed. He was a good man, a great dairyman. Did he still milk cows after he moved?”


    “Yes, but not seventeen.” She’d always remember sharing that task with him, marveling together over the sunrises and the sunsets, with the smell of barns and bovines swirling about them. “One or two cows is all, enough for their needs. He and my mother. And Belle. Oh, and a woman he hired to help with my mother. She has a little girl. Belle’s been teaching her finger talk.”


    “How precious,” Olivia commented as she brought a tray with tea and English biscuits into the room, set it on the table next to the book of poems. “I’m so terribly saddened by your news. You’re very young to have lost both your parents. Are John’s parents still alive?”


    “We think so.” She wasn’t sure. Maybe they should reach out. She never had known what stood between her husband and his family, only that he’d left for the sea at sixteen.


    “You just drink your tea. I wish I could take your route so you could go home and let John look after you.” Herbie clasped his cane, released his hands.


    Mary sipped. “He’d probably tell me that going to work is the best way to overcome sadness.”


    “Having something purposeful to do. Quite. I hear Henrietta.” Olivia swept to open the door and held it against the wind. “I wasn’t sure you’d come in this inclement weather.”


    “Something said I should.” Henrietta hung her slicker on the tree rack while Charles scooted past her to the library room to return some books and look for others. The book loans were part of his schooling this winter on the beach, a negotiated settlement with his mother that Henrietta had shared with the group. “Hi, Mary. You’re looking glum, like death warmed over. The weather brought you ill?”


    “No, a telegram. My father has passed away.”


    Henrietta gasped, clutched at her absent pearls. “I am so sorry. Sometimes I am as dense as a log. How dreadful for you. Is there anything I can do?”


    Olivia slipped away to the kitchen as a knock on the door kept Mary from responding. Jewell stepped into the lobby as Herbie hobbled to open the entry against the howl of the storm.


    “A gathering of friends,” Olivia said, lifting the Spode teapot. “Let’s sit.” To Jewell, she said, “Mary’s father, Mr. Edwards, has passed away. She just learned of it.” Olivia poured cups for all, then pulled an anthology of poems from the shelf set aside for books. “I remember a poem about grief I found comforting. It had a happy ending. ‘The Fairies.’ About a stolen child and the mourning of such a loss. We might read it later, if you’d like, Mary.”


    “Or there’s always Shakespeare’s admonition,” Herbie offered, “to give sorrow words. ‘The grief that does not speak whispers to the o’e-fraught heart and bids it break.’”


    Mary smiled at him, nodded.


    “I recommend Ecclesiastes and reminding us that there is a time to mourn,” Henrietta said. “And with the promise that there will come a time to dance.”


    Jewell simply sat beside Mary in silence, her damp cedar cape she’d set beside the coatrack permeating the room with a pleasant scent.


    Mary held the warm cup. These were her friends coming to her as they knew how in her time of need. With poems, a Scripture, a presence. She may not have siblings, but she had friends willing to walk beside her. She held a treasure trove of riches even in a cavern of grief.
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    Aren’t you going to be late for school?” Virginia brushed Cora’s hair while talking over her shoulder to Belle, then turning so she could see her. A drizzle brought raindrops sliding down the glass that Belle stared out of.


    “I think it might snow,” Belle said. “I don’t want to get my books wet.”


    “Claude can hold the umbrella. I don’t think a little weather will keep him from coming by for you.” Virginia had been concerned that the boy might be a little too enthusiastic about accompanying Belle to school, but Mr. Edwards had approved him, as Virginia thought of his acceptance of the boy. Young man. He was out of school now. He actually had a beard forming on an otherwise chubby face. Plus he was six feet tall, dwarfing Belle when he stood beside her.


    “I wish he wouldn’t.”


    “Walk you to school?”


    Belle nodded. “Claude had another girl he walked with and that was fine with me. He isn’t a very good listener.”


    “Finding a man who is can be like hunting for treasure,” Virginia told her. “That’s just my opinion. But once you find one, he’ll be a keeper. You have plenty of time.”


    Even though it made sense that Mr. Edwards had wanted to visit his brothers and sisters, Virginia missed having him here. She liked the smell of his pipe tobacco, the way he spoke to his bees, telling them of the news. He complimented Virginia on her baking and was always respectful of a distance to her person, something she had learned—too late—was important for designating safety. His gentle ways with Belle were instructive, cajoling her when Belle was a little sharp, resisting his advice. She had used his methods with Cora, offering her choices rather than merely giving her an order. It was harder to do that with Belle, at least for her. Mr. Edwards was skilled at it. He told her once he’d developed those abilities because Belle’s mother had given him reason to learn them.


    Mr. Edwards set a tone of caring for others even while he grieved the death of his wife. Virginia hadn’t known Amanda Edwards for very long, and probably not in her best state coming back from an asylum, but she could tell she was a loving, tidy person who liked things in their place. Belle did not. Virginia appreciated orderliness too. She missed Amanda, and while they were all together in the little haphazard family, Virginia had found a safe place to be. Cora thrived at Scholls Ferry, and so did she. They all lived with their differences then, with Mr. Edwards as the center. With him back East now, the schism between order and muddle—as she thought of her habits and Belle’s—grew wider. She’d have to hold things together until he returned.


    “I’m not going to school this morning though. It’s too wet.”


    Virginia didn’t really have any say about whether Belle attended school or not. The precariousness of their relationship came home to her with Belle’s announcement. And should she say anything more about the boy?


    Virginia braided her daughter’s wispy strands. Cora pulled away, pointed to Virginia’s hair and used a hand signal that Virginia didn’t understand.


    “She wants you to make a braid around her head, like you have. It’s a sign that means ‘I want that.’ Isn’t that right, Cora?”


    Cora nodded, put her little hand on top of her mother’s braid twisted around her head.


    “Oh, honey, your hair isn’t long enough to make a crown. Let’s make one braid and we’ll find something besides hair to make a crown for you, alright? Let’s see.” Virginia looked around.


    “Yarn,” Belle said. “Twist yarn around a piece of Opa’s circle of cane.”


    “Perfect,” Virginia said. “Later,” she told Cora. Then to Belle she said, “I see what you’ve done there, you’ve changed the subject.” Virginia smiled, a little twist of worry edged her stomach when Belle didn’t smile back.


    “I just don’t want to go to school, with my ‘walker’ or not. Mama stopped school at seventh grade. I’m already into eighth. It’s time I found work. Paid work.”


    “Isn’t one of the reasons you’re here because you can achieve more schooling, go on to high school? There’s a college not too far away.”


    “I’m not here to go to school. I’m here to help Opa.” She turned back to the window. “And that’s what I’ll do as soon as he comes back. I like you, Virginia, and Cora, too, but now that Oma has passed away, we don’t really need you to help. I can do it.”


    Virginia blinked at the girl’s bluntness. She wasn’t unkind, just direct.


    “I understand. But until he does come back, we three are in our own little boat. Let’s make sure we keep it afloat.”


    Belle didn’t reply.
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    John was surprised to see Mary so early. “I left before sunrise,” she said, “so I’d have time to tell you the bad news before going on to Tillamook. And show you the telegram.” The storm had moved on, and she and Noble had made good time heading south.


    “Telegram. We don’t see many of those. And it carries bad news, ja?”


    “Papa has died.” Her voice broke as she slipped off Noble.


    John took a quick step and reached her. “Ah, Mary. I’m so sad to learn this. What has happened? Is Belle alright?”


    “He went to Minnesota to see relatives, remember?” She leaned against Noble, who turned his head to nuzzle her shoulder.


    “He has died in Minnesota then.” His wife nodded. “An accident?”


    “I have no idea. An accident? Old age? A broken heart?”


    “And the funeral? Already held?”


    “Yes. And a document, maybe the will, is supposed to be sent to the JP in Tillamook. In your name. You’ve been named the executor.”


    “I’ll ride with you, maybe go there while you deliver the mailbags.”


    “Would the children be alright? It’s a long way.”


    He thought about it. “Maybe I take the mail route. I can pick up the documents if they are there. You stay, rest. Tell the children.”


    Mary leaned into him. She grieved at his chest. “Alright. Yes. And I need to write to Belle. We must get her home and let Virginia know her services are no longer needed.”


    “Ja, but for the time, it is good an adult is there with our Belle. We don’t want to let her go.”


    “We aren’t able to pay her salary.” Mary stood back from him.


    “No, no. But don’t say to her to find another job. Not yet. We can’t have Belle alone there.”


    “Yes. You’re right.”


    “One day at a time, Mare. I’ll saddle Jake. Give Noble a rest. You too.”


    He watched his wife go into the house, trailed by gray-nosed Nellie and old Max, the dogs’ heads as down as his wife’s. He knew Mary was distressed because she let him take the mail route without a fuss. This loss would be hard so soon after her mother’s passing. He must do his best to comfort her. He hoped that the documents were there at the courthouse and would offer a straightforward handling of the estate. She’d have to help him with the English. He could speak it better than writing or reading it. He didn’t know his in-laws’ financial circumstances. Such things were spoken of even less often than one’s health where he came from. Truth was, in his family, people didn’t talk about anything except work and how to get it done better. His son Johnny alluded to his own penchant for such a focus on industry and tasks. He had to remember that. He didn’t want to hand down the circumstances that had sent him away from his family for now twenty years.


    He led Noble into the barn, unsaddled him. Johnny came out from the house. “I can cool him down, Papa.”


    “Ja, good. Your mother has said to you what has happened?” Johnny nodded. “She is sad. We need to be good to her.”


    He needed to be good to her. Through the years, she had been like puffins on that Haystack Rock, strong and steady. But she had also been gentle as puffin feathers and he saw now a word Mary might use, vulnerable, not always protected, especially when he had to be away from home to work. With both parents gone, she looked . . . he struggled for the word. Exposed, like a baby seal washed up on shore. He wasn’t sure how to cover his wife, make her safe. And how would he do that if he died unexpectedly?


    These thoughts stayed with him as he saddled Jake, loaded the mailbags onto Jake’s rump. As he stepped into the stirrup, his mind wandered to the will. What had her father left behind? Would Mary receive everything as the only child? Was there debt attached? There’d be time to find out. The future always came with baggage. It was how one handled it that mattered.


    [image: ]


    “I do have something for you here.” Will Batterson, Mary’s old schoolteacher and current justice of the peace, handed John a sheaf of documents, most long pages folded into thirds. Will had officiated at his and Mary’s wedding when the traveling pastor arrived late. And Will handled estates and wills. John hadn’t known that. He looked at the documents, began to read them. He couldn’t make sense of it. Not the invoice for the costs of doctoring (her father must have been ill), undertaking (a bill larger than the doctor’s), and William Edwards’s brother’s expense posting the death notice and seeking any outstanding debt. Those details he understood. But not the rest. He asked Will Batterson to read it and explain it to him to be sure he understood it. John shook his head as Will finished. “Mary, Mary. She will be . . .” He didn’t know. Surprised, sad. Confused. Yes. All three he imagined. Maybe hurt. Betrayed.


    “I can stop by and help explain it to her if you like,” Will told him.


    “No. I tink I understand. Think I understand.” He corrected himself. “It’s best we speak of this, just Mary and me.”


    On the ride home he tried to find the words. Maybe he’d just let the dry comments from the will explain it. She would likely make sense of it without his or Will’s explanations. What he could do was be the stake beside her, to help her buffer the winds soon to blow against her.

  


  
    Chapter 
52


    Right you are. I still have options. Quite.” Herbert Logan leaned against his cane in the dining room where he and Olivia had finished breaking their fast with cold salmon, dried tomatoes, and thick-sliced bread and jam. Olivia remained seated, drinking tea. “And one of my options is to stop this doctoring altogether. I’ve no need to fix my mind, at the very least.”


    “That might have been a mistake on my part. I thought perhaps some calming, a practice to relieve your guilt—”


    “I hardly think I deserve to be so relieved.” He snapped at her. “I’m sorry. So sorry. I’m harping like a fishwife.” He hobbled to the window, watched the waves swirl around Haystack Rock.


    Olivia gave out a heavy sigh.


    “It isn’t your fault, my dear.” Herbie turned to her, longed to just hold this woman, his beloved, soak in her goodness. “You’re looking after my best interests. I know that.”


    “I do have an ulterior motive, of course.” She smiled, folded the linen napkin, straightened her silk scarf, this one a solid blue the color of her eyes.


    “We’ve discussed this.” So many times. Herbie made his way back to the table, sat, and leaned his cane against the linen-covered edge. They’d survived a heated summer, a rainy fall, the new year, a couple of snowfalls where snowflakes rode in on the plaits of tides. All bloody weather that aggravated his leg aches until just getting up and down had thwarted his activities. As a younger man, he had so enjoyed walks for hours along the beach. The ocean mesmerized, but also, looking east, past the manzanita bushes and basalt rocks that rose straight up from the beach, was the only site along this coast where tourists could stand in awe and see that rock face. This was a place he knew—he was certain—would become an investor’s dream. The toll road had proved that. People came. More would come in the summer.


    Now the troubled month of February with its biting winds and sometimes slanting rains kept them inside, with only the most hardy of visitors sleeping in the hotel’s seventeen rooms. Hunters, mostly. Elk hunters, not like the more genteel clan of men with fox and hounds, though he supposed the same mentality drove them. The energy of the hunt. The gathering of friends with the accoutrements of the sport, though these men—and it was mostly men—brought home food as well as trophy-antlers. His English friends of days past did nothing with the caught fox except kill it or watch the dogs chase it into its burrow. He guessed it did control the fox population and maybe that was an object, too, of these seaside elk hunts. The large animals could certainly be a nuisance, trampling gardens and fences. But they were tasty. And oh, when their tan backs and beige rumps were backdropped by that rock, it took his breath away. Every time.


    He allowed his thoughts to wander because it was easier than facing what he knew was happening. The visits to doctors simply confirmed it. All the giving up he had to prepare for. His impending death, despite what that mind doctor had suggested. There was no cure for what was happening, and it was his own doing. He had gone only one time to a house of ill repute. One time! But nevertheless, he had acquired the French Disease. His task now was to begin closing up his involvement at the sawmill, push further to get his Toll Road ownership and thus maintenance taken over by the county. Then find a buyer for the hotel. Most importantly, get Olivia to return to England. There was no future for her here, with him. He’d interrupted her future enough with false hopes. He intended to die quietly, alone, as he deserved.


    “Are you listening to me?” Olivia raised her voice, gaining his attention. Lack of focus, that was another symptom of his condition.


    “You spoke of some ulterior motive. I did hear that.” Herbie broke open a pastry Chen had baked. It was still warm and the butter from the Gerritse farm melted onto it. He was glad the Gerritses were churning butter again, enough to sell a smidgeon. Mary delivered packages, tourists, and items like butter and milk along with letters now. He thought she said the children did the churning. Her father’s recent death had deeply grieved his friend. He’d been pleased she had stayed the night with them when she’d received the telegram, allowed them to be listeners to her memories, stories, a very human way—he thought—to memorialize someone you loved. Especially when there was no formal funeral planned. That had already happened for her father back in Minnesota.


    I should plan my funeral. He’d ask Joe Walsh or John Gerritse to carry out his wishes.


    “We could go back east, to one of those specialists in Boston or Philadelphia, aren’t those the cities you mentioned?” Olivia wasn’t on his mind’s path. She still saw healing options.


    “I’m done with doctoring, Olivia. There’s no sense in it.”


    “But there is hope in it.”


    “At some point one has to accept what is, stop chasing doctors or cures.”


    “Then what will you do?”


    He stared out the window. “Prepare for the inevitable. Close things down. Get my affairs in order.” He turned to her, lifted her chin, held back tears. “Send you back to England.”


    They both let silence have its way, and then Sam the seagull landed on the railing outside. Herbie thought he should put bread out for him. He’d have to add that into his wishes.


    “I have a course of action you have not mentioned.” Olivia set the teacup and coaster aside, stood to face him as he sat. “I’ve been thinking at length about this and it’s time I agreed with you. I’ll go back to England as you wish.”


    “You will?” He felt a hole expand in his heart.


    “On one condition.”


    He gave her his full attention, half pleased, half frightened at the thought of seeing her leave. It will hasten my death.


    “You return with me.”


    “Back . . . there?” Back to the United Kingdom, back to all those disappointments. At least he had some semblance of stature here, some financial and business successes if not emotional ones. But return? To his brother’s world? Die there? “Never,” he blurted.


    “Back . . . home.” Her voice was a silk scarf of solace. “I think it’s where we want to be in the end, isn’t it? Surrounded by what and who we knew and loved us first.”


    The very idea appalled him.


    With her. You’ll be with her.


    That made it worth considering. Maybe there was some nimble left in his weakened world.
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    Jewell spoke prayers as she stepped inside her uncle’s sauna at the Finnish settlement. She found as much contentment here as she did when visiting her relatives near Astoria with her grandfather’s Clatsop-Nehalem people. The acknowledgment surprised her. It was good to know one could feel at home before more than one hearth. At the Finnish village, she took cleansing sweats inside a small lodge, the heat like fire that made her concentrate on breathing slowly, closing her eyes to the black cocoon formed by the thatched frame. Blankets kept the healing air from escaping. She had never told her grandfather, but the small black space, lit only by heated rocks, had once frightened her. She’d felt the same when she’d gone inside the caves beside the Hug Point rock, as the Anglos called it. It was as the world closed in around her and she felt her heart beat quicker, her breath shallow as a tide pool, her thoughts jumbled. The sweat lodge brought those moments. But when she calmed herself, closed her eyes, she could imagine the vast sky over her. She could hear the breaths of those she cared for—who also cared for her—in the air and chants, healing not just her, but those who mattered to her, those women whose flesh touched hers in the tiny space. Touching and safe. Sacred space where family gathered.


    At the uncle’s sauna, the little house she sat in had higher walls and ceiling. Her bare skin felt firm against the cedar boards adze-smoothed by craftsman’s hands. Here a stove held the rocks that were heated by the wood below. She inhaled the scent of cedar burning, of cedar that lined the walls and filled the air when she lifted the long-handled burl mug into the bucket and tossed water onto rocks. Löyly. “Steam” (her uncle had used the Finnish word) burned her nostrils, then opened them to inhale the richness of these gifts: Healing. Family. What water remained drained out the side channels at the floor, just as the uncle and his friends had designed it. She had never wondered what happened to the water in the sweat lodge. Maybe it evaporated? It would be a question to explore with that “other side” of who she was. The Finnish men fed the fire that heated the rocks, did this for the women. It was what her Nehalem cousins did too, the men building the fires beneath the rocks and placing them inside the sweat lodge.


    She heard breaths from her Finnish family sitting on benches inside. Their presence brought her comfort just as those in the sweat lodge did.


    And when she was finished, the women held hands, walked out, and plunged as one into the cold water, squeals of laughter filling the night sky so peppered with stars peeking between treetops. In this place, Jewell felt her two halves come together into one. Hadn’t she said to Mary to hold fast to the thread one had rather than worrying over the loose threads blowing in the wind? Her mother’s people and her father’s people were strands she held. It was a gift of belonging she had not imagined she might find in more than one place. And from it, she would find new paths to walk, not caged by unknowns. Her thoughts went back to her friend Mary. She must go to her, see her. She felt that Mary’s wings were being clipped by her heart’s many losses. She wanted to tell her that she could still fly.
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    Will Batterson helped me read it, understand, ja.”


    Mary’s hands shook with the document John had brought her. They sat on the edge of their bed, the wrought iron headboard bracing the pillow at Mary’s elbow. She tried to make sense of the words. Mary sat silent, John a support beside her, his warm hand on her back.


    Adopted.


    “I was adopted? My parents weren’t my parents after all?” She’d had those little frigates of wondering on her sea of life. A photograph that felt vaguely familiar, one her mother had ripped from her hands and chastised her for invading her privacy. Her father writing her name as “Minnie” instead of “Mary” on the permission for her to marry John, needed because she wasn’t seventeen and able to make that decision for herself, by law. But why hadn’t they just told her? She loved them as her own parents. Did they not love her as their child?


    Who was her original family then? Where had she come from? Who did she belong to?


    Those questions weren’t all she tried to make sense of.


    “But then it says I wasn’t actually adopted. No papers were signed? I don’t belong . . . anywhere?”


    “Ja. This is what Will explains.” John cleared his throat. Mary felt his nervousness, his wish to say words carefully. “Your uncles and aunt, they claim they are legal heirs to what your parents have. Had. That you live with your parents but belong to others. They are not named. Those brothers and sisters of your father, they get your parents’ property, not you, as no papers signed to make you belong to them.” Mary could tell by his broken English that he was upset for her.


    She was not only orphaned but her past had been set adrift. Her mind spun. Too much to understand.


    Mary rose and poured coffee into a mug. She and John moved to the kitchen table, wanting not to have the weight of grief permeate the safety of their bedroom. She didn’t drink her Arbuckle’s, her mind wandering afar, tugging at those uncertain moments. A conversation about someone coming to the door prompting her and her mother to hide in another room. Her mother’s fear of strangers. Moves to different states made hastily. Had she been abducted? Taken against her will? Her coffee cooled now, no longer nourishing or comforting, conditions describing the memories of her parents at this moment too. Why had they deceived her? Is that why they’d moved almost in the middle of the night from New York to Minnesota, a journey she barely remembered? She must have been around three years old. Was her birthday even her real birthday? If her parents weren’t her actual parents, was anything they’d told her something she could trust? Was Minnie on her marriage permission statement her name?


    Who was she?


    “Will says we have remedy.” John cleared his throat. “We can buy the property from the brothers and sisters. All six of them on the list.” He pointed to her aunts’ and uncles’ names. “They say they are willing to sell.”


    She laughed, a derisive sound even to herself. “We don’t have that kind of money. If they inherit it, they can sell it. Let them. Who are they, anyway?” She felt anger rising through her. Outrage toward these unknown relatives but also toward her parents. Was this what her mother wanted her to forgive her for? Nothing at all to do with whether her mother thought she was a bad parent. She turned to John. “What about Belle? She’s occupying a house that doesn’t belong to our family. She has to come home.”


    “Maybe talk to a lawyer. You were raised as theirs. By history, you are their heir, Will says. Maybe we offer to pay the expenses related to your father’s dying so far from home. Pay the lawyer who draws up these papers for them. Maybe we find a will at the house different from this.”


    “Maybe.”


    She was not only orphaned but deprived of the purity of grief, this loss of who she loved so mixed with disappointment, anger, confusion. Truthfully, she didn’t know who she was, perhaps the greatest loss of all.
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    Mary carried the tearstained envelope to Belle and Virginia, delivering it to the Seaside mail carrier herself. Oh to be there to comfort Belle when it arrived. Belle was so close to her opa. Not by blood, it now seemed, but did it matter? She wished she could just go get her daughter, send Virginia (and Cora) on to her next job. But they needed to make sure all was kept well at the Scholls Ferry farm until they decided what to do—or “the relatives” decided. Fortunately, the farm, four and a half acres in the lush valley, was worth a goodly amount. Depending on what price the relatives set, John and Mary would see if they could buy it, then resell.


    According to Belle’s letters, she thrived on her life apart from them. I could look after the farm alone and you could hire me to do the work, Belle had written back.


    Out of the question, Mary had replied. Virginia has agreed to stay until further notice.


    Belle responded with silence.


    Mary saddled Noble and began the mail route as expected. Routine brought comfort, was a rung of the ladder leading her from her cellar of sorrow. Solace came from having to meet up with the people along the way, checking on the old man for whom she’d brought the physic, seeing the baby thrive whose mother she’d let ride to a safe delivery, all reminders of how tending for others brought consolation. Befriending, too, was important. Spending time with Olivia, Herbie, Jewell, and now Henrietta, who was trying to care for her grandson after returning the little girl to her mother. Families were so conflicted. Henrietta had commiserated with Mary’s stories of raising four with John away at sea and how grateful she was that he was home now.


    Appreciating her friends gave her a lift, made her think of other things than the wasteland of who she was. She didn’t tell her children nor her friends that she wasn’t Mary Edwards. She wouldn’t until she knew more of where she’d come from.


    She hit the flat expanse of Cannon Beach midday and found a driftwood log to secure Noble to while she sat on the far end eating her cheese sandwich. Her boot scuffed the remains of a fire ring, and Mary imagined a family sitting around it. Or maybe a fisherman warming his hands. She pulled out her narrow notepad. She hadn’t written in it for some time. Now it called to her, this need for written words to be her voice, give sorrow words.


    Mary didn’t want to antagonize her aunts and uncles. She didn’t think her father would want that. My father? Plus she wanted to know whatever those relatives might know about who her family really was. She didn’t want to drive them away but rather toward the information that would light her past. In many ways, settling the property was just a bridge to the things that truly mattered to her: discovering the hearth where she’d begun. She began to write.


    How did I come to be


    The me I now


    Don’t know?


    Who was it I was


    First tethered to?


    What hands cut the strand


    that gave me life?


    What hearth welcomed me


    Before they knew my name?


    Who shaped the clay


    Of who I am


    That now holds husband, sons and daughters,


    Friends,


    A world of equine, puffins.


    Fire, wind, earth and water.


    Mary looked at what she’d written. She had signed her other poems as “Mary Edwards,” keeping her birth name—or so she’d thought was her birth name. John had been miffed that she hadn’t added Gerritse to her poetry, especially the gift she’d made of a poem for him on their wedding day. Now she wondered if she should sign this poem as “Minnie.” She read it again and heard the spark of gratitude in the verses after “clay.” The latter part of a good poem was supposed to have a turn in it, a twist. Perhaps an insight. Was there one she’d just told herself?


    She added then more lines.


    And with this plethora


    Of treasures,


    I now must ask:


    No matter where I came from,


    Do the answers that I’m seeking truly matter?


    She wrote no signature at all.
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    I found The Passions of Emma to be quite insightful about women but not so much about families.” Henrietta pulled dyed wool onto her knitting needle at the Elk Creek Hotel. The book group had chosen the novel from Herbie’s shelf, though he denied knowing where it came from.


    “What did you think, Mary?” Olivia asked the first question.


    Henrietta hadn’t wanted to ask Mary directly, having learned about her father’s passing not that long ago. She might not even have had time to read the book. She felt a little guilty for keeping it for so long while making arrangements for her grandchildren, settling into the cabin, and dealing with CW’s gambling. All had kept her from the joy of books. Her escape into books.


    “I . . . haven’t read it,” Mary said. “I’ve been so . . . confused, I guess is the word.”


    “I felt the same way after my last surviving parent died,” Henrietta said.


    “My grandfather’s passing was hardest for me. I was a small child when my parents went to the Beyond.” Henrietta noticed everyone leaned forward to hear the Nehalem woman’s soft voice. Personally, Henrietta loved listening to Jewell and tried to modulate her own voice to be calmer in her presence—and in dealing with Charles too. She hadn’t realized how much her voice could sound like a seal’s bark, which wasn’t helpful when one was trying to bring comfort.


    Mary brought Henrietta back. “I . . . well, I learned that I was . . . adopted.”


    A gasp came from Olivia. “Quite a shock, I’m sure.”


    “But the real shock is that I wasn’t actually adopted either. Apparently, no papers were ever signed. My aunts and uncles said they all thought it was official at the time but then could find no documents. Nothing. So I’m not my parents’ heir. And I don’t know who my birthing mother is.”


    “Ah,” Henrietta said. “Mysteries seem to be a part of family stories. My own . . . well, never mind. I’m sorry this is the way you found out such troubling news.”


    “Without documents, I have to buy my parents’ property from my relatives if I want to keep those memories in the family. For our children. John and I wonder if it’s worth it. We’d have to borrow money, and we can’t really manage that right now. Interest rates are so high. It’s all so confounding.”


    “For my people,” Jewell said, “land cannot be owned, only borrowed from our children. The land belongs to all.”


    “That’s a fascinating perspective.” Olivia served eclairs on a Spode China platter. “Sweets are needed in a sad time,” she explained when Henrietta at first hesitated, then lifted the pastry to her lips.


    “Certainly not a perspective we Anglos accept,” Henrietta said through muffled chews. “The view of ownership, I mean. We’re always buying up and selling.” She thought about her children and where they lived. Well, the same for her. “We like to possess.”


    “In the book,” Jewell said, “Emma was the possession.”


    “You read it, good for you. Some women were treated like possessions.” Olivia had a bite to her words. “In my world, men are the ones who set the rules.”


    “Goodness, why should we adopt just male rules?” Henrietta said. “Besides, a strong man has no problem with a strong woman at his side. They can make rules together.” She noticed Mary sat and stared, so she brought the conversation back. “Mary? Is there anything we can do to help you and John decide what to do next?”


    Mary shook her head, no.


    “The memories of your parents’ farm are not caged on that land,” Jewell said. “The memories are in your heart.”


    “You’re right of course.” Mary nodded. “We don’t need the property. But why didn’t they name me as their heir? Even if they didn’t officially adopt me. They could have done that.”


    “Maybe your parents thought they had time.” Henrietta sat back, her hands resting on her stout stomach. “Or thought they’d done what was necessary. Documents get mixed up all the time, at least that’s my experience.”


    “I hadn’t thought of that. We had problems with our first homestead because of document mix-ups. Maybe I should go to Scholls Ferry and see if there are records at the courthouse related to when they bought the property.”


    “And if you think it will help,” Olivia said, “I would be willing to talk to Herbert about making a loan for you and John, should you decide to buy it.”


    Mary gasped, her hands to her breast. “I . . . I couldn’t. John wouldn’t want that.”


    “One thing I learned being married for thirty years,” Henrietta said, “is to never assume you know what your husband will want. I think that was one of the lessons of that book. Emma assumed some things that weren’t true. I mean, we change as we grow older. I could relate to that woman, though not how she dealt with her problems.”


    “That’s one of the advantages of reading,” Olivia said. “You can say to yourself after you close the book, ‘Well, at least I wasn’t as bloody stupid as that woman.’”


    Mary laughed and so did Henrietta and Jewell.


    “It’s good to see you smile, Mary.” Jewell touched the top of Mary’s hand. “Laughter heals.”


    “‘There’s a time to weep, and a time to laugh.’ That’s Scripture, I think.” Henrietta put her finger to her lip, thinking. “Yes. I’m sure of it.”


    “Ecclesiastes 3:4,” Olivia said. “I’ll ask Herbert about the loan. You won’t have to say anything to John. It’s my way of being helpful. If he says no, then you’ll just know that isn’t an option.”


    “You’ve all given me something to think about.” Mary blinked back tears.


    “That’s what friends are for,” Olivia said.


    “And what matters is not that there were papers signed to claim you, but that your parents were there for you, raised you, loved you, gave more than food and shelter.” Jewell paused. “My grandfather had no papers. He had love.”


    “And I haven’t anything official to raise my grandson either,” Henrietta said. “But he’s still my family. I’d do anything for him and for Isabell too, though her mother has her back in her arms.” Henrietta didn’t want to go into the machinations of those arrangements. She was just happy they were settled, and Charles was her responsibility now, her immediate family. Even if CW hovered next door.


    “Shall we choose another book?” Olivia said. “For next month?”


    “Let’s try a book of poems,” Mary said. “Maybe by that woman Emily Dickinson. Who wrote about hope being that ‘thing with feathers.’”


    “Plus poetry books take less time to read.” Henrietta laughed.


    “Not if you truly study the poems,” Olivia said. She adjusted her scarf. “I’ve spent hours considering an Elizabeth Barrett Browning poem of just a few sentences, about how ‘Earth’s crammed with heaven, And every common bush afire with God: But only he who sees, takes off his shoes; The rest sit round it, and pluck blackberries.’ Think about that.”


    “I think she should have written ‘only she who sees . . . ,’” Henrietta said. “Women are better observers.”


    “My father paid close attention to details,” Mary said. “He’d tell his hunting stories the same way every time, never varied how the tree looked, or the quiet of the woods, or how the elk stared at him before bounding on. I told him once that he was ‘story impaired’ and that he should add some flourishes now and then.”


    The women laughed.


    “We women have to pay attention because we have to clean up after others all the time,” Olivia said. “Some of us are just brooms of the world.”


    “Unless one hires a cleaner,” Jewell said. “Then the work has . . . what is the word . . .”


    “Dignity,” Mary offered. “All work has dignity. But sometimes, hiring others can give us more time to see how earth is crammed with heaven. I have found that to be so in my work, delivering the mail.”


    “You see? We can spend an hour talking about a short poem. So yes, let’s read the Emily Dickinson poem book Mary mentioned that has the poem about hope.”


    “I will wait for my turn at your book, Olivia,” Mary said. “In the meantime, I have begun writing my own poems again.” She looked down, then raised her eyes with a note of courage. “Maybe I’ll share one at our next gathering.”


    To that, there was applause, led by Henrietta. How she had come to love this group. Maybe next time she’d have the courage to bring up some of her worries to see how this group might help her navigate them. She wasn’t a poet but perhaps a song might pour forth. Giving sorrow words could come in many forms.
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    Jewell swish-swayed into the Gerritses’ yard. Nellie, familiar with the Nehalem woman, lifted her head, wagged her tail, and accepted Jewell’s pat. “You’re looking gray,” Jewell said, stroking the dog’s head. “Is your mother home?”


    “She is.” Mary appeared on the steps, drying her hands. She tossed the towel over her shoulder and opened her arms to her friend. Jewell knew she would always be welcomed by this woman, even now, when she knew that something troubled her. “Come. Sit. I’ve been thinking of you.”


    “This I knew.”


    “I won’t ask how.”


    “Sadness hovers over me. Your sadness, sadness of those who knew and loved your father. But I think there is more that goes ill for you.”


    “You would know that. Somehow.” They sat in the rockers on the porch. Silence, watching the tide ebb and flow, forming the music of their minds. “I struggle still that my father”—Mary cleared her throat—“was not my . . . father, nor was my mother, the mother who gave me life. I was—”


    “—loved by another’s heart.” Jewell wasn’t one to interrupt, but she anticipated what Mary was going to say, forewarned by the hesitation in the speaking of Mr. Edwards’s passing. She wanted to give her friend another way to see her past, not as someone deceived but as someone loved beyond deception.


    “But I don’t know whose heart that is. Or was. Whose heartbeat matched mine in the womb? She’s probably passed away too, and with my parents . . . the Edwardses gone, I’ll never find the answers. I feel like I’m in a trap without a door.”


    “It is a door you hold the key to, Mary, my friend. You can still dream of big things for your life. Your family. Your parents—both sets—had to love you or you would not be here. They cared for you in different ways.”


    Her friend chewed the side of her fingernail.


    “What is the story you tell yourself about why you were not told of this beginning family?”


    Mary stayed quiet, then, “That I must have been unloved that these people would give me away. And that my parents, the people who raised me, didn’t want me to know of that rejection, of how unworthy I was.” She chewed at her nail again. “And didn’t want to associate their name with me. So they didn’t officially adopt me.”


    “Ah. But perhaps it was an act of great love that you were introduced to yet a second family. Perhaps your first family could not care for you. Gave you to a better future. Not giving you away because they did not want you, but because they loved you.”


    “So many threads to unravel,” Mary said. They’d taken chairs on the Gerritse porch.


    Jewell paused. Wisdom words should fill a small basket. Perhaps she spoke too much. But she had one more thing to say to bring comfort to her friend. “What all these parents did—you may tell yourself—they did for ill or because of love. You choose the ending of this story. Even more important is what you do for love.”


    Alice came out of the house then, leaned her head into Mary’s shoulder while she sat. “Don’t cry, Mama. Everything will be alright.”


    Jewell reached across the space between their chairs, touched her friend’s hand. “You are the being the Creator brought on this trail. You received the gift of others to help shape you. You are still being shaped. It is that you who goes forward. Just like all of us. Still being created.”
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    Mary’s discussion with Jewell gave her a new lens to look through—both to see her past differently and to anticipate her future with new eyes. She didn’t like staying in the nonce, the present, for so much loss lived there. Yet Jewell’s words walked beside her when she sliced carrots for their dinner, rubbed salt on a venison roast. From the beginning, she’d been shaped with love. She was still being formed, and she had the power to do the same for those she cared about. To make her house a home, to fan the flames at her hearth.


    A few weeks after talking with Jewell, Mary woke up to the sounds of Nellie harumphing, not really barking. Mary heard sloshing footfalls. “It’s an elk herd,” she said, waking John. “They’re at the surf.”


    “Ja. You’ve seen before.” He rolled over.


    “But they never fail to make me look again.” In her nightdress, ribbons at her throat and a shawl around her shoulders, Mary stepped out onto the porch that faced the sea. A cool breeze lifted her hair. Before her, thirty or more elk milled about, turning in toward each other, then spreading out to slosh forward, mostly cows, a few bulls. Suddenly, they sprinted as one through the surf, moving along the shore, threading the driftwood and then up into the tree line single file. Her father had always made note of them as they moved as one, inland. A big bull lifted his antlers, looking toward Mary before surging on. “Yes,” she whispered to the herd. “I see you. My papa would have loved seeing you too.” Is this “earth being crammed with heaven”?


    She remained awake, fixed herself a cup of tea. Her mother had taught her how to dry strawberries, make tea and scones. She drank and ate them now, a kind of communion honoring her parents and the gifts they’d given her—faith, family, the wish to see.


    Maybe when they made the trek to Scholls Ferry, there’d be evidence to help explain her past that found itself tangled up with grief. Maybe—she felt the warmth of the mug permeate her fingers—this was a time to turn inward, toward family, shaped differently with her parents gone. Regroup, before surging on to something new.
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    The summer of her father’s death—that was how she thought of that grieving time—they sold Callahan and her calf, the pigs, and one of John’s recent horse purchases. They kept the chickens. John finished up a contract for ironwork. Mary told him of Olivia’s offer to ask about a loan at their book gathering. “It would let us get it sold earlier.” They had asked Virginia and Belle to look for documents, but John hoped to get there himself, see what his in-laws actually owned. He took his time but then accepted the offer from Herbert, putting up the Manzanita farm as collateral so they could pay that invoice related to her father’s death and buy Mary’s inheritance. Herbie, with a generous heart, said he would charge no interest. “Part of my legacy here, helping my friends,” he told them. “Besides, people who share a survivor story get special privileges.”


    They bought “at reduced rates,” the relatives told her. The “relatives”—Mary put all the aunts and uncles into one pot. Cousins and maybe even grandparents too could fit there, but they weren’t hers. At some point, when the inheritance was settled, she would ask the relatives to share what they knew about the circumstances of her coming to be with the Edwardses, separating her from who she’d been. Unresolved feelings hovered like a summer storm banked off the horizon, dark and threatening but distant. She focused more on the blue sky holding those dark unknown clouds at bay. John and the children and her friends were reflected in that belonging sky.


    While they waited for the final farm papers, the new owners of Callahan returned the cow. “She broke through every fence we had.”


    Secretly, Mary was glad. She liked that inventive cow. So did the children. Maybe some things weren’t meant to let go of.


    While they tended to the everyday things—planting; then weeding the onions, cauliflower, and cabbages; delivering the mail; fishing; digging for clams—Mary turned to poetry again in the late night. Words teaching, reaching, bringing comfort.


    The days grew longer and hot, though not as hot as the previous year had been. Inland, the heat stifled. Belle even wrote of it. Mary hoped she would agree to come for the July birthday celebrations, including her own. She didn’t. Perhaps just as well, Mary thought. It turned out to be an eighty-degree day that dazzled the tourists who built castles in the golden sands while they questioned their decision to “escape the Portland heat” only to have brought it with them. Fortunately, the next day people donned sweaters to ward off the cool as they walked the miles of beach, nodding hellos to strangers. No one talked about the weather.


    “We do have to have a face-to-face with Belle,” Mary told John as he whisked the saddle blanket onto Noble’s back. August had arrived with its cooler mornings, shorter days. “I could ask for a leave, get someone else to deliver the mail for a week so we could both go to talk with her.” She lifted the saddle, noting how smooth the leather was. Her bottom had worn it that way through those hours of riding, carrying out the work so critical to their nation that it was named in the Constitution. “Belle’s behaving like she’s sixteen instead of thirteen. It might take both of us.”


    “Ja. But we can’t afford to both take off time.”


    “There’s that. I wish this sale would hurry.” She checked the flap on the mailbag. “I wonder who they’ll get for the new route between Seaside and Push, that logging camp in the coast range. It’s shorter, takes less time. Once we sell the Scholls Ferry place, we could let this route go. I could take the Push route and be home more.”


    “Something to consider.”


    The mailbag popped onto Noble’s rump, Mary stepped up into the stirrup, swung her leg over, and lifted the reins John handed her. He patted Noble’s neck, tap-tap. “Be careful.”


    “I always am.”


    “When you’re back, we make plans for you to go. I’ll take the mail route. Johnny can handle the younger crabcakes while I’m gone. Maybe we ask Jewell to come stay. Belle is most likely to listen to you, ja?”


    “Am I a coward that I don’t want to have this altercation—which is what I’m sure it’ll be?”


    “Contrary Mary does not like contrariness. I did not know this.” John grinned.


    “I’m serious.”


    “Ja.” He patted her leg in the stirrup. “Go. We talk of it later.”


    She’d ridden north with plans to cross the mountain, make the tide right so she could ride on the beach and spend the night at the Elk Creek Hotel. She’d like to see how Herbie’s health was, and if it worked, she’d ride up Elk Creek, hoping to find Jewell home. She’d let her know what her words had meant to her those weeks before, see if she could stay with the children. Those people who raised her had loved her and she’d loved them. How she’d come into their lives could not take that away. Like a potter at the wheel, they shaped her still. It was her task now to pass that on.
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    It’s nice to have a few extra coins,” Belle said. “I bet we can do it again next year too.”


    Virginia unswirled her headscarf, folded it, and laid it across the back of the cane chair. She patted her braid on the top of her head. Tomorrow she’d wear a hat, it would be less oppressive. She lifted the chin strap of Cora’s little bonnet and popped it on the peg. “It’s a tidy hop farm, I’ll say that for it.” She poured a mug of water and handed it to her daughter, poured another for Belle.


    “Thanks.” Belle took a long swallow, wiped her mouth.


    “The vines look like skinny green mountains and the hops are like little wasps’ nests strung up for easier picking.”


    “That’s a nice description. You do have a way with words.” Virginia and Belle had found a truce as they’d adjusted to Mr. Edwards’s death. The child had cried in Virginia’s arms, with little Cora rubbing Belle’s back. Her letter from her mother and the one to Virginia had arrived on the same day. Belle had refused to go back to her parents’ and Virginia had been hired to remain until the Gerritses worked out the inheritance and sold the farm. Virginia had decided she would look for work once the sale was final. Meanwhile, she’d been honored, really, that the Gerritses put their trust in her for looking after Belle—and the property.


    “I liked how Gerome showed us how to tell when the hop buds are ripe,” Belle said. “Not just by how they look or smell, but by listening to them. It sounded like the Crying Sands Beach sounds sometimes. A little papery, squeaky sound.”


    “I’ve had enough of the aroma though.” Virginia sniffed. “And, if I might add, enough of Gerome too.”


    Belle sat down at the table. Her apron was streaked with the hop oil transferred from her fingers. “You don’t like Gerome?”


    “He stands a little too close for my taste.” Virginia had seen his kind before. Someone with a little authority as a field boss who appears willing to share his knowledge, charming, helpful especially to the younger girls. “Don’t let that dapper hat fool you.”


    “He offered it to me since I just had a scarf that was too hot to wear.”


    “Yes, I saw that.”


    “Maybe you’re jealous because he paid attention to me.” Belle grinned, locking eyes with Virginia.


    “You go ahead and think that, missy.” Virginia calmed her voice. “I’ve dealt with my share of charmers, and they don’t appeal to me—looking for rosebuds in a hop field.”


    Belle’s face turned pink.


    “Gerome reminds me of a . . . circus candy butcher,” Virginia continued. “He draws attention to himself, hawks his sweets, takes his pick of innocent customers, collects his fee, and is gone tomorrow. He probably has another name, like most circus concessionaires. Hop Pickin’ Gardner.”


    “Well, he is here to pick.” Belle laughed. So did Virginia.


    “So he is. To pick hops though, not rosebuds.” She tapped Belle’s nose.


    “How is it you know so much about men like Gerome? I don’t see any come courting you here.”


    “Let’s just say I lived a lifetime before I arrived at Scholls Ferry. I had people like your grandparents who were good to me. But I also have a child, which has made me wary.” That was as much detail as she cared to share, though maybe she should say more. “A child who is wanted but wasn’t planned.” She tapped Cora’s nose.


    Her daughter grinned back at her. The child set the mug down and made a signal with her fingers.


    “I love you too,” Virginia said. With second thoughts, she said to Belle, “Just be careful. You’re a pretty girl, smart and confident. Those qualities attract some men but for the wrong reason. They like to . . . win you over rather than engage your good heart. But you set the borders. If he touches you . . .”


    “He hasn’t.”


    “Good.” She finished her own drink of water. “It’s your turn to milk the cow and feed Henry. I bet that horse misses your opa.” She lifted the Dutch oven where she’d soaked beans while they were gone. She’d start the fire in the outside pit so they wouldn’t heat up the house. A cauliflower head from the garden sat on the bench where she’d left it.


    “Besides, he has onion on his breath,” Belle said. “I don’t like that.”


    “Who, Henry?”


    Belle laughed. “No, Gerome.”


    Virginia turned to her. “If he’s close enough for that—”


    “Only once.” Belle looked away. “I told him he didn’t smell good.”


    “I bet he liked that.” Had she been alone with him? “When we go tomorrow, let’s stay together. Pick the same row.”


    “I’ll be alright.”


    “You’re a help with Cora. I appreciate that. Let’s choose a row together.”


    “If you say so. He is handsome though. You have to agree.”


    Virginia paused with the pan in her hand, looked at Belle. She had a schoolgirl light in her eyes and the body of a woman. Maybe they should find some other way to make a few extra coins. Hop picking might be more dangerous than she’d thought.
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    Herbert stood beneath the wedding tree, comparing the view to the one on the picture postcard he held in his hand. Those little photo cards had been one of his ideas to make a little money, but more, to lure people to Cannon Beach. And the cards had, he was sure of it. He was grateful for them for other reasons now. He’d take the pictures with him, the one of Haystack Rock for sure. He’d even had a photo framed of the Toll Road sign that Mary Gerritse had made for him. She had been in a sad place and told him that doing something for others would help. It had helped him, having that sign. He hoped the activity had encouraged her. He’d miss Mary and John. He thought back to those first days, and the terror of almost being drowned together. He hadn’t had time to “make his peace with his Creator” then, the waves overwhelming him. But he’d been full of gratitude when he came to inside the caves south of Hug Point.


    Now, he had time. To say goodbye? To reminisce? To feel sorry for himself.


    He needed to get his Kodak and take a few shots of things inside the hotel too. Those ships in a bottle. Oddly, he’d noticed that using the camera clarified the images that were murky at times with little black spots floating through his vision. Though the disruptions didn’t last. It was part of the disease, he supposed. As was the vertigo and leg cramps and feeling just plain exhausted most of the time. The camera didn’t bring his condition into greater focus. Nor the fact that he spent more time in the privy than sleeping. Perhaps he exaggerated, but as he was dying, the least his body could do would be to dry up certain functions.


    “Herbie, dear. Come join me.” Olivia patted the blanket she’d spread on the sand, back into the dunes and seagrass. Chen had prepared a lunch basket for them. Herbie had often dreamed of having Olivia be with him for a picnic, or sitting around a bonfire at the Fourth of July celebrations, or even going to a church meeting. It was a different experience inside a small building, one that didn’t compare for him to the grandeur of a cathedral with spirals like the church his family in England had attended. Even if the little church had used his milled lumber for their structure. He had to admit though that the warmth of the people on this beach he’d come to love filled that little building well beyond its walls. He had never experienced that kind of comfort, friendship he might even say, with the patrons of his family’s church, the pew he sat in having been worn smooth by ancestors long before him. Here, it didn’t matter that there were wooden pews (he’d helped pay for several of them) and even a few stumps rolled in for seating. It was a good place. One of many that he’d found in this adopted country. He’d started out a remittance man, but he was more than that here. He’d weathered his brother’s refusal to send monthly remittance payments. He had made it on his own. People here understood that. They respected him. Of course, they didn’t know that he was dying, nor why. But they wouldn’t have to, would they?


    Am I talking myself out of going back?


    “Herbert. The heat is ravaging the mousse.” She fanned her face with a delicate fan.


    “As it ravages my vigor.” He put the postcards into his jacket pocket, made a mental list of other items to photograph. He lowered himself onto the blanket, wondering if he’d be able to get back up again. He winced. Olivia would help him.


    “You looked rather nostalgic standing there beneath that tree.”


    “It’s called the Wedding Tree.” He accepted the linen napkin from Olivia. “I imagined us being married beneath it one day. There have been a few marital moments under that canopy. Finding a pastor willing to host a wedding at the beach, well, I imagine that isn’t easy. Weddings should be held in a sacred space.”


    “Quite.” Olivia offered him a spoonful of mousse. “Though I think this beach, these waves flowing in, offer a reverence that’s holy, a worshipful place. Your postcards gave people the idea of having weddings here?”


    “Perhaps. I hope they bring more.” He eased the soft dessert from her spoon, holding her eyes. He could sink into those eyes, the uproar of nerves spreading through him. His breath short.


    “Are you alright?”


    “I’ll never be alright as long as I can’t take you into my arms and hold you there forever.”


    “Nothing is stopping you from doing that, Herbie.”


    “And if I did, nothing else would stop either.” He took the spoon from her. “I better feed myself while I still can.”


    “Who would have thought mousse would be alluring.” Olivia exaggerated blinking her eyelashes.


    Herbie laughed. It felt good to laugh. And then he realized he could endure being back near his brother if Olivia was by his side. If he held out here on this beach until he was closer to the end, he’d have less time to deal with that despicable man. Now that she’d seen these golden sands and his part in making it what it was, he could leave with Olivia holding his hand. He’d just have to be truthful with himself so that they left in enough time that she wasn’t burdened with his care on the ship, or worse, that he didn’t die before they arrived.
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    It was the first train ride for Johnny, Len, and Alice, who, as the youngest, expressed her joy without restraint, running to a window, pretending to falter even more than the train’s forced sway. Her more sophisticated older brothers enjoyed the clacky-clack, clacky-clack of their movement on the track too, Mary thought. They just didn’t let on. For her, the journey was a kind of respite from all the troubles and uncertainties. She had put aside searching for her past before the Edwardses adopted her—or whatever it was they had done to raise her as their own. She chose to believe she had come to them not only out of human love but out of the Divine. John by her side gave her strength to face whatever came next.


    She held a library-borrowed book in her lap, thinking. She found it restful to have decisions made. The inheritance had been resolved. They would put the Scholls Ferry farm up for sale, pay off their loan to Herbert Logan, and with the small gains, make the necessary repairs on their own Manzanita place. Perhaps buy more property, land being the best investment, or so their attorney had advised. On this trip, they’d decide what furnishings could be sold with the property and what they might take back with them, using her parents’ horse and wagon. Meanwhile, they had the luxury of the train, with views along the Columbia heavy with awe. Bald eagles nesting. Deer drinking at water’s edge. Natives fishing with their nets and spears. Grassy banks circling islands. Mary put the book of poems back in her carpetbag. There was too much to see.


    In Portland they changed trains. The children gazed agog—Mary liked that word—at the luxury of Union Station as grand as a cathedral. A second rail line dropped them at Scholls Ferry, and it was a short walk to her parents’ farm. So far, the children had not complained of anything—not the hard railway seats, nor the smashed sandwiches they’d had for lunch. Smashed because Mary had flopped back onto the bag that held them when she’d lost her balance standing up at the train’s shaky stop. Dust rose up from their trail. Their shoes would need polishing. They didn’t even complain about that.


    Perhaps like Mary, they were excited about seeing Belle again. It had been a long time. She imagined holding her daughter in her arms, feeling the warmth of her firstborn, the two of them with a special bond. They did have that, didn’t they?


    “I’m a little nervous,” she told John. “She hasn’t written for a while. I hope nothing bad has happened.”


    John put his arm around her shoulder, his seaman’s bag over his other arm. He squeezed her, then released his hold. “Are you taking on your mother’s worries?”


    She considered. “No. Not a worry, just a wonder.” She’d been doing well, she thought, remembering that most troubles were temporary. Patience, prayer, and persistence would get them through, along with family, friends, and faith. She could feel a poem coming on and it made her smile.


    “Ja. That’s good. Maybe a wonder too about what memories will pop up here? Some bad from when you and the baby . . .” He couldn’t say the words. It was still a grievous loss, their fifth child. “Some good memories, from when you were here getting better.”


    “When you came to get me and I started delivering the mail. That was a new beginning.” At her lowest, God had lifted her to a new plane. Who she was, was still being shaped. She put her arm through his elbow. “And good memories of helping my father milk cows, talking to him with the bees. My mother sharing her scone recipe with me. Even doing things with the children that autumn. All good memories.” She took in a deep breath. Was that apple cider she smelled? “But once it’s sold, that link with my parents will be gone. And maybe, there’ll be a letter or some document to explain why I wasn’t officially adopted.” She shook her head. “Just nerves, I guess. At least I’m not air-washing my hands.” He patted her hand. “It’ll be alright. Won’t it.”


    “Ja. What I always say.”


    Their path wound beneath tall spruce trees, oaks and elms, the orchard a canopy to their left. The house appeared through the leaves. Johnny called while running, “Hello the house! We’re here!”


    The younger children ran past him up onto the steps where a door opened, the screen flapping. They stopped. Mary had told them about Virginia and her daughter, but they’d never met the two who stepped out onto the steps. She was a lovely woman, Mary thought, and usually had a smile upon her face. She didn’t now.


    “Good afternoon, Virginia.” Mary caught up with the children. “This is Virginia and her daughter, Cora. And this is my husband, John.”


    “Where’s Belle? You said she was here.” Alice peered around Virginia.


    “She’s . . . inside. I—”


    “I’m here.”


    Belle slipped out behind Virginia. Her hair hung straggly as an old rag mop. Her eyes pooled with tears and yet stared out like a traumatized deer.


    Mary gasped, a mother’s fear made real before her. “Something’s happened?” She opened her arms to the girl.


    “Oh, Mama.” Belle’s voice was thick with tears. “Oh, Mama.” She sank into Mary’s arms.
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    It changed everything. Tragedies do that. Memories date from before and after, hearts profoundly wounded weep in ways the soul struggles to comprehend. Belle was in Mary’s arms. She was alive. She had survived whatever sorrow draped upon her shoulders, and Mary breathed a prayer of gratitude, then one of help. Help me be and say what will bring comfort to my child.


    “Johnny, Len, Alice, go to the barn,” John said. “See to how the horse is, ja? Belle and your mother need time.”


    Mary looked over her daughter’s shoulder to Virginia, who wiped her eyes, turned Cora toward the barn. “We’ll come with you,” Virginia said. “Old Henry, your opa’s horse, needs letting out.”


    “Now, Daughter, you tell us what has happened.” John spoke, but Mary shook her head. She stayed silent, letting Belle decide what of this tragedy she wanted to share, how she wanted to do it.


    “I shouldn’t have let him come that close. It’s my fault. Virginia says it wasn’t, but it was. My choices. I should have come home and been with you. I should have . . . I thought . . . Opa said he was a ‘good lad.’ Claude was nice to me.” The burst of tears tore at Mary’s heart. “I shouldn’t have told him no, let him carry my books, stay in school and let him tell me what to do. He . . . said I humiliated him so he would do the same to me. Oh Mama, he . . . it hurt.” Tears fell, so many tears.


    What could be worse than seeing your child in pain you did not prevent. She prayed she wouldn’t impose another kind of hurt while hoping to heal.


    “Virginia. She took you to the police?” John had his arms around both of them now, protective, but his voice was harsh, angry.


    Belle shook her head. “She said I should, but he said if I did he’d tell all of Scholls Ferry what a . . . I was a . . . I can’t say the word. That I lured him to do . . . what he did.”


    “I will find him, ja. I will teach him the lesson he needs to learn.”


    “No, Papa. Please.” Belle grabbed at his arm.


    “How long ago? How long have you suffered without your mama to hold you, weep with you?” Mary worried she had two to comfort, calm John down too.


    Belle’s eyes looked far away. “Five days. Five days.”


    Five days. If only we’d left earlier.


    “We go to the police, ja.”


    “No.” She shook her head, her dirty hair swinging. “Everyone will know.”


    “Then I go myself to him. He is a boy from school? He overpowered you, this boy?”


    No one could say the word, but Mary whispered it. “He raped you.”


    Belle nodded.


    “This schoolboy, you could not fight him off?”


    Mary put her arm on John’s to silence him.


    “He is out of school now.” Belle spit the words. “But he is big, Papa. Taller than you. I tried words and then my fists, but in the end . . . It was my fault. Another man, in the hop field, he pressed close too, but Virginia warned him off. It must be me. What do I do to make them think that I . . .”


    “We go to the police, ja. That is best. Come.” He let loose of them, fists at his side.


    “But it’s me, Papa. My—” Her cries sliced Mary’s heart.


    “We do something. I must.”


    “Wait, John. Please. For Belle’s sake.” To her daughter she said, “It is not your fault. Never.”


    Mary rocked her daughter with her new round of sobbing. What to do? When to do it? Here and now, it was to comfort, not coerce again, take away how she chose to reshape her life caged by tragedy. “Let’s talk later, John. Make decisions—with Belle—later.” Somehow Mary knew that her daughter needed to be part of what they did next. “Belle? We’ll talk after a while? Do you feel up to fixing us tea? Did you happen to make sun tea, knowing we were coming?”


    Belle nodded. “Virginia cooled it at the spring. We weren’t sure when you’d get here.” She wiped her eyes with the handkerchief Mary pulled from her reticule.


    “Would you like me to fix your hair?”


    “Not now.” Belle straightened her shoulders, motioned for them to sit on the porch. “I’ll bring out the tea. You take Opa’s chair, Papa. He said Claude was a good lad. My mistake.”


    Mary didn’t try to argue now. “Get the tea, Belle, would you please?” A mother’s words had not penetrated. Virginia, too, had said it wasn’t Belle’s fault. It would take time for Belle to come to that conclusion. She prayed she would. Her family would be there in this time of trouble. Terrible trouble. May it be temporary. There was no room for the luxury of self-indulgence that creeped into Mary’s thoughts of her own guilt in not being there for her child, not meeting this “lad” her father had approved of, not being present when she returned shivering, bruised and violated. Those first hours of comfort had come from someone else. She would talk with Virginia and, first of all, thank her, for being there for Belle. She could never repay the woman. But she would try. Now what mattered was walking prayers beside her daughter.
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    It is good you wait until John and Mary return.” Jewell spoke to Herbie at his hotel. “They would have sorrow without saying goodbye to friends of so many seasons.”


    Jewell would make note of ways to avoid distress, she was like that, Herbie had found.


    “Quite. They plan to sell her parents’ property, but that could take time.” He eased into his stuffed horsehair chair, hauled at great expense from Portland. But it eased his pain. He watched Jewell dust a side table, brush a lampshade of its particles. Herbie wasn’t sure when the Nehalem woman began taking care of the hotel. Had he hired her? Maybe Joe had. Or Olivia. Anyway, she was a huge help, especially this past summer. They’d had a full house of tourists nearly every evening. Several businesspeople had stayed but a night, heading for Tillamook or climes farther south in the morning, some renting a horse from John Gerritse. A few were passengers on Mary’s postal route where she’d deliver them to a homestead on Neahkahnie Mountain, an area that grew monthly. Or people coming north from Tillamook on their way to Astoria to catch the train to Portland that could take them to Spokane or Seattle and from there across the country. Some took respite at his hotel. Quite remarkable. Treasure hunters also arrived this year, preparing to dig on the mountain or up Elk Creek. They followed a myth as far as Herbie was concerned, but they did bring coins to his purse, so he wouldn’t complain. He’d heard the government planned a Lewis and Clark Exposition in ’05 which would bring people west and to the coast where the famous American explorers had come as far south as Seaside, making a saltworks for their expedition. Jewell had told him they had come even farther south, to this Crying Sands Beach. Maybe he could promote that, bring more vacationists. He could plan activities around that expedition celebration. People could take the Daddy Train on Saturday. There could be bonfires at the beach. Speeches . . .


    He wouldn’t be here.


    Neither would he be alive to implement the Logan Motor Line he’d had surveyed to bring vehicles to the beach. Maybe he could use his time in England to raise capital for that venture . . .


    He wouldn’t live to see it through.


    He nodded to one of the guests leaving, loaded with fishing gear. A few of the tourists had been repeat visitors and had even asked for a “room that the Indian woman took care of.” The rooms were basically alike, so he wasn’t sure why they’d think one was better than the other. Truth was, she was tending all the rooms—changing sheets, sweeping, leaving sweet-smelling lavender in vases. She made sure that oil lamp globes were clean and refilled.


    “I will take care of your rooms now, Mr. Logan.”


    He nodded as she left. She did have a comforting air about her.


    His skin bruised easily. He hated the red blotches. He sat in his stuffed chair in the lobby area where ferns spilled out of a large Chinese pot. He and Olivia had paused their packing, not to await the Gerritses’ return but because Herbie felt weaker than he had in a while. Jewell’s comment offered a small benefit in the midst of uncertainty. If forced to wait because his body told him to, at least they might still be here when the Gerritses returned. Maybe there were benefits in pauses, even those unplanned.


    His gaze took in a crate pushed against the wall as to be out of the way. Only the smallest items would go with him and Olivia on the ship, things to fit in round-topped trunks. Larger pieces like the chest of drawers made of hickory, a table Herbie had hauled in from San Francisco, the chair he now lounged in, those would be crated up and sent later. He wasn’t sure when “later” was, because he needed a little more time to arrange where he’d go once he returned to his homeland.


    He had written to his mother of his intent to come back home, but there’d been no response. He hoped his brother wasn’t intercepting her letters in the way he had Olivia’s missives. Neither had there been any correspondence from his bloody brother telling him he was not allowed to return, or that if he did, there’d be no place for him on the estate. His mother couldn’t overrule his exile—if his brother ordered it. She was dependent on his father’s heir—her oldest son. Herbie knew there was a small thatch-roofed cottage away from the main house that often served as a guesthouse. For the short time he’d occupy it before his death, he hoped that neither his mother nor his brother would object to his presence there. Maybe even welcome it, if Olivia’s hopeful spirit could be taken seriously.


    He heard his beloved humming as she came down the hall. The lyrics of a song he’d heard as a child and even more often in this America, a country settled by so many having come from somewhere else. Songs could take you back to a place and to a spirit. An exile from home, splendor dazzles in vain; Oh, give me my lowly thatched cottage again. “Home! Sweet Home!” that was the song. It took this exiled soul to where his life had begun. That verse spoke to him more than the first, with its reminder of walking through palaces and pleasures and yet those treasures didn’t give him what home did. Be it ever so humble, there’s no place like home. He was going to find out. If his brother allowed.


    Olivia would remain at her parents’ estate upon their return but visit him daily. She had promised. And as he became more frail, closer to that time of departure, she had agreed she wouldn’t leave his side. Being at Cannon Beach had the benefit of having her under the same roof day by day. He would miss that closeness and hoped at the very end, he’d be alert enough to cherish her companionship in the land of his birth.


    “Good morning, Herbie, darling. Have you had your cream tea?”


    “Quite so. Chen has taken good care of me.” How he loved the sound of her voice.


    Olivia carried her lap desk including paper, pen, and ink.


    “Corresponding, are you? I’ve another letter written to my mother ready to go.”


    “No, I’m going to draw. I’d like to take a sketch of the Elk Creek flowing across the Crying Sands Beach—as Jewell calls it—to the sea. I think a view from the porch would be lovely.”


    “Be wary of Sam. That seagull will pick up your pen in the swing of a wing.”


    Herbie motioned for her to sit in the chair beside him instead. He never knew when he might first see her each day, but he knew he would, which was a treasure. They planned things together. Took meals together. They were like an old married couple. That would all change back in England. But Olivia had encouraged him that returning would be worth it. There were relationships that could be healed. He had no reason to believe his brother saw things that way. But it would be good to see his mother again. And with his death not far away, he wouldn’t have long to have to endure his brother. Still . . . this place, the people here, had given him a reason to strive toward something better, a richer life, one that contributed to others. Holding it all together was this landscape he could see outside the windows, trees like sentinels marching to sea, the Elk Creek a stream in a desert of sand. And beyond, rolling waves and Haystack Rock. He’d shared all of them with Olivia, their experience doubling the joy.


    “Tell me again why going home will be so grand,” Herbie said. “I’m really not certain life could get any more comfortable than being right here. I think this might be my ‘home sweet home’ after all.”


    She smiled. “Home is where the heart is.”


    “So I don’t need to leave so long as you’re by my side.”


    “But there are others. Family, I think you need. Reaching out to them toward the end of life is a gift you give yourself, and a gift you offer them, don’t you think?”


    “But what if they don’t want it?” He didn’t know if he could stand the rejection yet again.


    “You can’t control what others feel or do, Herbie, my love. You can only manage yourself. And that’s what you’re setting out to do, isn’t that so? Accomplish one last grand gesture—offering love and forgiveness whether it’s received or not. In a world out of control one can always get clear about what matters and have the courage to act on that.”


    “You are forever the hopeful one,” Herbie grunted.


    “‘“Hope” is that thing with feathers,’” Olivia recited, “‘that perches in the soul.’ And Emily Dickinson goes on to note that its song is ‘sweetest in the Gale’ and ‘when on the strangest Sea.’ So there you are, in a gale and preparing to cross that strangest sea.”


    “At least not in a sieve,” Herbie jested.


    “Another wonderful poem. Mary’s love, it will travel back with us along with memories for me of our book gatherings.”


    “You and your library. Fills your head.” He smiled at her as she held his hand. He looked up at Jewell, who had silently returned. He felt Jewell’s goodwill and Olivia’s hopefulness if that was possible through touch or a glance.


    “It is my hope that you will find a healing in the land of your home,” Jewell said.


    “Your first home,” Olivia said. “And that it will look a lot like reconciliation, the respite needed after a long time away.”


    “You women. You’re ganging up on me. The only browbeater who’s missing is Mary. Oh, and that Henrietta you’ve all corralled into your schemes.”


    “Schemers for hope,” Olivia said. “That’s us.”


    “May it be so,” Jewell said.


    Herbie couldn’t hold back his grin.
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    They spoke of mundane things. How the pasture needed rain to keep the horse, Henry, happy. How fast the milk got used with all the Gerritses around the table. Virginia led the conversations, knowing they needed normal, Belle and her parents struggling with the shock.


    Belle was cajoled by her siblings to roll hoops down the lane. A smile flitted across the girl’s face like a moonbeam hidden behind a darkened sky. It would be a while before Belle trusted herself again. Virginia knew about that. She knew how she had struggled when blame descended on her not only by herself but by her grandmother, who then sent her away. For weeks, she felt that she deserved the assault, the pregnancy. Sometimes, when things went wrong, even now, she sprinted first to what she must have done to cause it. She’d carried guilt like breath, sucking it in, struggling to find a way to exhale.


    Virginia thought at first that Belle’s assault might be her fault, for not being a better caretaker, though that hadn’t really been her job. She’d been angry that once again an innocent girl was overpowered. Belle’s trauma brought Virginia’s back, slamming her like an old screen door that didn’t protect her against vile things at all. Deceit. Treachery. Abuse. They came like wasps from an outhouse, carrying disease. She had to walk that journey back to what she’d eventually learned and hope it wouldn’t take dear Belle as long. What Claude Jackson did had nothing to do with her or Belle’s behavior. What mattered was how to help Belle grieve and then move through.


    Virginia prepared a pot of beans with bacon while Belle’s parents spoke quietly on the porch.


    Maybe it was good that it was Virginia whom Belle could tell, before her parents. Virginia was someone who could understand, be cautious with “making” her do things and instead “giving” her suggestions of actions she could take herself, in her own time. It wasn’t until Virginia was taken in by the ladies of the night that she understood her assaulter had stolen more than her innocence. He’d robbed pieces of her soul. Those women, so disregarded by so many, helped her get her dignity back. She hoped she could help Belle take that journey to feeling safe again, to trusting. She had Cora to remind her of how good could sometimes come from bad. She hoped Belle would one day see that while God had not made this happen, God could guide her to healing steps and turn what was meant for bad into good.


    “Can I help?” Mary stepped into the kitchen where the afternoon heat sweltered. Virginia wiped her forehead with her apron hem. “I’m glad Papa put a screen door on. It gets a little breeze through here.”


    “It always cools off when the sun goes down. But I’ve been fixing meals in the summer kitchen, so we can sleep at night without that extra heat.” She broke up the pieces of bacon she’d cooked early that morning. “Of course, Belle hasn’t been eating much.”


    “I . . . want to thank you, I’m so . . . angry and mournful and want to do something. Anything.” Mary washed her hands in the air just as Amanda often had. “John’s the same way.” She dropped her hands, picked up a crocheted doily from the back of the chair, straightened it. “But Belle . . . I think she needs time. The sheriff? I don’t know. I don’t want to hurt her any more. But the boy needs to be taken on or he might do the same to some other girl. At least I think that way now. Maybe it’s too soon for John and me. Maybe we should just wait.”


    Virginia hesitated, started to speak, then didn’t. Mary seemed to deal with sorrow by speaking out, while Belle—and Virginia—recognized the need for quiet. Silence. Thoughts forming before speaking them out loud.


    “We haven’t forgotten you and Cora. We’ll figure something out, help you find work once the farm is sold. I’ll write you an excellent reference.”


    “This is no time to worry about me and Cora. We’ll land on our feet.” Virginia just wanted Belle to be in her parents’ thoughts, not her. But then, looking after others was something one could do in a time of trial. Mary was being generous.


    “Is the summer kitchen stove fired up? I’ll get John to do that.”


    “It’s ready. I’ll put the kettle on and we can talk then if you wish.”


    Mary nodded and Virginia left her while she pushed the screen door with her foot and carried the pot to the fire. Mary followed her out, and after setting the bacon and beans, Mary said, “Let’s walk. I usually walk quite a bit on my mail route, to give Jake or Noble a rest. On the beach. The path from Scholls Ferry wasn’t enough, I guess. I sometimes think of walking as prayer.”


    “Let’s check the apples.” Virginia signaled to Cora where they were headed and the child waddled-ran to join them, squatting to pick up something from the brown grass. Alice followed and then took the child’s hand and they picked up rocks together.


    The two women walked to the serenade of birds and bees. Virginia would miss this place. It had been a good respite, a time with a kind couple and Belle like a younger sister. Cora had made advances here. Virginia had even let go for a time of her suspicion that the world was out to get them, that she didn’t need to doubt every kindness, or fear that every good thing was a prelude to bad.


    “I wonder,” Mary began. “What do you think about her going to the sheriff?”


    “There are risks, as Belle said. And frankly, from what I could learn, the Jacksons are a powerful family here. I’m not sure anything would really . . . happen. I don’t know one way or another.”


    “I appreciate that.”


    “What I do know is that it must be Belle’s decision.”


    “But she is just a child. We’re her parents, though I’ll never forgive myself for letting her stay here.”


    Virginia’s stomach clenched. My fault. No. Don’t dwell in that.


    “She’s a child who has been violated not by her actions, or yours if I may say.” Or mine. “She is left to feel powerless and at fault. Making her do something she isn’t ready for will only add to that.” Virginia wondered if she should tell Mary that she spoke from experience. But no, this was Belle’s life, Belle’s story, and her parents’ efforts to bring goodness out of bad.


    “Yes, that sounds right,” Mary said. “You’re very wise for someone so young.” She plucked a low-hanging apple from the tree, tossed it from hand to hand. Took a crispy bite.


    “I don’t feel wise at all,” Virginia said. “I feel fortunate I could be here for your Belle. Sometimes that’s all a person can do for another when they’re hurting. I only hope it helps.”


    “For Belle, I can’t know. But for me, I do. Thank you.”


    Cora came running up then and grabbed Virginia’s knees. She brushed her tawny hair, the fragile bones of her head, her neck. How would she react if something happened to Cora as had happened to Belle? She hoped she’d welcome others to offer guidance. Maybe not at first, for anger and outrage would be the hammer of response. But then, in time she would remember to pray.
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    There was nothing left to do. The days threatened to grow shorter as the evenings cooled. Trunks were packed. Herbie had selected one of his favorite boats in a bottle and wrapped it in ferns and foxglove, laid it on the top of sweaters and scarves. That was the advantage of a round-topped trunk: No other traveling case could be stacked on top, so fragile items could go in last. Joe Walsh and several others who had known Herbie since his initial exile as a remittance man had planned a gathering to say goodbye. It was to be held after the Cannon Beach women met at the Elk Creek Hotel to discuss books. Olivia had enjoyed those interactions from what he could tell. The older woman—Mrs. Wingard—regaled them with stories of America’s past. The woman had actually met the American president Lincoln and had an array of experiences set in the previous century. In an odd way, Herbie felt an affinity with the assassinated president—death had come too young. But Herbie had the benefit of being able to prepare for his demise. He’d even picked the songs for his funeral. Olivia had promised she’d make sure a service happened.


    “There’s no place like Rome,” Joe said. “Isn’t that so, Herbie?”


    “That’s a slip of your tongue,” Herbie said. “I’ve never been to Rome.” He smiled. He knew what his friend meant but always enjoyed the malapropisms, the change of words that led to new meanings.


    “Let me be Pacific,” Joe said and everyone laughed. “You’ll be missed in your home here, but we hope ye find home there to be all ye remembered minus the miseries. Let’s drink to that!” He raised his glass.


    Herbie raised a glass of iced tea. He felt stronger not consuming liquor. He supposed that was a “pigment of his imagination,” feeling better. One of his physicians had said he’d have days when he wouldn’t feel the effects of his disease at all. “Just before the, ah, denouement, shall we say.”


    “Let’s not say,” Herbie had barked back at the doctor. But that had been before he’d come to accept what was happening to him.


    One of the men who had worked on his toll road told a story of the bet he’d lost to John Gerritse. “A dollar for every turn on the road beyond one hundred. Cost me eleven dollars.”


    “John was around during the survey. He guessed one hundred then,” Herbie said.


    “It opened us up,” another man said. “Wish you could stay and see the motor line come to fruit. But raising capital, that’s important.”


    Herbie would miss these moments. Herbie’s mark was here: the road, the mill, his contributions to those building cottages. A new man, CW, built on property near his mother. More people would come.


    But now, these were not his to worry about. The manager at the mill would carry on. Joe and Jewell would see to the hotel. He had an attorney working on the motor line and another urging the county to take over the toll road. He guessed he’d receive posts now and then about the status. But in reality, what did it matter? He wouldn’t be there to make timely decisions. He had nothing to look forward to here—or anywhere. He’d outlived his usefulness.


    He’d said that to Olivia that very morning when she handed him the cane he’d dropped that she had to pick up for him.


    “You’re quite useful to me.”


    “You do everything for me. I fail to see how I do anything for you.”


    “You have a unique perspective on things. On how these enterprising Americans build homes out of driftwood. How to bring those astonishingly tall trees to your mill. I’d never dug for clams before and I’m quite enamored with your crabs.”


    “No pun intended,” he mused.


    “What? Oh yes.” Her face flushed. “Dungeness crabs. And you’ve left a legacy, Herbie. You’ll be remembered at Cannon Beach long after you are gone.”


    He’d grunted, but it did bring warmth to his heart to hear her say that. After all, he’d had her in mind all the while he’d gained investors for the Logan Road Company. He had wanted to share his efforts with her, and he’d gotten to. Not as his wife, no. But as his dear friend. He’d been a visionary. But visions faded away, just as people did. He’d done the best he could with being sent away from his homeland all those years before.


    “We know you’ll operate from England now,” one of the summer men with poor teeth said. “Sure wish you’d stay on. But maybe those Brit doctors can find out what ails you and you’ll come back, healthy, wealthy, and wise.”


    “I’ll have your red betty. Or bed ready,” Joe said. “Or Jewell will.” He nodded toward the Native woman, who sat with the other Cannon Beach women laughing over something. Several of the matrons held knitting needles, crochet hooks, quilt pieces on their laps, their hands working while they talked. Men were more wasteful of their skills, holding liquor glasses or mugs.


    Once he’d been that occupied, thinking of big things while putting boats in the bottle. Olivia would fill him in after everyone left. Which they appeared to be preparing to do. “We’ll welcome you back with a daze of glory,” Joe told him.


    “I’ll look forward to it.”


    They’d only told people that he was leaving to seek better medical care. No one knew he had planned his funeral service, had chosen the Bible verse, and that “Amazing Grace”—penned by his own countryman—was the song a choir might sing. Maybe not a choir. A soloist, perhaps.


    “We’ll get the stage in the morning,” he told his friends. “Make one last trip on that toll road.”


    “Hat’s off to ye,” Joe told him. “I’ll hug your bones goodbye in the wee dawn.” He was off to his cabin.


    The other parties left too, hats plopped back on graying heads, reins lifted from the hitching post in front of the hotel. The women waved and walked toward the cottages. Many would be leaving, as they were summer residents pushing the season to remain as long as they could in this paradise. He was sorry they wouldn’t be able to say farewell to the Gerritse clan. He’d write. Olivia joined Herbie to tell them all goodbye, and then the couple stood alone on the deck facing the sea. A staccato of white clouds marked the skyline. The tide rolled in, raising the river level. Herbie recalled the Edward Lear poem “The Jumblies” about going “to sea in a sieve.” He’d done that, risked all, and now planned to return to where those who had sent him off would see how “he had grown.”


    “I’ve been thinking. Something more to ask of you, dear Olivia.”


    “Anything,” she said, her hand on the top of his, resting on his cane. Seagulls squawked in the distance.


    “Would you sing ‘Amazing Grace’ at my funeral?”


    “Oh, Herbie.” She patted his hand. “I’ll be too sad, my throat too thick with tears to commit to such a moment.”


    “It would mean so much.”


    “I’ll sing it for you before you die. Will that be acceptable?”


    He felt tears form in his eyes.


    “We might even sing it together,” she told him, leaning her head onto his shoulder.


    “Something to look forward to,” he said. “What every ending needs.”
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    Everything Mary thought was settled became unsettled. What Belle needed, that was the focus, the hearth where they gathered round to make decisions. Sell the Scholls Ferry property? If they pursued legal action against the perpetrator of this horror done to Belle, they’d need to remain close to authorities until it was resolved. Have Belle return to the Manzanita farm with John—or Mary—and the other children, leaving one parent at Scholls Ferry to address questions around Belle’s assault while keeping the property up? That might work.


    All of them return?


    “Maybe we should hire Virginia to stay.” Mary rolled out bread dough in the doughboy her mother used. She wasn’t as good at making scones as her mother had been, but putting her hands in soft dough brought her a little closer to the memory of her mother. This would be a piece of furniture she’d like to take back with them, that doughboy.


    When they left.


    John carried a pail of milk inside and began skimming the cream off the top.


    “We’ll need to pick the apples before long,” she said.


    “Ja. Make cider.”


    “And one of us has to return to the mail route and the children need to get back to school.” Twelve-year-old Johnny might be able to find full-time work with his strength, but Len and Alice needed their school slates put to good use. She wanted all her children to finish school. She hoped Belle would go back.


    “Our neighbor looking after Callahan is ready to pull her hair out, ja.”


    “I hadn’t even thought about that.” Mary dusted flour from her fingers. “Someone might just have her as beefsteaks for breakfast.”


    “Couldn’t blame them.”


    “It’s Belle we need to think of first. At least last night she slept, no nightmares.”


    “I would confront that Claude Jackson.” They’d gotten the full name from Virginia, Belle resisting telling but finally agreeing they should know the boy’s name. Boy. He was a man at eighteen.


    “I’d rather we support Belle in telling the police, though it worries me, her participating in a court case like that. She’s not up to it in the state she’s in. But we’ve got to decide something.”


    “Ja. I tink a radical ting now.” John was feeling emotional, Mary could tell by his English being stilted. He inhaled. “I tink we let the mail contract go back and we sell the Manzanita farm. We all stay here. Children go to school here, Belle too. We operate this farm, in this place. When Belle is ready, she tells the sheriff. We stand with her. Make no rushing for her.”


    His solution had not occurred to her.


    “Leave Cannon Beach, Manzanita?” That was home. A tight rope squeezed Mary’s heart. It was a reasonable option, but the thought of not seeing the ocean every day . . . She caught her breath.


    “Before we decide, we ask the children,” John said. “They liked school when you lived here before.”


    He was right about the children doing well at Scholls Ferry. They’d found a respite at this lush valley farm when John was at sea and Mary had been unable to manage life. She’d come “home” to her parents’, then. But could she make another home away from the sea? She’d always dreamed of owning land at that Crying Sands Beach. Staying here would take her even further from that goal.


    And then there was the mail route, a task—no, a purpose—that had saved her life, made it possible for her to give to her family in the way they needed. In the way she could.


    But if this was what her wounded child needed . . .


    “Let’s ask Belle how she feels about staying where . . . where the bad thing happened. She might want to go someplace far away.”


    “Ja, we ask. But as parents, we take responsibility.”


    Mary agreed. The weight of their family’s future must not be on Belle’s shoulders.


    Then there was Virginia and Cora. While Virginia had said not to worry over her future, Mary did. The woman and her child were intimates with their family now and their life needed to be looked at too. But that must come later. Belle came first.


    And so they’d met, the three of them. Belle, John, and Mary.


    “We want what’s best for you. Here’s what we’re thinking.” Mary sat next to her daughter at the table, one her father had fashioned with his own hands. “Are you up to talking about that?”


    “I am. Virginia said it can be good to talk about things, not harbor the memory inside.”


    “Did she. That sounds like good advice.” Mary wished she’d said it. She must not let it matter. “Do you want to tell us more of the . . . detail?” Mary dreaded that. John would become explosive, but they were the adults. They would show her that they could listen.


    “No. I want to think of what next rather than what happened.”


    “Good. Well, let’s talk about ‘what next.’ We can go back, all of us, back to the Manzanita farm with old dogs and a wayward cow.” Mary vowed to keep this light, to not make Belle carry the weight but only the wish for security and love. To feel at home. “Or your papa could go back and we stay here whether the assault is reported to the sheriff or not. You could all go to school, do what you were doing before but with your brothers and sisters and mama or papa here too.”


    “I could still help Cora?”


    Virginia and Cora too? Could this farmhouse hold them all?


    “If that’s something Virginia and Cora want,” John said. “Ja.”


    “We could make that work.” Mary considered, adding, “but it’s asking what you’d like, first. Then we’ll talk with the others.”


    Belle blinked rapidly as she thought, her silence begging Mary to be silent too. She exchanged looks with her husband. He kept quiet.


    Children’s laughter rose from the outside. A sheep bleated its opinion.


    “I want to tell the sheriff. I’m scared to do it, but someone else might get hurt by them if I don’t. Virginia said.”


    “Them?” Mary said. Have I heard her right?


    Belle lowered her head. “I didn’t want to say. I . . . don’t remember much of them.”


    Mary reached to hold her child, grateful when Belle let her.


    “That is brave, girl.” John put his hand on Belle’s shoulder. Though Mary could see it was a gentle stroke, Belle winced. The gift of touch was one more journey her daughter would need to nurture, to take her from a place of fear back to trust. John must have sensed it, for he withdrew his big paw. “Very brave,” he said. “But these others . . .”


    “I don’t know them. I was so . . .”


    “Terrified,” Mary said. “Who wouldn’t be?” Her own fury rose, but she contained it. This was about Belle. Remaining here to support her through a court case just became more important. “I’m sorry. I interrupted you.”


    “I have to stay, Mama. But you wouldn’t all need to. Virginia would remain, I think.”


    Mary hesitated over the dollop of regret that hit her, that her daughter might choose another over her mother to stand beside her. But that didn’t matter now. Belle did. “We want to be where you are,” Mary said. “Not because we think you can’t handle what’s ahead, but because we want to . . . come along beside you. Be the stake next to the bean plant, anticipating you might need it to weather the wind. And if your strength is enough, then that’s all right too. We don’t want to be a cage to confine you but put our arms around you to keep you safe.”


    “I don’t think I’ll ever feel safe again, Mama.” Tears pooled in her blue eyes.


    “One step at a time.” Mary handed her daughter a handkerchief.


    Belle took it, a frail smile crossed her face. “Oma crocheted these edges. She’s walking beside me too.”
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    They left, the Britishers, with a flourish of goodbyes. Jewell vowed to remember details of their last days so she could tell her friend Mary when they returned. She would miss them and the winding path she’d been on these past years, finding a connection to another home she never knew she had with the Finnish people of her father’s. Herbert and Olivia were going home. They hadn’t said it was for more than to seek medical care, but Jewell had a sense about them never returning. Perhaps they had told their friends they would be back so those left behind would not feel abandoned. But she had a feeling she would not see them again.


    She dusted the glass ships in bottles. One room remained without a bottle, as Herbert Logan had taken it with them. He’d asked Jewell to put one of her carved ducks with shell feathers in that room. The request had pleased her.


    She’d also given Olivia and Herbert one of her duck creations to take with them. “Something of Ecola—Elk Creek,” Jewell had said.


    “It’s beautiful. Thank you.” Olivia caressed the carving. Then she’d pulled her silk scarf from her throat and handed it to Jewell, who accepted it without the “false objections” she had heard Anglos make. “You shouldn’t have. I can’t accept something so grand. I have nothing to give you in return.” One gave a gift back by receiving the treasure full face, openhearted, allowing one’s soul to be flooded with the kindness being offered. She would have liked Olivia to have just received her gift instead of offering one of her own at that moment, but it was the giver’s choice. The receiver could accept it or not. “I will treasure this scarf as cool and smooth as water flowing through my fingers.”


    “It’s one of my favorites. I haven’t seen many cardinals here, so having it on my scarf has been a pleasure.”


    “When you return, you must spend more time in the forest. The birds flash their color among the trees.”


    “I hadn’t considered that. Spending too much time on the beach, I suppose.”


    Jewell noted that she did not say she would visit the forest at another time. She hoped that Herbie would find healing in that place that he knew first and then return to this place where he had left his mark. A landscape could nurture as well as challenge.


    She stepped into the hall to find Henrietta Wingard staring at herself in front of a round mirror. She spoke to Jewell’s image behind her. “Good morning. I brought a book back. I think I’ve read them all now.” She turned her head this way and that in front of the mirror, ran her finger over her graying eyebrows. “Look at these pigeon toes sprouting at my eyes. Do you have any salve for that, Miss Jewell?”


    Jewell looked at Henrietta’s shoes. “Pigeon toes belong to feet.” Then to her eyes. “Ah. You speak of crow’s-feet. That’s what you Anglos call the wisdom lines.”


    “I knew it had something to do with birds.” She laughed. “The salve? I mean you don’t have a single bird track on your face and you’re out in this sun.”


    Jewell laughed. “There is natural moisture in the sea air. But I do have a potion. It guards against the wind that scrubs the face and lips.”


    “Please may I borrow some?”


    Jewell nodded.


    “Oh, thank you. I suppose I should ask, what’s in it?”


    “Many things of this earth.”


    “That would be, of course. But what earth goodies?” She squinted at Jewell, started to reach out to touch her face, but thought better of it. Jewell was grateful. To touch another’s face carried emotion with it as well as contact. “Your skin is perfect.” She looked back at the mirror. “Mine rains wrinkles.”


    “Beeswax. Lavender oil I press from leaves. Small amounts of almond butter I trade for. But it is the beeswax that keeps moisture in places where the wind would take it.”


    “Beeswax. I hear so much about that substance showing up on the coast, especially after a high tide.”


    “This is so.”


    “I really would like to buy some. Or trade for it. I may not be able to stop the wrinkle rain, but I would love to put something on my lips that get so dry. And Charles’s too. He’s outside most of the time, which I guess is good for a ten-year-old boy.”


    At that moment they heard a gunshot. Jewell looked toward the beach.


    “That’s him I’d guess. I wish his father had never bought him that gun. I do like the occasional bird, a duck, a pigeon—with toes—or to pluck a wild turkey, but he seems obsessed at times, never wants to go out without it anymore. I’d better go check.”


    She stepped out onto the porch. Jewell saw her wave. She came back in. “I liked it better when he was attached to his harmonica. I can’t decide if his father is a good influence on him or not.”


    Jewell wondered if the only reason Henrietta had come to the hotel this morning was to return a book or to talk about wrinkle removal from her face. Her presence might be for some other reason. “The son of your son is a happy boy?”


    “That’s just it. I don’t know. He talks more now and with fewer stutters. But the gun . . .”


    “It worries you for an accident to happen? Or that he is disconnected from you.”


    “Well, that’s it, isn’t it? Both. And that I’m not providing adequate supervision or being a good influence. I made mistakes with my own children. That’s another story.” She turned to face Jewell. “But now his father lives right behind us, and truth be told, he’s putting pressure on me to let Charles live with him. I’m not sure I have the right to keep a boy from his father.”


    “You are a gift to him.”


    “I hope so, but he’s a gift to me too. And I have to weigh that. Am I being selfish? But CW is so . . . unpredictable. I fought for the boy when he lived with his aunt—speaking of unpredictable. And I think she settled down once I took care of Charles. She married again and will have a baby next year. But now, I don’t know.”


    Another gunshot, this followed by a shout.


    “I better go see what’s happened. Thank you. I’ll come by later for the beeswax lotion.”


    Jewell walked onto the porch, watching the older woman lift her skirts to slosh across Elk Creek at its narrowest. She could see the boy in the distance with another. A friend perhaps.


    Jewell turned back inside. She’d finish the cleaning, then return to her cabin where she had the salve made up and placed in tins. Her healing poultices and herbs found their way to many places. She was grateful that her path had taken her to people in need. She had “scanned the horizon for opportunities that suited her,” as her Finnish interpreter had suggested. She discovered along the way that her new unfolding life was like an unfurling scarf: It just kept changing, flashing colors in the wind.


    As with her friend Mary, it was the talking-poultice that Jewell thought brought the most healing. Letting people speak while she listened, offering more a reflection than a new idea. Reflections, as in the little triangle of a broken mirror that tourists left behind, triangles her father had let her hold and look at herself. It was where she saw how her face was not as brown as her grandfather’s, that she had received her skin color from the blend of a Finnish father and Nehalem mother. But more, the triangle of mirror taught her about what one reflected. She was learning that casting back light was the gift she’d been given. It was something she could do no matter where she was, no matter how anyone received it. She was anxious to tell Mary of this insight, this gift of shining back. She believed Mary had such a gift as well.


    As she scrubbed the floors, Jewell sent a prayer that the Britishers would have safe travel. She longed to see them return, but she had more faith that Mary and her family would. While she waited, she would do those things that Mary said were her people’s guide for finding safe harbor. The words had been spoken at the book gathering. Jewell, too, would offer “whatsoever things are true, whatsoever things are honest, whatsoever things are just, whatsoever things are pure, whatsoever things are lovely, whatsoever things are of good report; if there be any virtue and if there be any praise, think on these things.” That is what she would do wherever on the path she was, for whomever she met while cleaning rooms, carving ducks, mixing healing potions, listening to those who suffered, sharing sacred spaces in the sauna of her people. She had found her focus, the fire of her hearth. She would go there and be at home.
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    And so, the Gerritse family made decisions that would change their days.


    John and Johnny returned to Manzanita to bring Callahan and the dogs and the chickens in crates and the horses back to Scholls Ferry. John put the Manzanita farm up for sale, arranged for someone else to take Mary’s mail route. The children enrolled in school at Scholls Ferry, including Belle. “At least until I report this to the sheriff and it becomes public,” she said. “After that I may not want to see condemning eyes on me. But I’ll endure, won’t I, Mama?”


    “Yes, you will.”


    Virginia and Cora stayed too. Mary wasn’t sure for how long, but Virginia was a comforting bridge between Mary and her daughter. Mary vowed she’d do whatever to maintain it. And Mary learned from Virginia, studied the way she didn’t coddle Belle but treated her like someone capable.


    Despite the weight of Belle’s tragedy, the loss of grandparents, Mary’s discovery of the uncertainty of her beginnings, the Gerritse family all together in one place proved nourishing. They played games, completed work not as a goal but as a path toward something else, a family caring for each other.


    At Christmas, they strung popcorn for the tree they’d cut on her parents’ farm. Mary still thought of it as her father’s homestead though the deed was in their name now. While she set aside her father’s clothes, her mother’s many handkerchiefs to give away, she looked for papers, documents, answers to her questions of where her first family might be. Who they might be. But there were no clues. And her letters to aunts and uncles she had never met nor known proved fruitless. They had few stories, only that one day her parents had a three-year-old child they said that they’d adopted. And that once someone from New York had come from that child’s family to Minnesota, and later to Oregon, but both times, the Edwardses had turned him away. That was all they knew. All Mary knew too.


    “Oh, what’s this?” she called to Belle. “You got that picture of the three of us developed.”


    “I did.” Belle took the photograph. “We should frame it. We look happy there.”


    Mary put her arm around her daughter. “We were. And we will be again. Your oma would want that.”


    With the sale of the Manzanita farm, the Gerritses paid back the loan and had money set aside for the first time in their family life. Mary planned to splurge, filling Christmas stockings with rare oranges and saltwater taffy she’d written to Jewell to please purchase and send. The latter—better to bring it. She extended an invitation to join them for the occasion. Mary hoped she would. Meanwhile, they prepared for the season, relishing a rare snowfall that made sliding down a slope turn into an afternoon of laughter. Even Belle had joined in, wearing mittens her oma had knitted for her. Everyone had mittens Oma had knitted in a half-dozen colors of yarn she’d dyed herself. Mary thought of how her parents, no matter where they lived, had kept them warm—at a fireplace, a stove. Even at the beach, gathering a stack of sticks for a pyramid, just enough flame to ward against the wind on the Fourth of July. That’s what they were doing now for Belle, gathering sticks, sheltering. They would not push her. They would be ready when she decided how to proceed. They were here to make her terrible time temporary. In the process, Mary’s losses faded into understanding. This was what living looked like. She found adventure in her family. She could live with uncertainties, because as the poet Robert Browning said, “God’s in his heaven—All’s right with the world.”
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    “I think I’m ready, Papa.” Belle held the needle while little Cora handed her the popped corn. One piece for Belle, one piece for Cora’s mouth. Johnny and Alice cut paper rings they linked with potato glue.


    “Ready for more popped corn? Cora can’t keep you up? Ach! Can’t keep up with you?” John corrected himself.


    “No, to go to the sheriff. I saw . . . him . . . Claude, on our way to school. He works at the livery now. We have to pass by. I’m not sure he saw me, but I started to shiver. Johnny wanted to punch him, he said. But I don’t want that, Papa.”


    “You say the day. We go together, your mama and me.”


    Mary held her breath, her back to the activity as she heated cider on the stove, filling the room with cinnamon scent. She had found the sticks at the mercantile and had to listen to the owner tell her of cinnamon’s history as both a medicine and embalming agent. It was a story she wouldn’t tell her family.


    Belle had confided more about the assault, the “others” unknown to her, and Mary was grateful the trauma had caused her to pass out, away, even though it meant she remembered very little about the others. She waited for Belle’s response, praying that John’s suggestion that both her parents joining her would be agreeable. She thought it good that Belle could speak of that event with her family around. She wasn’t hiding in shame.


    “Alright. You, me, and Mama.”


    Mary sighed relief.


    “Before Christmas,” Belle added. That left only two days. “It’s a gift I give myself to stand up against him and protect any other girls who had the courage to say what mattered to them, but Claude did not listen.”


    “You know there were others?” John asked, alarm in his voice.


    “I’m guessing.”


    Mary started to suggest she wait, allow herself a pleasant family Christmas gathering, but she held her tongue. It was Belle’s decision. Virginia had said that the more they could defer to Belle, the faster she’d regain her confidence.


    “If I do it now, maybe by next spring it will all be settled and you can go back to the coast. I know you miss it, especially you, Mama.”


    How had she given that impression?


    “It’s true, I miss Manzanita, Cannon Beach, the mail route. I do. But I’m also happy here. I don’t have to see the carcass of poor Prince as a reminder of my . . . error in judgment.” She sipped the cider. Just right. “Besides, your grandparents’ spirits surround us and I’m learning to live without answers.” They had told the children about Mary’s stuttered adoption. That was how she thought of the empty places in her history. “And I’m proving to myself, once again, that I can make a home wherever we are.” She kept her voice light, happy, and found it was a true feeling, not imagined. “Doesn’t mean I don’t long for a house near those crying sands, but it isn’t necessary. What makes a home is you. All of us through thick and thin. Together.”


    “And with Cora and Aunt Ginny,” Alice said. She’d found a way to explain Virginia’s presence, and the other children had adopted it. Virginia smiled at being called “Aunt Ginny,” though as with Mary’s status, there were no documents to prove it.


    “We can go tomorrow then?” Belle said. “Papa?”


    “As you say, Daughter. Ja. As you say.”
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    The morning dawned through heavy clouds that threatened rain. It was the usual winter sky. A sunbreak might shine through by noon, but no one waited for the weather to change quickly as they did living closer to the ocean. John saddled three horses and tied Max up, knowing Len would untie him once they were out of sight. They just didn’t want the big Saint Bernard trying to follow. Nellie slept inside next to the stove. The trio rode the fifteen miles abreast when they could, a light drizzle pattering their slickers. The grass between the wagon tracks offered safety for the horses’ hooves when the mud forced them to ride single file. They passed by octagonal barns, sheep in pastures, horses running to split rail fences to nicker at theirs. At the ferry, they dismounted, exchanged Christmas greetings with the ferryman.


    “I like your red ribbons and the greens,” Mary said.


    “Thank my wife. She said we need something to grace the rails.”


    “Don’t we all.”


    They crossed the Tualatin River, rode on toward Hillsboro, the county seat. That town boasted the Oregon and California Railroad station, several businesses, including an umbrella sales and repair shop, a mercantile or two, a livery, blacksmith, a higher school, the newspaper, and a sheriff’s office with a jail tucked into the building’s back. Mary hadn’t been here before. Neither had Belle.


    This journey was what they’d been waiting for since the day they’d learned of Belle’s assault. Whatever they had planned to do after her parents died had been disrupted by the wounding of their child. Maybe not disrupted, maybe a better word was redirected. Life was looking more and more like a series of events that caused a detour, hopefully a temporary one. They’d mapped out how they’d sell the Scholls Ferry home, yet here they were, staying, the family more together than they’d been for years.


    “Are you alright?” Mary put the question to her daughter, who stumbled as she dismounted, balancing herself by grabbing the stirrup. She wore a dark dress with a white collar that peeked out beneath her slicker.


    “Ja,” she said. Her father steadied her, then took the reins and tied all three horses to the post.


    “You’re starting to talk like me, ja?” He grinned at Belle. She nodded. Then, looking at the iron rings he tied the reins to, John added, “A good ironworks here. I can find work maybe.”


    Once all the moving here and there had finished, John had appeared lost, especially during the winter when fields lay fallow and only milking cows, chopping kindling, and keeping an eye on Callahan took his time. He looked forward to finding work. Mary understood that. She missed the mail route, missed the challenge of the sea and mountain, missed chatting with the young mother waiting for her husband to come home from the woods. Logging was a winter task. But unlike John, Mary found purpose in being there for the children and having the spirit to do that. She didn’t feel torn between the mail route and her family. That was new and valued.


    Belle pushed her slicker hood off her head as they entered the frame building. She brushed at her hair.


    “You look fine,” Mary said. Both women shook the rain from their shoulders.


    “We are here to talk to the sheriff,” John said. “It is important.”


    “Everyone says such or they wouldn’t come here,” the officer or secretary sitting at a desk spoke, not looking up. He wore a uniform dyed Union blue and didn’t crack a smile across his wide face.


    “Ja. I suppose that’s true. But we still need to see the sheriff. Report a crime.”


    “Theft. Assault. Neighbor complaint? Whatcha got?”


    Mary defended against his dismissive tone. “The theft of innocence through assault. By a neighbor.” Then, realizing she’d usurped Belle’s chance to be in control, “My daughter will explain. To the sheriff.”


    He looked up, saw Belle for the first time. “I’ve a lass about her age. Your age,” he told her. His voice held warmth now. “I’ll go get the sheriff. Have a seat. Please.”


    They didn’t have long to wait on the hard bench, which Mary took as a good sign.


    “So what is this crime of theft and assault you’re bringing me.” The sheriff was a big man, and many large men, like John, knew their size could intimidate and so they moderated their voices to put others at ease, removed their caps to seem less massive. Not the sheriff of Washington County. He’d led them back into his office with a desk crowded with papers. A photograph of President Theodore Roosevelt looked down at them at the chairs where they’d been directed.


    Belle hadn’t taken a seat. She stood. Cleared her throat.


    “Claude Jackson raped me on August twenty-first.” She didn’t hesitate. Her voice, firm.


    “August? Why, that’s months ago. You took your time to tell us. Why was that?”


    “I wasn’t sure you’d believe me.”


    “Pretty girl like you, why wouldn’t I believe some young buck wanted to rut.”


    Mary winced at the crassness of his words. She opened her mouth to speak, but John cautioned silence with his hand, shook his head.


    “Your very words affirm my reservation,” Belle said. “I’m not an animal. I’m a girl. He is a man who has no right to do what he did. It is not a ‘natural’ thing like rutting animals in season. He had been my friend, walked me home from school, but then I wanted someone else to be my friend. Claude resented this. And on that day, he forced . . . forced . . . forced me down, struck my head and . . . did what he did. Let others assault me too.”


    “What was you wearing that day?”


    “Now that has nothing to bear on this,” Mary said, standing. “Nothing. This was violence, unprovoked.”


    “You were there, were you?”


    “No, and neither were you. Arrest the man and compare their stories if you will, see if he names his . . . friends. But he did this and our daughter did not deserve it. He broke the law.”


    The sheriff tapped a pencil on the desktop he sat behind. “It’s a long wait to make the complaint is all. He might not remember what he was doing that day, have trouble with an alibi.”


    “Let his attorney help him out then,” John said. “You do your work of arresting. At least investigating.”


    “I’ll see what I can do,” he said. “You’ll hear. Probably after Christmas. Lot’s going on that’s really important.”
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    You’ve done what you can do.” It was Christmas Eve day and Virginia didn’t say how much she would have appreciated someone standing up for her after her assault. Her grandmother, meant to love and care for her, instead blamed her for what her employee had done. The man who tended her grandmother’s garden making things flourish had wooed a child and stunted her growth. Later, she had married him, thinking it her only way out. But she had escaped, divorced, and later been tended and befriended by unlikely women—that’s what Virginia learned to dwell on. Belle had family standing with her. Virginia had had another kind of family. “You’ve scrubbed away a bad part of that horror by doing something, and what you did was good. Just. Even if that sheriff doesn’t move with any speed.”


    “We have a horse that takes his time, our Baldy,” Mary said. “Cost me my precious Prince. Slow movers are dangerous. We’ll keep at the sheriff, however long it takes until there’s an arrest.”


    “Ja. We do what we can.” John put his arm around his daughter, tugged her to him, gentle. “But this is Christmas Eve. Like in the Netherlands, we open presents tonight. A time for gratitude.”


    And so they cooked the wild turkey Johnny had shot, roasted rutabagas and potatoes, pulled watermelon from the straw pile, Len and Johnny carrying summer through the snow. They broke one big fruit open while the turkey cooked, their faces dripping with black seeds, pink juice, and laughter. Deviled eggs, cheese, and bacon, ham added to beans, cabbage taken from a jar. Breads and jellies like flowers sprinkled through a field, bringing color and delight. For dessert, apple pie with whipped cream. Virginia had never seen such bounty.


    But it was later, as they sat around the fireplace and opened presents on Christmas Eve, that awed Virginia most, made her long for a family that treated each other as the Gerritses did. Christmas stockings held so many thoughtful things. Oranges. Little notes of promises: “Good for one game of checkers whenever you want.” That was Belle to Johnny, who liked that marble game. And “I’ll chop your wood turn.”


    “Pretty strange grammar,” Mary said, “but I’ll take the offer of you chopping my turn. Whatever a ‘turn’ is.” She rustled his hair. “Thank you, Len.”


    Crocheted fancy gloves anticipated a fine time ahead. Virginia had no idea when she’d wear such finery, but the idea that they thought she would warmed her as she thanked Belle for her fine handiwork. Alice could barely contain herself when she unwrapped newspaper and string around an object. “It’s a doll,” she cooed. “With closing and opening eyes. It’s what I’ve always wanted.” Virginia had heard her say it for the first time at Thanksgiving, so not all that long ago. But her mother had moved immediately to make the order from Sears and Roebuck. They’d even given Cora a ragdoll she could cuddle with hair as wispy as hers. Mary had written a poem for her husband. And given him a shaving kit, the white cup rimmed with what looked like gold where she’d stuffed the poem. “Read it later,” she told him, blushing. John’s blue eyes had winked at his wife.


    John had gone out into the shed to get both Johnny’s and Len’s presents: new guns. “To keep us in wild meat,” he’d told them. And for Belle, it was books. “I ordered them from Klindt’s in The Dalles, on the Columbia River,” Mary told her. “They’ve been there thirty years at least. And the rural delivery postal service of which I am—was—a proud employee, brought them to our door. Brand-new, not used books. Maybe we can start a reading group just as we had at the Elk Creek Hotel. I think you’d enjoy that, Ginny. And thank you all for this Lucky Curve Parker Pen.” Mary held the slender tool, turning it in her hand.


    “We put our money together and Papa bought it for us at Svenson’s Bookstore in Astoria.” Len made the announcement. “It cost ten dollars. We picked hops and—”


    “Shh, shush,” Johnny said. “You ain’t supposed to say the cost.”


    “Aren’t,” Belle corrected.


    Alice slapped her hand over her mouth as though she’d been the one to both tell the cost and use bad grammar. She’d done neither.


    Virginia watched their faces, the joy and anticipation, how each present had been thought out to truly grace the recipient. But she also saw that the faces of the givers held the greater joy. This was a good family. It was more than standing with another in a time of trial, it was their generosity of spirit that fueled the gathering. And they had included her and Cora in this celebration of giving of the greatest gift of all, the birth of Jesus. Before this family and their reading of the Scripture, she had not made the connection. It had been a holiday of spending money, often leaving her wistful that she had not received enough, not given enough. Tomorrow they would walk to church together. Cora “talking” with her fingers, with hope one day she’d use real words. Virginia had never felt so hopeful, so loved, so full.


    “One more gift, ja? For my wife,” John said as the children rolled up wrapping string into a ball. He pulled from his vest a piece of paper and the children paused to watch.


    “Did you write a poem for Mama?” Alice asked.


    John shook his head. “I am no good at poem writing. Especially not in English. Can barely write a postcard. I leave such to your mother, my Mare.”


    Mary giggled like a schoolgirl.


    “Ooh, what is it? A certificate for a new horse? Saddle?” She rubbed her hands as though over a flame to warm them, anticipating. The children elbowed each other to get closer, sensing the importance of the occasion.


    Virginia thought it sweet that after all these years together there was still this spark of being young and courted that jumped between them. John handed her the paper, grinned as though he knew how much she would love what he was offering, his pleasure in the giving as deep as Mary’s. Virginia could see it in his eyes. One day she prayed she’d see such a look as that from someone who loved her, wanted to bless her in that same way.


    Mary gasped, looked up at him. “John. How . . .”


    He shrugged. “It isn’t much but it’s a start.”


    “What is it, Mama?” Belle leaned over to see if she could read it. “A deed?”


    “In your name. Mary Gerritse.” John’s grin was wide, his words as soft as lamb’s wool. “That’s who you are.”


    “Yes. Not Minnie Edwards, not whatever name I once had. I’m Mary Gerritse.” Her eyes were shining. “And thanks to this man I love, Holy Jumblies, I now own land in Cannon Beach. Oh, what adventures lie ahead.”

  


  
    Epilogue


    1904


    Washington County News, August 11, 1904.


    County Judge LA Rood on Wednesday, August 10, 1904, bound Claude Jackson over to appear before the circuit court at the next term in November on a charge of rape alleged to have been committed on the person of Belle Gerritse, a female under sixteen years of age. Jackson’s bond was fixed at $500 which he furnished.


    The long-awaited hearing for Belle’s assault lay ahead. Mary would go with her, drop any and everything to stand beside her daughter. John was gone. Who knew what lay ahead. But Mary was here, where she should be, with the treasure of her heart—family. It had taken her trials and triumph to get here, but like those puffins on Haystack Rock, here she’d stay . . . no matter how. That’s what families did.
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    “Whoever told you that you had the French Disease, old chap, was heartily mistaken.” The doctor slid his glasses up onto his nose.


    Herbert Logan sat, aghast. “Are you certain? I mean I’ve had these weakened legs, dizziness, fatigue to halt a horse. I’ve planned my funeral.”


    “You may keep the plans. You’ll need them sometime, but you don’t have the telltale lesions of that . . . other disease.”


    “My vision problems?”


    “Most likely from what I would diagnose as la Sclérose en plaques. That’s the closest to something French you’ll find. We English speakers call it insular sclerosis. Debilitating, certainly, but it can be somewhat mediated with diet, actually. Less red meat, more fish.”


    “I consulted a Nehalem woman, a native of the Oregon coast where I’ve lived these past many years, who said the same. About food. Of course, I never told her of my indiscretions.” Herbie felt dazed, like he’d been smacked in his face with a wet fish. “I rarely followed Jewell’s advice.” He and Olivia had been back in England two years, visiting doctors who gave him various diagnoses, but none gave this one. Can I trust this doctor? Am I not being punished for my sins after all? “I’m stunned, verily. You’re quite certain?”


    “Quite. Go, live your life. You have years yet. Unless fate has its way and you fall from a horse or drown at sea.”


    “I almost drowned in ’88. The Pacific. I . . . I must tell someone. You’re certain?”


    “Be on your way, old chap. It isn’t often I get to give good news.”


    Herbie stood to leave, shock slowing his turn toward the door. The doctor slapped him between the shoulder blades in that good-fellow way men had as he walked him out. “Carry on, my good man. All is well.”


    He could hardly wait to tell Olivia. She’d have a wedding to plan.
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    The Puffins mate for life, you know


    For life, the puffins mate.


    Their lives are promises of note,


    As they honor that sweet fate.


    Like them I vow to you, my love,


    My love, this is my vow:


    Like puffins on that Haystack Rock,


    I’ll stay—no matter how.


    I’ll stay; no matter, calm or strain.


    Like the puffins, I will stay.


    And pledge to you my love and life.


    My love grows strong each day.


    And so I vow to you, my love,


    My love, this is my vow:


    Like puffins on that Haystack Rock,


    I’ll stay no matter how.


    Mary’s wedding poem to John

  


  
    Sneak Peek at the Final Book in the Series


    [image: Text reads: Read on for a sneak peek at the final book in The Women of Cannon Beach series. Available April 2027.]

  


  
    
      Prologue


      Wave woman tells the story told to her by her grandmother who told her, and so the stories brought the reader inside of them. This story told of strangers coming who remained on this Crying Sands Beach. Tragedies happened. Still, they found the spirit of the sand, the power of the sea, faithfulness reflected in the enduring tides, and made a place of comfort where burdens were exchanged. Community. This is what that Anglo word means: to share the weight of sorrows and the lift of joys. They made new beginnings, found beauty in broken things, wished on shooting stars.
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      Mary Gerritse sloshed through the incoming tide on Noble, her most reliable horse. The big sorrel’s hooves spurted up water and sand as they trucked south on the Crying Sands Beach, known now more often as Cannon Beach. Sometimes as Ecola Beach. Developers kept trying to find the perfect name for this romantic place wed to the Pacific. They were north of the rock formation known as Hug Point. This wasn’t Mary Gerritse’s usual mail route. That one took her from Seaside, Oregon, southeast to Push, a little lumber camp that had grown up in the midst of spruce and fir in the coast range on the Necanicum River. It was a much shorter route but kept her “in the know” as one who delivered the mail, still the only woman to do so on the rugged north Oregon coast. Her work contributed to the Gerritses’ purse, today by covering for another postal carrier, taking her old route south from Seaside to Tillamook, through Manzanita—where she and John had once lived—and Nehalem where she’d grown up, memories washed by the magnificent landscapes of rock, sky, and sea. She inhaled. This was a good place to be. She had to remember that.


      The overcast sky reminded her of a duck’s bottom all gray and wet. The salt air felt cold on this March day of 1909. She had to be careful on gloomy days as she could sink into sorrow, the weather adding to the weight of what she carried in her mind. More so, in her heart.


      Noble’s ears twitched, bringing Mary’s attention to something ahead. She needed to focus on what was before her, let go the trials of family that she faced.


      Scanning the tumbled driftwood logs, the mix of holdfasts and seaweed, she spied a color out of sync: red. It wasn’t a sea tone. “Is that what you saw, Noble?” Logs lifted by the incoming tide made her hold Noble up, which he did with a light tug on the reins. Those floating logs were like bullets that at low tide served as seats at lunchtime or offered cover to hover behind the strong winds when the tide was out. But with an incoming tide, danger lurked. Mary and Noble weren’t that far from approaching Hug Point and should ride the upper route, away from the threats of what the tide carried in. Prince’s bleached bones no longer dotted the rocks of Hug Point, but Mary’s stomach lurched in memory anyway, of her poor decision, of the disaster that had taken her favorite horse’s life. But that was years ago. Memories weren’t meant to hold one hostage, but to nourish and transform. At least that’s what her Nehalem friend Jewell had told her.


      Noble nickered, halted.


      “I see it too.”


      The big sorrel eased forward, cautious, ears twitching as he lowered his head and moved toward a cluster of driftwood upended like a haphazard pyramid. The logs looked ready to fall at the next surge of waves. Sand rippled, chasing the foam followed by little beach creatures.


      Mary stood up in the stirrups. She scanned, gazing out over her horse’s head. Like a good mule, Noble was alert to danger.


      A lost crimson scarf? A dog’s red collar stuck among the logs? The red disappeared, obscured by floating tree trunks. She kneed her horse forward. “Easy.” She wasn’t keen on getting too close to the foaming swirl. Noble took a step, nickered, then stopped.


      “What’s there?”


      A man! Cheek in the sand but still out of the water pushing him. Is he dead? She couldn’t deal with another death, even if it wasn’t in her family.


      She reined Noble closer, swung her leg over, and hopped off without her stirrup. She bent to the man, touched him, and he groaned as tidewater swirled around her boots and him. Alive.


      She had to get him out of the tide line.


      “Mister, I’ve got to move you. It won’t be easy, but bear with me. If you can hear me.”


      She stood, grabbed Noble’s reins so she could unwrap the lariat, rolled the man to get it around his chest, which she did. He grunted. Dead weight. “You’re wet, but we’ll get you above the surf.” The man’s head lolled to the side, his eyes opened, then rolled back in his head. Unconscious. Then without warning, all was lost in a sea of white. A fog descended like a cotton sheet, blocking everything in front of her, behind and around. She felt her heart race from the lost reality.


      This had happened to her before when the clouds lowered swiftly making her dizzy with the lack of vision, awareness of only what she could sense—the reins in one hand, the rough of the man’s coat against her palm; salt on her lips. She couldn’t see beyond Noble’s head, but she could see what was right in front of her: the stranger. She could hear the waves.


      All one could do in those moments was wait. Trust. John, her sailor husband, said this sometimes happened at sea, and one had to rely on instruments to stay the course; the stars couldn’t be found if it happened at night. But she had no instruments; only faith and hope that she’d soon be free of the dense cloud that engulfed. It wasn’t a far description of what was happening in her life.


      “Grief fills the room up of my absent child,


      Lies in his bed, walks up and down with me,


      Puts on his pretty look, repeats his words,


      Remembers me of his gracious parts,


      Stuffs out his vacant garments with his form.”


      How often she had repeated those words of a mother from a Shakespeare play.


      The man groaned again and she bent to him, stroked his cheek. Dark, damp hair matted his forehead, his hat long gone. His ruby-red vest dirty with seaweed.


      “Just a few more minutes. The fog never stays long.”


      How she wished that were true for her grief.


      Like a thin drape hanging over her windows, wisps of fog began to lift. She could see more. She wrapped the rope around the saddle horn, once again grateful she hadn’t succumbed to a woman’s sidesaddle. She checked the tightness at the man’s chest. It would have to do. “Here we go.”


      For better or worse, she had to drag him out of the surf and pray she didn’t do more harm in the helping. But wasn’t that always one’s hope, that in the midst of rendering aid, one made advances. That was the risk, even in life. She decided to take it.


      Grateful she had no mule string to manage this trip, Mary eased Noble and his new cargo, tugging toward safety. The fog had lifted so she could see a point to move him to. She should have gone through his coat to see if he had identification on him. She could have used his name then. Jewell told her people in distress could often hear even when they appeared to be away from the moment, their eyes closed, their minds numb.


      After she got him to safe sand she’d look.


      Shallow water rushed around her, wetting her boots. She dropped her hands in the sand to balance. A log shifted. She had to get him farther up, or he’d be washed away or crushed by the weight of cedar and spruce. She might hurt him in the process; but left here, he’d die.


      “I’m so sorry, mister. I don’t know how you got here but I’ve got to get you somewhere safe. No time for a rest on Cannon Beach.” Is that a turkey vulture swirling above us? “I’m not real strong, so I’m going to use the waves when they shift a log and let it help me push it out of our way.” She spoke to herself. Or maybe Noble.


      Another wave in. Noble backed away while Mary pushed against driftwood floating like sausages in a boiling pan of water, though much more dangerous. “Easy, easy.”


      Mary gasped and huffed. Noble dragged the man higher out of the surf. Panting, Mary paused, hands on knees as she gained her breath. Not for the first time did she wish she was a little taller than barely over five feet. She’d also gotten less nimble in her “old age,” as she thought of herself at thirty-seven. She guessed the man must weigh 200 pounds. She adjusted the chin strap on her straw hat, put it back on her head. At least it wasn’t raining now and the whiteout had disappeared inland.


      Decisions. Stay with him, hoping he gained consciousness? Mary looked around. No loose horse, nothing to indicate how he’d gotten here nor what had happened to put him in such peril. She checked his pulse. He still had one. Was there something she could make a travois from, to get him back to Cannon Beach? No, better to bring a doctor here. Or maybe seek out Jewell, her friend and a Nehalem healer. Together they might be able to help him, whoever he was. She patted the inside of his jacket looking for a wallet, something to identify him.


      J. J. Walter. That name seemed familiar.


      If he gained consciousness, he’d be in shock. Cold. She loosened her saddle and pulled the blanket out from under it and laid it over the man. She’d have to hope the saddle fit Noble well enough that there’d be no sores while she rode back for help. She resecured her saddle, then marked the site by what she could see in the landscape. Hug Point behind them, a nodal to the north in a line of sight to the area where she’d dragged the man. She coiled the rope, mounted up, and turned toward Cannon Beach, moving Noble as fast as he could take her through the surf. The mail would be late . . . but it would get delivered once she led others to this wounded soul. The patrons, the community, would understand. Helping those in need along the way might not be in the job description, but she was certain that delivering acts of charity ranked as important.


      “Come on, Noble. Let’s see if we can find Jewell. She’ll know what to do to help him.”


      Jewell was a good friend and in uncertain times, those made all the difference.


      It flashed through Mary’s mind that she would share this adventure with John when she got home and then remembered: John wasn’t there. And she didn’t know when he would be.
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      Jewell finished soaking the cedar root for the basket she would shape over a small broken funnel she’d found discarded on the beach. The tip had disappeared leaving the cone shape only. She worked in a room at the Elk Creek Hotel, a place for vacationists coming to the Crying Sands Beach. Rain pummeled the cedar shakes on the roof, blasted the windows in spurts. When rain ceased, it would still be the season to gather edible shoots of salmonberry and cattail, look for early blossoms. People would come when the rains stopped, the sand warmed, and the winds turned into playful breezes challenging seagulls. She looked across the creek to Hotel Bill. A competitor, built shortly after Herbert Logan, owner of this hotel, returned to England. A pale light in one room suggested it, too, had few guests taking advantage of a stormy sea weather.


      She returned to her work, held the funnel in her fingers. She imagined it came from a child’s playhouse. She had seen such a thing on the streets of Astoria where children once called down to her from a house in the trees as she walked by. “Come have tea with us, Indian lady,” one shouted. But the child’s mother—she assumed her mother—shushed her, told the girl with golden curls to come down the ladder if she was going to invite strangers to her house. Giggling had happened next as Jewell turned away, her eye catching the small funnel as it fell from the railing. The girl had knocked it off. Jewell picked it up, set it at the base of the ladder, nodded politely to the mother before she moved away, grateful no escalation of the mother’s upset-ness rose up. Months later Jewell was happy to find such a funnel in the flotsam of the sea, even though broken.


      Such a thing would be too small to allow any large amount of liquid to flow through it. Perhaps a child’s doll needed such a funnel. Jewell smiled at the thought. She made dolls to give as gifts as when her friend Mary’s children were young. Lately, she gave the dolls to visiting hotel children. She carved the toys—they were more than toys to her—from spruce and dressed them in deer hide that she scraped and smoked herself. The face she painted with blackberry ink. Her dolls kept their eyes open all the time, unlike the sleepy-eyed dolls she had seen in a store in Astoria. She worked on a necklace for her always-awake doll now. It was a rainy-day activity, making replicas of dolls her grandfather had once made for her. She prayed over each one, that the child who held it would find comfort. She hoped to make them for the immigrants too, those held at the Knappton Cove Sanitation facility across the Nch’i-Wána, the big river. She hoped the dolls would comfort those frightened by the newness of this coastal place. New beginnings could cause unbalance, make the earth feel different beneath one’s feet. She knew about such things.


      “Jewell. Are ye in there?” Joe Walsh’s voice broke the silence. A remittance man, he ran the hotel since Herbert Logan returned to his home in England with his dear Olivia. She did not know how her friends’ paths had turned or twisted, only that she missed their presence. Saying goodbye was a pathway she could do without. There had been so many goodbyes.


      “I am here.” She stood up, brushed the strands of bear grass from her pinafore. She looked at her cedar-stained fingers, put them into a bear grease tin, and rubbed them as she walked into the gathering place of the hotel. The lobby, Herbie called it. “What is it you seek?”


      “Will ye be here a few hours? I’ve an accoutrement to make in Seaside and I don’t want to leave this abode unattended.”


      “I do not know this ‘accoutrement’ word.”


      “An appointment. To pick up a guest from the train.”


      “Ah. The stage does not run?”


      “Not when the rain’s lashing it down like today. John Gerritse wouldn’t be demurred from such a frog strangler, but the current stage driver is a weed.”


      Jewell was not sure what demurred meant or how a person could be a weed. Perhaps deterred is what Joe meant with his twist of words.


      “There is only one guest,” Jewell reminded him. “And I will prepare his meal soon. I can remain for as long as you need me. You are free to leave.”


      “Good, good.” He stared at the windows with streaks of water pouring down. “Maybe I’ll be a little late. Could you fix tea for two? Or three, if you’re joining.”


      “I would be pleased to accept your invitation. Perhaps by the time I have prepared our food, the rain will stop and you will be up to the journey like Mary’s husband, if he were here.”


      “It’s a shame both he and Herbie left me bereft. And now George Bill and that missus of his—cousins, they say?—competing with our good hospitality.”


      “I do not think the departures of our friends were meant to reflect on you.”


      “Oh, I know.” Joe turned from the window. His white mustache nearly covered his mouth. It draped over like a deflated balloon and smothered his speech at times. He walked to the area behind the counter. “I’m just feeling sorry for the horses.”


      “Your horses?”


      “They’ll have to go out in this. I’d better warm myself up.” He lifted a bottle from the shelf and poured the amber liquid into a glass.


      Jewell could not see how Joe getting warm from the inside would assist the horses on their outsides. But then Joe Walsh had a strange sense of the way things worked. She would hope for both man and beast that the rain would stop soon or the guest from Seaside might decide to stay in that town, lowering the revenue even more. It was a winter season plague at Ecola Creek. Cannon Beach. And gave one more reason for Joe to find comfort warming up the horses through his own belly.


      Perhaps she should make a comfort doll for him.


      “Oh, oh, lookee!” Joe pointed toward the window.


      Through the streaks of rain, Jewell saw her friend Mary, head bowed into the wind and rain as she rode quickly on her Noble horse.


      “Mary and her horse will need comfort.”


      “I’ll tip one up for Mary’s horse.” He refilled his glass.


      Jewell wondered why Mary was here when she had stopped by the hotel on her way south not very long ago.


      Something had happened.


      Jewell donned her cedar hat that repelled water, grabbed her wool cape, and moved quickly into the rain to reach her friend whose face wore worry. Mary did not need more trials. She had had enough. Jewell feared that a comfort doll would not be enough.


      To Be Continued . . .

    

  


  
    Discussion Questions for 
Readers Groups


    1. The author presented Mary as someone who loved words, hearth being one of her favorites. What did you think about the word focus being derived from the second-century home when people gathered around a hearth for food, connection, light, and heat? Where is your hearth? Is your focus supported by your hearth?


    2. Both book 1 (Across the Crying Sands) and With the Enduring Tides (book 2) begin with the danger of the sea and questionable decision-making. Have you ever faced a challenge of the landscape that was heightened by—in retrospect—your questionable choices?


    3. Mary struggled with Belle and questions of her origin; Henrietta struggled with Charles, being the proper caretaker for her grandchildren; Jewell struggled with her blended inheritance; and Virginia was challenged with finding and keeping a safe place for her and her child. What do these struggles have in common, or do they have anything in common? Did these women demonstrate any similar paths toward managing these challenges?


    4. Joyce Carol Oates in a lecture some years ago said a good story needs three things: first, to elicit empathy for the character (someone to cheer for); second, to give voice to voices seldom heard; and third, to be worthy of remembrance. Does With the Enduring Tides meet these three criteria? Why or why not?


    5. Theologian Frederick Buechner wrote that a story needed to do three things too: seek, treasure, and tell secrets. What were the characters seeking? What did they treasure? And what were the secrets, some yet to be explained?


    6. The author also believes a good story needs three things. A story should provide new information. A reader should be able to find themselves inside the story, make a connection. Finally, it should support the reader spiritually. Does this story offer the reader those three things? How did it do that, or did the author fail to deliver on her story hopes?


    7. What unanswered questions do you expect will be resolved in book 3? Would anyone in your discussion group be willing to share those with the author? Or if you’re not part of a book group, the author would be pleased to hear of your questions/comments. You can do so at https://www.jkbooks.com/contact. She thanks you in advance.

  


  
    Author’s Notes 
and Acknowledgments


    The second book in a series holds special challenges. Which of the characters in book 1 stay on through book 2? What new characters or events will keep the story moving forward while bringing, hopefully, continued interest to followers of book 1? How to blend actual historical characters with fictional ones and stay true to the history of this magical place known as Oregon’s North Coast, specifically, Cannon Beach. Finally, how to engage you, dear readers, so that you’ll want to know even more in the third book of the series. If I’ve accomplished those writerly tasks, it’s because of the help of friends, historians, authors, beachgoers, storytellers, prayer partners, family, and more. I thank you all. I’ve included a list of resources that helped inform me and I’m most indebted to Suzy and Collin Wintjen of Seaside, for early readings, research assistance, and friendship. I thank longtime friend Sandy Maynard who helped me figure out what had happened to Jewell at the end of book 1 and that this second book was most about finding home and belonging. Niece and Coos Bay resident Nancy Tedder answered coastal questions and gave encouragement; Kathy Gervasi, a longtime Tillamook resident, distant relative, and friend, offered ideas, support, and kindnesses, as did Margie and Gary Waite whose Cannon Beach home gave me a place to gaze out at Haystack Rock. Photographs of Tillamook Bay by friend Jeannie Eddings brought the coast to me. So did Wheeler, Oregon, poet Dana Huneke-Stone who allowed me again to include one of her poems, for which I’m grateful. The community of Cannon Beach supports my work, and I thank artist and gallery owner Jeffery Hull for donating a watercolor print of his work “Passing Through” and to Bruce’s Candy Kitchen who donated saltwater taffy and chocolate to a Seashore sort of treasure giveaway and to sweeten a presentation at the Cannon Beach Museum and History Center in 2025. It was there we celebrated the release of book 1 of The Women of Cannon Beach series.


    The work of my publishing team at Baker continues to amaze me, especially editors Andrea Doering, Barb Barnes, and Robin VanderWall, marketing wizard Lindsay Shubert, cover designer Laura Klynstra, publicist Karen Steele, and so many more; and to my agent, Linda Glaz Literary. Thanks to all of them and to my website and social media manager Sarah Robinson of Robinson Design Co. for inventive ideas and for keeping my internet life grounded. She’s also my great-niece whose mother Michelle Hurtley created the original website jkbooks.com back in the 1990s when websites were just beginning. It took long moments to come up with dial-up on a phone line my husband and I buried seven miles ourselves. Another niece, Arlene Haugen, covers postcard mailings for me among other things, always there. My thanks to Susan Bailey for her mapmaking once again. And of course to Jerry, for his presence and support as enduring as the tides. He passed away as I finished book 2. His spirit of resilience and love remain. He is gone and everlasting.


    To help sort out fact from fiction, let me share these notes. Mary and John Gerritse continue to be the anchors for this series. Most of their activities—the opening tragedy with Prince, Mary’s search for family and home, the puzzle she tries to solve, her journey toward the treasure of family—I gleaned from her interviews and memoir as well as the historical records. Wills, death certificates, census records, property ownerships, newspaper clippings, recorded interviews with other “old timers” from Cannon Beach as well as genealogical perusing, led to not just what someone did and when, but speculation about why and how they might have felt doing it. A beloved horse dying. The trials of parenting a contrary child or making a way for oneself while meeting wider obligations. Gathering family at the hearth, an ancient word that does give us the word focus. Helping family find a place of belonging.


    Of special thanks are the numerous staffs of museums and historical societies who look after archives and prepare exhibits to educate and celebrate the people and places mentioned in this story (and so many others). To the Cannon Beach History Center and Museum, Clatsop County Historical Society, the Nehalem Valley Historical Society that features a film “Homestead: The Life and Times of Mary Gerritse with Liz Cole,” the Seaside Museum and Historical Society, Tillamook History Society, and the Oregon Historical Society, thank you.


    Mary’s journey of who she was and where she came from is based on fact. For those who read these notes first, I won’t spoil the story but suffice it to say, there are records. The setting of Scholls Ferry played an important part of the Gerritses’ story and of Belle’s. What happened to Belle there is based on fact. The newspaper account in the epilogue is a direct quote.


    Virginia and Cora are fictional but representative of single women’s peril at the turn of the century, and the importance of the kindness of strangers, and how family can extend beyond blood.


    Jewell’s story, the Nehalem woman’s journey, is fictional but the influence of the Finnish immigrants and marriage with Native people is factual. Henrietta Wingard’s story is based on fact as is Berta’s and Henrietta’s son CW and grandchildren Charles and Isabell. Henrietta considered herself one of the old guard on Cannon Beach having built a cottage she later rented out to tourists, treasure hunters, and others finding respite at the Crying Sands Beach. But it was blending a family, dealing with the upset of adult children while caring for grandchildren, that defined Henrietta’s life at Cannon Beach. Herbert Logan’s struggle with his family, as a remittance man, his health and the explanation and indecision about returning to the UK is based on fact. Olivia is not.


    Callahan the cow was real. You’ll see more of her in book 3.


    Perhaps where fact and fiction combine is within the numerous hardships of coastal and frontier settlers living at the turn of the twentieth century on that rugged coast. Book 1 explored Mary’s journey to discover who she was outside of being a mother and wife. Book 2 is about family secrets, tragedy, and how families endured—or in some instances didn’t. It’s meant to tell the story not only of the development of the coast but of resilience and the hearth where family, friends, and faith brought people through temporary terrible times. May they inspire our own journeys.


    Warmly, 
Jane
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