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  Chapter 1


  Kill Devil Hills, North Carolina, Autumn 1970


   



  Hale’s lungs were tight as he gripped his duffel in one hand and held his uniform over his shoulder with the other. He flew up the steps of the small fishing cottage that his wife was renting from the Shelby family and arrived on the wide porch. He had imagined the moment he’d see her so many times that he felt like he was performing a play. He dropped the duffel right there and knocked on the screen door. Why was he knocking? She knew he was coming. He threw the door open and walked into the small entry. It opened into the family room. He wiped his feet while he scanned the space. “April!”


  His heart beat fast and heavy. Yes, he was home under difficult circumstances. Hale’s wife was having difficulty coping with the stillbirth of their daughter. He was worried for her and knew if his skipper granted hardship leave that things must be bad. Yet he was determined, sure as he had finally arrived at the Outer Banks, he was confident that he could make her well. He just needed to see her, to hold her, to tell her everything was going to be okay.


  The Guess Who’s “No Sugar Tonight” was playing on the radio. The tune brought a smile to his face. He rushed down the hallway and poked his head into two bedrooms and a bathroom before finding the room April had been using. He tucked his naval uniform into the closet, went back to the kitchen, and turned off the radio, straining to hear any noise that might signal April’s location. He went back outside, inhaling the salty air.


  Where was she? He leapt off the porch and crossed the gravelly lane called Beach Road, stepping onto the sand, craning his neck to catch a glimpse of her. A seagull clipped Hale’s head as it landed off to the side then flipped a whitefish into its mouth. As far as he could see, the beach was empty, yet he thought he should walk it, search for April. He didn’t know which direction she would have walked, but he started out anyway.


  Heading south, a flock of black birds escorted him from above. Scores of them moved together like one great wing flapping in the wind. The whoosh of their collective descent was punctuated by their coarse, throaty screams.


  The sand worked into Hale’s shoes, each particle stabbing at the skin below his ankles. He pushed one shoe off and then the other, leaving them near a smattering of driftwood that had been pushed ashore by high tide. The birds dropped, their calls growing louder, drowning out the surf. One by one, the black skimmers rained from the sky like bombs, their red beaks bright against the gray sky that had crept in with Hale’s arrival. Some of the birds landed in the shoals and poked and prodded at the sand.


  He came upon the largest cluster of birds, the beige sand peeking out in small patches among the blackness, and his eye went to a different form, a woman sitting rod straight, motionless in the center of the black avian shroud. Her blonde hair whipped in the wind like the sea grass at his feet. Hale stopped. His heart thumped. April. He willed himself to breathe, to move toward her. He’d never seen such a sight, the way she seemed partly born of the sand, partly able to sprout wings and fly away.


  “April!” he said, waving even though her back was to him.


  She did not respond. He called again, his words turned back to him by the stiff ocean gales. He jogged toward her, weaving in between napping skimmers, hopping over those that were too busy eating to move out of his way.


  When he had nearly reached April, he halted again. He suddenly felt nervous about his excitement; he felt her sadness as though they shared the same soul. He’d never seen such a stunning sight in his life. Her elegance was apparent even sitting on a beach, in the middle of birds. She turned her head slightly, her profile facing him. His stomach flipped. Oh my God, is she beautiful. The wind tossed her hair, making her appear as though she were posing for a magazine shoot.


  Even from a distance, even from the side, he thought he could see the sparkle of her blue eyes. The way they were set, wide on her face, made it seem as though he saw something slightly different every time he looked at her, something more, something alluring, hypnotizing. Those eyes.


  There was no woman more captivating, he was sure. Or more lonely. Her sadness seemed to leap over the sand to him, to well up from the soles of his feet, filling him, squeezing the breath from his suddenly heavy lungs. If he felt this, then her pain must be far greater, her emptiness more profound. He’d helped her create life, but he hadn’t been there when it ended.


  He moved closer to her, yelling her name again. She sat, splashed by the surf, her shorts and sleeveless t-shirt clinging to her body. Her legs were pretzeled beneath her, her arms outstretched, resting on her knees, her palms turned skyward. Seaweed had wrapped around her fingers, dangling from them, the ends washing around her with the surf. She appeared fragile, even more so than the year before.


  He finally reached her and dropped to his knees. Her eyes met his and he saw a spark in her expression, as though it took her a few heartbeats to realize who he was. She threw her ice-cold arms around his neck and buried her face in his shoulder. Oh, God. The thrill he felt to hold her again shocked him, and the worry crashed away like a spent wave.


  He kissed her cheeks and forehead and chin then ran his hands over her arms. “What are you doing out here like this? It’s so cold.” Hale didn’t wait for answers. He gathered her in his arms.


  She drew back. “Wait.”


  His chest heaved, wanting to wrap her up tight. He leaned in and she put her hand against his chest, stopping him.


  “It’s you, it’s you, it’s you.” Her gaze penetrated his; her words were thin against the noisy surf. Her smile turned electric. He was struck by the thought that his wife was all right, that she had weathered the stillbirth better than he’d been told. He exhaled, not realizing he’d been holding his breath.


  Inches apart, they stared at each other. He grabbed her hands as a wave broke, drenching them. The tension dissolved and they laughed, falling into each other, running their hands over every bit of skin they could reach, marveling like they had discovered the lost tombs of Egypt.


  “Let’s go.” He squeezed her hands.


  She nodded and wrapped her arms around his neck. He stood and she latched her legs around his waist.


  Hale moved down the beach, holding her. His excitement, the love he felt for her, spread throughout his body as she pressed her hips into him. He threaded his way toward the cottage, disturbing slumbering birds, whispering to April that all would be well now that he was back, that he would take away the hurt and make everything perfect again.


  And as he headed back to the cottage, April nuzzled into him. “I love you, I love you,” she said, her lips moving against his neck, thrilling him. It had been nearly a year since he’d pulled April from the chilled water of the Albemarle Sound, since he had rescued her body and she had rescued his heart. Last year, back home on leave, he’d felt as though somehow he was starting over again, but had been lost, needing to find her as much as she had needed to be found.


  She squeezed her legs tighter, finding his lips with hers. He stopped walking and set her down, continuing the kiss.


  She pulled away, touching his arms, his chest, his cheeks, her eyes filled with tears. “You’re here, you’re here, you’re here. I can’t even believe it,” she said.


  Hale dug his hands into her hair. “You’re okay?” After seeing her so solemn at the edge of the surf, he hadn’t expected her to be gleeful, as though his presence had snapped her awareness to on. She kissed him again.


  Hale laughed, talking into her kiss. “Thank God.” He laid his forehead on hers.


  She nodded, grabbing his backside, pulling him to her. “Let’s make love. Right here.”


  His excitement grew, but in the back of his mind, even with this thrilling greeting, he wasn’t sure they should make love. Had he returned from Vietnam under any other circumstances, he wouldn’t have hesitated. But this was different.


  He traced his finger over her lips. He had forgotten just how tall she was until she stood there in front of him. She went up on her toes and kissed him. “Please, Hale. Please. I need you. Please. You’re not going to make me wait? Not after being gone so long. Don’t tease me like this.” She played with the hair at the nape of his neck with one hand and moved her other hand between his legs.


  She sat down, pulling him onto the sand with her. “No one’s here. Just us.” She leaned back on her elbows, her eyes full of flirty mischief.


  He looked around as he knelt between her legs, caressing her knees, her thighs. “But what about—”


  “It’s okay. It’s fine. I am.”


  Hale licked his lips. “You’re sure? Usually, I like to woo you first. At least a little, if you recall.”


  April threw her head back. “You call fixing my roof an exercise in wooing? No roof to fix here.” She met his gaze again, flinty desire making his stomach flip.


  “Consider me wooed, my love,” she said.


  Hale shook his head, his cheeks hurting from his wide grin. He held up his finger. “Be serious, for just one second.”


  “Oh, serious Hale.” She rolled her eyes, chuckling.


  He scoffed at her mocking, their little joke. She seemed like herself. Perhaps she was stronger than everyone thought she was. He finally let the full force of joy and lust hit him. “There’s no one like you, April Abercrombie. No one in the world.”


  She sat up and laced her hands around his neck, pulling him down on top of her. His lips met hers. He wanted to take his time and explore her body, take in every bit of her with his eyes, with his fingers, so he could savor the experience once he was back overseas. But even as he kissed her, she was fumbling with the button on his jeans and shimmying out of her shorts. She’s okay, Hale thought, relief rushing through him. Her passion and desire for him nearly made him laugh out loud. He’d been so afraid for her, worried that he wouldn’t know how to talk to her. But here she was, overwhelming him with her excitement, with her resilience.


  “Please. I just want you close to me.” She wrapped her hand around him, stroking, making him gasp. She was no longer just part of a scene in his memory. She opened a door that he was free to run through. He kissed her neck, tasting the salt that had dried there. She pushed his pants off and grasped his ass.


  He wanted to savor every moment, to slow down time. They pushed against each other, the tingling lit through him like fire, her arousal fueling his. His heartbeat sped up, making him think he couldn’t slow things down.


  She put her hand on his shoulder, shifting her weight so that she could straddle him. She pulled off his shirt and he leaned back. She bit his earlobe, then kissed him from his neck to his shoulder, onto his chest and belly before taking him into her mouth.


  “Oh God. April.”


  She kissed her way back up his body, every bit of him shuddering as she slipped into his lap. The loose neckline of her t-shirt fell to the side. He kissed her collarbone and ran his hands around her back, unhooking her bra as she moved against him. He lifted her shirt over her head, flung the bra to the side and kissed her breasts. She grasped him at the back of the neck and paused before wrapping her hand around him. She lifted onto her knees and guided him inside her. Hale gripped her hips.


  His vision blurred as the warmth of her body around his shocked him. She rose up and down, and in a few moments he was close to the end. She dropped her head back, her hair swinging behind her. He pulled her to him, wanting to feel her against his chest. With her in his lap, her arms and legs clamped around him, holding him so tight he could barely find his breath, they finished.


  Breathing hard, Hale turned April onto her back, her body nestled under him as though they’d never been apart.


  The happiness. It was alive in him, coursing through his veins. His eyes burned. Warm tears slid down his face onto her cheek. He watched her heaving breath settle into unison with his, her face placid with her eyes shut, lips slightly parted. He brushed her hair from her face.


  Having her under him, their hearts and bodies joined in this moment of sheer release was what he’d imagined the entire time he was in Vietnam. And best of all, she was okay. He couldn’t believe it, but they had all been wrong about April. She was fine. Thank you, God.


  


  Chapter 2


  April and Hale reached the cottage and climbed the steps. The whole way back, they couldn’t stop looking at each other, couldn’t curtail their smiling, and for those moments, April had never felt so normal. She couldn’t stop from glancing at Hale, taking in every detail about him.


  He was well over six feet tall, his blond hair and blue eyes making him look as though he were drawn up for a fairy tale, ready to be plopped onto a white horse. Seeing him, feeling his hands on her, his protectiveness, his love had rejuvenated her like a miracle had descended from the heavens—instantly turning her back to the woman she thought of as herself.


  The easy connectedness she’d felt with Hale on the beach apparently made her typically quiet husband fill the air with ramblings about everything from the broken toilets in the restroom at the airport to the odd hats he saw everyone wearing in California. “Like some sort of hat edict had been sent down, telling everyone to appear as stupid-looking as possible. God, I missed this country.” He chuckled.


  April was comforted by his babbling and was happy to let him carry on, to fill her ears with the sound of his voice the way oxygen made up the air they breathed. But then it happened: in much the way it had been occurring since the death of their baby, April would find a sliver of normalcy and was fooled by it, convinced it was the start of her return to the woman she once was. But then she couldn’t focus on anything, her ears felt as though clogged with cotton, her mind tangled around disparate thoughts, and the optimism would snap off like dry tinder and leave her deadened again.


  It can’t happen again. Not with Hale actually here, April told herself. She looked at him and squeezed his hand, attempting to capture the connection, the joy, for as long as she could. But by the time Hale was turning the knob on the cottage door, she felt as though the easy contentment, the relief, and the excitement had been woven into a ribbon and was trailing behind her, leaving her body, draining her, as though what happened on the beach hadn’t really occurred at all.


  She turned back to the sand and looked at their footprints snaking behind. She reached out as though she could grab the ribbon of warm feelings and pull it back, wrap it around her and tie it tight so it wouldn’t leave her ever.


  Hale picked up his duffel and held the door open for April. “You coming?”


  April nodded but didn’t move.


  “You all right?”


  April swallowed, feeling unbalanced. She turned back to see Hale’s expectant expression. She told herself this was what couples experienced when they reunited after months of one of them being at war. Maybe this emptiness was just that. She tapped her chest. There it was. The love.


  Hale stepped back toward her, taking her hand. “You’re freezing. Let’s get you warmed up.” She tapped her chest again and stepped inside. She knew the pulsing love was there; she had felt it out on the beach, him inside her, bringing her back to life simply by laying his skin over hers. Just let him talk and things will work their way back to comfortable. You’ve waited for him for months. Let yourself be happy.


  This was right. Their marriage was right. There should not be worries about their relationship. Yet, she felt troubled, a global sense of angst related to everything that came to her mind.


  No. She told herself that, although they’d had possibly the world’s shortest official courtship before marrying in the autumn of 1969, they also had two decades of friendship before they ever acknowledged the possibility of romance. They had more history than most couples that dated for years before marriage. That, she told herself, was all she needed to know in order to trust that they were right to marry so quickly.


  Perhaps she could have given in fully into the wispy contentment if not for the facts. In a few weeks, he would be going back to Vietnam, and he could die; just like her brother, Andrew, had been killed, just as the baby had never lived. Perhaps there was a way to be pleased but guarded, for she could not withstand more pain and sorrow. She rubbed her temples. She wanted to be outside of her mind, to go back to the place where there was love, just love, not this insanity that she couldn’t seem to shake. “I’ll go change my clothes.”


  Hale cocked his head appearing puzzled, as though she had said something odd.


  In the bedroom, she pulled on dry underpants, shorts, and a t-shirt but no bra. She could hear Hale continue blathering, announcing that he would add honey to the tea he was making her. He was a sweet, considerate man, she thought, producing all that noise just for her. She crossed the hall to the bathroom, where she squeezed the ends of her hair in a towel, and could still hear Hale’s voice, but not what he was actually saying. Dry and a little warmer, she entered the room where the kitchen met the family room space. He had changed into a sweatshirt and pants. She stopped short. The sudden silence behind Hale’s longwinded narrative hit April.


  “You turned the radio off?” she asked. Her voice was sharper than she’d intended.


  “Well, yes, you weren’t here, so . . .” He looked confused again.


  “Oh.” She needed it on. She adjusted the knob. The whining noise that came as she tuned the radio made Hale stop speaking. He came behind her and lifted her hair, kissing the back of her neck. She turned and pressed against him, his body heat radiating through her clothing. “I’m so glad you’re here,” she said.


  “You’re still shivering. I’ll start a fire.”


  April nodded and turned back to her radio. She couldn’t remember the last time it had been off, not even at night. It made her feel as though someone was there, not anyone who might need attention or conversation or, well, anything at all, but someone who was simply there.


  April pulled a quilt from the back of the slipcovered couch and curled into the soft cushions. She burrowed under the blanket like a snail covering itself in a fresh shell. She grasped the quilt’s tattered edge as the warmth of the fire seeped into the room.


  With her knees pulled into her body, she put her mind back on the beach, just half an hour before. She remembered that she had felt her heart beat for the first time in weeks at the sight of Hale. The relief and surprise when he’d appeared on the beach as if he had risen out of the sand, born of it like a protective dune—she had never felt such desire in her life. But then it was gone.


  How was that possible? Her reaction to him, her ravenous need to feel him against her, inside her, had surprised her. To have him so close to her was suddenly everything she’d been afraid to imagine while he was in Vietnam. Perhaps the dissolution of the joy she’d felt was her mind’s way of protecting her. The baby. Perhaps it was that something inside her knew not to depend on him too much. He would only be here for a little while, and then he would be gone for at least another year. Or if he was killed overseas, he would be gone forever. She trembled under the fear of it all, of her thinking of death in any form.


  Hale pulled the refrigerator door open. “We need some food,” he said.


  “Yes,” April said.


  He searched the cabinets one at a time while April thought of the last time she had heard Hale’s voice. He’d phoned her when on short leave from the USS Bon Homme Richard, or the Bonnie Dick, as they called it in casual company. She had been in the middle of writing a letter to tell him that Dr. Mann had confirmed she was pregnant when the call came from somewhere in the Philippines.


  She could still hear the sound of Hale whooping and the resonance of his voice fading a bit as he turned from the receiver and shouted to his buddies that he was going to be a dad.


  She felt such joy in becoming pregnant, such surprise that it had happened. The short weeks that led to their marriage and even shorter honeymoon had seen them spend a healthy portion of their time in bed, but she could not have been more surprised to end up pregnant. In fact, with the help of her irregular periods, she had not really suspected pregnancy until her second term turned her stomach with nearly nonstop nausea. She hadn’t felt one bit of illness in the first trimester.


  A log rolling over in the fireplace startled April. Hale stabbed at the wood with the poker. She tried to call back the serenity she’d felt in seeing him, in feeling his weight on her, but she couldn’t force her way past the fear that had cemented in her veins. Please, let me feel like I did when I first saw him.


  The sound of the DJ’s voice coming from the radio made her sit up. “Oh, wait. Turn this up a little.”


  Hale looked over his shoulder at her and smiled. “Okay.” He turned it up and they listened as the DJ introduced a song. “This is for Sara; as always, every night, Sara needs her song,” he said, and Donovan’s “Catch the Wind” began. April sighed and let it wash over her; the tune, the words, all of it fit the needs of some girl named Sara who received this dedication every evening, and yet the song fit April, too. It was the only thing on the radio she was actually attentive to each day.


  Hale poked at the blazing fire. “I was talking to Matt the other day—”


  “Shush!” April pushed her hand toward him.


  Hale turned around, his eyebrows raised.


  She tucked her hand back inside the cocoon. “I just need to hear this.”


  “Well, okay,” he said quietly. He threw another log on the fire as April closed her eyes and let the warmth of the song and the heat of the fire comfort her. Her life was an exercise in catching the wind, she thought. Hale, the baby, her brother, Andrew, her career. It was all sweeping by as though her arms were open, grasping, but as with the wind, the peace was uncatchable, the contentment like sea mist between her fingers.


  When the final note of the song played, she opened her eyes and saw Hale staring at her, his knitted brow making her feel like a puzzle he was solving.


  April’s cheeks warmed as she grew self-conscious. She shrugged. “They play that every night. They play the same ten songs all day. Except for that one.”


  “It’s not even a new song,” Hale said. “Odd.”


  “I know.” But I wait for that song every day, she thought but did not say, for she knew how really strange that was. She smiled at Hale, wanting to be cheerful. She wanted to give him something lovely and loving to remember when he went back to Vietnam. But she knew her forced smile would not escape him. If only she hadn’t done so many things wrong, created so many secrets, then perhaps she could fully enjoy his presence.


  The thought; the fear of his reaction to the truth about the baby made her want to disappear. Hiding had become a way of life for April. She had disconnected from her life in every way. She hid from her family, Hale’s mother, and anyone who came calling.


  The fishing cottage on the Outer Banks wasn’t far from Bliss, her grand home on North Carolina’s mainland that overlooked the Albemarle Sound. But the tiny, spare refuge that sat on the J-shaped string of barrier islands fronting the Atlantic Ocean and backing up against the choppy Albemarle, offered her solace. The watery space between Bliss and the cottage allowed her a measure of concealment that she found necessary.


  April had tried to move on after their baby was born dead. That’s what the doctors had prescribed. The nurses, too. So had nearly everyone who knew the baby was stillborn.


  Stillborn. She shuddered. The word had power in its form like it was shaped in barbed wire, making her flinch each time it was said aloud or fashioned in her head.


  Hale poked the fiery logs one last time and pushed the screen into place. April wanted the love that she held for Hale to blast through the heaviness, to allow her to smile easily, to feel alive again, but she couldn’t. This was what had caused her to disconnect from those who cared about her. Please help me, Hale. Make me feel like I did on the beach.


  “Did you say something?” Hale asked. His face was expectant as though he wanted her to begin a conversation.


  Had she said that aloud? She shook her head. His face fell a bit, letting her know he must be feeling her distance. She was sorry about that and vowed to do better, to not waste this time with him.


  Her moods shifted like sand in a storm. Her anger was like a rogue wave that came out of nowhere and drowned unsuspecting people. She recalled the last time she had tried to do something normal. She went to Amberlie Smith’s tea party. April had been jovial when she arrived, four weeks after the death of her child. She thought perhaps the doctors were correct, that getting out among friends in a pretty dress, with clean hair pushed back in a barrette on one side, would allow her to reenter her life.


  She had brought flowers and Hale’s mother’s homemade oatmeal-banana-nut muffins. Upon arriving, all the guests kissed and squeezed and smiled at April, greeting her with flowery, welcoming words. Most of the ladies settled into the living room, but April had migrated to the kitchen with Amberlie and Buffy.


  That should have been a sign to April that her mood had been on a downswing. If there was one place she was never found at a gathering, it was in the kitchen. But her mind had turned off or down just a little, and she’d felt the urge to be invisible.


  In the kitchen, Amberlie and Buffy stood on one side on the worktable. April took her spot across from them. Amberlie pushed a bowl in front of April. “Could you make the quiche?”


  April rubbed her palms against the front of her dress. “Sure.” Maybe it would be good to occupy herself with a task. She went to the sink, washed her hands, and took her place across from Amberlie.


  Amberlie slid a bowl, carton of eggs, cream, cheeses, and crumbled bacon to April. She popped open the carton and removed one egg.


  Amberlie and Buffy rolled out dueling pieces of cinnamon dough, each trying to outdo the other, just like old times.


  “Well, I’m done with the idea of working outside the home at all,” Amberlie said.


  “That’s a good decision,” Buffy said. “UNC brought you everything you needed. Now, you just settle in and have your babies.”


  “It’s boring, though, isn’t it?” Amberlie stopped rolling and looked at Buffy.


  “Peshaw, Amberlie. Work is boring. We did enough work in college.”


  April thought of her photography. There was nothing that had filled her with purpose more than her work. She had not lifted the camera since the day she gave birth, but it wasn’t because it was boring. She felt anger heat her belly. She told herself she was being silly to feel mad. Everyone was different. April was different. Buffy was the norm. What the hell did April care what Buffy thought about anything?


  “April?” Amberlie said. “Could you crack those and blend them, please? I’m using your mama’s recipe.”


  April looked at the egg sitting in the palm of her hand as though she didn’t know how it got there. “Sorry.” She shook her head. She cracked the egg into the bowl, and a shard of shell fell into the white liquid. April stabbed at the shell, trying to pull it out with her finger, but each time she pushed into the white, the shell scooted away.


  She looked up to see Amberlie and Buffy staring at her. “Here,” Amberlie said, pulling the bowl toward her. In one sweep of her finger, she removed the shell. April felt incompetent as they stared at her. “You know I’m not a cook, Am,” April said, forcing a laugh.


  “I know.” She patted April’s hand. “It’s okay, dear.”


  April took another egg from the carton and poised it over the edge of the bowl, lining it up in just the right spot. Her hand shook, and she stole a glance at the ladies across from her. They observed her as though she was from another land. April swallowed hard, and Buffy and Amberlie glanced at each other, continuing their rolling.


  “I like being a housewife. Like my mother,” Buffy said. “I’m here with you. How exciting is that? We can be bored together if it ever comes to that. I feel like my life is perfect. Little Nickolas is at home with the sitter. What’s so bad? I’ll have four more children by the time I’m thirty, and then I’ll have forty years to myself, tending my husband. It’s a wonderful life.” Buffy peeled some stuck dough from the rolling pin.


  “Five kids?” Amberlie asked.


  These casual words about babies began to swell and jumble in April’s mind. Just one child, just one baby; the words came like waves through April’s mind.


  She hit the egg against the bowl, and half the shell cracked into the bowl. Buffy sighed and Amberlie pulled the bowl over again, expertly removing the shell from the innards. “Oh look, two yolks in that one.”


  “Twins!” Buffy said, peering into the bowl. “I’d like twins next time. Get two out in one shot.”


  “No way,” Amberlie said. “You’d need two night-nurses then.”


  “True. True,” Buffy said.


  April bit the inside of her cheek to keep the rising sadness from leaking out.


  Amberlie pushed the bowl back to April and glanced at the egg carton, signaling her to take another one.


  She did. She held it over the bowl, her hand quaking even more. What was wrong with her? She began to sweat, moisture beading at her hairline and dripping down the side of her face past her ear. She swiped at the perspiration with the back of her hand while still holding the egg.


  Buffy stared at her, her face curled into disgust like paper rolling up over a hot flame. April stared back at her and pulled a face right back.


  What was happening? April had never loved Buffy, but she’d never been so bothered by her either.


  “Well,” Buffy said.


  April could feel her gaze as she steadied her hand over the edge of the bowl.


  “Maybe four babies,” Buffy said. “We’ll see if the good Lord thinks us worthy of a big family or a huge family. Maybe it will be six.”


  April smacked the egg against the bowl, shattering the entire thing, half the insides falling into the bowl, half down the side, but somehow the entire shell went into the bowl.


  April stared at it, now in a full-body sweat. Moisture snaked between her breasts and matted her hair at the back of her neck while rage bubbled up with the wetness sprouting from her pores. Her vision blurred, and suddenly, she was screaming, her hand jerking like she suffered from a neurological disorder.


  “Why would you think you could control how many children you have, Buffy?” April clenched her fists on the table. “Or that the Lord is rewarding you somehow?”


  Buffy and Amberlie drew back. Then Amberlie pushed a smile to her face and relaxed her shoulders. She took the bowl from April again and started to fish out the shells. “April here is just feeling a little on edge after everything.” Amberlie’s voice cracked.


  “Give me that bowl back!” April yanked it into her belly, splashing some whites and a yolk against her dress. “I can crack the eggs.” April picked one up and smashed it as hard as she could into the bowl. Buffy’s eyes widened and Amberlie covered her mouth.


  April pointed at Buffy, egg dripping from her finger. “You think I did something wrong to have my baby die? Or the Lord thinks I don’t deserve one? Not one, Buffy?” April smashed another egg into the bowl and then another.


  Buffy slipped her arm into Amberlie’s as though she needed to be supported and protected. This fired April’s anger.


  “You”—April smashed another egg right onto the table—“should”—she smashed another beside it—“keep”—she threw another at Buffy, hitting her in the hip—“your”—another flew at the cabinet behind Buffy’s head—“big”—April smashed one on the floor—“mouth”—another on the floor near Buffy’s feet—“SHUT!” April’s shrill voice cut through the silence that had settled over the house. The rush of quiet made April notice that the other women had gathered in the doorway, watching, mouths dropped open.


  Their pitying, shocked expressions enraged April further. One woman rubbed her pregnant belly. April stared at the nurturing motion of her hand, circling, circling. The woman backed out of the room as though in fear of April storming toward her and pounding on her round stomach. April shook her head and turned the rest of the egg carton over, smashing the entire thing into the table, drubbing on it with both fists.


  When fully squashed, April noticed Amberlie, still frozen in place across from her. Her eyes were teary while Buffy stood marble-still, only her hand moving, rubbing a circle over the spot on her hip where the egg had smashed.


  What was happening to her? April put her fingers to her temples, pressing hard. She drew a deep breath, trying to still the wild thoughts that jammed her mind, trying to stem the rage. She dropped her hands to her side, willing herself to appear sane. “I’m so sorry, Amberlie.” She steadied her voice. “I did not mean to ruin your lovely brunch. This is all quite unexpected. Me, behaving this way.” April turned her palms upward. “I know you mean well.” April drew a deep breath as her friend’s eyes welled up and spilled over.


  “This was so nice of you. You are so sweet. You always have been.” April nodded. “But Buffy, Buffy is an asshole.” Just saying those mean words felt so good to April, and that was when she knew. When she left the tea party, it was clear that would be the last time she attempted to put everything behind her, as the doctor had ordered.


  The stupid, stupid doctor. The taste of rancid words in her mouth and seeing the hurt on Buffy’s face gave April a release that she knew was shameful to feel. It felt exceptional to let all that ire out of her, to splatter it all over someone else.


  Since that tea party, she’d felt impotent in the face of the world. She couldn’t force herself to do anything but allow the universe to have its way with her, as it had already destroyed so much of what was important to her.


  But now, Hale was back. This should change everything. Hale bent over and kissed her forehead. “I’ll unpack after I warm up your tea, my lady.”


  She nodded.


  His presence, his attentiveness, made everything clearer for April. Clearer in regard to the truth. She owed him the whole story. Hale deserved to know all that had happened, the extent of her postpartum troubles. Everything. But she couldn’t think of it all right then. She held her breath, trying to push away the images bombarding her.


  The teapot screeched. April could see Hale from the couch as he dipped the tea bag and added honey, stirring it, the sound of metal against the side of the mug competing with the lady’s voice singing about laundry detergent. He went to the radio and turned to her. “Can I turn the radio down?”


  She nodded. “But not off.”


  He sat beside her and she moved so she could take the tea into her hands, the warmth spreading over her palms.


  She sipped it. “Thank you.”


  “Anything for my sweet potato.”


  A smile came to her. A real one. “I like when you call me that.”


  He nodded. “I want you to know you can talk to me about it.”


  April stared at him. She hadn’t been expecting him to say that. The doctors had advised her that men usually do best when not burdened with the wife’s sense of loss and temporary hopelessness. Dr. Mann suggested April would feel best if she kept the ugly business of death and birth quiet, since men, though big and physically strong, were sensitive to emotional pain. It was a wife’s job to keep her husband on solid ground.


  “Oh. Well.” She stuck her finger into a small hole in the quilt. She wasn’t ready for this. Once she started talking, she would have to tell him the truth. She would do that eventually, but not yet.


  Hale pulled her legs over his lap and massaged her calves. “We’ll have more babies. As many as you want.”


  Unable to swallow, the sip of tea sat in her mouth. She thought of Amberlie’s tea party, her reaction to the women talking about babies that seemingly appear out of thin air, the mere notion of “baby” making a healthy birth possible. She hoped she didn’t start sweating like she had the day her mind had gone around the bend. How could people be so casual about thinking they could snap their fingers and make a live baby appear in the room? She forced the tea down her throat.


  “I don’t want you to worry.” Hale ran his fingers up and down her legs. “They finally told me how hard it’s been for you. I wish I could have been with you. I want you to tell me everything. I’m here now and I want to hear it all.”


  She pushed the tea toward him. “I’m tired.”


  He set the mug on the coffee table in front of the couch. “I don’t mean to upset you, but Jimmy’s wife had a similar experience, and he told me everything shapes up after a little time. I just want you to know that we’ll have as many kids as you want. Five, six, a dozen!”


  “Stop it,” she hissed. “I need to rest.” She squeezed her eyes shut, hoping to stem the rage that came along with this type of blindly hopeful talk. She opened her eyes and saw the earnestness on his face. She knew how much he loved her, but she couldn’t talk to him about this, not yet.


  She hadn’t wanted to hurt him, but it was too much, too soon.


  “Okay. We’ll talk later,” Hale said.


  She scooted downward, pulling the quilt back up under her chin. It wasn’t fair to keep information from Hale, and she would not stop him from leaving once he heard everything. But perhaps there was a way to avoid the telling of the tale. Perhaps she might just die before she had to.


  She closed her eyes and asked sleep to take her, as she had every day since the birth. Did it even count as being born if you’re dead when delivered? What was that called when a little soul never draws a breath? There must be a better word for it somewhere, in some language.


  She couldn’t quite banish the images, the memories that lingered always in the shadowed recesses of her mind. She grimaced as she recalled the tight pain deep inside her body, the way the aching stabbed and pulled at the same time, the way the discomfort drew a line around her insides, right down to her cervix, which she would have sworn she felt opening little by little.


  This agony had initially been laced with excitement, the fear calmed by an attentive nurse and Hale’s mother’s reassuring words, her own parents’ excited faces as she left them all in the waiting room. April hadn’t minded the discomfort so much, not until the nurse’s voice grew tense. Not until they all began to ignore April’s questions, their sharp orders for April to quiet down, that they needed to get the doctor. It was then the pain weakened her, ripped through her, and she could not stop herself from demanding they get the baby out.


  It was then the measured work her body was doing turned choppy, the patterns of contractions turned sharp, her breath stolen, her mind losing track of coherent thoughts as nurse after nurse and several doctors trailed through the delivery room like ants to a picnic, ignoring April’s pleas for information, her commands to make it all stop.


  The chaos was mitigated only by one nurse’s kind gaze as she settled the gas mask over April’s face, the woman’s voice overtaken by unconsciousness as the medicine did its work, taking away April’s ability to feel, to worry, to perceive anything at all.


  Yes, the word still fit. But birth—that word was all wrong. Perhaps that’s why the nurses and doctor were so quick to do away with her baby; perhaps the lack of taking a breath in this world meant the little soul never really existed. That’s what they thought anyway.


  April drew a deep breath and Hale began to knead her blanketed limbs again. She trembled. She opened her eyes slightly to watch him, his broad shoulders working under his grey sweatshirt. His blond hair was cropped close to his skull, reliable, like him. She knew how lucky she was.


  His eyes were troubled, loving, as he worked his way over her body, easing her toward sleep. Letting the exhaustion of facing their baby’s death take over, at the cusp, hovering between awake and asleep, April thought perhaps the stillborn soul felt something like this, alive but not really. Perhaps in having carried the dead baby, the ability to live went with her.


  I’m sorry, Hale. I’m so sorry. He was a good man and he deserved to be treated that way. She reached up to him and pulled him tight against her. She kissed his cheeks and cupped his face in her hands. “I love you, Hale. I’m so sorry about everything. I’m sorry that I’m so tired. I’ll feel better after I rest, I promise.”


  “I love you, too, my April.” He tucked the quilt under her chin and kissed her. “You just rest, and everything will be fine. I promise.”


  April nodded and turned to her side, curling up into the shape of a seahorse, hoping she could find a way to keep them together, to make things right so she would be deserving of this great man’s love once again.


  


  Chapter 3


  Hale kissed April on the lips again. So soft. Of all the things he had fantasized about, remembered, and imagined, he had forgotten about the feel of her lips, the velvety sensation that came as his lips met hers. This time, with this kiss, he attempted to imprint everything about it into his mind to save for when he was gone.


  On the trip from Vietnam, Hale’s mind had been wrapped around his work, his buddies. As the Radar Intercept Operator, he was responsible for keeping himself and his pilot safe—for knowing exactly where every plane and missile in the air was coming from and headed to. He’d felt a twinge of guilt at taking leave, but his mother’s voice, the fear in it more than what she said, had made Hale’s skipper grant him leave.


  “Better to take leave and solve this once and for all,” the skipper had said. “Blanch it, leach it, make it right. Then get back here where your country needs you.”


  His skipper was right, Hale knew. And as he got closer to North Carolina, to April, his mind left his work behind, at least on a conscious level, focusing on April, letting the anticipation at seeing her again bubble up. He never could completely shake the traumatic events that came with doing his job.


  The memories lived under his skin, showing themselves in his dreams, in a sudden thunderclap, or a large crowd. He should have known from the way he managed to hide his own fears and worries and regret from those around him that his wife might be adept at the same thing. He had no idea how bad things had gotten.


  April’s letters were cheerful despite her saying that she was sad about the baby, that she hadn’t worked since she went into labor. He could not have guessed from the tone or word choice of her letters that she wasn’t doing well, that she wasn’t putting the death behind her.


  His assignment for this time on leave was to love his wife until she could forget what had happened, so she could move on and be safe while he was gone. He had learned to function in the face of crises, stress, gruesome loss. And though he did have trouble at times, he believed he, better than anyone, could help see April through her—no, their—loss.


  He’d been prepared for her to be sad when he arrived, but then she had been so happy to see him. That smile! The way her eyes blazed with happiness, excitement, love at the sight of him. It had surprised and relieved him greatly. Then he considered how she had been so suggestive, so affectionate. It had all made him think his skipper had been mistaken, that she was fine, that his mother had overreacted when she called to say April needed Hale to return.


  But since returning to the cottage, he had become confused. Their closeness on the beach was counterbalanced in nearly the same measure by April’s subsequent dark mood. He went over their conversations; his attempt to talk about the baby and her refusal, the fleeting glimpses of anger. And that song. Did she really wait to hear that every single day? He sighed.


  With the feel of April’s lips tucked into his mind, Hale kissed her forehead and smoothed the quilt over the length of her body, watching her peaceful sleep. He would figure her out and make things right in no time, he told himself.


  They just needed a chance to acclimate to one another. Still, sadness settled in his heart as he wondered if their daughter had looked like April. He’d always imagined that she had. He rubbed his shoulder; the nerve had been pinched during an awkward sleep on his flight back to his wife, the love of his life. His breath caught as he looked at her. He couldn’t believe he was finally with her after months of separation.


  In the fall of 1969, Hale had been on leave at the Albemarle Sound, still facing guilt over his perceived part in the death of his pilot, Andrew. Andrew was April’s older brother and one of Hale’s oldest friends. Though Hale’s family lived year-round on the Albemarle Sound, April and Andrew mostly came and went with the summer season. But each of the four-month summer stretches they spent together for seventeen years had been worth much more than that in terms of forging friendships.


  In the autumn of 1969 when April and Hale came together, they finally recognized the love for what it was, the kind that lasted forever, the sort that kept a man alive when he was away at war.


  He’d never lacked confidence regarding their future together. There were times he worried his plane might be shot down, that he could be killed in any number of ways in Vietnam, but he hadn’t been worried about April’s safety or her love for him.


  The lovemaking on the beach had been everything he would have hoped for. The release was certainly a welcome replacement for his servicing of himself, fueled by mere recollections of what it felt like to love his wife that way. Still, he couldn’t shake the feeling that for April, the sex had been more an act of groping for life than an act of pleasure and reconnection with him. Looking back at it, even as she practically consumed him with her affection, she seemed distant, as though he could have been anyone. I love you, I love you, I love you, April. Please know that.


  Hale went to the window and stared into the horizon. He could see their footprints meandering through the sand. He squinted, tracing the path with his eyes as far back as he could, reliving the high he’d felt as they ambled to the cottage, hand in hand. He thought about what had unfolded regarding April and the baby. For a while, everyone who wrote to him had glossed over her difficulties. But soon, it became clear that although she had recovered physically from labor and delivery, her ability to emotionally handle the death of their baby had not been so easy. Her mind wasn’t able to heal itself, to scar over as her body had.


  When they first got back to the cottage, he had felt awkward. He could not stop himself from filling the silence with gibberish. Focus on the positive, he told himself. It was probably best to ignore the strange way he discovered her on the beach—statue still, eyes closed in the cold surf. It might have been good to overlook her cocooning herself under the quilt.


  Now that he was with April and out of the immediate physical danger of war, he more fully considered the birth and death of their baby. April’s experience gripped him. His eyes burned. A sob caught in his throat. He cleared it and shoved the tears away.


  When he’d been told of the baby’s condition, a clay-like mass of disappointment had gathered in his heart. The pain had been searing and he found he had to sit down. He’d imagined throwing a football with his boy or tossing a daughter into the air, her shiny shoes glistening in the sun.


  He had invented the image of April with a baby at her breast in his mind a million times throughout her pregnancy. But he’d never even seen April pregnant. He never felt the baby kick against his hand on her belly; he didn’t go through labor or delivery; and he knew he could not even approach feeling the pain she must be in, the state of mind that the pain left, stepping through every inch of her body, leaving its footprints all over her sweet soul.


  He turned from the window and watched her sleep, the quilt gathered under her chin. A small smile caught on her lips, brought by a dream, perhaps. He wished she had broken her arm, her leg, anything but what she’d been through.


  He could have easily supported one part of her body, literally held one part of her up while the other parts mended. But he had no idea how to hold her heart while her soul healed. He had thought it would be reassuring when he mentioned they would have as many children as she wanted, but that line of conversation seemed to shut her down further. He had no idea what to do.


  But there must be a way to do something constructive for her. He told himself to figure it out because if he couldn’t help her back to okay before he went back to Vietnam, he wasn’t sure he could go back at all. Looking at her lying there, her breath pushing the quilt up and down, he felt weakened, unsure.


  He went to her and kissed her forehead. With her obvious deep sleep, Hale decided he should head to the market and pick up some groceries and phone his mother. Perhaps she could help him understand exactly what his wife might need.


  **


  Hale reached Laird’s Market and Hardware as the sun was setting. Roy Laird was locking the door when Hale dashed up the front steps. His boisterous appearance startled Roy and caused him to jostle his keys and drop them on the porch.


  He snatched them from the wooden planks and narrowed his eyes at Hale.


  “It’s me, Roy. Hale Abercrombie.”


  Roy leaned back against the door, pulled his hat off his head, and pressed it against his chest. “Holy cow and carp, you scared me right out of my shoes.”


  Hale put his hand out. “I’m sorry, Roy. I should have come earlier, but I wasn’t thinking. Of course you’d be closing before sundown in the fall.”


  Roy chuckled. “It’s great to see you, Hale. In one piece. You’re a sight for sure.”


  “Thank you,” Hale said.


  Roy took Hale by the shoulder and pulled him close as though sharing a secret. “To be honest, if the Shelbys hadn’t invited us to dinner, I’d still be inside shuffling inventory around the shelves. But there’s nothing like Martha Shelby’s home cooking at the big house. I love that place.”


  Hale nodded. “It’s nice of the Shelbys to loan April their fishing cottage.”


  “They’re happy to do it,” Roy said.


  “Can I make a call? I won’t keep you from your dinner long.”


  Roy turned and opened the door he never had a chance to lock. “How long you back for?”


  “Just a little bit. Just until I can get April back to Bliss,” Hale said.


  Roy nodded, his expression grim, clearly having heard the story of April’s arrival at Kill Devil Hills. Hale picked up the phone and put it to his ear.


  Roy scratched at his chin, the stubble sounding against his fingers. “Martha’s got April working. That will help her.”


  This news startled Hale. He put the phone back and turned. “Working?”


  “Little stuff. Clam digging, harvesting oysters, adding to the beds with the discarded shells.”


  Hale would have expected that April would be back at work on her photography if she wanted to work. “Why on earth would Martha have her work? She just had a baby . . . I mean . . .”


  Roy held up his hand. “You don’t have to explain.”


  “We can pay rent to the Shelbys. The restaurant’s not even open off-season. Why would Martha want extra hands harvesting oysters? April has a career, you know.”


  Roy took three cans of green beans from the shelf and held them against his chest. “Martha doesn’t need the oysters. Mostly April’s been eating them. And yes, we’re all very proud of April and her work. That Mitch Blackman book she’s doing about life on the Albemarle Sound will be fantastic. But like you said, she just had a baby.”


  Hale shook his head. Roy shifted three cans of corn into the slots where the beans had been. “Martha said to heal a heart, the hands need to be busy.”


  Hale drew back. That, he could identify with. But he knew from April’s letters that her photos were due to the publisher, maybe even past due by now. And if she was going to have busy hands, shouldn’t they be wrapped around a camera? Photography had been central to April’s life, had defined her to a large degree. He’d seen the way she got lost in a shoot, the way she held the camera, the way she photographed the same stuff he had been looking at, and when the film was developed, the scenes were miraculously reimagined; a powerful rendering of a thing, a place, a person in a way that only a still photo captures. It was as though her work seized the essence of something and his eyes caught only its outer shell.


  She was gifted, and photography gave her purpose. Hale began to calculate the number of days he had for leave and how the faster he got April back to Bliss, to her work, the faster things would be returned to normal.


  “I just think she ought to be home,” Hale said.


  Roy tossed his hand at Hale. “She’s a thirty-minute boat ride from Bliss. Your mama’s there, watching over the place.” Roy spun a can of green beans in his hand, rolling it to his fingertips, then flipping it back onto his palm again. “The Outer Banks fronts the Atlantic Ocean, but its rump backs up to the sound. It’s all home, Hale. You know that.”


  Hale bit down on his cheek. “I better call my mother. I don’t want to keep you from dinner.”


  “Sure,” Roy said as he went around the other side of the aisle, sliding cans from one spot to another as he did.


  Hale dialed the number and waited as it rang. He knew the Shelbys and Lairds were as kind as people could be, but he was seeing April as exceptionally fragile, and he hoped it wasn’t too much for her to work, even if the labor was in pursuit of her meals.


  “Hello.” His mother’s voice came over the line.


  “It’s me.”


  “It’s you,” she said. “You’re tired. I can hear it right over the line.”


  “I’m all right. I’ll get sleep soon.”


  “But you’re safe.”


  “I am, Mom. I’m safe.”


  “How’s our girl?”


  Hale pulled out the chair near the table holding the telephone. He put his head in his hand. “She’s good, but she’s not. I can’t tell exactly.” He couldn’t very well explain that the connection he felt when they made love on the beach was wonderful and strange all at once. And that afterward, April not only felt disconnected but physically seemed to shrink into herself, unwilling to even talk about the baby. “I don’t think she should be here alone,” Hale said.


  “I’m sorry about that, Hale. I tried to get her to come back to Bliss. She said she couldn’t take it. Too many memories, too much sadness.” Silence filled the line, static pricking the in-between. “Said she felt like being there was an assault on her system.”


  Hale could hear a scraping sound over the linoleum as his mother moved a chair to sit. He could picture her at April’s kitchen table at the home on the Albemarle Sound, twirling the phone cord through her fingers the way she did when she took a serious call.


  “I went to April and told her,” Hale’s mother said, “that I sent word about her and that you would probably be granted leave and would soon be on your way. Then she really shut me out. Boy, she was mad that I disturbed you and your skipper.”


  Hale’s mother cleared her throat.


  “It’s okay, Mom,” Hale said.


  “The next day, she went to the grocer for some eggs and milk, just like always. April had been quieter that day, but I didn’t think much of it until later. I did my rounds at the houses and when I got back, she was gone. I don’t know if something happened to her at the store or if this had been brewing—this hibernation of hers.”


  Hale exhaled. “Just gone?”


  “I nearly died of shock and worry,” Hale’s mother said. “I even rowed out to that spot you two used to love to visit when you were kids—the baby pool cove. She wasn’t there. I went to town, to Mac’s, everywhere I could think of.”


  “Oh, Mom, I’m sorry. How did you find her?”


  “Mr. Shelby called from the store to say he and Martha offered April that cottage for as long as she needed. He just knew she needed shelter, that she was out of sorts. I sent you that telegram so you’d go right to the Banks.”


  “Why didn’t you come get her?”


  “I did. But she was settled in the cottage, and she was adamant that she didn’t want me there, that she wanted to be away from Bliss. I had to respect that. I told her I would tend the house and call her parents. Knowing you were on your way, I thought it was best to give her the space she seemed to need. Martha and Seth Shelby are good people. They’re watching over her while keeping away at the same time.”


  Hale rubbed his forehead. “What about her parents?”


  Hale’s mother went on to describe the way April’s parents had visited for a while after the baby was born and how April pulled it together enough that they felt all right to leave. Since then, each time they called, April put up a front for them. “I got the distinct feeling she needed isolation more than she needed anything her family could offer.”


  “I don’t know, Mom.”


  Mrs. Abercrombie sucked in her breath.


  “You okay?”


  “Just my arthritis. My shoulder.”


  Hale chuckled. “I have a shoulder thing myself now, Mom.”


  She chuckled back. “Two peas in a pod, we are.”


  “Take your aspirin. Get out the heating pad,” Hale said.


  “I will, Son. So. How is our girl, really?”


  “I’m not sure. She’s curled up in a ball on the couch. I don’t know. She’s probably tired. Maybe I’m overreacting. I just have a weird feeling about it.”


  “Yes, I imagine. Her body’s healing. And it’s hard to form words that capture what she’s going through. She’s probably very reserved, very folded away from the world.”


  “Yes. That’s it exactly.”


  “Just give her some time to open up. When it comes to things like this, you can’t shuck a person open and yank out a pearl. She needs to open up herself.”


  Hale heard the heaviness in his mother’s voice. She knew exactly how loss felt, especially the death of a newborn. Still, he’d prefer shucking to a slow warming and opening at one’s own pace.


  “A woman like April,” Hale’s mother said, “often needs space and time to let the pain work through and out of her before she can latch back on to life. She has to fully feel it to see her way past it.”


  Hale was of the stuff it deep inside and ignore it variety, so this didn’t make much sense to him. But he trusted his mother.


  “So you think she’s okay? I mean, relatively speaking.” His own exhaustion was getting to him. He was suddenly worried that April might leave him like she had Mason—perhaps this had revealed a lack of . . . something in the way she felt. She had spent years with Mason and had still left him at the altar. He rubbed the back of his neck, thinking of the aloofness he’d felt with her back at the cottage. He was beginning to wonder if running away from things was a pattern with her.


  They had known each other a lifetime, though mostly as children. Andrew had spoken of her often, sharing news and articles about her as she grew into an accomplished woman, a Columbia graduate with a future in photography. And there was her pending marriage to a wealthy man from a politically connected family. But she’d been smart enough to leave that near-miss-marriage behind, even if she had done it at the last minute, just before stepping in front of the massive, carved doors that would open into the aisle and reveal a church full of guests.


  Hale had been so sure about their future. He’d known it was right to marry so quickly since he had to go back overseas. He never had one second of doubt about her feelings for him. He had been free to focus on his work because he felt they had been destined to rediscover each other, to live the rest of their lives together. He felt as though the fact that their love existed made it impossible that he might die over there. How could he have been so sure about them when he was far away, but now this . . . this worry and doubt sprang out of nowhere.


  He and April had meshed with one another in every way when they met up at Bliss the year before. They shared a history that included grief over Andrew’s death. But now, with her losing the baby, with him back home, he felt their marriage weakened, like stepping on a shell on the beach when a little portion of it shatters around the edges, crushed into the sand. He told himself that still left most of the shell intact. He told himself there was nothing to worry about.


  “I know you like to fix things, Hale. You’re a military man, with a mission and a pre-flight check, all of which provide immediate results, pass or fail. It’s simple, isn’t it?”


  “Yes,” he said.


  “This will be different for you. There’s no exact plan to follow or orders to give. April will be herself again. But you are what she needs right now. You, and some space from people like me trying to force her back into her life.” His mother paused. “Think about it. When you two married and she got pregnant, she had a plan. She’d gotten an amazing job, and she expected things to be a certain way. And now she doesn’t fit her life, or her life doesn’t fit her. Either way, it’s like a coat that doesn’t quite fit anymore. Nothing worse than that feeling of it binding around the armpits, right?”


  “Sure, Mom. I can still feel the scratchy wool at my neck.” He recalled her saying ‘Just get three more months out of it.’ It had been sheer misery, that wool material climbing up his arms.


  “April just doesn’t fit her life right now, and she needs time to remake the coat or fit back into it comfortably.”


  Hale exhaled, relieved by his mother’s calm, hoping she was correct about how to approach April. He knew if she’d taken to the Outer Banks, leaving behind the family home that she’d been renovating, the home she’d been keeping for the time when he’d be discharged from the Navy and they could start their life together, then she was probably not good at all. His mother reassured him that she was happy to watch over Bliss, that she had more than enough time in the fall, when most of the summer families returned to their year-round homes. She just had to check on most places once a week during the off-season and enjoyed looking over Bliss for April and her family.


  “Do you have paper and pencil?” Hale’s mother asked.


  “What? No.”


  “Ask Roy. I want to give you Dr. Mann’s number.”


  Hale felt as though his mind were shaken and stirred, just following directions, asking Roy for paper.


  Roy ripped an order sheet from a pad he took from the front counter and grabbed a pencil, handing them to Hale.


  Hale balanced the phone between his ear and shoulder. “Okay, Mom, I’m ready.”


  She read the number to Hale. “And here’s the number for a woman she can talk to. Some sort of counselor or grief midwife or some such thing Mrs. Allsby said helped her daughter a year back.”


  “Grief midwife?”


  “It’s some newfangled thing young people are doing,” Hale’s mother said. “I don’t know. But as long as she’s feeling the sorrow and not drinking it away or some such thing, it will be gone before she knows it. But you have to let her feel it, not bury it, or it will harden and change the way she views everything in life, Hale. You can help her, but you have to let her move through it. You can’t take it away.”


  Hale shook his head. He didn’t know what he thought of a grief midwife, but he thought phoning the doctor might be smart. And though he adored his mother, he couldn’t stop thinking that his plan was to immediately remove April’s pain, and if he could rip it away and toss it into the ocean, he would. He could not stand to see her suffer; he could not stand the fact that he had not been there when the baby was born.


  He stuffed the paper in his pocket and decided to come back in the morning to call Dr. Mann. At least then he’d feel like he was doing something concrete. He thought of the pre-flight check he did before each mission. Thirty items, thirty minutes, and they were off. He pulled the levers and checked the rudders, the flaps, the electrical system, the hydraulic system, and more. Everything tight and neat, and if something was wrong, it was fixed in minutes. Or another plane was substituted for that mission. But decisions were made quickly, and normally, they were the right decisions. He knew this was different, but if he approached the problem with the same meticulous type of plan, he could at least see what he was dealing with.


  He shook Roy’s hand, and Roy shoved a bag of groceries into Hale’s arms. “It’s on me.”


  Hale shook his head and promised to return with payment the next day. “Have a good dinner,” Hale said. “Thank Martha and Seth for me, too. I’ll stop by to see them tomorrow.”


  “Okey dokey,” Roy said. He followed Hale from the store into the darkness that had settled over the small string of storefronts that fed and clothed and provided tools to the residents of Kill Devil Hills. “You just take care of that little lady of yours. That’s all that’s expected for now.” Hale looked over his shoulder as he left and admitted it was good that April was near such caring people, even if it wasn’t exactly where he had expected her to be.


  


  Chapter 4


  April woke as the sapphire edge of darkness curled back, revealing daylight, the soft haze of dawn seeping into the bedroom. She heard it again. There it was. She covered her ear with her arm, hoping to obscure the sound. The crying baby that always pulled her from sleep into a new day. She was sure the baby in her dreams was her own child, calling her, asking April to come to her.


  She heard cries now and again in the evening and sometimes during the day. But those times, she had come to attribute to the phenomenon of singing sand, the wind that moved through the quartz grains on the beach, releasing haunting music into the air. It was the singing sand and its eerie similarity to a ghost-like infant calling its mother that had re-shredded her sanity and first made April turn on the radio.


  Her body ached as she stretched her limbs. The doctor had cleared her in regard to her physical health, as he saw it, but somehow she still found pain, deep in her bones and flesh, a constant companion. She pressed her hands over her breasts, trying to ease the ache that formed behind her nipples as though her body were demanding to know where the baby went, why it wasn’t permitted to nurse the infant it had prepared to nourish. When the discomfort passed, April sighed and dropped one arm to her side, hitting the lump beside her—Hale.


  She turned to her side to see his back facing her, his warmth emanating. She wormed closer to him and wrapped her arm around his waist, fitting her knees into the crook of his. He did not stir. Until she smelled him that morning, the fresh, soapy clean that clung to him long after a shower, she’d forgotten his scent. That morning, she thought she’d remember it forever.


  His heavy breath confided his exhaustion. Besides the stress of being a pilot in Vietnam, she suspected he hadn’t slept much while coming to her. I missed you, I missed you, I missed you. She kissed his shoulder, marveling that he was actually there. She thought of their sex on the beach, why she had needed that closeness, just that way, so badly. Heat rose in her cheeks as the recollection of the way she greeted him embarrassed her a bit. Hale wouldn’t think badly of it, but it wasn’t exactly how she’d expected to react—to demand sex right outside on a public beach.


  Deep in the marrow of her grief, she’d longed for Hale to be with her, but her daydreams had centered more on the sensation of his arms around her, his quiet whispers against her ear, telling her life would be okay. Or she had worried about his reaction to what happened, what he might think of her if he knew the whole story. Either way, April’s mind seemed to be stopped up with cotton, her vision foggy, everything moving in slow motion.


  But when she’d seen Hale on the beach, when her arms were looped around his neck and his body pressed against hers, all she could do was give in to her desire to have him close, to love him with her body as much as with her heart and soul. At that moment, the world had hurried, the earth’s rotation had slipped back to its rightful speed. And she felt alive again. She felt normal for once.


  Her last day of normal had ended while photographing the book. She hadn’t worried about the baby during the entire pregnancy. Other than eating well, the well-being of the baby inside her had not ever come to mind. She just assumed that a healthy baby was on the way. Her mind had been free to enjoy every kick and stirring that occurred along the way. She had only a short stretch of morning sickness that second trimester, no exhaustion, no moodiness.


  In fact, she’d been energized, working easily and diligently, sleeping deeply each night. She’d felt serenity in watching her belly grow, dreaming of all the ways this baby would have a wonderful life, while she was sure she’d have a brilliant career.


  Her pregnant days had been filled with work on Bliss and photographing scenes of the Albemarle Sound. She’d been hired to complete a coffee table book for Mitch Blackman. He would write the narrative that her photos would accompany. And she’d done most of the work before she went into labor.


  While working, there had been times she felt a chill sweep over her. She thought perhaps it was a sign something bad had happened to Hale a world away. But nothing came of those fears. Looking back, she thought perhaps those sensations were signs of trouble right inside her own body.


  She pressed her belly. It had been flattened by her small appetite. What if the doctor was right? What if the difficult birth meant no more children? She thought of Hale’s bright eyes as he promised they’d have as many children as they wanted. Just like the ladies at the tea, assuming the world did as they bid. Only she didn’t feel rage at Hale, just sorrow. She couldn’t bear to tell him she may never have another, that she may have been the reason their baby died. She shut her eyes tight against Hale’s back, hearing the doctor’s voice in her head.


  “You won’t have more. Not likely,” Dr. Mann had said. Each word electrocuted her, first when he spoke them, then each time she replayed them. The sneer in his voice had confused her, had muted her after her questions had made him uncomfortable, angry. Why had he been so cruel? He was a doctor. He should have been the one to comfort her with information and encouraging words. But it didn’t take long for April to see he had no desire to offer more than a pat on the head and the suggestion to pretend it never happened.


  She squeezed Hale tighter. “I’m sorry,” she whispered. He lay stone still. She would let him sleep. She drew a deep breath, feeling every centimeter of her body molded to his, feeling . . . well, something at the thought he had returned to love, returned to love her.


  The numbness was strong at that moment. She wondered when she’d stop swinging between detachment and pain. The baby’s death had brought with it all the typical emotional swings Dr. Mann had told her to expect.


  She would find herself with wet cheeks as she added vegetables to the sack at the grocer’s. She was assaulted by bursts of tears like when she painted the last of the bedrooms that had been ruined by the leaks the year before. She’d done the work as though a machine with strong gears moving her limbs with ease, without a tearful moment. But when she turned to face her completed work and saw the vibrant blue sparked by the afternoon sun, she burst open, sobbing, collapsing to the floor, leaning against the wall, unable to move away from the blue paint that adhered to the back of her shirt.


  It was when she’d finished painting that last room that she felt the loss in a new way; thick numbness had replaced the pain with hopelessness, and she knew she would not recover. The pain was one thing; that nothingness was another.


  The doctor had been right about the waves of emotion that would knock her down and drown her, but he had not told her about the emptiness, the way her arms would be useless and empty. He never mentioned the way her soul would deflate.


  April sighed and pulled the bedsheet aside. She tapped at a jagged scar that zigzagged along Hale’s bicep. She leaned in and kissed it. He was still, heavy with sleep. Before all that went wrong with the baby, much of her time was spent worrying about his safety. She thought of him endlessly, as she had her brother when he was still alive.


  The newspapers were full of gory, hateful images and stories, and she tried to replace each and every news photograph she saw with cheerful photos of life on the sound. And it had worked until the day she went into labor.


  After she left the hospital, she had tried to finish her work for Blackman. The final images that he needed, the ones that were holding up the entire publication process, were not yet on film. But each time she lifted her camera from the case, she became nauseated and had to turn away, couldn’t even look at the camera. The act of photography carried too much with it, much more than framing a unique shot that captured life in paradise. And so she hid from the thoughts that she was letting someone down, that she was obligated to finish the project.


  The final straw that sent her to the Outer Banks was running into Annie Stalter at the grocery store. Her arms had been full of a pink-faced baby girl, swirls of blond hair curled around her forehead. And Annie glowed, her serene face simply beautiful. Her husband, Richard, had sidled up to them, kissing his daughter’s forehead, grinning at his wife as though he’d been entrusted with treasure. And in fact, standing there with the happy family, April knew that was exactly what he’d been given. And her fortune had turned; so much that was important to her had been taken away. The envy she’d felt right then had been tar-thick. She pictured Hale’s life in constant danger, her own fertility in question, her inability to even read a paragraph of the paper, let alone focus on photography.


  April leaned in to get a closer look, to get a hint of that precious baby scent. The clean smell caused April to wince. She drew back, wrapping her empty arms around herself, resisting the urge to press at her aching breasts.


  “She looks pale,” April had said to the proud parents. She recalled their faces falling, then their brows furrowed as they must have processed the cold tenor of April’s voice, confused by it.


  April had stalked away without another word, without a carton of eggs or single slice of cheese. Ooh, the hate felt good. It was the only thing she could feel at all anymore. And she knew she had to move on with her life even if that meant going somewhere else, somewhere that would not feature newborns and happy families, at least not for months.


  Hale startled in his sleep, a dream animating his body, and April pulled away. She was well aware the war had its way with Hale’s dreams. She did not want to waken him if he was resting in the least bit.


  Besides, she had things to do. In just the short week she’d been at the cottage, she’d created a pattern of existence, and even though Hale had come for her, even though in his presence she felt a jolt of life return to her, she could not resist the solitary call of the sea.


  **


  April pushed her bike across Beach Road. On the edge where the gravel met the sand, she put the kickstand down and dropped her towel over the seat. She patted the purple rubber boots she’d jammed into the bucket hooked on the back of the seat. She peered into the basket on the front and inventoried the oyster knife and gloves. She would be ready to do Martha’s work after her swim. She stepped out of her shorts, pulled Hale’s sweatshirt and her t-shirt over her head, and grabbed her dangling dive mask from the bike handle.


  It was when April moved toward the surf that she noticed it. The design, the telltale sign that a hard wind had blown through the night before, had etched art right into the beach. She’d slept so hard that she hadn’t even heard the wind.


  She bent down and traced the paisley-shaped swirls, where lighter quartz had been blown around the heavier black and purplish mineral grains, creating swirls worthy of being photographed. If she were still taking pictures. She stood and moved toward the surf, marveling at nature’s multi-media artwork, and stopped in front of the crashing waves.


  She wiggled her toes in the packed, wet sand as the swash covered her feet and lapped at her ankles, the water splashing in and racing out beneath the cloudy sky.


  The thundering noise of a larger wave barreling in startled her just before it crashed into her, chest-high, shoving her back and making her think immediately of death. She didn’t believe the doctors and nurses when they said the baby was dead. She would have sworn she saw the baby move and heard her cry at the delivery.


  She had shadowy visions of masked nurses running in and out of the room, the doctor barking orders, and though April could not recall his exact words, she could still feel the tone of them. If April was silent and reached way back into the rat’s nest of memories she had of the birth, she would swear that one nurse showed April the baby, that April had reached for the swaddled, but living child, and the nurse turned her back and headed out of the room, saying something while shaking her head no. If she reached back further into the haze, April could hear another nurse say, “Put this behind you. Pretend it didn’t happen.”


  To April, death seemed to be everywhere. First Andrew. Now the baby. It seemed as though this death had been born inside her, growing and suffocating her. She knew in her mind, in the discrete, painless thoughts that she formed, that the pain would dull. She told herself that it was a matter of just moving each day, and she would make it. But it was the sheer mass of the feelings upon her that had made insanity take hold, that had made complete healing seem impossible.


  Death, the possibility of it for Hale—hell, for anyone—had become a preoccupation. She didn’t know why she hadn’t forced her own death by a reliable means; she felt that bad, but she thought if she compelled herself to live that something might change.


  April threw her hands skyward, fingers spread. “Good will come again!” The good had come. Her Hale had returned. He’s here, he’s safe, he’s here. Everything will be okay. Everything will change now. April chuckled at the way she had taken to talking to herself since losing the baby.


  She noted where the water had two distinct swell lines, where a space had formed in the middle of white breaking waves. A riptide raced back from the shore, dragging away everything that washed into its grip.


  She forced her feet down the beach, south, past the area where the obvious danger lurked. “This is progress. Before Hale arrived, I would have dived right into the current.” April exhaled forcefully. She would get better for the both of them. Hale’s arrival had changed things. She had been afraid she couldn’t face him, that he would immediately discern her part in the death of their baby just upon seeing her. But he hadn’t. When he dropped to his knees the night before, right there in the sand, his face, his smile, his eyes hopeful and full of love, she had felt a wash of relief she couldn’t have fathomed. And the exhilaration!


  I will get better. She could make herself better for him. Certainly, if he could get past the death of Andrew, his co-pilot and lifelong friend, and do his job, she could continue to live, just live.


  April drew a deep breath and put the mask over her eyes and walked farther into the water. The icy chill knifed her calves, her knees, and finally her hips and belly. She held her breath and dove into the surf, the crisp wetness swallowing her. She began to swim, first moving straightaway from the shore and then turning and swimming parallel to the beach.


  With the plunge of each hand in front of her face, April’s skin chilled and tightened, the cold channeling through each layer of her body, hollowing out her bones. The muffled sound of water filling her ears always made her think of her baby, imagining that she’d heard the same whooshing hush inside April’s belly.


  One hand went in the ocean, one came out. The saltwater entered and left her mouth as she breathed, the waves lifting and dropping her while she moved weightless in the earth’s waters, the motion connecting her to her baby. The monotony was soothing, and she fought the urge to get out of the water, to find warmth. She forced herself to feel every second of the discomfort and allowed herself to wonder at what point a being gave over to the cold, the death that followed. What did her daughter feel when the little soul moved past life to her death? That tiny heart beating just below April’s; how could April not have felt the moment it had stopped?


  The dark water was suddenly lit. Diamonds danced on the surface each time she breathed and she could see her hands clearly going in the water in front of her face. She stopped swimming. The sun had burst through the clouds, spreading them to the side. She turned her face into the warmth, feeling a kinship to it, the way it pushed through the darkness to greet the morning; she, pushing through this pain, ready to tempt life again. Her teeth chattered. She moved the mask onto her forehead and squinted into the orange light. The energy pulsing through the water, lifting and lowering her on the waves, felt nurturing.


  She pressed her palm against her chest where her heart beat calm and steady. Up with a wave and back down, she bobbed. There it was. She’d felt it yesterday. Just for an instant, there was a sense of her old self.


  The cold numbed her fingertips, but the soothing rise and fall in the waves was too inviting to swim to shore just yet. She smiled at the idea she even noticed she was cold. With her legs gently kicking and her hands pulling and pushing the water to stay upright, she thought back to her first day at the Outer Banks, one week before.


  She had slept on the beach the night before and had gotten into the water and started swimming as the sun rose, not realizing that she might be in danger. That first day, she hadn’t noticed it until it was too late. She’d been dragged into the riptide. For a moment, she fought it, swimming against it. But then something told her to simply let go. And for a bit, she allowed it to take her.


  The current pulled and sucked her away as though she were a gull feather taken up by a wind gust. But before she could let it do away with her fully, someone gripped her wrist and dragged her out of the current and then toward shore.


  April hadn’t been choking or signaling she was in distress. Why had this person interfered with her being sucked back into the ocean, where all pain would dissolve and leave her? When her rescuer got her to shore, April crawled away from the surf. She sputtered, the salt water coating her mouth. April looked up through the web of wet hair that hung in front of her eyes. Martha Shelby stood in front of her, hands on hips, chest heaving for air.


  “Why did you do that?” April sat back on her knees and threw her hands into the air.


  “Are you crazy?” Martha’s soft voice contrasted April’s words, sharp with rage.


  “I was enjoying my swim. Why would you interrupt me? Pulling me out of the water like some sort of catfish.”


  Martha pushed the hair that had spackled her forehead and cheeks back off her face. Her shorts and t-shirt were molded against her body. She breathed heavily, shoulders still moving up and down with each inhalation. She narrowed her eyes at April and then looked away.


  “You’ll get killed. You know better than that, April. Just swim at an angle when one of them currents catches you up. And hope and pray the Gulf Stream ain’t coming up on the Labrador Current, where it will just fold you over like a letter going in an envelope to be mailed.”


  April shook her head. She realized she could have caused Martha to be injured or killed. That hadn’t been her goal. What had been her goal?


  “Sorry, Martha. I don’t know what I was thinking.”


  Martha stood and fished one of her Keds from the surf. She rotated around, looking this way and that. April realized Martha’s other shoe was missing.


  April stood, too. “I’m sorry. Oh jeez. Your shoe is gone. You can have mine. They’re back there at my bag. I’m really sorry, Martha.”


  April felt overwhelming guilt rise up. She hadn’t meant to cause trouble. She started back into the rising sun, telling Martha she would get her shoes for her, she would bring them. But when April turned back to take Martha her shoes, she was already disappearing down the beach, one Ked dangling from her finger at her side.


  At dusk that evening, April dropped her shoes on the Shelby porch and ran, not wanting to explain what she had been doing, why she had let that current have its way with her in the middle of a perfectly good day.


  But Martha had chased after her.


  “April, stop,” she said.


  April turned, her cheeks hot. She could barely look Martha in the eye.


  “I need a favor,” Martha said.


  April forced her gaze to meet Martha’s. “A favor?”


  “Something small. But important.”


  April shrugged. “Okay, I guess.”


  “We built a small fishing cottage this year. It’s empty. Our sons won’t be back this fall. We really want someone in it.”


  “Oh,” April said, “I don’t have much money for that. I’m just sleeping on the beach for a while. Until I go back to . . .” April pushed her thumb over her shoulder as though Bliss was right behind her. “You know, home.”


  “Well, that’s where the favor comes in.” Martha and April walked down the beach. “If you stay at the cottage, it will help me. And you could do a few things while you’re there.”


  “Repairs on a new cottage?”


  “No, no, nothing like that. I could use some help with my restaurant.”


  April thought of the egg incident at Amberlie’s brunch and held up her hand to Martha. “Oh, I can’t cook, not like you, anyway. Your roof? Plaster? That I could do.”


  “I’m sure you’re a good cook. Just takes some practice.”


  “I’m kind of busy,” April said, fixing her eyes on the sand ahead.


  “Of course you are. But this will be quick and easy. Just grab some oysters and do a few other small things.”


  April looked at Martha as they walked: her face was soft and kind, her white, bobbed hair curled under at her chin. The wind kicked up, making April shiver. She rubbed her arms.


  “You can use the bike,” Martha said, “to go to the marsh for the oysters. Oh, here.” Martha reached in her pocket. “I made a list. Just so you don’t have to let me talk your ear off.”


  April watched the paper flap in the breeze. Martha put her arm around April’s shoulder, warming her across her back. April folded her arms, enjoying the comfort but self-conscious about returning it. Perhaps she should take Martha’s offer. She had been cold the night before. She hadn’t really planned her camping well. She had left in a blur, only knowing she couldn’t stand one more day at Bliss, drowning in memories and good feelings that had turned bitter when her world had tipped over on itself.


  April took the list from Martha. “Okay. As long as it doesn’t take too much time. I have to . . . well, there’s stuff I need to do.”


  “I understand,” Martha said. “You just take your time with this, and I think we’ll both be satisfied in the end. And you will be helping me more than you know.”


  April liked the idea that she was doing something to help someone, but she hoped this didn’t mean Martha would be at her door every five seconds. Again, she thought of her foray into polite society at the brunch. April had known Martha her whole life and respected her. April couldn’t bear the thought of her simmering anger bubbling up and having Martha witness it, of having the unpredictable ire splash onto Martha, hurting her.


  But Martha was intuitive. Although she stopped by to see April each day, she never demanded to know why April had not yet started the list. She just brought turkey sandwiches and made tea, talking to April about the ocean as though April cared, as though she could understand English.


  A wave pushed April upward, particularly high, before dropping her back down. Pulled from her recollections, she realized the waves were growing rougher.


  Her skin stung with the chill, and she knew it was time to head in, to finally begin to do what Martha had asked of her. She pulled her mask down and lowered her face into the water, starting toward the shore.


  Yes, April had taken a few oysters from the bed for herself to eat when she got so hungry that her stomach seemed to be turning over on itself, but this day she felt as though she could finally begin to do what Martha had asked. Progress. This was good.


  **


  April gripped the bike handles and pedaled toward the marsh behind the Jenson home, toward the oyster bed that Martha suggested was the best for mature oysters this time of year. Turning at the end of the lane, April dipped her chin to inhale the essence of Hale that lingered in the cotton fibers of his sweatshirt. At the edge of the sea grass that led down into the water, April stopped. She unloaded the gloves, oyster knife, rubber boots, and bucket. The salty fish odor of the marsh lifted on the wind as her hair whipped around her face.


  April pulled the purple boots onto her bare feet. She wiggled her fingers into the gloves and hooked the metal bucket over one arm and grabbed the wooden-handled oyster knife. She clomped toward the waterline, each step down emitting a sucking sound, each lift of her foot giving off a pop. The tide was a little higher than April would have liked, but it was low enough to gather what she needed for Martha.


  When she neared the oyster bed, she stepped onto it and squatted down, examining the bumpy bluish-grey shells. She patted this cluster of oysters, then that, searching for a bundle with multiple three-inch shells—the size that yielded mature, tasty meat. She dug her knife into the clutch and released several large shells, dropping them into the bucket and settling the immature shells back into the muddy marsh where the oyster inside would continue to grow until large enough to be eaten.


  April stood. Familiar exhaustion began to infiltrate her muscles, causing the tendons in her neck to tense. She plucked at the material at the end of each fingertip and pulled one glove off. She stretched her head to the side and dug her fingers into the flesh, hoping to release the pain. With the glove back on, she shut her eyes and stuck her arms out like wings.


  The wind pushed her body a little to the left, a little to the right, and then fell away. April dropped her arms, walking forward before squatting down again and wedging her knife into a cluster and releasing a few choice shells into the bucket.


  She repeated the harvest pattern, the clinks and clunks of shells hitting metal until her bucket was so heavy that the handle dug into her arm as she dragged herself back to the bike. April smiled, having found the rhythmic movements, serenaded by the herons and the occasional flopping fish, soothing. But as she loaded the gloves and oyster knife into the basket and hooked the bucket back on the bike, she was struck by the immediate swooping in of sadness, the blackness that flopped over her as quick and sudden as a fish tossing over the water. It was just there. She got back on, one foot pushing down, then the other.


  She would not let the sorrow take hold. Not this time. I did it, I did it, I did it. And it’s all because Hale returned, she thought. April had done one thing Martha had asked her to do, finally. That was good. No matter how rotten she felt, she’d done what was required. And that was something, that was important, that was the beginning of a promise kept.


  


  Chapter 5


  Hale jerked awake and leapt up onto the bed, fists clenched as he crouched, ready for hand-to-hand combat. His gaze flew around the room; his chest heaved as though he’d been running for miles. Cool air hit the back of his drenched t-shirt. The dream was the same as always—fire rising up the hill, chasing after him as he ran, the heat closing in on his heels, climbing up his back, scorching his neck. And the screams. It was Andrew’s voice that always finally woke him. He forced his body to unclench, and he fell back onto the bed. His eyes finally focused on the fireplace in front of the bed, and as his mind straightened itself out, he realized where he was. He patted the space beside him; the cold emptiness of the sheets made it clear April had been awake for some time.


  “April?” He pulled off his shirt as he headed to the bathroom. He doused his face with water, burying his face in the hand towel to dry off. “Sweet Potato?” he called as he searched the second bedroom, kitchen, and living room area of the cottage, thinking she might be asleep on the couch again. “April Rain?” He forced his voice to lighten up as the seagulls called, their voices penetrating the windows and doors of the cottage. And with the pulling on of a dry shirt, he was out the door to search for April once again.


  His heart sped up and he broke into a sweat, fearing for her safety. He told himself he was being ridiculous. She was perfectly secure here. When in Vietnam, he spent very little time wallowing in worry, as he knew courting that type of thought and feeling when he was in the position to do nothing constructive to help could result in him making lethal mistakes, putting his buddies in danger.


  But now that he was back with April, he could not simply push away the sensation that something was terribly wrong. He thought of the way their lovemaking had been tinged with her desperation. He’d heard of a woman who followed her dead child into her own grave shortly after burying him. Hale shook his head. That was a different situation, though. That little boy had been five years old. April hadn’t really even met their baby. Yes, she would be deeply saddened, but he told himself that she would be okay, that she was strong.


  He opened the door and walked out to the end of the porch just in time to find April slogging up the porch stairs. She was blue again, shivering even under the hot noon sun. She wore his sweatshirt. It hung down over her shorts and was wet where the cotton met what he assumed must have been her bathing suit.


  She held up a bucket of oysters to him, forcing a smile past her chattering teeth. Hale thought of what Roy Laird had told him, how Martha had asked April to harvest oysters for her. He felt irritated at the thought, how it didn’t seem to fit with Martha’s personality to require April to work.


  Then he thought of what Roy had added about Martha saying April’s hands needed to be busy. Still, looking at her blue lips and shivering body, he wasn’t so sure this was necessary. He took the bucket from her and wrapped her in his arms.


  “You’re freezing again.”


  April squeezed him back. “I’m all right. Today, I’m much better, actually.” He pulled away from her and put his lips on hers. Then he dotted her face with kisses and pulled her into the cottage, wrapping her in the quilt they’d left in a bunch on the couch the night before.


  He took the oyster bucket and poured the lot of them onto two trays he pulled from the cupboard. He wet two dish towels and placed one over each tray and put them into the refrigerator to hold until he warmed April up.


  He rushed to the bathroom and turned on the shower. He returned to the living room, expecting to find her curled up on the couch, but instead, she was standing exactly where he’d left her, quilt pulled around her body, her fingers latching it closed underneath her chin.


  “Let’s get you into the shower. You’ll feel better once you’re warm. The sun’s hot today. Looks like Indian summer. Maybe. Water’s cold, though, I see.” He pushed his thumb over his shoulder toward the hallway that led to the bathroom. His breath caught in his throat as he remembered he would go call the doctor later to see if he thought there was something else wrong with her.


  He couldn’t imagine what the doctor could really say to him. His buddy Todd had described similar pain, blankness in his wife’s eyes when their baby had been born dead, but she was back to her old self in a few weeks, he’d said. Maybe April needed a pill or something. Hale turned on the faucet and stuck his hand under the water, waiting for it to warm.


  He would make her better, even if she didn’t help him do it. He shook the water off his hand and went back to the living room at the end of the hallway. Love was all he had beyond the work he did, the planes he flew. He went to her and scooped her into his arms as he’d done the day before, when he took her from the couch to the bed.


  “All will be well, April. We’ll have a hundred children, you wait and see. Our marriage is strong. You are strong.” The words sounded earnest, just as he intended. But he didn’t like the thought that their marriage might fall apart like the pregnancy, that he felt he should make clear he believed in them as a couple. Yet, something made him say it, just in case.


  “Hale.” She softened into him, her cheek nuzzled against his chest, her hand looped around his neck as he carried her. Her cuddling made Hale think she had been waiting to hear exactly what he had just said. That was all the encouragement he needed to confirm his mission for the next three weeks.


  In the bathroom, he set her down and closed the door to trap the steam. He peeled the quilt from her bent fingers and let it drop. Her nipples poked through her shirt and her bathing suit underneath, and though he knew his job was to nurse her back to health, he felt desire spring up as well.


  Sex can wait. He unbuttoned her shorts and slipped those off. Her bathing suit bagged at the bottom, and he was concerned at the sight of how thin she’d become. Her letters while she was pregnant were full of jokes making fun of the way she could feel the baby pressing against her stomach, her bladder, her heart, how it seemed to be growing a twin out her backside. He ran his hand around her bottom and pulled her into him, his arms swallowing her thin body against his.


  She quivered, and he was reminded of the reason they were in the bathroom. At first, he thought he’d put her into the shower then light a fire in the living room. But once he had her body molded into his, he didn’t think he could let her be for one second. “April, April, April,” he said.


  He threaded his fingers under the straps of her bathing suit and pulled them away from her collarbone, running his hands down her arms. He kissed her neck and pulled away. His gaze slid away from her lips and down her long neck. He traced her collarbone, worried it jutted out too far with the lost weight.


  She had always been slender, but her hips had been roundish, and though her waist had been small and her stomach flat, her legs lean, she now appeared more skeletal than simply trim.


  He drew back and began to reach around her to adjust the water, not wanting to push her. But as he grasped the faucet handle, she pulled his hand toward her, putting it to her breast. “I’m fine,” she said. “I’ve just been swimming a lot.”


  He kissed her again, becoming aroused but still conflicted. Her belly was sunken, her shoulders slumped, and he thought he’d only seen that posture, bodies this vulnerable looking, in Vietnam. A sour taste gathered in his mouth as confusion swept over him. Seeing her in full view like this allowed her fragility to show itself in a way it hadn’t when they made love on the beach.


  He stepped away from her. “Maybe I should start a fire.”


  Her eyes darted to the doorway. She shrugged. “Supposed to be hot later.”


  He nodded.


  She cupped his cheek. Maybe he should sweep her away to someone who could actually help her. Seeing her like that, he knew what he had to do. As soon as he got her into the shower, he would go back to the Lairds’ to make his call to the doctor.


  He started to turn to leave, but April’s hand closed around his. She met his gaze with her sad eyes, the circles under them making the blue leap out from her face same as when sunlight hit seawater. Through the sorrow came a smile. “We need this,” she said. His eyes burned and he cleared his tightening throat as his love for her rushed through his body, pushing right through his bloodstream.


  He stepped toward her and put his hand at the nape of her neck, kissing her. “I’m so glad to be here.”


  She returned the kiss, her body fitting into his, her hands trailing up and down his back. In these kisses, with eyes shut and hands moving over skin, he felt as though things were right, as though he hadn’t ever left. “Wait.” He slid the shower curtain aside. “Get in and warm up.”


  He reached behind her and felt the water. Perfect. He needed to keep his priorities straight, call the doctor and get clear answers about April’s condition. He offered his hand to her as she stepped over the tub edge. She seemed lost, barely under the spray, as though she was unsure about what she was doing in there. She held her hand out to him again.


  And she smiled. “You want to help me. This is what I need.”


  He wanted to protect her, to love her to do the right thing. Trust her to know what that is. Hale pulled his shirt off and stepped out of his pants and into the shower. He grasped her hips and backed her under the spray. April dropped her head back and closed her eyes as the water hit the top of her head.


  He put his palm under her breast, feeling her nipple against his thumb. She covered his hand with hers but was quiet, her face placid behind her closed eyes, as though she wanted this time to be slower. Hale took the soap and rubbed it in his hands, then worked his way around her body, his hands slipping over her skin, feeling the warmth come back into her limbs under his touch. He caressed her belly, her breasts, following the path with his lips, mapping her body into his memory.


  “Thank you, thank you. I love you.” April braced herself on the wall behind her.


  He got on his knees and pressed his cheek against her stomach and allowed himself that moment to imagine, completely, that their baby had grown there for nearly nine full months.


  He hadn’t permitted himself to feel the full weight of the baby’s development while in Vietnam, and until that moment, he hadn’t needed to allow himself to feel the full crush of her death, her absence. A sob shuddered through his body, but he bit it back. He did not have the luxury of feeling this death; he needed April stable before he was due back from leave. “I’m sorry I wasn’t here. I’m sorry you were alone.” He tightened his arms around April. His cheek still against her belly, he massaged the small of her back, feeling her skin, soft as anything he’d ever touched.


  She ran her hands across his shoulders. “It’s not your fault you couldn’t be here.”


  He kissed his way back up her body, holding her face in his hands. He watched as she opened her eyes, and he thought another sweet smile had come to her lips again, but instead of her face lighting up, it folded into sadness, and she began to sob, falling against him.


  


  Chapter 6


  April collapsed, crying. Hale caught her, his arms strong against her weakened legs. He shushed her and whispered, his lips against her ear. “Let it out. I’m here now. It’s all right.” She nodded as he spoke, overwhelmed by his attention, his love, the idea that someone was there to absorb a smattering of the grief that had been suffocating her. She’d been so lost in the melding of sadness and joy at Hale’s presence that she almost missed his sob, the shudder in his body when he tried to keep his sorrow from coming to the surface.


  Hale held her tight, his strength in every muscle taut against her. She breathed heavy as the water ran over them. His comforting embrace stilled her cries. Finally, he pulled back and looked at her directly, smiling through his tears.


  She ran her hands up his neck, into his hair. This was what she had needed all this time. Like a switch turned on inside her, the desire she’d felt on the beach had risen again. All she could think about was having Hale as close to her as possible.


  She wrapped her hand around his penis. His eyes closed for a moment. She knew he was still worried about her, whether he would somehow hurt her. She kissed his chest and stroked him. “I love you, Hale.”


  “I love you,” he said and as though he’d finally decided it was all right, he moved her back against the wall, kissing her, his lips moving over her breasts, his tongue circling her nipples, then moving down her belly. He knelt in front of her, rubbing circles of soap into her skin. “We’ll be fine, April, I promise. Trust me, please.”


  She moved her hands over his shoulders. “I trust you, Hale.” Yes, she could trust him. He could heal her. Having Hale with her in the shower, his body against hers, she felt something stir, like she had felt while swimming that morning. The sudden urge to live instead of die. It wasn’t a swell of surety but rather was a hint of it.


  His arms clenched around her, his cheek against her belly again. April could feel his sobbing against her. She knew he must have held back much while overseas, that he was experiencing emotions now that he hadn’t in Vietnam. He’s back, he’s back, he’s back, she repeated in her mind, allowing a sense of security to develop inside. She pulled him upward, their arms wrapping, hands moving as though it were the first time they ever touched. Her breath sped up, this time driven by lust, not tears. She reveled in the passion rising in her.


  She pressed her eyes closed as Hale kissed her neck. “I love you. I love you. I love you,” he said against her ear. And she told herself to hold on to the flash of hope. She was alive. Hale had come home just in time. Just in time.


  **


  April put water on the stove for coffee. She felt cleansed by her crying, embraced by Hale’s words, his promises, his arms. Normally, her tears were exhausting. This time, they were not as draining since she was no longer alone in crying them. She swallowed the worry that she had much to tell him about the death of their baby, that there was important information to share about their future. She deserved to have a few more bright minutes that day before the darkness swept back in again.


  When they spoke by means of affection, with their arms enveloping each other, with lips brushing past ears, fingertips fluttering over thighs, bodies moving as one, she felt as though he’d never left, as though there had been no death. But once they were faced with conversation, she felt an odd sensation of having thousands of miles breached unexpectedly, the ground between them littered with loss, like shell hash that stabs at the feet after a particularly rough tide cycle.


  “I need to take the oysters I harvested this morning to Martha. I told her six days back I would shuck them for her each day. There’s plenty for us, too. I’m actually a little hungry.”


  Hale made a strange face. “Are you sure you want to do this? What about your real work? We have the money to pay Martha and Seth rent.”


  His tone caused anger to flare up in her. She tried to stuff it away, to stop another egg incident from occurring. “Real work?”


  “Photography,” Hale said.


  She took a few even breaths to attempt to cleanse the harsh thoughts that leapt to her mind. “I sleep twelve to fourteen hours a day, Hale. I don’t have time,” she sneered, wishing she could have successfully reeled back the anger. She bit down on her lip and stole a glance at him and saw that he was looking at her, his eyes narrowed.


  She shrugged. “I’m sorry.”


  “Sure,” Hale said, sounding confused but not hurt. She pulled a piece of paper from a drawer and read the first few items on the list.


  “I made arrangements with the Shelbys. I promised to do this list of things for Martha, and I need to complete the tasks.” For some reason, that list that she hadn’t even read the whole way through anchored her to this world, gave her the notion that she had living to do, but it wasn’t overwhelming. Thinking of her photography thrust her back into the suffocating waters of grief.


  He nodded and tucked a box of crackers and Tabasco sauce under his arm. “Let’s sit on the porch.”


  April poured coffee while Hale went to the front porch. She bumped open the screen door with her hip and set two coffee mugs beside the oyster tray. She pulled a bucket from beside the couch and set it between their feet.


  Hale spread two hand towels on the table in front of them. He set an oyster in the middle of one towel and lifted the other side of the towel over top of the shell to protect his hand when he shucked.


  April sipped her coffee and watched him dig the knife into the shell’s hinge. He twisted the handle and the shell opened. He tossed half the shell into the bucket, the sound of the flat top hitting the tin bucket ringing in the windless air.


  April found that not only was it tough to get the words out of her mouth to Hale, but finding the words that she wanted to say was even more difficult. Martha Shelby’s voice came from below the porch, calling for April.


  “Up here, Martha.” April hadn’t realized how tense she’d been until Martha arrived, and she exhaled.


  Martha opened her arms, a small bag in one hand. “I thought today might be your day for oyster harvesting.”


  Hale rose and embraced her, having to bend his tall frame just to let her get her arms around his neck.


  “Hale Abercrombie. A sight for my sore eyes.”


  “It’s great to see you, Martha. Been awhile.”


  “Three years, I think,” she said.


  As they made small talk, April pulled the bucket and knife toward her. She set a shell on the tea towel and draped a section of the fabric over it. She worked the point into the hinge of the oyster, wiggled it, and turned, hearing the pop. April wiggled the knife again and ran it along the lip of the top shell, releasing the muscle that held the oyster to the top. She tossed the shell into the bucket and then loosened the oyster from its pearly home while keeping it on its half-shell.


  Martha held her hand up to April. “Don’t shuck them all. I’m gonna prepare oysters with pesto and tomatoes tonight. I’m in the mood for a change.” Martha bunched her shoulders up to her ears, rubbed her hands together, and smiled. “I’m teaching your wife two different ways my family prepares oysters, as well as how to make cornbread, pecan pie, and cucumber-tomato salad.”


  Hale appeared irritated. “Isn’t that bad for business? You’ll lose customers if you pass on all your family recipes.”


  April saw his jaw clench. She knew he loved the Shelbys, that the roots of their family trees wound around each other for centuries back. She couldn’t imagine what would cause his annoyance.


  She didn’t want Martha’s feelings to be hurt by Hale’s mood. April shrugged. “I can barely remember my name, let alone the secret ingredient to any one of her scrumptious recipes.”


  Martha went to April and got down on her knee. “I’ll set this bag here for later. When you get to number three or four on the list, you’ll know what they’re for. There’s also a new Life magazine. Oh, and the novel, The Group—a first edition, and a new one, The Godfather. Have you heard of it?”


  April nodded, thinking how she’d just read Martha’s list. She hadn’t been exaggerating about her ability to retain information—she couldn’t even remember what the bulleted items on the list were, let alone read anything of substance. “Thank you. That’s really sweet of you.”


  Martha pulled something from her back pocket, presenting it to April. April covered her mouth and shook her head.


  “Told you this sucker would wash back to me,” Martha said.


  “Well,” April chuckled. “I would have bet every grain of sand on that beach that you’d never see that shoe again.”


  Hale’s face crumpled in confusion. Martha stood. “I’ll bring the pair you left for me back soon,” Martha said.


  “No bother. I’ve been barefoot since I arrived.” She wiggled her toes. “I like it that way.”


  Martha smoothed back April’s hair from her face and stood. April felt cared for by this woman, an old acquaintance who was quickly becoming a new friend.


  “Well, if it’s all the same, I’ll bring ’em by so I’m out of debt.”


  April nodded and started to stand to get the other tray of oysters.


  Martha shook her head. “You can have those. You two need to eat. Just bring me some tomorrow. I’ll need your help making Oysters Mornay. I’m trying a new twist on my sauce. Sound good?” Martha asked.


  “Sounds fancy,” April said.


  “Not the way I make ’em,” Martha said. “You two take care of each other now. And April, don’t forget to take the shells back to the oyster bed so the baby oysters can reuse them.”


  April nodded and watched her disappear down the steps that led to Beach Road.


  In Martha’s absence, April and Hale started shucking again, the rhythm of knives plunging into hinges, twisting, and shells hitting the bucket provided comfort in the quiet, camouflaging the awkwardness that had settled between the pair.


  “I bet I can shuck three for every one you do,” April said, wanting to break the tension but not wanting to talk about anything important.


  “You’re on, little lady,” Hale said. She felt a smile come as she finished her pile, a full third more than Hale had completed.


  He reached for the one she’d set aside—the one shell that had already partially opened on its own. She put her hand over his. “It’s dead. Leave it.”


  He looked at her and nodded. The silence rang out as though every word or action meant something more than it did.


  “I’ll take it back to the reef where it belongs.”


  “Okay. Sounds good,” he said.


  “I think Martha’s training me up for the restaurant,” April said, blurting out what she knew to be nonsense. She took her knife and worked it under the muscle, separating it from its shell so it could be eaten. She took another and did the same.


  Hale held one of the oysters to his lips and sucked it back. “Oh, man, I miss that taste. Nothing like Carolina oysters.”


  That shredded the tension for April. She enjoyed seeing Hale’s pleasure at something so simple. She leaned in for one of her own. April sucked the oyster into her mouth and let the salty liquid, then the soft fleshy mollusk, into her mouth. She chewed the muscle several times before letting it move down her throat. “Fabulous. I agree.”


  Hale took her hand. He kissed each finger. She leaned into him, her head on his shoulder. This was much better, April thought.


  He traced circles around each of her knuckles. “I just want you to work again, to feel like yourself again. If you want to help Martha, that’s fine, but don’t work too hard before you’re ready. Don’t ignore your own work,” Hale said.


  Change the subject, Hale. April didn’t know how to tell him she could not do her photography, not right now. She wasn’t ready to tell him everything, and she didn’t want to make up a lie. Simply saying, I can’t work. I can’t bring myself to look through the lens without immediately feeling a kick in my belly or a fist butting into my hip. I can’t do anything that reminds me of the baby, seemed ridiculous.


  To a man who held duty above all, such sentiments would seem infantile. He’d seen her at what she’d thought was her worst last autumn when she left her fiancé at the altar. This, this insanity would drive him away. She wasn’t ready for that.


  “I think I’m Martha’s project,” April said. “It’s sweet, isn’t it? She was just checking to be sure I hadn’t crumbled up and blown away with the sea foam. I guess I can’t blame her.” April thought about how Martha had found her that first day, letting the riptide yank her out to sea.


  Hale ran his finger over April’s lips. “What was all that with the shoe?”


  April shrugged. “You know women and all their shoe talk. Shoes, shoes, always shoes with women.” She moved away. She did not want to tell him the story of the shoe that got away, embarrassed that she’d put Martha in danger, that she had cared so little for her own life.


  He turned back to the oyster tray and put one to April’s lips. She sucked it back and closed her eyes, enjoying the taste and texture. She couldn’t remember the last time food had tasted so good.


  “I don’t want you doing too much. I realize I’m contradicting myself. But you were nearly frozen when you got back. I know you know the water like the land you walk on, but it seems like you should be resting. Or doing what you love.”


  “I’m okay with the oysters and whatever else is on her list. I’ve barely harvested enough for me to eat before today. Martha is being kind.”


  “I know she’s kind. But that’s not the point.”


  “I can’t even concentrate enough to read a paragraph in the newspaper, Hale. Not one paragraph. And today is the first day I’ve done anything on the list she gave me, but having the list tells me there’s a tomorrow. Whatever that is.”


  Hale leaned back against the couch. “What about the book? I sound like an ass about this book. But I don’t care if you ever work again, April, not in terms of money, I mean, but photography was everything to you. And now you’re shucking oysters?”


  April told herself to stop feeling like she was being attacked by Hale, that he was simply concerned, but a swell of anger sizzled inside her yet again. “You don’t understand, Hale.” She thought back to the last photographs she’d taken before she went into labor. The way she’d been all the way over near Big Flatty Creek, that it took her longer than she ever expected to row back in the choppy waters.


  “Explain it to me, then. Help me understand. I want to.”


  Hale’s words seemed far off, as though he were speaking through a pillow. Her mind tightened around the memories, and she could not focus on anything else. If she’d just been at the house, she could have gotten to the hospital fast enough to save the baby. Dr. Mann hadn’t said that, but she knew in her very soul that it was true. Each photo she took for that book was snapped in the company of the baby.


  She thought of her daughter, the day it happened, and then the nausea hit. The saliva in her mouth turned bitter and her stomach churned. She dashed into the house, running for the bathroom. She wanted so much to unburden herself. What if unburdening herself led to him leaving? She couldn’t lie to him and let him think their future would ever be the way they had envisioned it. She could not tell him that all his supportive words and intentions were hollow, even though he did not know it. She would never give him the family he wanted so badly. Being married to her meant his life would not be as full as he wanted it to be.


  She dropped to her knees and pushed the toilet seat up, vomiting the oysters into the water, the pain of them coming back up, giving her something concrete to rest her rage on. Perhaps it was good that the purging was powerful, so painful. Perhaps the feeling, the shuddering, would allow for courage to grow out of the discomfort. Maybe she would stop hiding in the numbness and find the guts to tell Hale they would not finish their lives together, that it would be best to simply end things right then.


  


  Chapter 7


  Hale followed April from the porch into the house as she ran to the bathroom. What the hell was happening with her? He held her hair back while she threw up. “Get it all out,” he said.


  He had so many questions. He wanted to ask about her work, about the baby, about them. But none of the questions he’d formed in his head felt right on his tongue, so he swallowed them back down, thick like raw oysters. None of the questions he asked or the way he asked them had sat right with April.


  Up until that moment, he’d thought he could fairly easily reconnect with his wife. He knew things were bad for her, that she was grieving and lost, but he thought the moment that his hand touched hers, when he held her tight and reminded her how much he loved her, that most of her sorrow would fall away. With her retching over the toilet, he realized how stupid that had been.


  Only in the presence of Martha did April appear comfortable to Hale. Or when he and his wife made love.


  She was shaking when she finished. Hands on the seat, she pushed to standing with Hale supporting her. She leaned against him as he guided her to the sink. He turned on the water and washed her hands, his fingers slipping over her wet skin, massaging her, calming her. When she’d stopped shivering and he’d dried her hands, he filled the water glass and had her rinse her mouth.


  “I think we need to talk and get this all out. Dripping little bits and pieces out isn’t going to help. I want you to tell me everything.”


  “I don’t want to talk.” April shouldered past Hale. “Can’t you see that talking is not helping? Stop talking, Hale.”


  He pushed his hand through his hair. He couldn’t keep up with her shifting moods. Like sea waves pushing in from several directions, he couldn’t time them, anticipate them, prepare for them. She moved to the living room and slumped onto the couch, pulling the quilt onto her lap.


  Through the screen door, Hale could see the hot, blue day taking shape. He was suddenly angry that April was just letting this sadness run her, push her, bury her. All this silence and sleeping. No wonder she wasn’t feeling well.


  She looked up at him, her arms curled up under her head. “I’m cold,” she said. Hale was about to begin tucking the quilt around her when that seed of anger burst inside him.


  He tore back the quilt. “You’re cold? Well of course you’re cold. You’re lying around, barely moving except for when you’re swimming in the freezing fall ocean water before the sun comes up. If you’re cold, if you want to warm up, then let’s go outside, where the sun is shining and hot. It’s hot outside, April. Let’s get under the sun.”


  He started toward the door. He turned back, expecting to see her rising up from the couch or at least her anger matching his, but she hadn’t moved, and her face was stony, blank, like a sculptor had chiseled her out of rock but hadn’t finished the work that would give the piece a sense of emotion, life.


  “What are you going to do, April? Just lie here until I don’t know when? I only have four weeks home. I can’t just watch you lie here like this and then just leave.”


  “Let me be, please. Just for a bit. We’re fine; we’ll be fine. We’ll enjoy these weeks together, but we don’t have to dissect this. I—oh, nevermind.” She turned into the couch, curling up further. Seeing her do that made him so angry, his breath grew heavy, as though he’d been running. He had worried about her so much, and now it was as though she didn’t even care that he was there.


  He stalked over to her and ripped the blanket back. “What? What were you going to say?”


  She said something too quietly for him to hear.


  “I can’t hear you!” he said. His voice filled the small house. She curled up more, covering her ears. He hadn’t meant to scream so loud, but he couldn’t watch her do this.


  He leaned over and shoved his hands under her body and hoisted her up, tossing her over his shoulder. “I don’t know how to make this better, April. I am so sorry our baby died, but you can’t just fold yourself up on this couch and die. Not while I’m here.”


  He headed out the front door and with all the effort it took to carry a child, he was down the stairs, across Beach Road, and standing in the surf.


  “Put me down.” She wriggled in his arms. He set her down in front of him.


  “This is better,” he said.


  Her angry scowl was cast against him, making him wonder if she was going to smack him. “Please. Just sit with me for a while.”


  He pulled her hand and backed up past the swash line and sat where the sun could hit them. Soon he was sweating. April sat between his bent knees, but did not speak. He would not suffer the silence anymore.


  “So, Jimmy said he was looking forward to seeing you again when we are discharged. His wife lost a baby, too. Same exact way as you . . . as us. She had a hard time of it, but she just started back at life, whole hog. I said that’s how you were, strong as nails, flexible as sea grass, capable of anything. When I said you were back here fixing our house with your own two hands, he turned rainforest green with envy at the idea. Said his wife can’t even be trusted to hang a picture.”


  April’s shoulders bounced as though that had made her laugh. He figured he should keep talking.


  “I told him we’d have six kids by the time we were done. He said that sounded right nice. He always says ‘right nice.’ As though that adds something better to the word nice. He’s a fine fellow. I know you’d like him. He knew Andrew well; you met him at the memorial service for Andrew, but you don’t know him well. But you know who he is.”


  The surf ran up to them, splashing cold water over the front of April, hitting his legs. He pulled her closer, his arms wrapped tighter around her. She put her arms over his, finally. “That was a cold one.”


  She nodded.


  “So I got talking about the book you’re working on, the coffee table book with all the photographs of the sound. He asked how it was going, and I said great. I said April is the kind of woman who finishes what she starts, and though she’s having a rough patch . . .”


  April stiffened against him. “I’m not finishing the damned book, Hale. Enough with all your pushing. I’m sorry if that’s why you married me—because you thought I would be something greater than I actually am.”


  He never wanted her to be anything in particular at all. He simply knew that being a photographer was as much a part of her as having blond hair. He merely wanted her to be happy again, to want to wait for him while he was away.


  “I love you no matter what,” Hale said. “Haven’t I made that clear? I’m just trying to help.” He pulled her closer. She stiffened further in his arms. “You know, I’m not as fearful as I used to be flying, like I was right after Andrew. I want you to know that whatever you’re feeling now, the sadness I can’t touch, it will go away, April. I wish I could wipe it away for you. If I could reach into your soul and just rub it away like a good window washing, I would. Wouldn’t that be nice if we could just take some ammonia, a good rag, and just apply that elbow grease to the pain and worry and awful blackness that comes with stuff like this? Wow, the world would be different.”


  He sighed. He was not a talker. He sounded like an idiot. He closed his eyes, wrapped her tighter against him, laying his chin on the top of her head. This was nice. At least she let him hold her. Hale felt tiredness grip his muscles, and he was reminded of jet lag. Perhaps he’d been hasty in forcing April out of her nest.


  “Tell me how to help you. I thought I knew what to do. Maybe if you just go back to doing the things you love, you will feel better.”


  “That’s enough, Hale.”


  “What?”


  “I’m not you. It’s impressive that you manage to still fly. But you still have nightmares. I heard you last night. I am proud of you for the way you’ve gotten better just by continuing to fly. I can’t continue to be pregnant, to heal my wounds through immersing myself in another round with them. We had a child growing in me, and now that child is dead and gone. All these stories and helpful anecdotes your buddies feed you—who knows if they even really understand what their wives went through? Who the hell knows if their wives told them the truth about anything.”


  “I know you are strong enough to get past this. You’re like iron, steel; you’re as solid a person as I’ve ever met. You can tell me what happened, and I will listen.”


  “Stop it. Don’t make me tell you what you don’t want to hear.”


  “What the hell are you talking about?”


  She sat up and turned to him, her eyes sharp with anger. “You want to know?”


  He nodded once. “I want to know.”


  “Okay.” She stood up and paced. Her hands started to shake.


  “It’s okay. You can tell me anything, April.”


  She nodded. “It’s my fault. I think that’s why I can’t get past this.”


  “What’s your fault?”


  “That the baby died.”


  He stood and went to her. She stepped back and wrapped her arms around her waist, gripping tight, not letting him close. “I felt the baby move right up until I got to the hospital, but the doctors insisted that she died a few days before. But I felt her kicking. And I went out for photos, and I felt my back begin to ache and my belly cramp.” She put her hands to her head, covering her ears, then she pulled at her hair. He took her hands in his, but she pulled them away.


  “The labor started and she was still moving strong. I felt her kicking. But I had to get the last picture. The light was perfect. The sunrays shot through the Spanish moss, dappling the water in that perfect way, like it’s on fire and full of diamonds at the same time.


  She wiggled her fingers, showing the sparkling light she saw in her mind. “I stayed too long.” She covered her mouth, and Hale thought she looked as though she could not believe what she was saying. He’d never felt so protective of a person, so much longing to take away her worry about something that was not her doing.


  “April.” He took her arms and squeezed. “It’s not your fault. Hell, a hundred years ago, women gave birth plowing a field and finished the work later.”


  She wrenched out of his grip. “Don’t be flip. You don’t know it wasn’t my fault. That doctor doesn’t know. I know, and I’m trying to figure out how to live with it. I know what was happening in my body. And I’ll be damned if you’re going to tell me I can’t lie on the couch if I want to or that I have to talk when I don’t want to. I’m trying to feel better. Every day, I feel a glimmer of normal, but then it goes away.” She snapped her fingers. “And I try to concentrate hard on the sensation and pull it back and find my normal again, to make it stay, and I can’t. And you don’t understand, so just stop. Stop trying to make me your next mission. I can’t say I will be fine when you leave. I can’t say anything about us for sure.”


  Can’t say anything about us? Hale had never considered that April’s pain might come with doubts about them as a couple. An image of her in her wedding dress the day she’d fled from the altar in New York snapped into his mind. At the time that she had run from her wedding, it was clear that leaving Mason was smart, that she needed to break it off with him, that he was wrong for her, that her life would not be lived fully if she married Mason.


  Hale couldn’t imagine what he’d do if April deemed him not right, that the us that was them might not be forever. That was what he depended on while in Vietnam. The thought of her waiting kept him from falling into his own deep well of despair, the fact that he didn’t have to worry about whether she loved him truly or not was what allowed him to focus on his work. “Don’t say that you don’t know about us. We are meant to be, April. There is no doubt about that. And you don’t need to feel guilty. It’s like it was with me and Andrew’s death—”


  “No. It’s not the same at all. You really don’t get it.”


  “Then explain it to me. Do you honestly have doubts about us?”


  She shook her head, meeting his gaze hard.


  “Tell me everything you think I can’t understand. I will understand and I will help fix this. I promise. I will love you no matter what. Always.”


  “Stop suffocating me. Please. Just leave me alone. Or this will never work.”


  He couldn’t have lost his breath faster if she had kicked him in the belly. He would not allow her to do this. “That’s not how this works. We’re married. We need to sort this out.”


  She waved her hand through the air at Hale and left him standing there. He watched her stalk away. The wind lifted her hair, corkscrewing it, then separated the strands like an outstretched hand as she grew smaller and smaller.


  He was stunned by what she had said. Could she have been at fault? Was she doubting their marriage? Could the baby have been dead for days if she was so sure she felt it moving? She was right. He didn’t understand birth and pregnancy in the way she did, especially not in a medical way. But he couldn’t fathom that she was right, that she had anything at all to do with the death.


  Still, the fact that she carried this guilt frightened him. He thought back to when she’d felt so guilty about a letter she’d sent to Andrew before he died. She had been angry in what she wrote, and she thought her brother had read it before he died and was guilt-ridden over the belief that he died thinking she did not hold him in the same esteem she had their entire lives. Hale had been able to set her mind at ease on that matter. He had the unopened letter that Andrew never read. He had never seen April’s anger etched on paper.


  This time, he had no proof to show her in regard to the stillbirth being an act of nature, something no one had control over. All he had were empty words that she would not believe. But something was definitely wrong with her. He thought back to his arrival on the Outer Banks, how she had greeted him with such joy and passion. And then these mood swings. He certainly felt, at that moment, incapable of helping her in any way. He never knew what her response to anything would be.


  He thought of the paper where he’d recorded the doctor’s phone number. He would go to the store and call him. Perhaps the doctor would have something reassuring Hale could tell April, the equivalent of the unopened letter.


  Hale looked down the beach. He held up his thumb and forefinger to measure the size of April as she continued to walk. She was about three inches tall between his fingers. He wished he could close the space and grab on to her, bring her right back to him, so he could try to explain again that she could tell him anything, that nothing would change his feelings about her.


  He would give her space for the time being. He got to his feet and jogged to the cottage, wanting so much for the doctor to have words to put into his mouth so he could help her back to the person she used to be.


  


  Chapter 8


  April turned back and watched Hale standing in the surf, staring out into the horizon. Occasionally, he would bend down and grab something from the sand and whip it into the ocean. He looked back at her a few times, and each time she looked away, hoping to push him away, wanting to make it clear she would not perform for him like a circus animal. As much as she wanted to, she could not. He started down the beach, away from her. Come back. Come back. Come back.


  Everyone was giving her so much space, but maybe it was too much. Maybe she needed him to see past her protestations. To make her talk, to make her let him into her worries, her life, her soul again. She turned her face toward the sun, closed her eyes, and inhaled the salty, sweet air. That was ridiculous. How hard did she expect him to work? It was she who was pushing him away, avoiding the conversation they needed to have.


  But getting the words out was too hard. Her mind began to swirl, her thoughts again knotted, making coherent judgment impossible. She watched as he walked, his body growing smaller in the distance. The anger reappeared. He gave up too easily. I am crazy.


  She wished she understood what had happened to her when this happened. When her emotions fueled unreasonable thoughts. Was it selfish that she wanted a little bit of time with him, time during which he still admired her and loved her and thought she belonged on the pedestal he’d carved and placed her on? She’d been through so much. She deserved some loving moments, pure tender experiences that were unblemished by the details of their baby’s death and the aftermath that April had lived.


  Would it be easier for her to put the baby out of her mind if the whole thing had resulted from a car accident that someone else had caused? Or perhaps if the doctors knew for sure that the baby had been born without the organs needed to live? If there was a solid reason not connected to April and her choices, then perhaps she could let go of the pain, perhaps she could let Hale’s sweet love be enough to heal her, as he wanted to do so badly.


  She blew out her air, crossed one ankle over the other, and sank into the sand. She sat, back straight, legs pretzeled. She opened her arms and set her hands palms up on her knees and fully felt the emptiness. There were times when the sorrow weighed so much she swore she could feel her daughter at her breast, her arms folded around her.


  The squawk of a bird startled April. She laid one arm over the other, forming a cradle against her belly. She stared into the horizon and let the pain turn to numbing, mind-slowing blackness, barely noticing another flock of black skimmers landing for a rest, milling around her as though she was driftwood that had tumbled ashore, waiting for nothing more than to wash back out again.


  A clamshell came in with the surf and flipped into her lap, making her think of Martha’s list. That was something she could do. Number one on the list was to harvest oysters to eat. Number two was to harvest oysters for Martha. What were the other items? She would check the list and do another thing tomorrow. She pulled it from her pocket and unfolded it. Smoothing it on her legs, she moved her finger downward. Number three: take the sack and bury the jingle shells, oyster shells, and scallop shells in the mud near the salt marsh. Be sure to mark where you buried them so we can find them later.


  What the hell? April reread number three. Was Martha serious? What could this possibly have to do with the restaurant or cooking? She giggled and figured she would do it. It wasn’t like it would take a tremendous amount of time from her day.


  She folded the paper and looked down the beach. Hale had started back in her direction. She straightened and felt a smile come to her lips. She lifted her hand to wave, but he had already turned and went toward the cottage, clearly having heard her plea for solitude. If only that was really what she wanted. If only she could stop herself from falling prey to the tangle of emotion that caused her to hide from those in her life who cared the most.


  


  Chapter 9


  Hale rubbed the back of his neck. He paced the cottage, debating whether he should go back and get April from the beach and force her into the cottage before he went to the store to call the doctor, or make her go with him. His mind swirled. He pushed the sweat from his brow with the back of his fingers. Where was his calm demeanor? In his jet, he could find a serene center that allowed him to take in all the information on the green radar screen while keeping track of what was around him and his pilot, his focus shifting between the instruments and the sky around him, the radio, and back. His mind would take in the information, filing it away like ticking off a list, knowing exactly which variables needed to be considered first and on down the line.


  Now he lacked instruments, camaraderie, the ability to even discern the important variables that surrounded April’s pain, let alone the ability to rank them in his mind. He grabbed the pad of paper by the phone and began to make a list of what he did know. Why was he so angry at her, at the idea of her shucking oysters, for God’s sake? Where was all this irrationality coming from? How could she seem so happy, relieved at his company one minute and isolating herself from him the next? He felt as though she were in a riptide shooting away from the beach in a strong stream, his hands out to her, and she letting the current sweep her away, not willing to reach back out to him.


  He thought if he could find one thing, one concrete way to help her feel better, then perhaps she could move on. He hated that she thought he didn’t understand what she was going through. He hated it even more that he knew he really didn’t understand like she did. How could he? He hadn’t carried the baby. But he had to admit he was surprised at her hanging on to the loss. Not that he expected her to forget in any way, but his buddies—they’d been clear that their wives had moved on fairly quickly. They hadn’t regressed in their path to moving on, that was for sure.


  He changed into dry shorts and put on his tennis shoes. He could chase down April and force her to go back to Bliss. He could force her to talk, to tell him what she was holding back. But that wasn’t the way they worked together. Giving her time to calm down was probably exactly what she needed before they talked again.


  He would jog to Laird’s and call Dr. Mann. Running there would burn off the tar-like anxiety building up in his body. He’d learned in the first few weeks of flight school that a good workout could balance the way he saw the world and allow for better problem solving. When he reached the store, he found Mrs. Terrel and Mrs. Sandner shopping.


  Mrs. Sandner put her gnarled fingers to Hale’s cheeks and squeezed. “You’re a fine example of what our country stands for, Hale. Not like those hoodlums splashed all over the papers every day.”


  “Thank you, ma’am,” Hale said and patted her hand so she would let go of his face. To hear such things was nice, but in that moment, his mind was more set on figuring out how to get his wife back to her normal self. Mrs. Terrel hugged Hale and he went into the store and over to the phone, where he dialed the number on the paper.


  “Dr. Mann’s office,” a voice said.


  “Yes. This is Hale Abercrombie. I’d like to speak to the doctor.”


  There was a pause on the line. Hale could hear papers shuffling on the other end.


  “Dr. Mann only sees women, Mr. Abercrombie.”


  The muffled sound of a hand going over the receiver muted what was being said on the other end of the conversation. The phone seemed to have been dropped. Hale pulled the receiver away and stared at it before putting it back to his ear.


  “Hello?” he said.


  “Yes, Mr. Abercrombie.” This was the voice of another woman, not the one who had answered.


  “Uh, I need to speak to Dr. Mann. He treated my wife. Well, he delivered her . . . well, our . . . He’s her doctor and I really need to speak with him. April, my wife, is not doing well, and I need to get her something to help.”


  “Lieutenant Abercrombie, correct? You’re a pilot, right?”


  Hale exhaled, relieved that the woman on the phone seemed to remember April, the details she must have told the office staff about their lives. “Yes. That’s right. You remember April.”


  The woman was silent again, but Hale could hear someone speaking to her in the background, a man’s voice.


  “Is that Dr. Mann? Please. April is—”


  “She’s out of the hospital?”


  Now it was Hale who was silent for a moment. “Well, yes. She had the baby two months ago.” He shook his head; the office should know that.


  “Mountain View, I mean.”


  “Mountain View?” Hale could barely get the words out.


  “Nurse Peters, now!” The sharp voice came across the line.


  “I have to go,” she said. “Tell April she might need to—”


  “Nurse!” the man’s voice rang out again in the background. “Tell him his wife needs to move on. It’s over. Say that and get off the phone.”


  “Good-bye,” the woman said. The line disconnected, and Hale stood staring at the phone receiver. He ran the conversation back through his mind and finally put the phone back in its cradle. He scribbled Nurse Peters’s name onto the paper alongside the doctor’s name. There was something horrifying in the short snippets of information he’d just gathered, the piecemeal nothingness of it. Nothing except this idea that April had been in a mental hospital and that this Nurse Peters had more to tell him than she had been permitted to say.


  Images of patients locked away, rocking themselves, came to mind when he thought of the name Mountain View. That hospital had been the butt of jokes his entire life. Spending time there, even for a “rest,” as many people did, could be crushing to those who were admitted.


  His stomach ached, full of fear and new worry for April. No wonder she was having so much trouble if she’d spent time in such a place. Why had his mother not told him? He’d thought there had only been a chance that April would need extra medical attention—that’s why they called him home. He hadn’t been aware that she’d already been admitted.


  He cleared his throat and lifted the receiver to dial his mother. He leaned his head against the pine wood wall, wondering if he really wanted to know more. He thought perhaps the doctor was right, that his instructions to the nurse that this was over, that they should move on, was the correct advice.


  He thought of all the friends he’d lost in Vietnam. He never forgot one of them. In fact, not only could he call up exact faces, like photos, he could animate the face in his mind, recalling the way John Sterry laughed with his mouth open, head dropped back to the sky even over stupid little things, and how Max Hanson scowled every minute of every day even as the rest of them were curled over in the throes of laughter; Hale even recalled the guys who he’d known for just a day before they died. He remembered all of them.


  Yes, despite all that remembering he did to honor his friends, he’d become practiced at pushing it all away in order to perform his duties. He pushed aside his grief in order to run the next mission, in order to get to sleep, in order for his heart to keep beating, for his lungs to keep drawing air, but he never forgot one of them, not even for a minute.


  But he had to admit, even with his ability to function and ignore what should have been normal grieving periods in other circumstances, he knew there were times he couldn’t do that. Like last year, right around the time he was reconnecting with April at Bliss.


  There, in Laird’s he felt the crush of noise that accompanied him on every mission, the way a voice sounded when coming through the radio, the empty echo that filled his head. He thought of Andrew, the one friend’s death he could not push away so easily. His heart beat faster, his breath sped up, and he felt as though he might pass out. He rubbed his forehead and wondered if some part of April felt this type of thing, this panic that dropped out of nowhere, the fear that came even when perfectly safe.


  He pressed his hand against the wall beside the table, steadying himself, grateful the town was nearly empty this time of year. Why should he expect April to be different with the loss of their child? She’d had no training, no expectation that there would be loss. It was enough to knock the sanity right out of her, he knew. He shook his head at the thought. No. It wasn’t as though April had been in combat or even in an accident.


  He thought of her crying on the beach, her story about feeling guilty for not heading to the doctor soon enough. That was not the same as combat. He was sure she would not suffer the same irrational thoughts and feelings that he did. He was sure she would be fine in time. Yet . . . because he saw her on the beach, heavy with leaden remorse, he thought it didn’t matter that he characterized the birth of their child as un-warlike; it didn’t matter what he thought of what she’d been through. What mattered was that April seemed traumatized by it all.


  Hale swallowed hard and used the bottom of his t-shirt to wipe his sweaty brow. He drew a deep breath and dialed his mother, even though he thought it was useless. She would be cleaning at the Smithton home. But he dialed the number at Bliss anyway. The line connected after just the first ring, startling him.


  “Hello,” Mrs. Abercrombie said.


  “Mom,” Hale said, his whole body sighing.


  “Hale? You okay?”


  He wiped his brow with another dry section of his shirt.


  “Hale?”


  “What happened to April?”


  There was a pause over the line. “You know what happened, Hale.”


  “I mean the rest of it.”


  “I don’t—”


  “Yes you do, Mother.”


  She sighed.


  Hale turned his back to the front of the store so that Roy Laird couldn’t see his face if he walked by.


  “I don’t know what you want me to say, Hale.”


  “I want you to tell me exactly what happened. Not just parts of it.”


  “I wasn’t in the delivery room. You know that. Then I got called to your cousins’ and at that time, I thought all was well with the birth. I can’t say what happened with all that.”


  “And . . .” Hale said, his voice tight and angry. He didn’t want to upset his mother, but he wanted the truth.


  Mrs. Abercrombie cleared her throat.


  “Please, Mom. I need to know.”


  Hale’s mother sighed and he could hear that she had turned on the faucet. Next, the familiar clang of her removing the kettle lid and the water echoing as it hit the dry vessel filled his ears.


  “Well,” she said. “What I know is this: She had the baby, she nearly . . . well, there were complications, and she was born . . . um, not breathing. April had some extra bleeding. It took some time to stop it.”


  Hale’s stomach turned at the thought, imagining the blood, what it meant. “The woman I spoke to at the doctor’s office asked whether April was out of the hospital. Mountain View? What would she have meant by that?”


  Hale could hear his mother’s breathing deepen, as though just having to discuss this matter was heavy on her chest, making her ability to breathe a conscious effort. “She spent a little time in Mountain View, yes. A few weeks back. Just a rest. She was doing too much on the house—”


  Hale thought of the radio that April insisted play continuously, how odd he thought that was, how her demeanor swept from joyous to flat with no warning. “You said they were considering it, not that they admitted her.”


  “I wanted her to tell you when she was ready.”


  “I need to know these things.”


  “I agree. April made me promise.”


  “Why on earth would you listen to her? She’s skin and bones out here, harvesting oysters, sleeping all day, and you listen to her? She obviously can’t make these decisions, Mom. Why would you allow her to—”


  “She’s not a child, Hale. This situation is terrible for many, many reasons, but she is a woman with a mind, and she is more than capable of processing information and making her own decisions.”


  Hale had never heard his mother raise her voice in such a way; it was strong and forceful.


  “I’m sorry, Mom. I know she’s not a child. But I don’t think she should be out here alone like this. She’s not well . . .” Images of her sitting in an asylum, staring into space, sprang to Hale’s mind. “I can’t just let her languish out here. Especially when I have to go back soon. She can’t go back to Mountain View. I’m going to make her go back to Bliss with you.”


  “Don’t give her orders, Hale. Let her decide something in this mess.”


  “That doesn’t even make sense. Decide to put her life back together, to have more children, to look forward, not back? If I leave her here, she might just bury herself in the surf or something, and I can’t go back if I can’t count on her being okay.”


  “She will heal, Hale. Love her and be patient. And for the love of Peter, don’t give orders or be too forceful. She’s not in the military.”


  “She’s a reed in the wind, Mom. Her emotions are all over the map. I’m bringing her back there to see that doctor again, and I will make her better, one way or another.”


  “Let her be, Hale. She’s there with Martha.”


  “Martha’s not a doctor.”


  “Doctors aren’t always the answer. In some ways, they know so much. I understand that. They saved her life. I understand that part of it—a miracle, apparently. But don’t think for a minute that a doctor can heal a broken heart or a bruised soul. Or—”


  “There’s medicine. One buddy of mine said his wife took—”


  “Listen to me, Hale. Medicine can’t fill her empty arms.”


  Hale let the weight of the words hit him. He couldn’t swallow. He felt as though he would burst into tears right there. Her empty arms. Suddenly, he thought of the two times he’d seen her sitting on the beach, legs crossed, arms open but hands bent inward, as though cradling thin air. He hadn’t thought that her arms might feel anything specific to the baby at all. “I’ll call you back when I have a plan, Mom.” He barely got the words out before he hung up.


  Hale heard Roy enter the back room of the store and so he took the opportunity to leave without having to say goodbye. He ran the entire way home, surer than ever that he needed to get April back where someone with some know-how could better discern her needs and treatment. It was true, Bliss was near Elizabeth City, hardly a metropolitan area compared to cities like New York, but it certainly had more resources than her current post at Kill Devil Hills.


  


  Chapter 10


  April came in from the beach and saw that Hale had gone out. She felt a kick of guilt that she’d been cruel to him. Their time together was so limited, and she’d squandered some of it telling him to leave her alone. She hadn’t meant to let the words out. Why did she even feel that way? She hated the way she had no control over the way she felt—one minute feeling a glimmer of serenity and the next, rage: pure, ugly, black rage. She’d stormed down the beach hoping to keep from screaming out, to keep from letting Hale know that she felt insane at times, that it was as though she could feel emotion sizzle right through her bloodstream, and that caused her to feel like she couldn’t breathe.


  At times she thought Hale would be the only person who understood what she was experiencing. Andrew’s death had shown her he had his own demons. But this was different. She knew Hale was trying. He’d been so sweet with all his anecdotes from his buddies.


  She knew he was trying to help. She wanted him to go back to Vietnam without having to worry about her. That was why she’d had to push him away right then on the beach, to hide the crazy that bubbled just under the surface of her skin, waiting to emerge. She knew Hale might not want to stay married to her once he found out she could not have more children, but she did not want him to remember her as unbalanced when he thought of her.


  She pulled Martha’s list from her pocket. April had no idea what burying the shells near the oyster bed could possibly do for her or for Martha, but she felt as though she needed to do something, to move, to keep the crazy away.


  So with Hale still gone, April gathered the shells, tools, and boots, loaded up the bike, and headed to the marsh. There she dug hard, jamming the small trowel into the clumpy soil, creating a furrow that would hold the shells until . . . well, until April reached the number on the list that told her to dig them back up. She marked the spot with an old bicycle flag that had washed ashore at some point, recalling that Martha underlined the part of the directions that said to mark the spot, that it was very important to be able to come back to the exact spot and find the shells again.


  April also brought in more oysters, ready to store them in the refrigerator until the next day, when she would work with Martha to make their first recipe together.


  Once the oysters were on the tray in the refrigerator, April sighed. She thought of the one thing she now held precious in her life. She went to the bedroom. On the dresser across from the bed was her camera. The leather case was worn, marked by a bump here or scrape there as she often popped it open quickly, releasing the camera to get a perfect, unexpected shot of the sun rising or a heron resting above the Albemarle waters.


  But nowadays, she wasn’t popping the hard casing open to unleash her camera to take the perfect photo. She dug her fingers inside, grazing the lens cap as she found it—the only link she had to the baby. Each time she opened the case, the hazy recollection of her hopes, the serenity she used to feel flashed inside her then disappeared like tissue paper on an ocean wave.


  She pulled the paper from the case. Her breath caught as she unfolded the scrap of envelope that the nurse had torn in half. April ran her finger over the words: Baby Girl Abercrombie—eighteen inches, six pounds, five ounces. These words were written above one footprint, the baby’s right foot. April traced the words again, then the foot, dotting each toe marking, reciting “This Little Piggy” as she did, imagining the gales of laughter that should have erupted from a baby when a mother played such games. But she would never hear such laughter from Baby Girl Abercrombie.


  “April!” She could hear Hale yelling for her. She quickly folded the paper and was putting it back into its spot when Hale burst into the room.


  “Oh, there you are.” He stopped at the door and wiped his hairline with his forearm.


  His gaze went to her fingers as she snapped the lid shut and pushed the catch on the case over the silver nub. April thought for a moment that she should share the scrap of paper the nurse had snuck to her. But then she remembered what the doctor had said at the other hospital, about how she should move on and, most of all, not burden others, including her husband, with pain she should be putting aside. The baby didn’t exist, it never drew a breath, it was never really born, it was gone, time to move on for all of them. She wanted to be the woman Hale needed, the woman he came to love over the years. He was a good man. He simply wanted to put this behind them, to help her heal so they could head into their future, hand in hand. He was the kind of man who wouldn’t push her aside for not having children. She had to trust that.


  She could hear the words and understood why the doctor and nurses suggested what they did, but hard as she tried, she could not put “it” behind her because “it” was a her, and no matter what they said, a child had grown inside her, a baby had been born. But loving Hale . . . that she could do. She could try for his sake.


  “Your camera,” Hale said. “That’s good. Did you take some pictures?” He came to her, his face full of love. His expression was placid; she was relieved to see the anger in his eyes was gone. He loved her. While he was gone, she had come to hold that knowledge in her heart and mind. She pushed the camera back to the wall and nodded, knowing he wanted to hear that answer.


  “Oh good. Good.” He wrapped her in his arms and lifted her up, her feet swinging as he moved gently back and forth.


  He set her down and cupped her face in his hands. “I want to get you back to Bliss. I will feel so much better to have you settled in the house before I go. And if you need anything, the hospital is close, the doctors are there.”


  She gripped his wrists and squeezed them, her nails digging into his skin. He pulled his hands from her face and she released his arms.


  “I’m not going anywhere, Hale.”


  Why was he pushing her?


  “Yes, you are. You need to be where you will be safe.”


  “I’m safe here. This is where I need to be right now.” Please let me love you. Kiss me, hold me, but don’t push me to go back to Bliss.


  “I think you need to see Dr. Mann again.”


  “Is that what you think?”


  Hale sighed and opened the bedroom window. He turned back to April and shoved his hands into his pockets. “My mom told me about the hospital, April.”


  April winced. She felt as though someone had singed her body with hot coals. She clenched her jaw and looked at the floor. Shame grew hot in her belly. He knew? A lifetime of childhood jokes about Mountain View rammed through her brain. Crazies, loonies, mentals. That’s what they had said. How little she had known about the people who ended up there. How awful she had been to think them less than . . . well, less than human.


  Hale took her hand in his, his rough palm scratching against hers. “I think it’s better if we are close, just until . . .” He shrugged. “We don’t even have a house out here. You love Bliss, the water there, what difference does it make if you’re on the banks or the sound?”


  “Exactly.” April pulled her hand from Hale and sat on the bed, arms crossed.


  Hale came to her. She crossed her legs, her knee stopping him from getting too close. He sat beside her, hand on her leg. He squeezed it. “Look at me. Please.”


  She saw the concern in his face, knew how much he loved her, but he would be gone soon, he would not be there when she couldn’t stand the memories of being pregnant in that house. She would be alone either way, and she knew more than ever that being alone where the memories didn’t live was much better.


  “I’m your husband, April. I don’t want to tell you what to do.”


  “So don’t. Don’t ever do that, Hale. It’s not who we are.”


  Hale nodded. “I know.”


  April exhaled. He was everything a man should be. He was strong and loved her with a big heart. And he was not the kind of man who wanted to rule his wife. She trusted this about him. Her body began to tingle. When she ran out of words to express what she wanted to explain, her body seemed to come alive, to finish the conversation.


  “I love you.” April slid closer to him, her thigh against his. “But I need to do this my way. Please.”


  She ran her finger along his jaw. He put his arm around her. She looked into his face, saw the tension in his neck, felt his worry about her. This arguing was a waste of their time together. She would show him that she was okay, and then he would drop this idea she had to go back to Bliss.


  She leaned into him and kissed him. The skin above his lip was salty from running. How wonderful it was to have him near. She caressed his chest, moving down his torso, the firm muscles against her palm exciting her. She slipped her hand into the waistband of his shorts, trailing along his hip and between his legs.


  “April,” he said. Hale kissed her, his tongue warm against hers, his lips soft as he whispered he loved her, the shape of the words imprinted on her mouth. He moved his hand under her rump, pulling her onto his lap so she could straddle him. He massaged her bottom, moving her against him. She pressed her hips toward him, feeling him hard and excited.


  She closed her eyes and felt desire rise in her. She put her lips to his ear, nibbling it. “Let’s just have this together. This is all that matters right now. Just you and me, together, alone. Here.”


  Hale shuddered, his breath revealing his longing for her. He stood, her legs tied around his waist. He kissed her and laid her back on the mattress, kneeling between her bent knees. The day before, April had not been able to wait for romance or slow loving; she had just needed to have his skin on hers, him inside her. But now, as the day began to give way to night, he slowed things down. He studied her as though he’d stumbled upon a treasure for the first time. He pushed the neckline of her t-shirt aside and kissed her collarbone before working his way down her arms to her fingertips. He laced his fingers through hers as she arched toward him. “I love you, April. No matter what. I promise things will get better. We’ll have a family.”


  She nodded, ignoring the notion that she should stop him right there and tell him what the doctor had said. But his gaze, the lust in it, was so normal. He didn’t seem to think her a lunatic; there was no pity in the way he looked at her. If he loved her knowing she’d been so bad off that they’d put her away, well . . . then she thought he could love her no matter what.


  “I love you, too,” she said as she gave into the pleasure of his fingers moving down her thighs, over her knees, and onto her calves. He pulled her to a sitting position and removed her shirt. He pulled down her bra straps and undid the hook in the back as he kissed her shoulders and then each nipple before cradling her head and laying her back down.


  He kissed her belly while his fingers played over every centimeter of her. Her heart sped up as she grew more excited. She reached for his shorts and pushed them down, off his hips. He kicked them the rest of the way off, his erection against his underwear as he lay down beside her, hard against her hip. They kissed as she pushed her hand into his underpants, stroking the length of him. His fingers worked up the legs of her shorts and under the elastic in her panties, just brushing by her most sensitive skin, making her inhale sharply.


  It was then they removed the last of their clothing. April noticed the sound of the waves crashing, moving farther up the sand toward Beach Road. She and Hale gave into one another, their bodies bridging the disparate ways they viewed their future, what had happened in the past.


  April wanted so much to convince Hale that for some unknown reason, being at the Banks seemed to be where she belonged right then, but she knew it was a fruitless discussion. Still, their hands moving over each other, their skin melded, made all that was wrong go away, if only for that short time.


  When they finished, Hale curled his body around hers, his arms shielding her from the world as though he were her protective shell against all that might want to harm her. And for those moments, April found that all the bad feelings, the awful thoughts and horrid memories, didn’t exist, as though Hale’s embrace was indeed magic, as though his being there had caused her to return to what she had discovered with him the year before, to return to love as though it were as permanent as the rising tide that serenaded their sleep.


  **


  For the first time April could remember, the sun woke without her, its warmth spilling through the window, shining over her face. Curled up on her side, she could hear the ocean pushing and pulling, the swash running over the sand. She rolled over, expecting to see Hale there, his body warm, inviting her to nuzzle into him, to thread her arm around his waist and revel in the simple presence of the man she loved so much. She sat up, listening for sounds of him making coffee or flushing the toilet, but other than the steady wash of the sea, she heard nothing. She padded to the porch, where she saw the sun had risen past the water and the day was underway.


  In the kitchen, she put the water on the stove. She grabbed a spoon from the drawer and saw a note near the coffee tin.


   


  My Sweet Potato Pie,


  I had some errands to do in Elizabeth City. Couldn’t sleep and thought I’d get Roy to take me over when he set out to fish, and I’ll get back fast. Enjoy your day. Looks like there’s more to do on your list, so the timing is right.


  Love,


  Hale


   



  April leaned against the countertop, watching the flames dance under the kettle. She didn’t know how she felt about Hale disappearing for the day. She tried to recall the last time she didn’t have to decipher her feelings, when she just knew what she felt in an instant.


  Though Hale had only been home two days, his arrival had brought with it added structure to what had become her pattern of living. She had found a desire to fulfill the items on Martha’s list. But with him having taken off, she felt adrift again, like flimsy sea grass whipped in circles on the sand. He’ll be back soon. You are fine. You are fine. She stood in the middle of the kitchen and turned. What should she be doing right now? Start with your swim. Everything else will follow.


  She turned the burner off and the radio up. She breathed heavily, her shoulders lifting as she felt lost in the kitchen, as though she didn’t know how she got there. Should she start on the list first? She wrapped herself in her arms. The familiar emptiness shook her. Yes, that was it. Her arms were empty.


  As though it were alive, the sensation of grief filled the room, shrinking her in the universe, reminding her that she was not to have easy thoughts, a life that righted itself, that felt meaningful or painless. She had not kept her baby safe, and so she knew she would not feel serenity as long as she lived. Isn’t that what the doctor at Mountain View had said? Just bad luck. Her destiny. She was lucky to have a career, she wasn’t the kind of woman who needed children, they had said once they found out she’d gone to Columbia and was a working photographer.


  Her hand shook as she put Hale’s note back. Mountain View. Hale hadn’t appeared to hold her stay there against her. But maybe that’s what he was off doing—investigating just how insane she had been, how crazy she still was?


  Swim. The monotonous movement seemed to be the only thing that untangled her crazed brain. She went to the bathroom where she’d hung her suit to dry the day before. Then it hit her. The strong antiseptic odor that defined every hospital she’d ever entered. Now it was in her fishing cottage, in her bathroom.


  Where was it coming from? Her gaze flew around the room. Maybe she really was insane, imagining scents as well as hearing the wails of crying babies as she had for weeks.


  She finally let her eyes settle on Hale’s Dopp kit. She moved toward it, unzipped it, and rifled through it until she saw the small bottle. Hale must have used it on a shaving nick. She shoved it back in the leather pouch and closed it, backing away. The smell was so strong, she could not fight off the memories, all the images she spent so much time forgetting.


  She thought of the baby who had been inside her one moment, alive and ready to come into the world, and then utterly gone the next. Swim. She needed to bury her head in the mulling waves, to let the water drown out her worries. She pulled her nightgown over her head and stepped out of her underpants. She ran her hand over her belly then pulled her suit from the towel rod. She pinned it against her chest, staring at herself in the mirror. Her sunken eyes were dark underneath. The way they should be, reflecting the way she felt inside. April leaned back against the wall, trying to call up the exact images, the precise words the doctors and nurses had used during the birth and soon after.


  Where had they taken her baby? If she just knew where they’d put her, she might feel less confused. Maybe that was it. If the baby was buried near Andrew’s memorial at Bliss, if she could visit the site, she might be able to turn away from the sensation of knowing her womb was empty yet feeling as though she was still nine months pregnant; and her empty, empty arms. Nothing made sense.


  She squeezed her eyes shut. The air felt heavy on the top of her head, pressing on her as though she was being drilled into the ground. Railroading her back into the wall was the only way to stay upright.


  The memories were crowding her. She could smell the antiseptic hospital ward. She could hear the symphony of baby wails as one infant was taken back to the nursery, quiet, stomach full of milk, and another was carried into the room she shared with several mothers, the curdled, tinny cry that characterized a newborn’s wail.


  But it was the cooing April could not withstand. The slurp as a baby took his mother’s breast, the sweet purr that each baby would offer her mother from behind the curtains that separated April from her roommates. The only satisfaction April got during that week she was in the hospital postpartum was when this mother or that could not get her baby to latch on, when the unsuccessful mother would cry that she could not stand another second of failed nursing. Serves them right, April had thought, feeling shame in the relief that someone else was struggling with something, anything.


  It was in those moments that April thought perhaps they felt a smidge of her horror, the pain at having failed. Once, when the woman on her left was particularly hysterical about her daughter’s inability to latch on, April began to wonder if the problem was that their babies had been switched. What if that mother was attempting to nurse April’s baby? What if the baby knew she wasn’t with her mother? She’d sat up and dropped her legs over the edge of the bed.


  Her hands had been shaking, her legs had felt weak as she pushed to stand, her naked feet meeting the cold tile. April held her breath and crept toward the curtain. She gently pulled back the fabric and peered at the mother as she tried to feed the baby. The mama’s head was curled over the top of the baby, her body jerking as she shifted the baby around, blocking April’s view of what the child looked like.


  April’s breasts felt weighted down like rocks, the heaviness coming with the cries of babies as far away as down the hall. She pressed her chest to make the pain stop. April needed to see that baby just to be sure it wasn’t hers. She would know in an instant if it were. A flutter of hope came to her like a butterfly wing against her cheek—just a hint. Could the baby be hers?


  When the nasty nurse, the big one with the close-set, raging eyes and sharp tongue, stormed in to help the sobbing mother, the mama straightened and held her child up to the glowering nurse as though offering a sacrifice in front of an audience, just held up there for the taking.


  The mama buried her face in her arms, slobbering on her own skin as though she couldn’t bear to see the nurse take her baby away. April watched, mesmerized, as the child threw her arms out and pushed her legs straight and pulled them back in, her entire chest and belly rising and falling with each desperate squall.


  When April fixated on the black, spiky, full head of hair and saw the round face with dark brown eyes, the butterfly wing of hope fluttered away as though swept up on a wind gust and she knew in an instant that baby was not hers. She covered her mouth as the nasty nurse flounced out of the curtained area, kicking up a breeze, chilling April. She looked down to see her breasts had leaked; the wetness of her gown was catching the draft brushing by.


  The sight of her seeping breasts took her to a new low. She couldn’t breathe as she snuck back to her bed and burrowed under the sheet. Where was her baby?


  She replayed the voices. The doctor, then the different nurses who had insisted the baby died inside her. She could hear each of them, the different tones and level of patience when they repeated the words, “You lost the baby. Put this behind you. Just forget about it. It’s the only way.”


  Only one nurse had said anything different. Her name started with a P . . . Parks? Patty? The name was on the edge of April’s memory, but she could not grasp it. April’s thoughts circled around the notion that she had to see the baby. Like a shell fastened tight around its oyster, clasping it until forced open, her mind couldn’t let go of that thought.


  That was it. The not knowing. She tried to remember the conversation once they’d given her heavy doses of medicine and the world had grown blurry. She could remember screaming that they should bring her the baby. In recovery, between unconsciousness and alertness, she had argued with the nurse who told April that the baby never existed, that forgetting was the only way to heal, that pretending nothing happened was her only chance at feeling happy again. Had they tied her down?


  She looked at her wrists, her body recalling pain her mind didn’t remember. What had that nurse said? The nasty one reported to April that she herself had employed the tactic of “it never happened” when she delivered her own stillborn baby; it was a sound prescription she had learned in losing her own newborn.


  Now in the bathroom at the cottage, April recalled a coffee mug careening through the air, sending the nurse into the hallway. Had April thrown the mug? It didn’t seem possible, yet she remembered splashes of having done it.


  When April was waking from her drug-induced fog, she heard the other nurse’s voice, the one who had held April when she cried. The one who had talked with April’s mother and father, the one who had put her arm around Hale’s mother when she almost tumbled to the floor.


  “I’m unarmed,” the nurse had said, peeking around the privacy curtain.


  “Me, too.” April pushed to sitting, rubbing her temples before she crossed her arms over her gelatinous belly.


  The nurse turned the bright lights off and opened the blinds to let natural light into the room. “That artificial light is just awful, isn’t it? Sucks the color right out of us.”


  “It hadn’t crossed my mind.” Discussing light made April recall the way she’d stayed out on the water too long to capture the last of the perfect sunrays for just the right shot. Light had ruined her life, stolen her daughter’s breath. Light was something April wished she would never consider again.


  In a strange act of intimacy, the nurse sat on the edge of April’s bed. She slid over a smidge to make room. The nurse put her hand on April’s knee. “I am so sorry this happened, April. Everything you feel right now is what every woman whose baby has died feels.”


  April’s eyes began to sting, her lip quivered. She wiped her falling tears with her ring fingers. “So I didn’t lose it? I didn’t go to the grocer with it, as they always call the baby, and, oops, it’s gone. I didn’t lose it like they keep saying?” April spoke through clenched teeth.


  The nurse patted April’s leg. “We’re told to say those things. It’s meant to be helpful.”


  “Well, it’s not. It makes me feel insane.” April poked at her breastbone. “And I feel like they’re in on some joke, helping to orchestrate my craziness. How is that helpful?”


  The nurse sighed and nodded. “It’s doubly difficult with your husband overseas.”


  April leaned forward, stunned by the show of compassion. “So you understand?” She balled the sheet in her hands.


  The door to the room April shared with several other mothers whined open. The noise startled her and the nurse who was sitting with April. Nurse Nasty entered the room with a bawling baby in her arms. She stomped toward April, her face hard and callous. “Get off that bed, Nurse. Keep your distance from the patients.”


  April sank back against the pillows. Nurse Nasty stood before her, her posture rod-straight. April craned her neck to see past the nice nurse, to stare at the baby Nurse Nasty held for another woman. April thought if she felt any stronger, she would leap up, snatch the infant, and run out of the building.


  Watching the nurse hold the baby like a football made April’s arms leaden. She ran her fingers up the inside of one arm. How could they feel so empty when she’d never held the baby in the first place? It was as though she’d carried the child in her arms for nine months instead of in her belly and now she was just gone. Where was she?


  “Where’s my baby?” April said, silencing the two nurses. They stared at her.


  Nurse Nasty stepped closer, speaking through her teeth. “See to Mrs. Finn, Nurse Peters. It’s time for her to nurse her baby. Do your job or you will lose it.”


  April’s breasts ached at the mention of someone feeding a baby. She put her arm over her chest, trying to stave off the throbbing that pooled behind her nipples.


  “Yes, ma’am,” Nurse Peters said.


  Nurse Nasty backed away but kept her gaze on Nurse Peters.


  “I’ll get Mrs. Abercrombie her water, and then I will be on my way.”


  The scowling nurse pursed her lips and looked at April, then back at Nurse Peters. “See that you move on quickly. Doctor’s orders.”


  April was closing her eyes and rolling to her side to find that dark spot where sleep came and gave her comfort, if only for a bit, when she felt a tap on her back. She looked over her shoulder.


  “Here,” the nice nurse said. “She was here. She is yours. You don’t have to forget.”


  April squinted at the nurse, confused.


  “Nurse Peters, Mrs. Finn is engorged.”


  “Yes, ma’am.” The nice nurse backed away, her gaze going to the space on the mattress just beyond April’s prone body.


  “Now,” Nurse Nasty said.


  Nurse Peters snapped around and nearly jogged from the room. “Your valium will be here within the half hour, Mrs. Abercrombie. You just stay settled over there.”


  Nurse Nasty had pulled the curtain separating April from the mother to her right. April could hear the baby gurgling. The mother’s voice lifted as she cooed to her infant, every syllable of the nonsense words like tiny knives pressed into April’s skin, sinking into her soul. She rolled into a ball and lifted her arm to cover her ear when she saw it. She stared at it for a moment. The nurse must have dropped it.


  A little scrap of paper.


  April tried to brush it off the bed, but when she swiped at it, she just flipped it to the edge of the mattress. She could see the shades of black and grey and white. She lifted her head and squinted. She pinched the scrap between her finger and thumb and pulled it closer, opening it with one hand.


  Seeing what was recorded on the paper made her dizzy. She pulled it closer. Could it be true? She felt as though she might pass out, as though the oxygen had been funneled right out of the room. She sat up and held the paper to the light. Her eyes burned, and soon her face was wet as she read it repeatedly.


  Written in sloping, pretty writing on half of an envelope were the words Baby Girl Abercrombie—eighteen inches, six pounds, five ounces. Underneath was written Right just above the tiny foot, the inky imprint of her daughter’s foot, the proof she had existed, the very foot that had marked April’s belly from the inside, pushing at her, making her laugh, making her notice the world in a way she never had.


  That footprint on that scrap of paper had instantly become everything in the world to April. She moved the IV cart aside and hobbled to the dresser where her camera case stood. She popped open the lid and tucked the scrap down deep, between the camera and the wall of the case, knowing that as soon as the valium came, a haze would take her senses, and she could not risk that the scrap of paper be commandeered by anyone.


  April patted the top of the camera case, then lumbered back to the bed, still hearing the utterings of a blissful mother on the other side of the curtain. She crossed her arms over her chest and rolled into a ball, waiting for the blessed meds to arrive so she could fully lose her consciousness.


  With April’s back against the bathroom wall in the fishing cottage by the sea, she felt as though the birth had just happened, all over again. She pushed off the wall and made the choice to go back to bed, to recapture that feeling sleep brought with it. She picked up her nightgown from the floor and noticed a knocking at the front door. April thought she would hide away. No one would even know she was there.


  The knocking became more of a pounding, and it made April wonder how long the person had been out there trying to draw her attention, made her wonder if something was wrong.


  “Just a minute,” April yelled. She stepped into her bathing suit and went to the door. She could see it was Martha. Her face was creased with worry, but as soon as she saw April, relief spread over her expression.


  April opened the door, not hiding her black mood.


  Martha stepped inside, hands on her hips. “Well, you can’t cook in that bathing suit. Come on and get yourself dressed.”


  April pressed her belly. “I’m not feeling well.”


  “But the cooking,” Martha said.


  “I can do it tomorrow.”


  “You could. But tomorrow I have to take my niece . . . why, where did she go?”


  Martha went to the door and peered around the opening. “Clementine? There you are. Come here, darlin’. Meet my friend, Miss April.”


  A slim girl who looked to be about the age of nine, with round brown eyes and long, straight dark hair came into the house. Martha patted her back. “Now come on, manners. You’re eleven years old. It’s time for you to make full use of a proper greeting. Reach that hand out and shake Miss April’s hand.” The girl stared up at April but didn’t move to do as she was told. She was so tiny and frail for her age.


  April was moved by the sight of the girl, fully felt her need to turn away from social conventions. April bent over, hands on knees. She shrugged. “Aww, Clementine. I understand. I don’t feel much like shaking hands myself. We’ll just greet each other like this.” April stood straight, crossed her arms, and winked. Or she tried to wink, but she was never really good at that. She knew her whole face winked when she tried to snap just one eye shut.


  And with that, April saw the corner of Clementine’s mouth lift, a smile pushing its way onto her face as she winked back, perfectly.


  April’s stomach growled. This called attention back to the area of her womb, and with that, her lighter mood snapped shut. “Maybe we can cook later in the week. I’ll do another item on the list.”


  “I insist, April. I told Clementine you could tell her about the photos you were taking for that book. I even showed her that article about you in Life magazine. Every eleven-year-old girl needs a hero. You are hers.”


  April looked at Martha and Clementine. “Eleven? I thought you were at least thirteen.” April knew this girl did not think anything at all about April, but she was grateful that Martha was trying so hard to distract her.


  Clementine stared at April and then winked again, making April toss her head back and laugh, the wink filling her with warmth. April put her hand to her chest. For the little girl, she would oblige.


  And so April pulled a sundress over her bathing suit, undid the camera case, looked at the imprint of her daughter’s foot one last time, tucked it safely back in, and headed out for the day.


  


  Chapter 11


  Hale wanted answers. He crossed his arms and leaned against the Ford he’d rented. Roy had ferried him from the Outer Banks across the Albermarle Sound to the docks where the marina owner offered old beaters for rent. Hale was not ready to go inside yet. He studied the façade of the doctor’s office from across Main Street. The office had once been a grand single family home. The gingerbread detail decorated each section of the porch, highlighted every plane and slope like lace on a party dress. In recent years, the home had been divided into offices and storefronts below with apartments above.


  As though he could see a ghost in broad daylight, Hale imagined April walking up and down the street, her blond hair lifting in the wind with each step. He was sure her spirit must have soared at each visit. She had written as much, and now that he was standing at the doctor’s office where so much joy was had by April, he could feel what it must have been like for her.


  Hale crossed the street and watched as a pregnant woman, so large that she had to lean back in order to lift her foot and take the stairs. She grabbed her mother’s arm and started upward. When Hale reached them, he offered his arm to support her other side.


  “Thank you.” Her fingers latched around his arm, pinching his skin. She breathed heavily. “These babies are really doing a number on me.” She chuckled as her grip on Hale’s arm tightened.


  “Babies. Wow.” Hale couldn’t help but smile and imagine how wonderful it would be when April was pregnant again, when they had the first of many healthy children.


  “Dr. Mann thinks there are three heartbeats. Can you believe it? Said he’d only delivered one other set of triplets in his thirty years of practicing.”


  “That is amazing,” Hale said. “Three.” Three heartbeats. He tried to imagine what that sounded like.


  They reached the top of the stairs. She drew deep breaths. “Thank you,” her mother said to Hale.


  “You’re welcome,” he said, holding the door open.


  “What about you?” the pregnant woman said.


  “Me?”


  “Well, your wife, I mean.”


  “Oh.” Hale ran his hand through his hair. This was the first time he’d been asked this question stateside. His mind tripped over itself as Hale tried to call up an image of what his baby looked like. He didn’t know how to answer this simple question. “One.” Just one.


  “Well, good luck,” the woman said.


  I’ll need it, he thought as he went up to the receptionist’s desk in the office. “You, too.”


  Hale waited for the receptionist to stop typing and turn to him. “My name is Hale Abercrombie. My wife is April. I need to see Dr. Mann.”


  The receptionist grimaced and paged through the calendar on her desk.


  “He has appointments all day long.” Her voice quivered. Hale could see by her expression that she knew this was not a friendly visit.


  Hale could read the calendar upside down and saw that Dr. Mann had an hour-long lunch scheduled. Hale leaned over the potted ivy and put his finger squarely on the lunchtime calendar block. “I’ll see him then.”


  “He has lunch then.”


  “I’ll buy him a sandwich.” Hale tapped the square.


  “Dr. Mann has been on duty for eighteen hours now, an emergency at the hospital and—”


  Hale leaned over the desk, gritting his teeth. “Eighteen hours? One of the last missions I flew was supposed to last four hours. But halfway through that time period, we had our asses blown off and ejected over the Gulf of Tonkin, and we floated there like shark bait for thirteen hours. After we were picked up and set down on the deck on the end of a rope, we got some rest and went back out to fly the next day. So, I get the whole been-up-all-night-on-duty scenario. I get it, ma’am. But let me explain something to you loud and clear. I am going to plant my ass right over there,” Hale pointed at the chairs along the wall, “and I will wait for the doctor for as long as it takes. But I would hope that he could find it acceptable to eat his damned ham sandwich in the company of me so he can explain exactly what the hell happened with my wife eight weeks ago. Because something is not right.”


  She looked up at Hale, her eyes watery. Her lip trembled.


  Hale sighed and drew back, attempting to appear smaller than he was, to erase any malice he may have conveyed. “I didn’t mean to cuss. I am sorry. I am simply in need of information so I can go back to Vietnam and not worry that my wife is not okay. I need to know she will be okay. And I apologize for my intensity. I can be intense.”


  She nodded and swallowed hard. “I’ll relay your message.” She rose and went through a door behind the desk.


  Hale turned and took his seat to wait. The expressions of the women who had overheard the conversation were full of surprise, mouths open, or covered with dainty hands, eyes wide or looking away from him. He nodded at each of them. “I apologize.”


  The woman having triplets rubbed her belly and grinned. “Apologize? Heck, you’re father of the year in my book.”


  Hale felt a wash of gratitude spill over him. If only the simple kindness of words from another could make what was said be true. Father. Was he a father after what had happened? He rubbed the back of his neck. Yes. He was.


  


  Chapter 12


  April drew a deep breath at the beautiful sight. It had been years she’d been to the house. Martha’s kitchen was stuccoed and painted a shade of terra cotta that warmed to the afternoon sun like nothing April had ever seen inside a house. She’d been in plenty of stately homes, her family home, Bliss, included—though it was suffering from lack of upkeep.


  When she had been dating and engaged to Mason, his family had several homes, each decorated in a distinct fashion: traditional, modern, Providence beachfront décor . . . whatever it was, it was done smartly, in the finest taste, marked by luxurious fabrics, sparkling crystal, and flickers of silver scattered in just the right way to remind visitors they were in a home whose owners enjoyed great standing, but not so much that one might have felt slick, like being dipped in the oil of ego and wealth. Understated was the true mark of old money, April had learned.


  April felt as though she’d been embraced by the family when she entered Martha’s home. Her husband, Seth, had opened the entire front of the house with a series of French doors that exposed the home to the sun and salty ocean breezes. They’d situated the kitchen and family room near the beach side of the home so when Martha cooked for the family, which she preferred only slightly more than cooking for the summer population of the Outer Banks, she could enjoy the view she loved so much.


  “This is beautiful, Martha. So bright and cozy at the same time.”


  “Thank you, April. I take that as a huge compliment from someone for whom light or the lack thereof makes her work possible. But I’m afraid the home doesn’t rival the grandeur of Bliss whatsoever.”


  April shrugged. She didn’t want to think about her knowledge of light and its effects on images captured on film. Luckily, just being with Martha in her home had cocooned her in good feelings, and she wondered why she had waited so long to visit. “It’s perfect.” She rotated and took in the space. “It’s magnificent.” It’s magic, April thought. Love. She felt simple love being there, and she was so glad that Martha had insisted.


  Clementine stood behind Martha off to the side just enough that April could see the little girl peering at her. When April attempted her wink, failing yet again, she finally just crossed her arms. “Maybe you should be the winker and I’ll be the arm-crosser,” April said, making Clementine giggle and creep closer to her aunt. The girl’s shyness seemed more suited to an eight-year-old, and this made April sense her vulnerability—her apparent delicateness.


  Martha pushed a mug of coffee across the breakfast bar that separated the sitting area from the stove, refrigerator, and sink. April slid onto one of the stools and sipped the coffee while Clementine climbed onto the other.


  Martha clapped her hands once and rubbed them together. “Okay, ladies. This is what I live for. Providing the best food possible for the people I love. And really, Clementine, I need you to learn this so you can carry on the business someday.”


  Clementine drew back, her shoulders hunching in as though someone had thrown a heavy ball into her stomach. Only her grin showed she was happy with the notion of taking over the family restaurant.


  April recalled snapshots of information about Clementine and her mother. Snippets of conversation regarding the young woman’s readiness for children, her use of drugs, the crooked path she chose to walk, had not been conducive to family life. Clearly it had affected Clementine in a way that April had not thought about until she saw her that day. Luckily, the girl had a loving aunt.


  Martha pulled sticks of butter and a glass bottle of milk from the refrigerator. She pulled her liquid measuring cup from the cupboard below the breakfast bar and asked Clementine to pour two cups of milk into it. “Now, I’m not sure how much we’ll use exactly, but I want you to start to learn your measurements so life will be easier for you.” Clementine nodded and got to her knees and poured, her tongue sticking out of the corner of her mouth as she concentrated.


  “April, you shuck the oysters.”


  Martha tucked Clementine’s hair behind her ear. “Yes, everyone is behind in something at some point in her life. Isn’t that right, April?”


  April gripped the oyster knife, the red paint worn away where Martha’s palm had been hitting the round top for decades of use. “Completely, awfully behind,” she said.


  April got into a rhythm quickly.


  “Now, Clem,” Martha said. “You and I are going to make the Bechamel.”


  Clementine squinted at Martha. April stopped shucking.


  Martha held up her hands as though the victim of a stickup. “What? You girls are telling me with those scrunched up mugs that you don’t know what Bechamel is? Well, Martha to the rescue for sure.” She nodded at April and pulled a leather book from a shelf behind her. She opened it and began to page through it.


  “I guess you should add rescuing others to your list of business dealings. But yes, you are correct, I have no idea what Bechamel is,” April said, setting her oysters aside to get a closer look at the leather book. It was full of handwritten recipes and notations beside the ingredients and directions.


  Martha pointed at scribbled handwriting beside one list of ingredients. “Bechamel is a fancy word for white sauce. Named after Louis de Bechamel. He was a French fellow.”


  “I didn’t realize Oysters Mornay was a French dish,” April said.


  “Very French. It’s interesting because old Louis was born in 1630. And he was wealthy as all get out. He was a steward to King Louis XIV and knew an awful lot of everything about finance and how money should be spent. But what he’s remembered for is this sauce.”


  “Hmm. Interesting.” April returned to shucking as she listened.


  “It was interesting. Like people everywhere, all throughout history, there are your green-with-envy types.”


  April took a sip of her coffee. “Sure are.”


  “Yes, people were jealous that Bechamel had a sauce named after him. You see, he merely improved upon a sauce that already existed. And well, I’m sure due to the fact he was a money man who had a sauce named after him, some feathers were ruffled.”


  “I suppose so,” April said, laughing.


  Martha squeezed her hand. “It’s good to see you like this. Lighter.”


  Digging the oyster knife into the hinge of a shell, something made April stop. She took a moment to let the calm inside her grow. These moments in Martha’s kitchen felt reassuring; sharing what she suddenly saw as a burgeoning friendship, to have a friend, to feel this ease…there was no other way to describe it after months of having to force herself through each minute of each day.


  “Now. We are going to heat the butter and flour under a soft flame. April, could you do this for me? Later we’ll add the cheeses—my secret blend.”


  April went to the stove and turned the burner to what she thought might be a soft heat. “How much?”


  “Start with three tablespoons of flour and butter each. Then we’ll start to add the milk once it melts. The key is to decide whether you want a thicker sauce or thin. You play with the proportions to achieve the consistency you want.”


  Into the pan went the butter and flour. April adjusted the heat and shuffled the pan over the flame before turning back to Martha and putting her back to the warm stove.


  “So you see, Clementine, Louis Bechamel shows us it does not matter one wit where you come from, where you are born, or what others think of you. You can take something and make it new. You can take yourself, who you think you are, and make yourself new. You decide who you are. You do not let anyone do that for you.”


  Martha spun around. “April. It’s burning.”


  April gasped and turned to the stove, turning down the heat. Martha came to the stove and looked into the pan. “Clementine. Over here. Take a look.”


  The three of them peered into the pan.


  “See how the color has browned on us? That’s no longer a white sauce. Now, I like a little burnt in my sauce, but when it comes to preparing for others, well, we like it to stay white. April, let’s start this again, if you will.”


  “I’ll pay more attention. Sorry, Martha.”


  “No trouble at all, April. You’re learning, and you can’t very well learn without turning a little white sauce brown from time to time. Right, Clementine?”


  Clementine looked from April to Martha and back again. She took April’s hand in hers. The small, soft hand fit inside April’s like a doll’s.


  “You don’t have to be sad like that. It’s okay, April. Aunt Martha says all of life is learning. No sense in berating folks over learning something new and doing it a little bit wrong.”


  It was in this moment that April saw that though Clementine appeared tiny, much younger than her age, her thinking was beyond what she expected for an eleven year old. Clementine’s dark eyes were so full of concern that April thought this little girl must have needed to hear this badly for it to have sunk into her mind the way it had.


  “Thank you, Clem. I appreciate that.”


  Martha clapped her hands together, rubbing them once again. “Now, let’s get back to work. We’ll get this sauce ready to go. Clem, you help April, and I’ll clean the shells so we can put the oysters back in the rounded sections when they’re ready.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” Clementine said.


  As they worked, Martha’s narration wafted through the air, her hands flipping pages back and forth through her recipe book. Occasionally, April leaned in to read the pages full of hand-drawn sketches of people who had eaten at Martha’s table with the particular dishes they ate. Martha’s pretty handwritten notes showed that her recipes were full of much more than simple edible fixings.


  “The thing to remember in life,” Martha said, “is that you stay true to what makes you unique, to what makes people see who you are. At the restaurant, that means that we use pure, whole ingredients. The cheese comes from the Hansens right down the road. The milk is fresh from the Turners. The oregano grows right behind the restaurant. Everything in its season—that’s our motto. People know what they’re getting, they understand the honesty, they taste it.”


  “That’s true. That is why everyone responds so well to your food, Martha, to your restaurant,” April said.


  Martha nodded. “Let’s get started on the cornbread muffins.” April greased the muffin tin with coconut oil and combined the sugar and butter in a bowl. Next she stirred in the cornmeal, vanilla, and milk. She poised an egg over the edge of the bowl. Clementine stepped beside her. “Can I crack the egg?”


  April thought of the tea party at Amberlie’s home. She smiled. “Of course.”


  Each of them worked, the silence jumping in between Martha’s gentle instructions. As April worked the flour, sea salt, and baking powder into the mixture, her mind wandered, thinking about how, in many ways, she’d been true to herself over the years. Most notably when she left Mason at the altar, married Hale, and began her photography career. But there were other aspects of her life that were shrouded or fragmented, not whole, not true.


  Finding Hale at Bliss the year before, opening up to him, letting him love her was the most honest thing she’d done in her life. And now she was holding back, keeping part of her away from him. The sorrow related to the birth of their baby, everything that happened in the hospital, before and after. She spooned the mixture into each round slot, scraping the last of the grainy, yellow blend out of the bowl. She put the tin into the oven and set the timer.


  Images of her baby girl kept coming to mind. If only she’d been able to hold her. If she just knew where her baby’s body was, if she’d just named her, everything would feel different. April washed her hands, the grapefruit-scented soap filling her nose. She thought of Andrew, his memorial at Bliss. Even though his body had never been recovered in Vietnam, having a place to honor him gave her peace.


  Perhaps that was what they needed to do? Just move on. Dr. Mann and the other doctors’ voices pushed through the thought she should create a memorial. Maybe they were right. Her life would never be full and productive until she buried her pain along with all the thoughts tied to the existence of a child who’d lived inside her but never outside of her.


  She dried her hands and looked over her shoulder at Martha and Clementine. They were bent over the oysters, placing them back into their shells, their heads bumping as they worked. Martha wrapped her hands around Clementine’s, which were wrapped around the pitcher holding the sauce, and together they tilted the sauce boat over the oysters, the little girl’s tongue firmly in the corner of her mouth again.


  April set the dishcloth aside as her mind snapped the image of aunt and niece joined that way. It startled her. She hadn’t thought like that, like a camera shutter slamming shut, capturing what she saw, in weeks, since she went into labor.


  Martha looked up. “Come see.”


  April leaned over the breakfast bar as they drizzled the sauce over the rest of the oysters and arranged the shells in an array that appeared more like art than food. The greyish-blue shells with their pocked surface catching the light in different ways—like miniature mountaintops on the outside and luxurious silk on the inside—were gorgeous against the pewter platter. The oysters themselves looked plump and juicy. Clementine leaned into her aunt, her head against the woman’s shoulder as they marveled over their work.


  April reached to her side as though she thought her camera would be there, as she always did when she wanted to capture something stirring like the simple sight of this food, like the loving, teaching moment between Clementine and Martha.


  “What’s wrong?” Martha asked.


  April shook her head. “I’m okay.” She was excited that she actually wanted to take photos. She was getting better. Her camera. Could it be possible for her to ever go back to it?


  Martha nodded and smiled. “Then open up that broiler and tuck these tasty creatures into it so we can get lunch on the table.”


  April took the platter and slid it into the broiler, where the heat would melt and blend the ingredients so that just the right tastes were revealed, so that just the right flavor would fill their mouths and warm their bellies.


  


  Chapter 13


  Hale sat in the waiting room, shifting in the hard chair as he watched the mother-to-be of triplets go into and emerge from her appointment. Four other women did the same before Dr. Mann poked his head out from the door behind the receptionist’s desk. “Mr. Abercrombie.”


  Hale stood and followed the doctor’s pointed finger, which directed Hale to use the same entry that the mothers had when going in to their appointments. Hale stood in the hallway of the back office and waited for instructions.


  Dr. Mann entered the hall and extended his hand. “You’ve come a long way. I have a small window of time, if you’d like to talk.”


  “I would.”


  “This way,” Dr. Mann said. Hale followed him down the hallway and into an office. The walls were covered with medical drawings showing the various stages of growing babies inside enlarging bellies. Other drawings featured female anatomy—breasts, vaginas, ovaries.


  “Have a seat.”


  Hale sat across from the hulking desk. He slid a model of a woman’s uterus and birth canal out of the way of his line of sight.


  Dr. Mann flipped through a file and closed it. “I’m not sure what I can tell you beyond the obvious. These things happen. A fetus dies in the womb. It’s terrible, but the best course of treatment involves the mother putting it out of her mind, shutting it away as though closing a drawer in a dresser. Even if she knows there’s something in the drawer, she can’t see it anymore, she can’t feel it. It can’t hurt her.”


  Hale’s stomach turned. Acid swirled in his belly, working up his esophagus. He’d heard these words before. He’d said them to men who served under him. In war, if you stopped to feel every mistake, injury, or death in battle, you couldn’t fight. Yet he knew this was an impossible task. And his wife was not a soldier.


  Hale leaned forward. “Well, apparently it’s not that easy. I catch her just standing there sometimes. Yesterday, she was at the window, her arms cradled in front of her, swaying. If you saw her from behind and didn’t know better, you would have thought she was holding a baby.”


  Dr. Mann leaned back in his chair and rubbed his chin. “I don’t know what you want me to say about that.”


  “Tell me what happened. Tell me what to do. I’m only home a short time, and I need to be sure she’s okay.”


  “The fetus died in utero, probably days before she delivered. He was born blue and never drew a breath, never had a beating heart outside the womb.”


  Hale felt as though he’d been kicked. “He?”


  “Yes.” Dr. Mann opened the file again and paged through it, licking his finger to turn the pages. “He.”


  Hale was starting to feel crazy himself, starting to understand the thin line between April’s sanity and some of her unexpected behavior. “April said it was a girl.”


  Dr. Mann steepled his fingers under his chin, elbows on the armrests, and rocked casually. “You see, it’s that kind of thing that should have kept her in the psychiatric hospital. Yet your mother, I believe it was, allowed her to leave and took her into her care. This is the kind of thing that happens sometimes. I’m sure you’ve seen people grieving before, people who can’t quite get a handle on it.”


  The door to his office opened, and a nurse entered with a stack of files. “I’ve finished with these. I’ll take my lunch and then meet you at the hospital, Dr. Mann.”


  “Fine, Nurse Peters. I’ll see you there.”


  Hale sat straighter upon hearing the name. He stared at the nurse. She looked at him and gave a little nod before she walked out of the office. Hale would have sworn in court that she nodded to him to convey something more than a casual greeting.


  Hale refocused on Dr. Mann. “You’re saying it was a boy. For sure.”


  “I wrote it myself.”


  What on earth is going on? Hale did not want to say more for fear of the doctor demanding he return April to Mountain View for being deluded.


  “So what you’re saying is there is nothing to do for April to speed her recovery along? This will all just pass?”


  “Electroshock therapy. That’s an option.”


  Hale pondered the events of the past two days. Was April in need of more care? Why would she think she had a girl? Did it matter either way? Dr. Mann’s words came to mind again. Hale jumped in his seat at the image that flashed through his brain at the thought of shocking his fragile wife in order to make her well. “She’s not crazy. Just because she says she had a girl and you’re saying it’s a boy… I’m saying I need to be able to do something to help her. There has to be something.”


  He shrugged. “A longer stay at Mountain View could have helped. Some women are weak and have trouble with adversity. I’m not a callous human being, Lieutenant Abercrombie. I’m experienced, though, and I can say the best thing we’ve found over the years, over my thirty-one years of practicing, is that some mothers are resilient, some aren’t. And due to the trauma of the birth, she may not be able to have another child. The sooner she faces the facts of her case, the sooner she can find contentment in the world.”


  Hale gripped the armrests of his chair. His mind grew unfocused. Why wouldn’t she have told him any of this? He leveled his gaze on the doctor. “Does April even know this is a possibility? She didn’t say a word about not having more children.”


  Dr. Mann stood. “We told her. She almost died. Her baby died. She will probably not have any more children. She might, though. Yes, we gave her all of that information. Perhaps she was simply trying to shield you from the truth. There are families who can’t handle these situations. I did tell her that. And maybe it concerned her.” He removed his white coat and pulled a suit coat from a rack behind his desk. “I really have to grab my lunch before the next disaster strikes.”


  Hale couldn’t move. She almost died? He felt as though a winter squall had swept through the room as the hairs on his arms lifted, causing him to shiver. He repeated the doctor’s words in his mind. He cleared his throat and forced a swallow.


  “Lieutenant Abercrombie.”


  Hale shook his head to free it of the tangle of thoughts that knotted inside his skull. “I know. You have lunch.” He stood and left the building without saying good-bye or employing any of the manners he so typically used in life.


  


  Chapter 14


  Hale pushed through the door and stopped on the porch. He bent over, hands on his knees, breathing heavily. He stared at the porch floor, the wood planks pitted with age. He focused on a particular gouge, telling himself to calm down, to get away from the office so he could process what he’d been told.


  His legs sluggish, he lumbered down the stairs and waited for traffic to slow enough that he could cross the street without being smacked by traffic. As he stepped off the sidewalk, someone gripped his arm. He flinched away and stared at the person who kept her grip tight.


  It was the nurse who’d come into Dr. Mann’s office, the one who’d given Hale the strange look. He began to put together the idea that this may have been the woman he’d spoken to on the phone the day before. “Nurse Peters? Was that you on the phone yesterday?”


  She bit her lip and nodded. “Do you have a minute to talk?”


  “I do,” he said.


  She glanced around, then met Hale’s gaze again. “We’ll talk at the café on the corner. I have about thirty minutes.”


  Hale gasped for air and barely got out a consensual nod before she was dragging him down the street. “Dr. Mann can’t see us or he’ll fire me. I can’t afford to be fired.”


  Seated in the coffee shop with mugs in their hands, Hale cleared his throat.


  Nurse Peters stirred sugar into the black liquid then sipped it. “I’m so sorry this has happened to your wife. To you, too.”


  He wasn’t sure he could even speak with the lump in his throat so he nodded. He sipped his coffee, thinking if he could get a bit of that down, he could ask what he needed to.


  “It’s okay. I’ll tell you everything I know,” she said.


  “Thank you. I’m confused, Nurse. I don’t know what to ask first. Dr. Mann just told me two things that don’t make sense. One is that April had a boy. She swears it was a girl. He swears it was a boy. And he said something about April possibly not having more children. She hasn’t said that to me.”


  Nurse Peters sighed as though hearing this question somehow put her at ease. “April did have a girl,” Nurse Peters said. “I’m as sure of that as I am sure that you are alive and kicking right across this table from me.”


  Hale relaxed back into the seat a little. He felt as though his respiratory system was starting to work again. So April wasn’t wrong. She’s not crazy, came to mind. He was ashamed those thoughts came to him so easily. Had he been thinking that exact thing since he’d been back?


  “I cut the cord when she was born, and I stood there as the doctor checked her vital signs.”


  Hale leaned forward again, forearms on the table. “That doesn’t make sense. He had ‘boy’ written in his file.”


  “I don’t know what happened with his notation. Did he give you a length and weight?”


  Hale shook his head. His face grew hot. He was embarrassed that he hadn’t even thought to ask such a thing. What was wrong with him? None of it seemed real to him, he was realizing more and more. “I didn’t even ask. I just didn’t think of it. I was so overwhelmed. This bit about the baby’s gender really threw me off. I started to think maybe April had gone a little nutty. What I mean is, the gender doesn’t matter except I can see how it might unnerve her more—thinking she can’t remember things correctly, maybe?”


  She nodded and drank her coffee. “I understand. I really think having a baby stillborn is more difficult than most of the medical community suggests. I went dumb the first time I saw the way they dispose . . . well, the way a lot of these doctors and nurses handle the baby is inhuman to me. I can’t imagine how difficult it is for the mothers.” Her voice was hushed.


  Hale wasn’t sure he wanted to hear more. He pushed away the image of a blue-faced newborn, limp and somehow mishandled. His baby. “What do you mean?”


  Nurse Peters set her mug on the table, her shaking hand jiggling it against the Formica. “I’m not sure I should say more. I mean . . .” She threw her arms up. “Well, there I go. Patronizing you just like the others. I’m trying not to do that, but it must be ingrained in my training.”


  “It’s okay. Just back up and tell me everything. If there’s anything you can tell me that might help me understand or help her get past this, I want to know.”


  She nodded. “I can’t promise that anything I have to say will make you capable of pulling her out of her depressive state. I’m assuming that’s why you’re here, right?”


  “Yes,” Hale said.


  “Well, I believe deep inside me, away from the place in my head where my mind files away all my nursing knowledge, that what I’m going to tell you can help you. It can help April. I just don’t think there’s a pattern I can point to or a map that shows where you are now and how long it will take to get where you want to be.”


  Hale nodded and leaned forward. “Tell me everything you can. And tell me what to do.” Hale had never been so grateful there was someone who seemed to care deeply about his wife, a woman she didn’t even know. He suspected there must be angels in the world, and he was sure right then one of them was Nurse Peters.


  “First, I held that child. I cleaned her skin, I counted her toes and fingers—they were magnificent, by the way. Long and slender, like your wife’s. Her legs were gorgeous, her face was perfectly round, and her bow mouth was soft, though not red as if she were alive. Her skin was flawless, but blued, of course. You understand that.”


  Hale felt his throat tighten. He closed his eyes for a moment, hoping to seal in the details of what Nurse Peters said, for him to keep deep in his heart and share with April. He was knocked back by the wave of sadness he felt, the horror at what April had endured. He told himself to find that place he accessed when flying, when facing death on the job. Act now, listen now, experience it, cope with it later. Hold it together until you’re alone.


  He imagined the precious newborn, appearing perfect except for the blue tinge of death around her lips and over her skin. Lost in the image, he realized he was barely breathing again. He cleared his throat and grabbed his legs, his fingers digging into his jeans. He felt cheated out of this experience for himself. He began to more fully understand how April must have felt, to have carried the baby, felt her every kick and stretch and then to not have been permitted to count her toes, see her smooth skin, gaze into her round face. He wondered if he could even break the surface of the pain his wife must be feeling.


  Nurse Peters hesitated and looked around, appearing unsure of her choice to reveal this information. She took a napkin from the dispenser and dabbed at Hale’s wet cheeks. He hadn’t even realized tears had fallen. He took the napkin from her, and she began to back up her chair.


  Hale grabbed her wrist, bumping her mug, sloshing coffee onto the table. “Please. I need to know all of it.”


  She tilted her head to the side as though considering what to do. She finally nodded and pulled her chair back toward the table. “She was beautiful. Stunning, looked as though she was sleeping except for her coloring. She had a little smile on her face as though even in death, her existence had been somehow sweet. I know that sounds strange.”


  He shook his head. He was jealous that she’d had the chance to see his baby, but so glad that someone on the planet had seen her, had remembered her, had in some small way loved the sight of her.


  Again, Hale tried to imagine every detail of what Nurse Peters said. “Her height and weight?”


  She shook her head. “I don’t remember the exact numbers, but I wrote it down for your wife. I even had an extra sixty seconds to print her right foot on a scrap of paper. I wrote the information right above her exquisite little footprint.”


  Hale’s jaw dropped. “Can I have it?”


  “I gave it to April. Or at least, I tried to give it to her. I had to sneak it to her. I’m not even sure she saw it. I slipped it onto her bed when I was doing rounds. I assumed she’d gotten it because when I came back to her room, she was asleep and the paper was gone, and no one had sought me out for any sort of reprimand on the matter. As you can imagine, my giving that information to April would have been frowned upon. We are instructed to simply repeatedly tell the mothers to move on, to forget, to be strong, to have more babies.”


  She looked at her watch. Hale’s confusion swelled. He wished he had hours with this woman, time to sort through his questions, but he knew she had to be on her way. “What about what Dr. Mann said about her not having more children?”


  Nurse Peters put one arm across her chest, grabbing her shoulder. She appeared pained to Hale.


  “What is it?” Hale said.


  She forced a swallow and leaned into the table, now absently mopping up the spilled coffee as she met Hale’s gaze. “She bled heavily. The afterbirth came slowly. I wasn’t back there to see the whole scenario as it initially unfolded. But I was in and out, and my impression was she was having trouble passing the placenta. She bled more than was typical and needed a transfusion. Well, two, actually.”


  Hale looked away. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw her pull another napkin from the dispenser and blot at the coffee stain further. He felt like he might throw up right there on the table.


  She put her hand around his. It was then he realized he’d had it clenched in a fist on the tabletop. “There’s mystery involved in this, Lieutenant Abercrombie. I would imagine that it’s likely she’ll have other children, but if there’s more trauma to the uterus than the doctor could concretely say, then he probably just wanted to warn her in case she had trouble. Mother Nature is not always explicit on the matter of pregnancy and healthy babies.”


  He couldn’t imagine that April had absorbed all of this—the experience itself, the ensuing information—on her own. What if they couldn’t have more children? Oh my God. He put his head in his hand for a moment, trying to recount exactly how many times he’d casually promised they would have four kids, five, oh man, ten! He’d said ten at one point. No wonder she was hesitant to talk to him about it.


  With this thought, needing to know more about their daughter became more important. With the image of his daughter more fully in his mind, he couldn’t help but want to know where she was. What had they done with her? He had never felt such a stab of loss in his life. “Where is my daughter?”


  She broke Hale’s gaze and dabbed at her hairline where it glistened with sweat. “I don’t know.” She met his gaze again. “There are two scenarios for babies like yours. One is she was buried in an unmarked grave with other infants. The other is that she was buried with an adult who died that day or was buried around that time.”


  Bile rose in Hale’s throat. He put his elbows on the table, his hands clasped so tight, he thought he might break his own fingers. It was the only way to keep himself from sobbing right there. He felt as though he was losing consciousness. He sat for some time before he spoke. His baby was all alone or with a strange adult or other dead babies. The gruesome thought turned his stomach again. He couldn’t fathom that they dealt with babies that way. Could that be true?


  “So . . .” He cleared his throat. He imagined the haphazard way his daughter’s body must have been treated. The voice of one of his friends came to his head: They simply dispose of the baby in a bucket. The voice rooted itself in his mind. “She was just tossed aside?”


  Nurse Peters flinched, appearing surprised that Hale might have heard that was how they handled babies who had died. “I’m so sorry. I made sure they didn’t do . . . that. I managed to stay with her all the way to the morgue. Every chance I can, I—”


  Hale put his hand up to stop her from talking.


  She grabbed his hand again. “These practices are inhumane to me, too. I’m reaching out to doctors who have different ideas about babies and birth and death. But change doesn’t happen quickly. And I know that provides no comfort for you or your wife. I’m rambling.”


  Hale opened his hand enough to squeeze her hand back. He was glad that she was communicating all she knew. He could not have been more grateful for her doing the things that she did. He certainly felt even more deeply saddened than he had before he knew all of this, but he knew it was better to know—at least later, it would be better to know. “Thank you, Nurse. Comfort feels different wrapped in truth is all.”


  She reached down beside her. “One more thing.” She pulled her bag onto her lap and dug around inside it. Her hands shook as she held something toward Hale. “This is the blanket I wrapped your daughter in. I was lucky enough to keep her from being just left in a . . . Anyway, I took it when the morgue accepted her body.”


  Hale couldn’t breathe. He couldn’t believe he was seeing something that had touched the flesh of his own daughter. He stared at the pink cotton blanket. “Are you sure it was hers?”


  She nodded. “I set it aside in an unused cabinet in the break room.”


  Hale was frozen, staring. He was struck by the pain in his chest, as though he could feel his heart filling with the pain of the loss and love he hadn’t really felt before he’d had this conversation with Nurse Peters.


  She stood. “I need to go.” When he didn’t move, she went to him, pushing the blanket to his chest so he’d have to hold it. “I hope this gives you and April some tiny bit of comfort.”


  He barely nodded as she left.


  Suddenly he spun around. “Nurse.”


  She turned at the door.


  “Thank you for . . . for caring.”


  She nodded and started to push through the door, but she stopped and came back to the table.


  “Please talk to April about all of what I told you. Most doctors who are exploring how to help mothers through the death of their babies say that mothers who talk about their children, who name them, who know where they are buried and then treat the memory as though the person was a family member and not an apparition, fare better than when the experience is simply buried away.”


  Hale didn’t know what he thought of this, but he appreciated the information. He couldn’t imagine telling April that their baby was resting with other infants or buried with a stranger. He could not imagine this to be comforting to her. It certainly wasn’t to him. The thought of his baby coming into the world lifeless called to mind all the death he’d seen in Vietnam. Imagining April bleeding, the transfusions, he could envision the chaos, the shouts and orders as Dr. Mann instructed nurses to move quicker, to sponge away the gushing blood while he threaded his needle in and out of her body, stitching it back together a little bit at a time.


  Nurse Peters pushed through the café door, allowing a splash of sunlight to wash though the opening, sparkling on the stainless steel baked goods cabinet near the cash register.


  Hale sat there staring into space for some time. When he finally looked down, he saw his hand was clenched around the blanket pressed tightly to his chest. How on earth was he going to be able to help April when he felt as though he’d been kicked over from behind? He had adored this baby, imagined her more as a two-year-old than an infant, but now he could only see a perfect round face like April’s. He was impressed with Nurse Peters, but her passion to do things better than directed only served to highlight the insensitivity of Dr. Mann and the others.


  No wonder April was burying herself in that ocean, swimming to exhaustion, too tired to even consider finishing the book. How on earth would Hale help her when at that moment, in that café, with the sound of dishes being stacked and put away while patrons ate and drank through normal conversation with smiles, nods, and laughter, he felt as though the world had sped up, as though he might be sucked right to the other end of the room.


  


  Chapter 15


  The bucket of empty oyster shells banged against April’s leg with each step she took as she walked back toward the cottage. Martha had given her orders to dump the empty shells back on the oyster bed the next day and also to complete number four on her list, whatever that was. April could not remember.


  As she headed down the beach, her feet heavy on the shifting sand, April took in the sounds of the Outer Banks. The birds called, the water rushed and splashed and crashed. She marveled at its ability to embody so many different shapes and produce such varied sound. She thought perhaps that was the way life worked, how people were—variations on their same selves over time.


  For instance, she’d spent her late adolescence studying to get into Columbia University and then spent those four years eating either bland cafeteria slop or elaborate, savory meals with Mason at restaurants or with his parents at their home. She never even considered spending time cooking, baking, caring about food, or seeing it as anything other than some other unlucky person’s work.


  Yet today with Martha, she began to see the task differently, as an act of community, of nurturing. Like the ocean water that reshaped and announced itself differently with each push and pull of the tide, April thought she was seeing a new shape in herself.


  For those contented moments, there was an opening in her heart, excitement at the thought of seeing Hale and telling him what she’d learned that day. Almost as though they were a normal couple, separated by work during the day and rejoining at night to reconnect and love. As though his military leave would never end.


  When April reached home, she shouted for Hale and worked her way around the cottage, opening curtains and windows, trying to recreate the airy feel that Martha’s home so easily exuded. She’d kept the curtains closed for much of her stay at the cottage until then. The darkness had insulated her, allowed her crushing thoughts to continue to squeeze her desire to live, allowed the numbing sensation to remove the pain that came with thoughts of her baby or distance from Hale. It felt right to finally open them all.


  “Hale.” April opened the bedroom door, expecting to see him on the bed, taking a nap. She was met with a still-rumpled bed and silence. She had thought he’d be back by then. She looked for another note, some indication that he’d come back and had maybe just gone fishing. Nothing. She stood in the middle of the bedroom. “Hale,” she whispered. The silence buzzed in April’s mind. She went to the kitchen and turned on the radio, tuning past the static. She realized she hadn’t really cared to hear the dedication to Sara since Hale arrived.


  Now, with the windows tossed open, with the brighter mood she’d arrived home with, the emptiness stung. Having Hale there for a few days had brought April back to the edge of life, reminded her that there was love in the world, there was a place for hope and desire. But now, having had this sliver of time with Hale, she felt vulnerable, tender again, wondering where he was, then telling herself she still had several truths to reveal to him, and that he quite possibly would not accept her in his life after that.


  April’s limbs felt heavy. She told herself she was being ridiculous, that Hale would be back any moment. She should savor the uptick in mood and recognize all that had happened since he came back signaled goodness to come. Hale is safe, and he’ll be back soon. I am safe, too. I am safe. I am safe. She sank onto the couch and curled up on her side. As though it were possible, she tried to imagine that her spirit had fingers and could keep hold of the exuberance she’d felt cooking with Martha and Clementine, in having Hale by her side again. But as she thought of Hale, the mood dissipated like sandcastles in the surf. It took a few wave cycles to obliterate it completely, but as the nighttime met the end of day, she found that thinking of Hale brought a familiar sadness.


  She imagined Hale’s face, the bright-with-love-and-optimism expression he’d worn as he tried to comfort April by saying they would have many more children, as many as she wanted. We’ll have ten if you want, twelve! She should have stopped him right then. She should have told him what the doctor had said. She wanted Hale to love her as much as the idea of them as a family with a brood scattered at their feet on Christmas day.


  But she also loved Hale enough to know it would not be fair to anchor him to a woman who couldn’t give him the life he wanted. Many of his buddies already had multiple children. His face beamed when he spoke of them and their gaggles of offspring, the advice they’d given him, the absolute joy she’d seen in him at the thought of their future together. But when she was honest, behind the happiness she had seen in his face when he discussed their future family, she saw a flicker of worry before he could hide it. And disgust. Had she seen that, too?


  The way he glanced away after telling her he knew about Mountain View, was the indignity of it hidden in his turned-away face? She played the scene again. She saw him forcing himself to keep her gaze, to act as though it wasn’t a big deal, as though knowing she’d been in an asylum hadn’t changed his feelings for her. She’d seen it behind the smile, hadn’t she? At the very least, she knew he thought she was vulnerable. And she could not have him headed back to the most dangerous war in the world while worrying about her.


  The breeze that blew through the open windows and door was now chilling her. She could see the list Martha had made her as the bottom fold flapped in the wind. Martha had asked her to do one more thing today and another tomorrow before heading back to make oysters with sun-dried tomatoes.


  April’s eyes burned. She felt as though a surgeon was carving away at her heart, removing portions of it, tossing them aside. How could she have felt so good in Hale’s arms, in Martha’s home, and then upon coming home to this empty space, feel instantly as though she was drowning again?


  She ached and felt moaning cries gathering in her stomach. With her fists pushed into her belly, she held her breath and prayed for the cries to stay put. But when she couldn’t hold on any longer, the pain took over and rose up and out of her. She wailed and choked, shuddering at the thought that perhaps she would never feel normal again. She pulled the quilt from the back of the couch and battened it down around her, sealing it under her chin.


  She would have to provide Hale with some resolution before his leave concluded. She loved him deeply but knew things happened in relationships, that war often eviscerated them as quickly as it inspired them. Perhaps their love would be treated to both ends of that continuum.


  She swallowed hard. She could not imagine her life without Hale, but she would not ruin his life, either. He would be back soon, and she would pay closer attention to his intentions, his moods, his words. If he seemed to be pulling away, then perhaps for his safety overseas, she would let him go.


  Daylight had faded and darkness snapped down hard. April could not fathom where Hale was, what business he was tending, but she thought it better he wasn’t there to see her weakness. She needed time to submerge in the ugliness of her pain, the crush of stiff waves, unrelenting, bringing her the knowledge that she needed to consider the fact Hale might want to move on, to have the chance for a life full of children and a wife who didn’t come riddled with a broken womb and wounded heart.


  Her descent back into depression had been complete, and she invited sleep to fully take her, the only respite from the endless cycling through pain and numbness that she could find.


  


  Chapter 16


  Hale was shaken. The panic was much like when he had finally allowed himself to suffer the loss of Andrew and other buddies who’d died in Vietnam. Hale found he could not move from the café. Not until the owner insisted it was closing time, and unless Hale wanted to pay rent to sleep there, he needed to move on.


  He could not have even said how he gathered the strength to stand and force his feet out the door and back down the street to his car. He stopped at a pay phone, dug a dime from his pocket, and dialed Laird’s.


  “Oh, hey, Roy, it’s Hale.”


  “I can come get you now, but much later and I won’t be able to. Promised to fix Mrs. Sander’s leaky toilet.”


  Hale was about to say, yes, please come now, but then he thought he could not yet face April. He was mortified at what he’d learned but still confused. He needed some more information before he went back, before he faced April. He had been weakened by the news Nurse Peters had given him. Like mold that ate away at plaster from a core point and emanated outward, he felt as though his insides were moldering with every second that passed.


  He put the pink blanket to his nose and was grateful he had that to give to April, but he needed to consider what he would say to her, how he would carry forward in making her see he understood, that he would find a way to make things better for her.


  “I just need to see my mom—she has a plumbing task for me as well. Could you stop at the cottage and tell April I’m helping my mother with something and that I will be back tomorrow?”


  “Sure thing, Hale. When it rains it pours, I suppose is true. I’ll swing by the cottage in a few.”


  “Thank you.” Hale exhaled. He was glad that he and April had these friends on the Outer Banks so willing to help out, so generous for no other reason than they couldn’t imagine not being so.


  Once he was back in the rented Ford, Hale rolled the window down and drove to Bliss, where his mother would be. There was a part of Hale that wanted to run to April, to comfort her and tell her he understood the weight of what she’d been carrying for the past weeks alone. He wanted to share everything he’d learned from Nurse Peters. He imagined handing her the baby’s blanket, how that might be exactly what April needed in order to begin to further recover.


  Holding that blanket made his daughter feel real to him. He could only imagine how something tangible like this would feel to April. He could not wait to give it to her, to ask her to see the footprint. He would be careful with that. What if she’d never found it? What if it had tumbled to the floor and been swept away with the janitor’s broom?


  But he needed to sort through what he’d learned and figure out how to explain all of it to April, to see what exactly she did know about their daughter’s death. He thought of his friends in Vietnam. Some wanted all the information they could get on how things went wrong when a soldier died. Others simply moved forward, honoring their friend with honorable service to their brothers and to their country. He just needed one night to settle his swirling thoughts.


  When it came to his buddies, Hale knew which friend wanted all the information available and which would function better with a thinner version of the truth. It stunned him when he thought of April and realized that although their shared history dated back to childhood and had offered him such a feeling of knowing April, faced with this, he had to admit there was much he did not understand.


  What did he know? Well, he knew how the younger version of April had handled sadness and adversity—she barreled toward it, blasting through it. Like when she rescued an older boy from the Albemarle Sound on a particularly rough day on the water. The rest of the girls had scattered like a frightened flock of birds, screeching for adults to come help. Hale had arrived on scene to see April dragging a large teenage boy ashore like a blond Pocahontas. The boy’s head was gushing blood from hitting a cypress stump under water. April simply applied her palm to the wound and spoke soothing words to the frightened kid.


  Then, when they’d gotten stranded in the Great Dismal Swamp, hunting and fishing with Andrew and their group of friends, it was April who appeared out of nowhere with the Jeep, ready to take them all back to Bliss. Then there was her fixing the slate roof at Bliss. But this? This was different. Death was harder than all the rest of it, its finality. He had no idea how to see her through this, especially knowing he would soon be gone.


  Their speedy marriage coming after spending just weeks together the year before had brought with it true love, he was sure, but as for things like this? He wanted to make all the right moves. He could not afford a misstep in telling her too much or holding back what she deserved to know. He thought Nurse Peters was right. April was a strong woman. Giving her the information pertaining to the death was probably the best way for April to clean the wound and heal enough to hope their future would be a happy one together.


  He would have to find his calm center and apply his hand to her gushing wounds. He would have to find some soothing words to ease her worries. It was he who would have to be the one to push aside his needs for the sake of his wife. That he felt deep inside his pained heart. That he could do.


  **


  Hale sat at the kitchen table at Bliss. April had done an enormous amount of work repairing the walls after massive leaks had breached the home the year before. Hale’s mother, who still lived just a mile away, was charged with tending the summer homes of many seasonal families. She’d done it for decades and had her pattern of checking this house and seeing to that one down like breathing. She had been staying with April at Bliss as she tried to recover.


  He adored his mother, but right then, feeling exhausted and emotionally drained, he was also a little angry that she had held so much back. He’d been counting on her to keep him informed about April and to be sure she was safe. Yes, he was convinced that April was fine on the Outer Banks for the moment, that she was safe and watched over by the Shelbys and Lairds. But he needed to be sure his mother was vigilant, too.


  Hale’s mother set a plate in front of him. The cheeseburger, broccoli, and french fries looked picture perfect, but his stomach was still agitating, telling him food was the last thing he should mess with at that point.


  Mrs. Abercrombie smoothed Hale’s hair and patted his shoulder, then hugged him for the umpteenth time, her cheek warm against his. She sighed and took the seat across from him. “I’m so glad you’re here and safe, Hale. I hate that it was this hardship that brought you home, but seeing you healthy and alive? I can’t say how good that feels to a mother.”


  Hale forced a smile. “I think I’m starting to understand a little more how that might feel, Mom.”


  She pointed to his plate. “Eat.”


  He took a bite. The blend of spices his mother had used unlocked the flavor of the beef, reminding him of his childhood. Her cooking had always comforted him like almost nothing else.


  “The Lairds will get the message to the Shelbys and April that you’re staying here. But I don’t understand why you said there was a plumbing issue. I can’t imagine why you want to be away from April after being gone for so long.”


  Hale sipped his sweet tea.


  Mrs. Abercrombie put her hand over Hale’s. “Tell me. How’s our girl?”


  He recounted the events of the day.


  “I’m dazed, honestly. First because I didn’t realize until now how painful this must be for April and, finally, for me. I get it now. I was so disappointed to hear the baby died, but I have to admit, at first I thought the exact same things the doctor said—to move on, to not worry, that we’d have more kids, that she should distract herself and just get back to her work . . .” He shook his head. “How can she ignore this? I couldn’t ignore it if my arm got blown off, could I?”


  His mother tilted her head, her expression warm and comprehending.


  “But I think the worst of it, and trust me, there’s a lot of the ‘worst of it,’ is that my daughter doesn’t have a name. That we have no idea where our daughter’s body is.”


  Mrs. Abercrombie closed her eyes. Hale could see moisture had gathered behind them. When she opened them, tears dropped down her cheeks.


  “Mom.” Hale reached across the table to take her hand. “I didn’t mean to upset you. I just need your help. And I know you know how awful it is to have a baby die like this.”


  She smiled through her tears. “I would like to help you, Hale. Very much. I think it would even help me.”


  Hale had heard snippets about his stillborn brother, but just like Dr. Mann and the other nurses suggested to him and April, his mother had rarely spoken of it, and certainly not deeply when she did. But Hale had always been able to feel her sorrow in connection to the death, spoken or not. He got up from the table and drew his mother into his arms. “I don’t know what I’d do without you, Mom.”


  She squeezed him hard, and he wished with all his heart that he could hold his daughter, that he could have had the chance to be the father he wanted to be.


  


  Chapter 17


  April woke to the sound of the cheery advertisement for Bonus Laundry Detergent coming from the radio down the hall. She stretched and rolled to her side, the length of her body beginning to come to life with the rising sun. She fluffed the pillow then lay back down and traced the embroidery that ran around edge of the pillowcase, missing Hale. Roy had stopped by to let her know that her husband would be at Bliss for the night, that there was some plumbing issue to address there. She had been stirring honey into her tea at the time Roy arrived and after the two of them had shut all the windows in the cottage, he offered and she declined the opportunity to have a late dinner at his home.


  Evening had been a grim time for April since the baby’s birth. And the sleepiness that she had felt when Roy delivered the message, even after napping earlier, was a godsend. There was nothing like slumber to her depressed soul. She relished it. With a hardy thank you and hug for Roy, April tuned the radio, turned it slightly louder than it had been since Hale was home, and had taken to her bed, inviting sleep again, as though it were human and could be summoned.


  That morning, she put on her bathing suit and decided she would start with a swim as usual. Then she would bike to the marsh, dump the empty shells back onto the oyster reef, collect fresh oysters, and make her way to Martha’s to learn how to make grilled oysters with sun-dried tomatoes.


  April pulled a beach bag from the closet and put a change of clothes, a towel, and a hairbrush into it. She glanced at the camera case on the dresser and opened it. She pulled out the scrap of paper with the baby’s measurements and footprint.


  She pressed it to her heart and felt the usual sadness and love roar through her, causing her to shiver. When the sensation passed, she worked the paper back into the case. She closed it up and thought about the day before. Seeing Martha and Clementine in the kitchen had made April yearn to capture the affection, the teaching, the love between them.


  She hadn’t taken a picture in ages, but thought perhaps there was one way she could pay Martha back for allowing her to stay at the cottage. Perhaps she could photograph aunt and niece as they were teacher and student, as Martha helped heal Clementine’s wounded life by inviting her into her own.


  **


  April swam. The salt water thick on her tongue tasted good. The sun cut through the sweeping ocean waves, illuminating a fish as it swam by her. As usual, April took comfort in the sound of submersion, the connection it gave her to her child, who had once lived submerged in her womb, so loved, so wanted.


  Everything for April was a revelation. Every time she experienced something that hinted at normalcy, the normal of pre-stillborn baby, it was as though someone opened a door into the dark dungeon of grief, shedding light on the way things could and possibly should be again.


  She cheered herself with the thought that yet again, she had not sought out a riptide, that she had not been foolhardy with the length of time she spent in the chilly water. She decided her swimming served to be a confirmation of life, instead of it being an opportunity to put herself at the mercy of the powerful, unpredictable ocean.


  She hadn’t thought about it until that day, but that swim had brought her back full circle to the water treatment they’d given her at Mountain View. The warm water treatments had started out as a means to soothe her, but as her crying kept up and she became more disconnected to the people around her, the doctors decided that submerging her into frigid water was the best course of action.


  In retrospect, April now understood how deeply she’d fallen into her sorrow. The plunging had been cruel, embarrassing, and extreme. But it hadn’t killed her. She had put it out of her mind, she had pushed away the sensation of a million knives being jabbed into her skin, and she started to believe that she could survive not only the death of her baby but the living that came after it.


  The doctors spoke of chemicals and hormones deep inside her that provided cues to her brain that either made her healthy or sick. Insane. April pulled her arm out of the water as the other stabbed in, the waves picking her up and setting her down as she did. She didn’t know anything about her body’s chemistry or what it did to her mind, but in those frozen moments in Mountain View when the water clamped on to her skin like metal bands, she’d found her mind settling, clearing away the fog, and she understood that she needed to get out of that place or it might kill her. After the bath, she’d convinced Hale’s mother she needed to leave. She hadn’t expected to find a connection between her daily swimming at the Outer Banks and the treatment she’d been subjected to in the hospital, how each in its own way had forced her to grasp onto life, to want it, even if it hurt to live it.


  Bless her. April had never been so grateful to have someone listen to her like Hale’s mother had, to trust April to leave the hospital. Bless her soul. April hadn’t meant to make her worry when she left without word, but she had to run, she had to find her place in the chilly water, in the sea, where she hoped she would find her peace. At first, she had hoped that peace would come in death. Now, she hoped that peace simply came in life, in the next minute, in the next day. Somehow, when in the water, something told her it would indeed come.


  That, to her, was a tiny miracle. Same as the notion that she wanted to photograph Martha and Clementine. Perhaps there was hope she could start her career again. She only wished she had a list for that. She wished she knew how to reconnect her life, the present to the past, as it felt as though someone had photographed her life then torn it in half, shearing the ties that bound her body to her soul, her reality to her hopes and dreams. If only there was a way to seal it all back together, to bond it so she wouldn’t even remember that things had gone so horribly wrong.


  


  Chapter 18


  Hale woke before dawn. In April’s grand but elderly family home on the Albemarle Sound, daylight had slipped into the bedroom he should have been sharing with his wife. He felt like a kid stealing away in someone else’s home without her being there; he’d done it many times over the years when the summer folks headed back home and the locals stayed on. Through the shades of grey and blue morning shadows that clung to lamps, dressers, and paintings in the bedroom where he and April had made love for the first time, Hale further felt the weight of why staying at Bliss might not have been possible for her.


  It was difficult enough for April to wait for Hale while he fought in Vietnam, but to wait while grieving the death of their child in the home that held rich memories and vacated promises would be like emotionally subjecting herself to torture each and every single day. She could leave the house, but he knew the sensation the death of their baby brought would never leave. How was he to help her get past that?


  He hoped that once his tour was complete, they could rebuild their life at Bliss, but for the first time since he returned to April, he saw her desire to live at the Outer Banks as reasonable, possibly lifesaving.


  Still, some of what he knew should be done had to occur at Bliss. He hoped the action he would take next would be the seed that sprouted their future, that allowed them to one day return and live at Bliss as they had originally intended.


  Hale changed his t-shirt, pulled on jeans, and tied his tennis shoes. He stopped at the guest room door to see that his mother was already awake. As he descended the main staircase, the scent of coffee and banana oat nut muffins met his nose.


  He rubbed his growling stomach and kissed his mother’s cheek. “This smells perfect, Mom. Like home, like my childhood, like . . .”


  She hugged him back and put her head on his shoulder. “You’ll have all of this again, Hale. I won’t even consider that you will not come back in one year’s time and start again with April. I know you didn’t expect for April to get pregnant so quickly, and I believe deep in my soul that she will be pregnant again, that you’ll have the life you were destined to live.”


  Hale bit back the words on the end of his tongue. Was it his place to tell his mother what the doctor had said about April’s ability to have future children? He needed someone to lean on as much as she did. His mother just might be able to lend him the strength he needed to give April a place to lean.


  “The doctor said she might not have any more. We may not have another chance.”


  She put her hand on his chest and patted. “No. Don’t think like that. I was there for her examination just before she was admitted to Mountain View. Dr. Mann said he wasn’t sure. He didn’t know one way or the other. Just put that thought right out of your head. You have a lot of pain to face, but you don’t need to add that on top of it. Let’s just get April back to her old self before you worry about anything else.”


  Hale exhaled and kissed the back of his mother’s hand. “Thank you, Mom. I really needed to hear that. Did you say all that to April?”


  “Of course. But with all the sadness that had wracked her already, with Andrew’s death, you being away, then the baby. The doctor said it could take time, and she didn’t want to hear any of the positive. It’s not her fault. It’s like her body has taken over her mind and she can’t reason normally. I’ve read a lot about it lately at the library. There are hormones involved. The research says depression is more than just someone’s weakness in a time of sadness. That’s the only reason I agreed to her going to Mountain View.”


  “You should have told me.”


  She wiped her tears with the backs of her hands and cleared her throat. “No way. I can’t have you worried when you’re flying a plane through enemy fire. No way.”


  Hale understood her perspective. But he wished he had known.


  “Now sit. I have to get these muffins from the oven, and I can’t have you burnt when I open the oven door.”


  Hale chuckled and poured orange juice. “A little old stove. I don’t think that will hurt me. I’m not six, you know.”


  She bent and spun the tin, tilting her head, examining the muffins for their doneness. Hale smiled at the sight of her, at what he’d seen her do nearly every day of his childhood.


  “To a mother, her child is always some young age or another. To me, you are six. You will always be my sweet six-year-old boy. The boy with the baseball glove and red cap standing at his father’s grave, laying his prized bat right over top of the casket.”


  A lump formed in the base of his throat. What if he never had the chance to see a daughter or son grow up? He nodded. He tried to breathe, to hide the cries that rose inside him, but he couldn’t manage his air. As his mother closed the stove, Hale exhaled, forcing the air out.


  “I need to find our daughter.”


  She turned and leaned back against the stove.


  “We need to name her and give her a proper burial.”


  Mrs. Abercrombie nodded. “I would have loved that. For your brother. But they don’t do that. They just take them away, and they’re gone.” She snapped her fingers. “Poof. It’s just the way it’s done.”


  “Well, they should change that.”


  “Yes.”


  “I just don’t think April will move on from this if we don’t name this baby, if we don’t find her and put her here near Andrew, near the rest of her family.”


  Hale’s mother brought coffee to the table and poured it. “What does April think? I agree with what you want to do. I believe having done these things would have helped me after your brother died. But then I think of some women . . .”


  Hale sipped his coffee. “You think some women are better off forgetting? Dr. Mann said that. It made me angry as hell. Suggesting there’s some sort of weakness in her grief. Is that what you mean?”


  She shrugged. “Weakness? No, no. But it’s not my choice to make for someone in how they deal with the grief. I wonder if mucking around in scars doesn’t just inflame the infection. Perhaps in cutting off the limb, the memory is cleaner? I wish so much that I knew where your brother was taken. That I had seen him or held him or named him.” She nodded. “Yes. I see that being powerful. But I wonder if it’s too much, as well. That those brief moments could make things worse? I don’t know. I don’t believe that.” She pressed her fist into her chest. “But I keep thinking it might be so.”


  Hale ran his hand through his hair. “I’ve considered the same thing. The thought that ripping a baby from her mother and burying her God knows where and pretending like the child didn’t exist is sound procedure feels insane to me. But I do see the merits of moving on, of ignoring what you can’t change, unfeeling what feels so bad. As bad as that sounds.”


  “This is all hypothetical—our wonderings. What does April think?”


  Hale shrugged. “We’ve barely said a word about any of it. She didn’t show me the footprint—I don’t know how to talk to her, what to say, or what to ask, what to suggest. I just feel useless. I don’t know what to do. But I worry that she hasn’t told me about the paper with the footprint and the baby’s measurements. She didn’t tell me about Mountain View. I’m not sure she trusts that I can be there for her. I think I’m losing her.”


  “If she even has the paper with the footprint,” his mother said. “From what you were told, she may have fallen asleep, and housekeeping could have balled it into the blankets for washing.”


  Hale nodded. “She hasn’t said anything about any of it. And I don’t know what to say and don’t want to hurt her by asking. Can you imagine if she doesn’t have it and she finds out the nurse left it there for her? What will that do to her? I haven’t done anything helpful whatsoever. I’ve never wanted to see anything as much as I want to see that footprint.”


  Mrs. Abercrombie took the potholder and pulled the tray of muffins from the oven.


  “I know. There’s no question I wish I had something of your brother, something to hold.”


  Hale couldn’t make eye contact with his mother, afraid he might burst into tears if he looked directly into her pain.


  “You know what you need to do. Just do it, Hale. You have a short time here. Whatever you do, she will require more time to heal than the duration of your visit. But you don’t want to leave here without having done, said, and shown her the things you want to.”


  Hale sighed, suddenly acutely aware of the limited amount of time he had in the States. He watched his mother as she wiggled a knife around each muffin in the tin before she put several onto a plate. She took them to Hale. “Just love her, Hale. With every beat of your heart, show April how much you love her, and everything will meet back where it should.”


  Hale bit into a hardy muffin—the whole oats, pumpkin seeds, and fat raisins—real food never tasted so good. The sweet cinnamon and chocolate chips were familiar and warm on his tongue.


  Hale’s mother pulled some envelopes from a drawer. “These have been coming for April. I haven’t opened them, but they’re from the publisher and the author she was working with. I don’t feel as though they are happy letters. You should take them.”


  She set them near Hale. “And I will do anything you need me to in order to help April. Just tell me what she needs, and I’ll do it.”


  Hale nodded and dug his finger under the rubber band that held the stack of letters together. “I wish I knew what to say she needed, Mom. As soon as I know, I’ll tell you.”


  As Hale finished his breakfast, he read the letters with his mother, feeling even more overwhelmed with ineptitude. The ticking of the clock that defined his stateside stay was loud in his head. At that moment, he wanted to have answers, a list of his own to tick off so he could be sure he went back to work with a stable wife at home. But right then, even in the company of his kind mother, Hale was not sure he could do anything April would need.


  


  Chapter 19


  April arrived at Martha’s with a bucket of oysters. The two women worked silently along with Clementine, each lost in their thoughts. April appreciated the quiet in their company, only the sound of oyster shells being placed on the tray breaking the peace. Once they finished, they stowed them in the refrigerator.


  Martha pulled her leather-bound recipe book down from the shelf above the silverware. She licked her finger, turned a page, ran her finger down the ingredient list, and then turned another few pages. April went to her side and watched her as she worked through the book.


  “What are you looking for?” April asked.


  “Just the right thing. There’s a cold breeze pushing in, and I think we might need some warm bread. And we’ll make Peace, Love, and Spiced Oysters.”


  “What?” April giggled. “What kind of name is that?”


  Martha shrugged. “Well, you know. Keeping up with the times. I think there’s room in the world for peace, love, and sometimes even war . . . but I figure it’s better to focus on peace whenever possible. There’s a pall draped over the house today, and I’d like to lift it, push it away. The spicy pepper should do it—metaphorically speaking. You two feel that darkness? Or is it just me?”


  April felt gloom in some degree every day of her life. “I’m afraid I might have brought the pall with me, Martha. I’m afraid it’s part of the package, I suppose.”


  Martha stopped looking through the book and pushed her glasses back on her head like a headband, studying April’s face. She shook her head. “No. It’s not you. You seem lighter than before. Having Hale home suits you. It would anyone, I’m sure. War is not peaceful on the soul for anyone involved.”


  April bent over the recipe, looking at its list of ingredients. “Having Hale back has helped. He sort of bookends my life. It’s normal when he’s home. Except for last night, when he stayed to fix whatever it was that was wrong at Bliss. I wonder if it’s worse to see him at all if he’s going back. I wonder if him seeing me has changed . . .” April drew away.


  She hadn’t realized she was even thinking at all. The sound of it coming out of her mouth was startling. She was self-conscious about her doubts in regard to Hale. She knew he loved her, but what if not having a family, what if her time spent in a mental hospital was more than he could handle? That bit of information she could definitely not share. “Must be the list that’s making me seem lighter. It’s helping to have something to do. Speaking of that, when am I supposed to go back to my buried shells?”


  “Not for a while,” Martha said. “Let’s try this for dessert. Clementine’s Chocolate Pecan Pie. It’s heaven-sent, I tell you. Like this little girl right here.” Martha slung an arm around Clementine, pulling her tight to her. Clementine beamed as she watched Martha add her name in front of the pie title in bold red marker.


  April rubbed her arms. “I’ll light a fire. Autumn is upon us. Even in the house.” Martha nodded and began to organize ingredients.


  April took Clementine by the hand and led her outside to the woodpile. They filled their arms with logs, the top of the stack poking April’s chin. Once inside, they stacked the wood over kindling and newspaper and finally put a match to the whole thing.


  The kitchen warmed nearly instantly as the flames grew and danced, causing Clementine’s face to appear golden. April watched her stare at the fire. The little girl’s lip quivered and Clementine faced April, her eyes full of water.


  “What is it?” April took her gently by the shoulders.


  Clementine shook her head and ran into the kitchen. Martha wrapped her arms around the little girl.


  April sat on the hearth and watched Martha smooth back her hair, shushing her, reassuring her about a matter April did not grasp from across the room. Martha kissed the top of Clementine’s head and patted her bottom. “Now, let’s get rid of those tears by busying our hands, why don’t we? We can talk while we work. You go on and rinse your face, and we’ll get started.”


  Clementine ran the water and doused her face with cupped hands. It was then April got the first real urge to unleash her camera. She reached for it on the other end of the hearth. She unfastened it and pulled it out. She turned it over to see it was still full of a fresh roll of film that she had thought she’d shoot the minute she could after their baby had been born.


  When Clementine turned from the sink, her face dripping with water, Martha took a towel in one hand, Clementine’s chin in the other, and then she blotted at the wetness, speaking so softly to Clementine that April couldn’t make out the words. She put the camera to her eye and took a rash of photos one after the other, capturing Martha’s kind touch and a final kiss on the girl’s forehead. It was then they seemed to both notice the clicking camera and looked at April.


  April put the camera in her lap. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to intrude with this.” She held the camera up to them then buried it back in its case. “It was just beautiful, you two. I can’t see the photos, but in my mind, I know I captured something amazing between you two. Such sweetness.”


  April’s voice cracked. She cleared her throat to force away the emotion she felt from being touched by their connection, by Martha’s kindness. April became more curious about Clementine and her stay with Martha, but she felt silly that she hadn’t asked before.


  She’d been so absorbed in her own life that she hadn’t even processed the fact that this little girl should have been at school, should have been with her mother, not her aunt. April knew Martha’s much younger sister was having a difficult time being a single mother, but as though the sun was shining on April’s face for the first time in decades, April was stunned by the light shed on her disinterest in the lives of others. April had known some of Clementine’s mother’s troubles, but had no idea what event had occurred to send Clementine to live at the Outer Banks.


  Martha cleared her throat and wiped a single tear from each cheek with her finger. “Now I’m leaking.” She pressed her hand to her mouth then went to the breakfast bar with her recipe book.


  “I’d love it if you took photos, April. I mean, if you want to. Maybe we could use them in a cookbook?” Martha held her recipe book up in the air. “I was thinking of taking this old doorstop and seeing if some publisher might want to spread my recipes, my stories, to the masses.”


  April grasped her chest. “That’s a beautiful idea. I could ask my friend Jenny if she’s still in contact with her bosses at Random House. She did her internship with them before hiring on at Life.”


  “You would do that?” Martha asked.


  April took out the camera for a second time and went to them, snapping away. “Yes. I would.”


  Martha instructed Clementine in what to do next. It was when Martha started to write in the recipe book that April moved close enough to get a photo.


  “I write little stories and notes and wisps of poems with my recipes. So when I cook a particular dish again, I can go back and feel what I felt when I made it, relive who I was with.”


  Clementine grabbed a pencil and added a drawing, a woman.


  “Is that your mother?” April asked without thinking.


  “I don’t have a mother. I’m alone.”


  April felt as though she’d been shaken.


  “She has a mother. She’s just lost.”


  “She’s gone. My mother didn’t want me. Lost is an accident, gone is a choice.”


  April was again surprised at how small Clementine appeared, but that she was processing mature experiences that must have been crippling at times.


  “That’s not true, Clementine,” Martha said. “You have to stop thinking of it that way. She’s just ill-equipped. Sometimes the world has its way with someone, and that someone can’t do anything except draw her next breath. But it’s not easy, I know. That’s why I’m here for you. Because I know.”


  April leaned onto the breakfast bar, her clasped hands under her chin.


  “I dislike the word lost in regard to a person being gone as well, Clementine.”


  “Someone left you?” Clementine asked.


  April jerked upright. She shouldn’t have said that. She was suddenly raw again, her breath caught deep in her lungs, unable to move in or out. Martha put her hand on April’s back and rubbed firm circles between her shoulder blades.


  “We all have people leave us, Clementine.”


  April was relieved to have Martha speak for her. Clementine didn’t know what had happened to April and her baby, yet her words had been like missiles launched directly at her heart. April wasn’t sure what she should say to this eleven-year-old, who was vulnerable herself, about the death of her daughter. She hadn’t spoken to anyone in full, thought-out sentences about . . . she didn’t even have a name to use in conversation. A name! She needed a name. Was she just going to think of her daughter as my baby, the baby, and her for the rest of her life?


  “You look like a mother.” Clementine said. “But not the type to leave her daughter.”


  April couldn’t move. A mother? The word nearly buckled her knees. She gripped the breakfast bar. Because the baby died and because all anyone wanted of April was for her to forget she had carried a baby and given birth, no one, not one person had ever referred to her as a mother.


  She thought she might pass out. She covered her mouth with one hand, unable to speak, the other at her side, clenched. And then, like it happens when the sun parts clouds on a chilly day, warming a person in a way that is noticeable and pleasing, in a way a person is forced to pay attention, April felt warmth around her hand. She looked down. Clementine’s fingers had loosened her fist and she had woven her delicate fingers between April’s.


  “You look like a mother who stays, not one who leaves.”


  April nodded and tried to smile, but her mind reeled and ran and pushed against her skull so that she thought her brain might burst right out of it.


  She pulled her hand away from Clementine’s and ran from the house, taking her camera but leaving what had been a promising morning behind.


  


  Chapter 20


  It was time for Hale to get back to April. Roy had come for him and ferried him back across the Albemarle Sound. When they bumped up against the dock in Kill Devils Hills, Hale stepped off the boat and shook Roy Laird’s hand. He gripped the duffel bag that his mother had given him at Bliss and visualized the pink blanket tucked inside it beside a plate of muffins and fresh-baked bread.


  “Thanks, Roy. You’ve been real good to me.”


  “Pleasure’s mine. I needed to pick up the flour sacks anyhow.” Roy nodded at his cargo and shoved his hands in his pockets.


  Hale waved and headed down the dirt road to the fishing cottage, excited but nervous to see April. He didn’t want to waste one more second of his leave without her. He patted his pocket where he had stowed the list of things he wanted to do to help April better handle the death of their daughter. He was most excited about naming her, about replacing his thoughts of “the baby” or “his daughter” with a real name.


  He was apprehensive about lobbing all the information he’d gathered at April. She was fragile, her long, bony limbs reflecting her emaciated spirit. He agreed with his mother and Nurse Peters that it was important to April’s healing to have all the information related to their daughter. Yet he felt like he was about to throw balls at her while she was tied up, unable to move.


  He wanted to share all of this with her, but what if he was wrong about what she needed? What if the information Nurse Peters had given him was too much for her? He knew for sure that the doctor’s advice—the “just move on” course of action—was not healthy for April. It may work for some women, but for whatever reason, April was not able to move on, to forget, to pretend it never happened.


  Maybe if she had given birth last week or if she hadn’t ended up at Mountain View or if she wasn’t so easily tempted into the ocean for hours then back into her bed for half a day, he wouldn’t be so sure he needed to tell her what he had learned, but he had to do something.


  Still, that didn’t make doing it any easier. What if he made her worse and had to drag her back to that hospital? He could not fathom returning to Vietnam and leaving her in the hands of what appeared to be an unfeeling medical community.


  Back at the cottage, Hale dropped his duffel on the porch and headed onto the beach, where he could see April standing near the surf. As he drew closer, he saw she was bundled in a terry cloth bathrobe. Her hair was wet, tied back in a ponytail.


  He ran toward the water, and as she turned, lips blue, eyes sunken again, he stopped. She opened her arms and he continued toward her. They wrapped each other up as they met.


  “I’m so glad you’re back. Did you fix the plumbing? Was it the pink bathroom again?” she said.


  “Yes, yes.” He smoothed back her hair again and again, kissing her. “I’m not leaving you another second while I’m here. I should have taken you with me.”


  She shook her head as though she thought he was going to try to convince her to go back to Bliss again.


  He shook his head. “I know you need to be here,” he said. “I’m done trying to convince you otherwise.”


  She grasped his wrists, and he felt her cheeks begin to warm under his palms. “Let’s get you back inside. Today is too cold to swim.”


  She backed away. “No, no. You have to see this, it’s amazing. It’s number four on the list.”


  She shook off her robe, picked up the diving mask near her feet and fixed it on her face.


  Was she serious? What the hell was she doing?


  “Let’s go in the cottage. This is … this is not … let’s just go in,” Hale said.


  The wind whipped her ponytail into her mouth. She pushed it back and pulled his hand. “Watch.” She crouched and took a few shells in her hand and dropped them into the surf as it came in. “Take a look at that.” She pointed to the clamshells.


  Hale shrugged, picking up her robe before it got soaked by the next wave.


  “See how the shells are all belly down? The round part is up?”


  “Yeah?” He made a face that belied his disinterest.


  “Well, when I do the same thing a little deeper in the water, the shells land belly up.” She snapped the mask over her eyes. “Watch this.”


  She dove into the surf as Hale was grabbing for her.


  She dropped some shells and floated on the surface of the water before popping back up. “They’re all belly up. Come see.”


  “I can’t see. I don’t have a mask, April.” He was angry at this nonsense—this exercise was stupid, useless, idiotic. “This list isn’t important. You don’t actually have to do all this stuff.”


  She stood in the surf, breathing heavily, glaring at him.


  He held his hand out to her. “Just come into the cottage, April. I want to talk to you about some things.”


  She held her hands up, palms toward him. “I’ll come in, but come see this first.” She looked frightened; as though she knew what he had to say might be difficult to hear.


  “Please.” She was shivering. She wrapped her arms around herself. Her ponytail was matted over one shoulder and her teeth chattered.


  “Let’s go in. I mean, what the hell is wrong with you?”


  His voice cut through the rising wind. He hated that he sounded impatient, but he was excited and nervous and didn’t see the point in splashing around in the water watching shells turn belly or back up.


  She bit her lip and looked away.


  “Don’t be mad, April. This is silly, that’s all.”


  Even looking at her profile, Hale could see April roll her eyes.


  “Are you crazy?” April said, screamed the words at him. “That’s the rest of what you wanted to say a second ago, isn’t it? What the hell is wrong with you, April, are you crazy? That’s what you meant to say.” She crossed her arms.


  “No. I have something for you and . . . I want to name the baby. Our daughter.”


  April straightened. She stared at him, appearing shocked at what he said.


  It frightened him the way her emotion snapped from one type to the next. This was not how he had wanted this moment to go.


  “I think it might help. Both of us,” Hale said.


  She opened her mouth to speak but closed it having said nothing. “Or not, if you don’t want to name her. If you think it’s better to just move forward. I didn’t mean to tell you what to do, but I thought—”


  She lifted her arms as though holding a bundle. “My arms are empty. Somehow I still feel like I’m pregnant. I know I went through labor, but if I had to swear in court, I’d say I’m still pregnant. I don’t even feel like anything happened. I look at my belly and see that it’s flat, it’s hollow, but I still feel pregnant. And yet that’s exactly what I’d just been thinking today. That we need a name to make it all seem real.”


  She looked at him harder, but her features softened. She appeared to be in awe, no longer hardened in a way he didn’t understand.


  “I think we should do it.” Hale exhaled and stepped to her, opening his arms.


  She nodded. “Yes.”


  She stepped into him, her cold body against his chest, her wet suit passing water through his shirt into his skin.


  “Oh my God, you just knew. Didn’t you? I’m so glad that you think we should name her. You don’t think I’m crazy?” She pulled back and looked up into his face. “We can name her even if no one else knows she ever lived? Even if only in me for those short months?”


  Hale could see the evidence on her face, in the way she held herself, in the way she sounded, that she’d been working hard to do what the professionals told her to, to forget.


  “How did you know?”


  “Know what?”


  “That I wanted to name her.”


  Hale kissed her lips, then each cheek. She smiled up at him.


  “You just knew, didn’t you?” She began to weep into his chest. “I love you so much, Hale. I’m so sorry I was being silly and the shells and—”


  “Shhh, shush. It’s okay.” He rubbed her back, tying to warm her up. “I learned a lot while back in town. I spoke to Dr. Mann and Nurse Peters. There’s so much I want to tell you. There’s a lot you should know.”


  April stiffened against his chest. She pushed away, just far enough to look up into his face again.


  “What did you say?”


  “I found out a lot while I was in town. And—”


  “From that asshole? That rotten doctor?”


  “I spoke to him, yes.”


  She pushed fully out of his embrace. “That inhuman doctor is still trying to tell me we had a boy. That’s why he put me in that place. He made a mistake by writing down boy and he made me feel crazy because I knew it was a girl.”


  “I think it was a mistake. He’s terrible, I agree with you. And he can’t admit a mistake, I saw that. But I don’t think he was trying to make you feel crazy. He just seems uninspired in his work. He just does the next thing on his list.”


  “He’s a stupid, stupid man. He didn’t care if I was crazy or not. He just wanted me out of his office.”


  Her breathing deepened. Hale grew nervous at her agitation. He’d wanted this to be a comforting moment when he could share this information. He reached for her, but she shrugged away.


  “Don’t you see how little we have of her? And he wrote,” April held out her palm and used her finger to pretend to scribble on a piece of paper, “that she was boy. He took away the only thing that’s true about her as though it was nothing. As though I was a fool for caring.”


  She wiped the spittle from her lip and clenched her jaw. Hale thought he was glimpsing the rage and the instability that landed her in Mountain View. Reasonable or not, this one little mistake was simply too much for her to handle. He didn’t know what to say.


  “How can I listen to anything that man has to say if he can’t even record the gender of our dead child correctly?”


  The word dead slammed Hale right in the chest. He rubbed the space over his heart and felt the distance between them. It was only five inches, but it felt as though he were overseas. This was his chance to make things better for her. He moved toward her. She stepped back.


  Hale held his hand out to April. “I know things that will help you, us. I did get some really good information.”


  She grabbed her head and bent over as though hearing those words had been an assault. She straightened, still holding her head. “You went behind my back? Like I’m a child? Talking about me? I can just imagine what was said. That’s how you think of me? As something that needs to be fixed?”


  “Let’s go inside.”


  She stared at him.


  “Please.”


  “You can’t make me better just because you want to.” She balled her fists at her side. “What the hell can you do to change anything? How could you have gone and talked about me to that doctor, that evil, gross man.” She stomped through the surf and right past Hale toward the cottage.


  He knew he’d upset her, but she only felt hurt because he hadn’t had the chance to tell her everything. “April. There’s more. I didn’t know what to do. I had to do something. I have to know you’re okay before I go back.”


  She stopped and turned to him. A wave splashed up the back of his calves.


  She pointed at him. “You’re so used to just giving orders and having people do what you need when you need. But I’m not your mission.” She lifted her hands to the sky. “I’m not something you can check off your flight prep list. You are big and tough, and you can’t even imagine what’s its like to be small and weak. So you think you can fix it. Well, you can’t.”


  Her voice had softened. Hale held up her robe.


  “Put this on. It’s freezing.” Hale pushed it farther toward her.


  He held his breath. He didn’t want to force her like she had suggested, that he was practically a bully of some sort, so he stood there, waiting. Please, God, let her step toward me. Let her know I only did it because I love her.


  “I had to do something. You’re out there swimming in the freezing water every day. You’re going to die in the winter waves.” He turned to face the ocean. “Look at those waves.” He turned back to her. “I couldn’t live without you.”


  He lifted the robe toward her one last time. He stepped toward her. She stepped backward, toward the cottage. Please. Hale didn’t have the chance to form his next word or take another step toward her.


  He saw her eyes widen and she stepped toward him. But before he realized what she was trying to say he was shoved from behind, knocked from his feet, tackled with a force way beyond being tackled on the football field.


  He careened over the sand like a wheel and he realized it must have been a rogue wave. He gasped for air as his back slammed the packed sand and then was picked up again and tossed forward, rolling, not stopping until he’d been tossed several times.


  Finally still, he squeezed his eyes shut, the air knocked from his body. He tried to sit up, to see where April was. Had she been hit, too? He couldn’t move. When the smallest wisp of air finally entered his lungs, he opened his eyes. April was looking down on him, her mouth dropped open, but safe. “Are you okay?” He attempted to nod and closed his eyes again and soon started to breathe regularly.


  He touched his lip, wincing, and pulled his finger away to see. Blood. He could feel his lip begin to swell, butting into his teeth. He rubbed his head, still fazed and foggy, but wondering why April wasn’t at his side. He sat up and put his head in his hands, getting his bearings, when he heard a spurt of laughter ring out.


  He looked up to see April doubled over, laughing so hard she couldn’t inhale fresh air. When she finally heaved for air, it sounded as though she were coming up for a breath after being held under water too long. She dropped to all fours.


  “It’s not funny.”


  She crawled toward him, still laughing.


  “I’m bleeding.”


  When she reached him, she dabbed his lip with her finger and then kissed his lip gently.


  “You must have somersaulted four times.” The laughter came again. She gasped for air between the gales. “I’m sorry. I’m trying not to laugh, but I can’t stop. Your feet were flying. Like sea foam rolling down the sand.” She mimed his body tumbling over.


  “Ow.” He rubbed the back of his head. “I think I lost your robe.”


  She kissed him gently again. “It’s halfway to London.”


  She stood and reached down to him. He grabbed her hands and she pulled him to standing. She turned away, still howling so loud that soon he was laughing, too. They ambled back to the cottage, bursts of hilarity taking them as they joined hands, let go, slung their arms around each other, stumbling through the laughter, cleansing the tension away.


  It was when April leaned into his body and grew quiet as they climbed the stairs that he thought maybe now they could talk, now the sharp awkwardness had been blunted, now he could tell her what he knew.


  


  Chapter 21


  April dried off and dressed in jeans and a cable-knit sweater. The evening chill was crisp against her skin, different than even the day before, helping fall make its stand, pushing summer off the shore once and for all. On the beach when Hale first revealed he’d spent his time in town visiting her doctor and a nurse, April had felt exposed, like skin against wind and sand, betrayed.


  She had thought that was it. That was the point at which she was sure that their marriage had been foolhardy. But then the wave tumbled and toppled Hale like sea foam over the sand. The laughter had shattered the tension she’d felt in both keeping information from Hale and in trying to share it. She knew they would still have to work on their marriage, but the power of a good laugh, seeing him vulnerable, changed her perspective. She could at least try harder.


  The laughter salved her like nothing had recently, like nothing she could remember at all. But still, she knew she had to finally talk with Hale and get everything into the open. She had no interest in talking with Dr. Mann or returning to Bliss at the moment. And she hoped Hale wouldn’t try to yank her back there yet again. But she saw now that her efforts to keep him from worrying while away were only serving to sever the threads that bound their marriage, a little at time. She needed to be straightforward, and she needed to trust his strength.


  Hale was looking at the list Martha had given April.


  “So number four had been to conduct the shell study? That thing you were doing out there?”


  She nodded. It did sound silly when he said it out loud. But April had come to understand more and more that the list, the things she had to do for Martha, were partly what rooted her to life, what had yanked her back from death every bit as much as Martha’s own hands had done that first day on the beach.


  April was quiet, waiting for him to tell her not to do the list, or to joke about it, saying that they could pay rent or that she should get back to taking photographs. When had she become so suspicious about his ability, his desire to treat her like she had once been so sure he would?


  She sat in the corner of the couch watching him. He stared at the list, his large hands dwarfing the paper, his broad shoulders so much stronger than she’d been giving him credit for. He could handle anything you have to say, she told herself. As she was about to broach the topic of what her current feelings and plans to survive were, April yet again envisioned Hale bowling down the beach like a ball released onto a hardwood alley. Not at all in keeping with his large body, the ocean had not had one bit of trouble bullying Hale. She pulled in her knees and covered her face with her hand.


  “I’m sorry to keep laughing. Are you okay?”


  He nodded and touched his lip. “Other than this fat lip, I’m dandy.”


  She stifled yet another round of laughs with her hand.


  “Your laugh. I love the sound of it. I wish I could store it away in my pocket.”


  She nodded. “I know. All these little things we forget when we’re apart.” She grew more serious, sensing he had something to say.


  He pulled a piece of paper from his pocket and unfolded it. “I have my own list, you know.”


  She leaned forward as though she’d be able to see what it said from across the coffee table. He moved to the edge of the loveseat.


  “After all the information I’d gathered in the last day, I thought it might help to take a lesson from what you were doing.”


  April raised her eyebrows.


  “First, I want to explain. I went into town because I’m worried about you. I want you to feel like your old self. All I care about is that you’re healthy and fine and happy.”


  She shook her head and started to tell him that was impossible.


  He went to her and sat on the coffee table, his knees spread apart so hers could slide in between them. He rubbed her legs and kissed her forehead, ran his hand down the length of her hair.


  “It’s more than that,” he said. “Every time I say the words ‘I want to help you,’ I hate the way it sounds. Patronizing, like I’m your damned dad or something.”


  He understands? April moved to the edge of her seat. She felt as though the cold, hard space in her chest was melting under a hot sun. She had to tell him everything.


  She took his hand in hers.


  He kissed her and then sat back. “Your brother died with me, because . . .” His voice cracked and April shook her head, seeing his vulnerability ooze from within. “I can’t bear to think of you being hurt. I am wrecked at the thought I wasn’t here for you. I can’t lose you. I owe Andrew that much. I love you that much. And I know me trying to make you right again is nuts. I just don’t know how else to be. I’ve never done nothing before and I can’t bear the thought I could lose you.”


  April fell into Hale’s arms. He wrapped her up so tight, she couldn’t breathe. She curled into his lap.


  “It kills me that I was a world away when you needed me. When our daughter needed me. It’s unbearable. And I didn’t want to feel it. I didn’t want to understand. But now I do.”


  “No. You listen,” April said. She had finally heard the words she hadn’t even known she needed to. He loosened his grip and she stood. “Before you say anything more, I have to explain everything to you. It’s not fair to not tell you everything that happened. To give you a chance to move . . . well, to move on, if that’s what you want.”


  He grasped her hands, shaking his head, trying to pull her back into his lap.


  “Just listen. I have to get all of this out.” Her throat felt as though it were an accordion folding in on itself. “I’m not crazy. I don’t care what that doctor said, he does not know anything.” But even as she said the words, she recalled the sensation that she was in some way out of her mind, that the pain, the guilt, the worry about her future as a mother had indeed taken her senses. Most of all, the thought that she’d had a girl but was told repeatedly by the doctor and staff at the hospital that she had a boy had left her without recognizable sanity.


  “I know you aren’t crazy. Not like that. Nurse Peters knows you aren’t.”


  April searched his face for a hint that he was patronizing her again, just saying what she wanted to hear.


  She cocked her head. “But you don’t know the whole thing. You may not want to continue this.” April threw her hands out to her sides. “And I love you too much to tie you to something you don’t want.”


  He shook his head, his eyes filling. “I spoke to Dr. Mann. You’re right. He’s awful. I know that. You don’t have to convince me that he was wrong in noting that we had a boy.”


  April’s shoulders collapsed. She had thought he believed her. “Really?”


  “Nurse Peters assured me she was a girl.”


  “She was sure, too?” April lifted her gaze and leaned toward him. “I think that’s part of what made me feel crazy the most. I knew it was a girl. And he kept pointing to his file. It was like in that moment in his office at my postpartum appointment, something snapped. I left there feeling used up, empty in a way that could never be refilled. If my mind had gone so bad that I mistook a conversation with the nurse, that even her words on the paper saying Baby Girl Abercrombie . . .” April felt a crush of shame hit her. Her shoulders shook as she cried. She covered her face with her hands. “I have something to show you.”


  “The footprint.”


  April froze. Did he just say that? Maybe she was crazy. She lowered her hands and narrowed her eyes at Hale.


  “What did you say?”


  “You . . .” Hale’s voice caught. He wiped his mouth. April could see his worry bubbling to the surface, as though he had something to tell her that he didn’t want to. He stood and took her hands. “You have a piece of paper with her foot and her height and weight, right? I hope. I hope so much.”


  “You know.” April gripped tighter, bracing herself for him to be hurt by the fact she had not showed it to him. But he looked more relaxed instead.


  “Nurse Peters wasn’t sure you had gotten it. I was worried to tell you about it because if you hadn’t seen it and I mentioned it . . .”


  April ran to the bedroom. She stood over the camera case and popped it open. She snaked her fingers into it, in the space beside the camera and the wall. She turned to see Hale standing in the doorway.


  April held up the paper.


  Hale pointed. “That’s it?”


  She nodded.


  Hale moved toward her, shuffling a bit, his eyes seared on the paper in her hand. When he reached her, he took her hand in his and bent down for a closer look. April watched him as he studied the little paper. And then, just like she did each morning, Hale tapped each toe. “This little piggy went to market,” he said.


  He collapsed his arms around her, squeezing tight, rubbing her back. “I’m so glad we have this. I’m so glad.” His voice was soft, thinned by his emotions. April felt warm and safe in his arms, contented that she had finally shared this with him. But there was more.


  She waited for Hale to let go of her. “Here. I tuck it into the side here, like this. If you want to look at it. It’s there.”


  “Okay,” Hale said.


  Hale’s hand closed around hers, and he led her back to the family room. “I have something for you.”


  She wondered if he had stopped to buy flowers in town or perhaps picked her up a card at the drugstore.


  “Here, sit,” he said. She lowered herself onto the couch and watched him unzip his duffel bag. He looked up at her and smiled.


  Hale reached into his bag with both hands, lifting a plate of something his mother must have made for them to eat. He set it next to him and using his elbow to keep the flap open, he reached inside again. “Nurse Peters gave me this.” He pulled his hands back out of the bag. They shook as he cradled something, holding it toward April in his palms. She leaned forward. She scanned the item, the pinkness. She reached out, her hand shaking as she laid it on the bundle. The thin cotton under her fingers as familiar as her breath. She felt her mouth drop open.


  “Her blanket,” Hale said.


  She nodded and closed her eyes and lifted it from Hale’s hands. She held it to her nose and inhaled. “Thank you, thank you,” she said.


  Hale pulled her into his arms, sitting beside her, her head on his shoulder as she patted and smoothed and studied the fabric.


  “Nurse Peters kept it for you. She’s been tucking blankets of babies born like ours away, hoping to give them to the mothers when she can get them to them. She had to sneak it out of the hospital.”


  Hale smoothed April’s hair back. She could not speak as the emotions gripped her throat and stole her air. She let out a sob, and Hale held her. She gripped the blanket against her chest. He kissed the top of her head, squeezed her, and loved her in the just-perfect way she had desired.


  “Shush, my April. Everything is going to be fine. You’ll come through this. I’ll be home for good soon, and we’ll start our life the way we want. We will do everything we ever dreamed of. Can you imagine? Just being together every single day, no matter what happens, will be perfect. It will be perfect.”


  April stiffened in his arms. It would not be perfect. She sniffled and moved from his comforting embrace. She padded to the kitchen area of the cottage and snapped a Kleenex from the box. She blew hard, hoping to dislodge the fluids putting pressure on her sinuses. She resisted the urge to run back into his arms, to allow him to pet her and reassure her. She had to confide honestly in what their future might look like, and it was far from what he’d think was perfect.


  “Come back to me,” Hale said.


  She shook her head.


  “Please. I swear things are going to get better.” He grabbed his list from the table. “Since talking to my mother and Nurse Peters, I did some research. I went to the library just before I took the ferry back here.”


  “Stop it, Hale.” She slammed the used tissue into the trash basket, but it caught on the edge of the pail and bounced out. She bent over to pick it up, and when she stood back up, she hit her head on the countertop. The pain stabbed at her and radiated around her entire head.


  Hale went to her. He clasped her against him, her head on his shoulder. She wiggled away, rubbing her head.


  “No. You can’t do this. I love you, but this isn’t right for you to go back believing one thing and having it be a lie.”


  She paced. “I realize this is coming across as nuts. I’m very aware of how a person might appear unhinged in this world after what I saw in Mountain View. But if I don’t get all this out, if I can’t look at your face and see that you love me even when you know it all, then . . .”


  Hale’s brow furrowed. He put his hands on his hips. “Go on.”


  She pulled another Kleenex from the box and blotted the corners of her stinging eyes. “I can’t have more children. We can’t have more. We will never have the life you want.”


  “That might not be true. Nurse Peters told me that’s not definite.”


  “You say that now, Hale. But I want you to think real hard about that. I want you to envision the future, and instead us sitting on some clichéd porch, knocking back Budweiser and complaining about how the grandkids broke the vase in the living room, I want you to imagine that there is no one but you and wrinkled old me.”


  “Dr. Mann,” Hale motioned as though the man was off to his side, “he’s just covering his ass just in case you can’t have kids. Nurse Peters said it’s not definite. Far from it.”


  April’s stomach burned; acid gnarled her insides. She rubbed her belly where it hurt. “It’s not definite either way, Hale. He was clear about it. This nurse may be right. But if she isn’t? Then what?”


  “Then it’s just us.”


  “You say that right now, standing here with me like this. But when you go back to Vietnam, and you’re hearing all those endearing stories your friends tell about their litters of kids and all their joy in having children who look like them, who give them a reason to live . . . I see your face when you hear that stuff, and I imagine the sadness in it.”


  Hale stepped toward her and took her hand. “I want children. But I want you first, last, and if it has to be, I want you only. Only you is fine with me.”


  April wiggled her hand from his grip and rubbed her temples, trying to separate from him emotionally, to gird herself against his response. “You are so sweet, Hale. But maybe now, with you due back soon, is the perfect time for us to just let it be. Let it go.”


  “It sounds like you have been considering this for some time.” He appeared serene to April. Was it relief? Were those the words he’d been waiting to hear?


  “I’ve had a lot of time open for considering.” She, for once, wanted to put someone ahead of her own desires. She drew a deep breath. There was one more element she needed to air out in order to know for sure she was being honest.


  “What if we are childless and it’s my fault?”


  “We went over this, April. It’s not your fault. Labor can take days. You stayed a little later to catch the last of the light. So what? That’s not what . . . it’s not what happened.”


  She balled her hands at her sides. Just say it, just get it out. “It wasn’t just the light. It was the angle. I leaned far out over the edge of the boat.” Her voice cracked. She willed herself to finish. “There was a heron nest, lower than usual, in the clearing where two cypress limbs joined, and the way the sun cut right through it, it was an amazing shot, different than anything I’d ever seen.”


  Hale nodded, his eyes narrowed.


  “And I scooted forward in the boat, and it wobbled, and I started to fall and tried to catch my balance . . .” She couldn’t squeak the words out.


  “Go ahead, April.” Hale’s voice was quiet.


  “I fell and I was so worried about my camera falling in that I twisted my body to be able to drop it into the boat instead of the water, and I bounced on the edge of the boat. My stomach hit the boat. And I think that’s when it happened.”


  He shook his head. “The doctors, the nurses, all of them are sure from how the baby appeared that she’d been dead for days. It was not your fault.”


  He stepped closer and took her face in his hands. She moved them away. Now was the time to let the truth breathe. “I should have known if she’d stopped moving. I swear she didn’t. I don’t know which is worse. Not realizing she had stopped moving or knowing falling caused her death. Either way it’s my fault.”


  Hale squeezed her tight. “It’s not your fault, April. It’s not. And I want to be with you no matter what.”


  April reached around her back and unclasped his hands, stepping out of his embrace. She had to be sure he understood. She could not bear to wonder if he would be doubting their marriage once he left. “No.” She held up her hand. “Standing there alone, in your own space, not touching me. You have to think. You close your eyes tight and dig around in that head of yours, and you think for real what life might be like without children. Can you forgive me, for real?”


  “April, this is—”


  April scurried over to the coffee table where he had the list he had told April about. She took it and scribbled on it. “There. It’s on your list of things to do that would help me. You have to do it.”


  She saw a flicker of sadness in his face, evidence that he was unsure. He shuffled his feet and looked at his shoes. This was it. It was the final element that might turn him away. Better now than later.


  “You need to think about whether this is the relationship you can live with forever. I can’t have you look like that for the rest of our lives.”


  “Look like what?”


  “Disappointed. You hide your emotions well, but I see it, clear as day.”


  He looked away.


  “So do this, and we’ll be done with this for good. One way or the other.”


  He dug his hands in his pockets. “Fine. Fine.”


  He closed his eyes. She stood across from him, holding her breath. In the silent moment, the dedication to Sara came over the radio.


  “Oh that Sara, again,” Hale said.


  “I’m serious, Hale.”


  His eyes flew open. “Oh, now you’re serious, are you?” He smiled and winked at her.


  “Please. I need you to do this.”


  He nodded and closed his eyes again.


  She prepared herself to let go of him, to let him leave, to put this part of her life away with the scrap of paper in her camera case. The minutes ticked by. She thought she saw moisture gather at the corners of his eyes. She tapped her foot. He opened his eyes and looked at her foot. “Sorry,” she said.


  He nodded and closed his eyes again. She watched him. His handsome face, sculpted yet kind, his large shoulders filling the space. He shifted his weight and sighed. He dropped his head. April began to worry.


  She glanced at the clock that hung over the sink. How long had he been thinking? Just let go. Let him go. Time ticked away, and she saw one minute shift into two and then three. She thought perhaps this had been a mistake. Perhaps this was it, the end for them. Then that’s the way it has to be.


  She felt tears rising. She covered her chest with her hand, feeling pain growing around her heart. “Okay, okay, Hale. That’s enough. Tell me. Just tell me what you want. Are you okay with me having had trouble, you know, having been crazy for a bit, maybe not being able to have children? It being my fault? Can you live with us this way, with me, as I am, with all that went wrong?”


  Hale stood there, eyes still closed.


  “Hale, please,” she said. She pulled his hand from his pocket and held it in both of hers.


  “Hale?”


  He opened his eyes, and they were soft on her, glistening. She couldn’t tell what he was thinking. She swallowed hard and stared right at him, bracing.


  “Tell me,” she said.


  “I followed your orders. I tried to envision everything you said. But all I could do was imagine your hand in mine, and whether we were surrounded by a dozen kids and a million grandchildren, or alone, just the two of us, it was our hands, locked together in every scene that I saw, that I felt, that I want.”


  He broke into a smile, and she fell into his body, her arms around him. She cried as he held her. She backed away to look more fully into his eyes. He moved his thumbs back and forth on her cheeks, wiping away her tears. “I love you,” he said. “There is no way I’m coming back here and living without you. Babies or no babies. You are the most important part of my life. You are what keeps me alive when I’m over there. That will never change, April. Never.”


  On hearing his voice, the conviction behind the words, April felt weakened, relief shattering her strength in much the same way grief had. She buckled into him, finally releasing all the sorrow that had been eating its way through her. “I’m so sorry I didn’t go to the hospital sooner, that I had to have that shot. I’m sorry this is my fault.”


  “It’s not your fault. None of it.”


  “But I felt her. She was moving and labor started and I just wanted to finish the shoot, to get the last of the light, the nest. If I had just gone to the hospital when it started . . .”


  “No. They said it’s clear she died a couple of days before.”


  “How can they tell? How can they know that when I didn’t know? She was inside me. She was right under my heart. How could I not have known?”


  “It’s just the way things happen sometimes. But you did nothing wrong. You are strong and amazing. I am humbled by your strength.”


  She cried and wailed, letting the anguish out, letting it rush into the room, allowing Hale to cradle her, to help her through the worst pain she could have ever imagined, ushering in a deeper love for her husband, a love she couldn’t have imagined in all the daydreams she’d had since he left the year before.


  


  Chapter 22


  Hale carried April to their bed, gently laying her head on the pillow. She reached up for him.


  He sat on the edge. “There’s one more thing I really want to do, April. For me, please, can we do this?”


  April reached up and cupped his cheek. “What?”


  He put his hand over hers. “I don’t know what you think of doing this, and if you really object, I will acquiesce. But it would mean so much to me if we had a place to go. Like with Andrew. His body’s not there, but there’s the memorial. It’s, well, it’s nice to have a place to go to visit.”


  April nodded. “Okay.”


  “But that’s not all. I want to name her. We need to . . . well, do something. We can’t keep calling her her. It’s wrong. And I hope and think that if we can name her and put her memorial . . .” Hale saw April’s fragile spirit. He didn’t want to go into the details of the body placement of dead babies.


  She sat up and looped her arms around his neck. “I know. Her body is lost to us. But . . .” April nodded, her body sighing as she expelled air. “I have wanted to say that to you for days. I thought you’d think it was . . . well, nuts. The doctor did, and most of the nurses, too. That’s just not what they do.”


  Hale kissed her. “Well, it will be what we do. Nuts, crazy, insane, or not. She’s our baby, and we will do what is right for us.”


  And Hale laid down beside April. “We’ll be okay. We’ll be okay.” He wrapped her in his arms, her body curved into his, the scent of her ocean-washed hair in his nose. They fell asleep like that, and Hale did not move a bit until he woke the next morning, warm with the love and weight of his wife in his arms.


  


  Chapter 23


  April and Hale stood at the foot of an unmarked grave. His grasp warmed her as she leaned against him, feeling for the first time in ages as though she were truly loved and supported. The small stone, rounded on the top, gleamed as the sun hit the thin sheets of quartz veining that ran through the darker granite around it. April knew the marker had been selected for its imperfect nature, for the idea it was a mix of rock, less suitable for engraving, undesirable for families who paid to have a monument created for their loved ones. Yet looking at the pink and crystal ribbons that cut through the dark rock, April thought it was perfect, exactly what should have been placed there.


  Hale let go of April’s hand and put his arm tight around her shoulder. She wrapped hers around his waist. He looked at her, and she turned her face to meet his gaze. “This is where she is? For sure?” April asked.


  He looked at the scribblings on the paper and then counted the stones from the end. “Number seven. This is it.”


  April looked down at her feet and closed her eyes, trying to get a feel for their daughter, silently telling her she was there, her parents were there to honor her unlived life.


  The wind blew April’s hair across her face. She pushed it behind her ear. “Are you sure this is okay? This is what you want?”


  Hale nodded. “I’m sure. You?”


  She nodded. “I would like her at Bliss with Andrew’s stone. But she was laid here. She’s with four other little souls. The idea that we would dig her up and . . .” April couldn’t finish the sentence. There was another baby who’d died within a day of Baby Girl Abercrombie. Even if they dug up the gravesite, there was no guarantee that it would be their daughter’s body they moved. “I like to think these children are all together, that they’re playing, comforting each other.”


  Hale looked into the sky.


  “Sorry. That’s gruesome. But it helps me to think of it that way.”


  He nodded. “And you like what the stone will say?”


  “Unlived but not unloved. Yes.”


  He kissed the top of her head. “Lily Carys Abercrombie. Our loved one. Hers will be the first name placed on the stone.” They had taken the name Lily from April’s grandmother and Carys because it meant our loved one.


  “Then Mary Simon’s name will come next. I am glad her parents agreed to keep her here as well. I can’t imagine trying to discern . . .”


  April rubbed his back. “They’re nice people. The Simon couple.”


  A sprinkle of rain picked through the oak tree leaves that partly sheltered the space. April stooped and ran her finger along the most prominent quartz vein in the stone. “Sleep tight, Lily. Mommy will be back soon.” She got to her knees and put her hand on the top. “Keep her safe,” she said. As she leaned back on her heels to stand, she noticed a weed. She stretched to pluck it from edge of the stone when white blooms caught her eye. She crawled around the other side of the stone, and then knelt to take in what she saw. Her mouth dropped open. Hands folded in her lap, she began to cry.


  Hale joined her. “What’s the matter?” He patted her shoulder.


  She covered his hand with hers. “Look.”


  He moved around to see what April was pointing at.


  Behind the stone were the distinct green leaves of lily of the valley. And inside the green folds were the fragrant bells, the sweet smell perfuming the fall air.


  Hale went and touched the leaf of one. “I thought these only bloomed in spring. Remember the Camerons? Their whole house was surrounded by them.”


  April crawled around farther. She leaned in and inhaled the sweet scent. “Someone must have forced the blooms inside their home and planted them.” April patted the recently turned over soil around the base of the two plants. She looked around at the other graves and saw that none of them had new flowers planted or placed near them. “Who did this?”


  “Who else knows we named her Lily?”


  April shook her head. “No one other than the cemetery owner.”


  She wiped her hands and reached up for Hale to help her. “Coincidence, I guess. Someone doing something nice?”


  He pulled her up. “You sure you’re okay with this? Keeping her here?”


  April thought of all the things she wouldn’t be okay with, all the things that had gone wrong in the way Lily’s death had been handled. “Keeping her here . . . yes. I like that idea. We aren’t leaving her, we’re keeping her safe with the others. Yes. I am at peace.” She couldn’t believe she was, that she felt any peace about the matter at all.


  They began to walk back to the car, hands clenched together. “Thank you, Hale. I couldn’t have done any of this without you.”


  He leaned in for a kiss. “It’s what I live for, April. I will do whatever you need, always.”


  And they finished the walk back to the car just as the rain crashed down, nearly washing the dirt road away as they wound down the lane that led back to the ferry.


  


  Chapter 24


  Autumn had fully settled over Kill Devil Hills. The beach was thinning as it did each year, and April traded her long swims for sweatshirts like Hale’s, hand-knitted sweaters, and hours walking the shoreline after having harvested the oysters for the day. Sometimes she walked with Hale and other times with Clementine.


  There was something about those rambling sojourns, with Hale’s big hand swallowing April’s, or her palm pressed against Clementine’s, that anchored April in the present, buffering her from the loss of Lily. Her pain was still there, but not suffocating, at least not all the time. She knew the heaviness, the shock of having been suddenly not pregnant but without a baby at her breast would stay with her for the rest of her days. But in the gentle rhythms of life at the banks, cooking with Martha, completing her list, spending time with Clementine and Hale, April thought perhaps she had seen a glimmer of what life could be moving forward.


  She still took to her bed when she was overcome with exhaustion, pain, or that ghost-like pull at her breasts that reminded her she would probably be feeding Lily right then if not for . . . if not for her death. April always made herself say those words to herself, and somehow, attaching death to Lily, knowing where she was, even if she wasn’t buried at Bliss, gave April something to hold close. She couldn’t have imagined how much it would help her to have named Lily, to have a memorial, a place to sit with her, but she felt as though her darker moments grew shorter as each day of the fall grew shorter as well.


  A few days before Hale was to head back to Vietnam, he walked with Clementine and April and then joined them at Martha’s for a going-away meal. April took comfort in seeing Hale, Roy Laird, and Seth Shelby in front of the TV, watching a full compliment of college football games, including the Duke vs. North Carolina State game while she and the other ladies prepared the meal.


  She wanted to be alone with Hale, to have him to herself the last few days he was home, but she knew this dinner was important for him, that it would show him that she had enough support from friends and he could head back to war and focus on flying instead of worrying about whether his wife was halfway to crazy back home.


  April showed Clementine how to cube the sweet potatoes for their Spicy Sweet Potato Soup.


  Martha squeezed April’s arms. “You seem much more content since you visited the cemetery.”


  April turned the heat on under the pot and added onion, garlic, cilantro, cumin, and chili powder and chili flakes. She blended the ingredients with a wooden spoon, then took a glass of water from the breakfast bar behind her. “I feel better. Yes. It’s still,” April took a long swallow of lemon water, “paralyzing at times. The pain of it when I suddenly think of Lily. When that sensation that I never gave birth hits me, I still buckle over. My chest feels engorged, my heart empty.”


  April put her hand over Clementine’s to show her how to better angle the knife when she cubed the potato. “But then, oddly enough, I think of those oyster shells you keep having me haul back to the beds to be used by baby oysters again. The shells are empty. They did their job, but then they’re open to being a home again. It’s an amazing thing to think about. Maybe, if I’m lucky, my body is just preparing itself to be full again; like the shells waiting for baby oysters to make use of them. Eventually, the empty shell is full again.”


  Martha squeezed April’s arms as she passed behind her. “I hadn’t known you’d see a connection like that, April. But I’m pleased the work was useful in helping you heal.”


  “It did. Like you said, busy hands help heal the heart.”


  “It helps having named her, too? Knowing where she is?” Martha asked.


  “Oh, yes, so much. Lily. When Hale and I went to the morgue and tried to get answers about what they’d done with her body, I thought I might just drop dead right there. I couldn’t stop myself from forcing them to tell me every detail that they could recall. I think I might have even forced them to make things up just to get me out of their office.”


  Martha chopped cucumbers and tomatoes for the cucumber salad. April mixed the olive oil, sea salt, and dill to start the dressing.


  “We stopped to see that nurse who was so nice.”


  “The one who gave Hale the blanket?”


  “Nurse Peters, yes.” April scooped up the chopped tomatoes, cucumber, and onion and put them into the bowl. “Just to hear someone say ‘this is a rotten experience, terrible to the core. It’s okay to feel how you do . . .’”


  “Losing a child is the worst thing I could fathom.” Martha said, pointing her knife at April.


  “Yes,” April chuckled and added lemon juice to the dressing. “It’s funny because I could let go once someone just said I wasn’t crazy. Someone who wasn’t a family member, who didn’t love me already.”


  “And boy does Hale love you.”


  “I know.”


  “I’m glad you have some touchstones. The blanket, her resting place.”


  April set the spoon aside and smiled. “I can close my eyes and visualize her face, where she is buried, her name soon to be on the stone with Mary’s. And that lily of the valley—two of them planted behind the grave. All of it comforts me in some little way that has added up to me starting to feel so much better.”


  Martha took over the stirring of the oil and herb mixture. “Did you say Mary was the other girl’s name?”


  April nodded.


  “And there were lily of the valley planted there?”


  April went to the stove and bent down, turning the flame closer to medium than high heat. “That’s right. I asked the cemetery caretaker who planted them, if Mary’s family had been there yet, if anyone at all had been there. But he hadn’t seen anyone. He was going to check with one of the laborers who worked for him, but he never called to tell us he learned anything from him.”


  Martha’s eyes were wide and her face bright.


  “What is it?”


  “Pull that yellow leather book down from my recipe shelf, the garden one.”


  April did.


  “Flip to the back where the pink bookmark is.”


  April turned the pages and ran her hand down the crease when it was open on the counter. A photo of the lily of the valley bloom was there with its origin story and history, and growing instructions were outlined.


  Martha bent over the book with April. “See there,” Martha said, pointing.


  April put her finger near Martha’s and read, “Lily of the valley is also known as Mary’s Tears.”


  April brought her hand to her mouth as chills rippled through her body. She gripped the edge of the breakfast bar to steady herself. “Lily means innocence or pure. We named her after my grandmother.”


  “And the other little girl who is buried there is Mary, right?”


  April nodded, her eyes filling.


  “Someone planted lily of the valley there, and it fits both your daughter and Mary. That is interesting all right.” Martha said, staring at the book. “Keeping her there seems so right, doesn’t it?” Martha seemed to say to herself more than to April.


  April heard sobs and sputtering coming from behind her. She and Martha whipped around to see Clementine crying.


  “Oh, Clementine. It’s all right. We shouldn’t have been talking about such things.” April wrapped Clementine in her arms and shushed her, smoothing the back of her hair.


  Clementine’s shoulders jumped with her sobs. “I feel so sad for Baby Lily. In the ground. Cold and alone.”


  April got down to her level and held her hands. “Oh, Clementine.” This was the first time April had seen someone else weep for Lily in a way that saw the baby as needing concern the way a typical newborn might. “Now that we know where she is, we can warm her with love. She’s safe and she’s loved.”


  Clementine nodded, appearing again much younger than her years. “I’m alone.”


  “You have us. All of us, here,” April said.


  Clementine nodded and drew a breath through her choppy sobs, trying to stop herself from crying. “I know. I don’t feel too bad most of the time, but the baby . . . no one is there, really. She’s alone.”


  April wanted to take Clementine’s sadness away, but knew you couldn’t just sweep up someone else’s sorrow with a broom and dustpan. “She’s not alone, though,” April said. “She’s with some other children who . . .”


  “Died?” Clementine said through her sobs.


  April nodded. “It’s a terrible thing, but just knowing where she is, we can visit and love her, and she is safe. Just knowing has made all the difference for me.”


  Clementine nodded. “You were so sad when I first met you.”


  April nodded but didn’t tell her she was still sad, that the feeling would never completely vacate her.


  “You wish to hold her,” Clementine said.


  April couldn’t speak at first. She sniffled. “Knowing Lily’s at peace is a sort of embrace for me. For now it feels that way.”


  “Being with you and Aunt Martha makes me warm. And if your baby is safe at peace there and you visit from time to time, then I can wait for my mother to visit. She will come, and I will give her the peace that your daughter gives you. If she knows I’m safe, then she will be at peace, like you. Right?”


  April didn’t know how to respond. She couldn’t speak with the knot that formed in her throat. She could not imagine having a daughter alive in the world and not wanting to be with her every day, but she would not say that. If Clementine found something to grasp on to, to feel better about her mother being gone, then April would not disrupt that.


  Clementine threw her arms around April’s neck. “You can hold me, Miss April.”


  April was slow to take Clementine fully in her arms, but when she finally hugged her tight, completely like a mother would, tears fell down April’s cheeks.


  Clementine patted April’s back. “Shush now, Miss April. We can hold each other anytime because you are missing a daughter and I am missing a mother. We match.”


  April couldn’t respond in any way except to continue the embrace to find comfort in the wise words of an eleven-year-old.


  “Do you think my mom feels peace because she knows I’m here with Aunt Martha? Safe and buttoned up, she would say?”


  “I’m sure she feels exactly that, Clementine.” How could anyone leave this girl?


  April knew that getting past the death of her child would never happen completely. She was not sure when she’d stop feeling both empty and still bloated with a pregnancy she didn’t remember completing.


  She wasn’t sure when she’d finish a day having not dropped into some amount of depression that kept her from doing anything productive, when she might not feel the numbing pain of loss at some point each day of her life.


  But this time with Martha, Clementine, and Hale had gone far to helping her reenter the land of the living, to see the future as possibly bright, to feel a flutter of hope that she might be happy someday, once again.


  


  Chapter 25


  Hale enjoyed the meal April, Clementine, and Martha had prepared for him. The sweet potato soup had just the right amount of honeyed, spicy bite. April and Clementine recounted the story of Louis Bechamel as they served the Oysters Mornay, and Hale saw contentment relax April’s shoulders and soften the anger behind her eyes. She smiled as she served the food. “And this sauce is now what we call Shelby Sauce because she added a secret ingredient.”


  He took a bite. “Hot pepper!” The women all nodded. And Hale watched as April ate, the way she closed her eyes. He could feel her enjoyment of something as simple as a meal with friends. This small joy gave him some comfort in what lay ahead for his wife.


  On their walk back to the cottage, she grew quiet, and just as quickly as her burden had lifted while at the Shelbys, he saw the grief return and veil her happy face and harden her softer gaze.


  He squeezed her hand as they walked up the steps. His mind raced. Was she okay enough to be left behind? Should he force her to go to Bliss? Was there anything at all he could do beyond what he already had to ensure she was safe when he was overseas?


  “Look,” April pointed to the door as they came across the porch. “Did we leave the lights on?”


  “You wait here,” Hale said, guiding April to the side as he entered the home, braced to confront an intruder.


  “Oh, shoot,” Mrs. Abercrombie said. “I thought you’d be out for another hour at least.”


  “Mom! What the hell are you doing? I was ready to wrestle you to the ground.”


  She opened her arms. “It’s just me.”


  “Come in, April,” Hale said.


  She entered the house. Hale waved her into the hug that his mother was giving him.


  “April. I’m so glad to see you,” she said. She took April’s cheeks in her hands. “How’s our girl?”


  April started to answer, but then something drew her attention on the table near the door. She went to it and bent over, taking a closer look. Her body blocked Hale’s view of what she was studying. She turned with a piece of paper in her hand.


  “It was you?” April leveled her gaze on Mrs. Abercrombie.


  She sighed and sank into the chair behind her. “I left the note to explain.”


  April nodded.


  “What’s going on?”


  Hale went to April’s side. He saw what she’d been obstructing. He pulled her close and inhaled the scent. On the little table near the door was a potted lily of the valley. He immediately thought of the gravesite where someone had planted flowers. Could his mother have done that? He drew a deep breath and looked over his shoulder. His mother smiled and nodded.


  He put his hand at the small of April’s back, and they moved toward the couch and sat across from Hale’s mother.


  “I wrote the letter so I wouldn’t have to say any of this out loud. I’m not good . . . I can’t talk about it. I can’t form the words in my mouth, but somehow, I managed to write it all down.”


  April looked at Hale and nodded. “You don’t have to talk about it, Mom. We’ll read what you wrote.”


  “But the flowers. I did plant them. I’m sorry I didn’t ask you first. I just wanted to make sure our little girl knew she was loved.”


  “But how did you know we were going to name her Lily? How did you know about Mary?” Hale asked.


  Hale’s mother appeared confused. “Mary? I didn’t know anything about names. The florist had forced some for a wedding that was canceled, and I knew they would seed themselves over the years, that they would be easy to care for. I thought they would be nice. And something, the strong scent of them kept drawing me back to them.”


  April sobbed into her hand, covering her mouth. “Thank you,” she said through her fingers. Hale held her tighter.


  “But who is Mary? I thought you said you named her Lily Carys.”


  “We did. Mary is the daughter of the only other couple the morgue could connect to the babies buried there.”


  Mrs. Abercrombie’s forehead puckered as she thought. “Do you mean her parents will be offended?” She drew back.


  Hale held up his hand. “No, no, Mom. It’s not that. We just found out today what lily of the valleys are sometimes called . . . do you know?”


  She shook her head.


  “Mary’s tears.”


  She fell against the back of the chair. “Holy Mother of Pete. You’re kidding me.”


  “No. It’s so strange, isn’t it?”


  Hale’s mother nodded. “That was meant to be, then. It was.”


  April continued to cry, dropping her face in her hands. Mrs. Abercrombie went to the couch. She and Hale held April, comforting her until the sobs reduced to sputterings and she was exhausted enough to sleep.


  Once Hale tucked April into bed, he drove his mother back to the ferry in the car she had borrowed earlier from Jeb Hollis.


  “Thank you, son,” Mrs. Abercrombie said. “Thank you for letting me comfort her, for being okay about those flowers. Somehow, it’s helping me heal to help April.”


  “I’m glad, Mom,” Hale said.


  “Let me know what I need to do for her. April’s room will be ready when she is, the darkroom is stocked, anything she needs while you’re gone, I will do.”


  Hale returned Jeb Hollis’s car once he dropped his mother off at the ferry. He walked home from there, excited to spend the next few days, his last days before heading back, alone with April. He hoped they could enjoy the time and simply absorb every moment in a way that would travel with him back to Vietnam, in a way that would stay with her when he was gone.


  


  Chapter 26


  April woke. She slipped from under the covers, careful not to wake Hale. As autumn grabbed more fully onto each morning, April noticed the sun taking longer before it peeked into the corner of the bedroom window. She sat on the edge of the bed and waited for enough light to fill the room so that she didn’t have to turn on a lamp.


  She finally went to the dresser and pulled open a drawer, lifting the pink blanket from inside. She held it against her cheek and closed her eyes, trying so hard to call up an image of her daughter’s face, Lily’s face. She’d glimpsed her, she remembered, that she knew, but oh, how she wished she could have held her. For just a minute, it would have made all the difference.


  She felt tears collecting in her eyes and didn’t notice that Hale had stirred until he was standing beside her, his arm around her shoulder.


  “I have something to give you.” April carefully refolded the blanket and placed it in its special place, in its own drawer. She unzipped her camera case and pulled out the scrap of envelope that Nurse Peters had given her.


  They sat, his body warm as she leaned into him. Her hands shook as he unfolded the scrap and she held it for him to see. Inside it was another piece of paper, nearly identical, but this one was thick, glossy photographic paper.


  He looked as though he was not breathing as he stared at it.


  “I took a photo, close up, so close that it almost looks like a perfect copy. You can tuck it away in your wallet.”


  She watched as he traced the baby’s foot and dotted each toe. “Oh my God, this is . . .” Hale could not seem to finish his thought out loud. He covered his eyes, rubbing them, and his shoulders shook with the same grief April had been feeling all by herself since the birth.


  Now she took him in her arms, kissing his cheeks, finally able to tell him they would be okay, that life would march forward, and they would be joined as it did.


  


  Chapter 27


  April and Hale spent the last days of his visit making love and cooking all the dishes she’d learned to make with Martha and Clementine. Halfway through their last forty-eight hours together, they went through the letters from the author of the book April was shooting and also the publisher’s letters. Having the chance to sort through her professional obligations in the company of Hale made the list of things she needed to do seem doable.


  Even with April feeling as though she was finally beginning her journey through the grief, actually moving through it as opposed to being drowned in the middle of it, she couldn’t imagine rising each day, taking photos, developing the film.


  Her moods still moved with the unpredictability of the short, choppy waves of the Albemarle Sound, lacking the timed patterns that long-running sea waves embodied. She never knew when the veil would drop and the pain would hit, turning to numbness that sent her to her bed, pulling the covers over her head. How could she possibly promise to finish the work if she could not promise she would manage to stay out of bed each day?


  “Think about this, though,” Hale said. “Again, I don’t care if you ever lift that camera again. My salary is enough, along with the funds your parents have set aside to maintain Bliss.”


  April held up her hand. “But I’ve been taking pictures at Martha’s. Maybe I could do it.”


  “That’s different. That was a labor of love; you were inspired by Martha and her affection for a niece who needs her so much. This job, the photos of life on the Albemarle, is close to your heart, but it’s not the same inspirational type of work that photographing Martha was. I don’t want you taking this on and then feeling like you can’t complete it and then having you tumble back into—”


  “The sadness will never go away, Hale.”


  “I’m not saying that.”


  “But if I write to this author and say I can’t finish this job, it will change the parts of my life that make me who I am, child or no child.”


  Hale puffed his cheeks and blew out air. “I don’t know.”


  April shrugged. “I understand what you’re worried about. I worry, too. That darkness that wraps me tight when I least expect it is awful. But I see now what Martha was doing in giving me that list. And that phantom baby crying. I still hear it, but I just feel like it’s become part of me.” She shook her head as though trying to dislodge the thought. “I could always turn the radio on, you know, if it gets to me.” April forced a chuckle.


  Hale laughed with her. “That’s only half-funny. That project with Martha is different, April. All those things. It didn’t matter if you didn’t do them. No one was threatening to sue you or asking you to return your portion of an advance.”


  April drew a deep breath, closed her eyes, and exhaled. She took Hale’s hands in hers. “You’re right. I know what you say is right. But maybe I’m ready to really be distracted. To really dig into something constructive. I can finally breathe. And, I need to finish this project.”


  Hale nodded.


  “I am going to propose that I tack on an extra two weeks to Blackman’s timeline. That will give me time to ball up under the covers if I need to and still complete the work.”


  Hale leaned in and kissed April. He pulled back and traced his finger over her lips, studying them as though he sought to draw her later. Though hating that Hale’s life was in danger when he was overseas, there was something so precious about only spending discrete amounts of time together. She knew Hale understood this more than anyone. And she thought his attentiveness was not only to please her but to sustain him later when he could call up the times they spent just loving one another.


  He nodded. “Okay. I can smell what you’re cooking, April. But you have to promise to abandon the whole thing if necessary. Even if you don’t do this project, you can have a career in photography. You can use your skills in a million different ways, for a million different reasons, you—”


  “I realize now more than ever that I have to finish the Albemarle Sound project. I wouldn’t have imagined it possible that I could do it three weeks back. All I know is that I need to complete this task. I have to do it.”


  He leaned into her, his forehead on hers.


  “And if I go back and forth to Bliss to complete the work, I will have a chance to visit Lily.”


  “So you’ll still live here?” Hale said.


  “Yes. I can’t live on the sound. Not yet. I need to do one thing at a time. And right now, the patterns I’ve developed here, the time with Martha and . . .”


  “Clementine. You really enjoy her, don’t you?”


  “I do. I do.”


  Hale nodded. “You’re right. Stay here until you’re ready.”


  April looped her arms around Hale’s neck and slid onto his lap, her legs around him.


  They kissed, and Hale stood and laid her gently on the bed. He lifted her nightgown and kissed her belly, her thighs, her knees, and back up again. April had never felt such pleasure in someone simply paying every bit of attention to her, every part of her, bringing every cell in her body to life, healing her as much as anything in the universe could have done.


  


  Chapter 28


  Hale stood in front of the mirror, smoothing the front of his uniform. He imagined one day turning in his wings and forging a life stateside, with April. He knew that time was coming, and he was ready for it in many ways. He thought his luck had been pressed enough in Vietnam, and though he was more proud of the work he’d done since becoming a pilot than any other achievement in his life, he was ready to seriously start planning for his future.


  April came up behind him and laced her arms around his midsection, her head peeking out from behind him. “You look so handsome. I just want to rip that off of you and toss you on the bed.”


  He shook his head and turned to her. “Oh man, don’t tempt me. I’m depending on you to behave.”


  “So you don’t have to?”


  “That’s right, my sweet potato.” He leaned down and kissed her, once more recording the feel of her against him.


  Hale pulled away, tears stinging his eyes. They held hands and looked at each other, staring, the ticking of their final moments together matching his heartbeat. He held her hand to his chest. “That is for you. Every beat, every breath.”


  She looked away, her face tensing. “I won’t cry. I won’t waste our last bit of time crying.” She took an exaggerated breath and fanned her face.


  Hale leaned against the closet door. “I have something for you.”


  April smiled. “I do love presents.”


  “Close your eyes,” Hale said.


  She squeezed them shut, and he opened the door and entered it, feeling around in the back corner. “Roy picked it up for me when he went to Elizabeth City the other day.” He backed out of the closet. “Are your eyes still closed?”


  “Yep,” she said.


  He turned, arms full. “Open them.”


  She first focused on his face but then quickly looked to what he had in his arms.


  “My record player.”


  He nodded. “Here. Take it from me, so you can see what’s underneath.”


  She gripped the pebbled leather box from his grasp and saw what was underneath. A record album. Her mouth fell open.


  “Donovan! ‘Catch the Wind’—I love it!”


  “Now you don’t have to plan your evenings around hearing that dedication to Sara. Whoever she is.”


  “Oh, Hale.” She set down the record player and threw her arms around his neck. He lifted her and swayed a bit. He inhaled, her fresh shampoo filling his nose. He hoped he could carry this memory forever if he funneled it to his brain through his sense of smell.


  “I may never listen to that song again, myself,” Hale said, chuckling. His words pressed against her ear, then her neck. “But I know it gives you comfort, and for that, I thought you needed it.”


  “It’s just perfect. Thank you.” She laid her head against his shoulder.


  “And I brought a bunch more albums from the house. They’re in the back of the closet in milk crates.” He shrugged. “For when you need some noise but you’re tired of the same ten most popular songs of the month being played over and over.”


  She tilted her head and looked at him as though he’d performed a miracle. He was so happy to leave her with something that was good, that would be meaningful. “I will make you proud, Hale. I promise. You believe in me, and you see right past the crazy. And I swear,” she held up her hand, “you will not regret loving me.”


  “I know, I know, I know.”


  Outside, Roy beeped his horn.


  Hale’s throat closed when he thought this was it. He was leaving, and he would not see her for at least a year. He shook his head and felt every heartbeat against his chest. April inhaled so deeply, her shoulders rose. She exhaled and fanned herself with her hand again, her blue eyes tearing up, taking on a deep sapphire color, dark as night just as it meets the edge of day on the Outer Banks.


  She patted his pocket. “You have it, right?”


  He cleared his throat, trying to get words past the swollen sadness that formed there. “Right beside the picture you gave me last year of us at Bliss. My most precious treasures.”


  “Mine, too,” April whispered. “You better go.” She looked toward the door.


  He nodded and picked up his duffel bag and started toward the door. He could not look back. If he did, he thought he would burst into tears like a baby.


  He moved toward the door and heard a sob escape her throat behind him. He stopped. His instinct was to run back to her to make it stop. But he had to go, and stopping to wipe her tears would not make this easier.


  He reached for the doorknob and turned it. He pulled the door open, his breath completely gone. He had started to step outside when he found he could not move any farther. He turned to call her to him, but she was already there, leaping into his arms, giving him one final chance to remember the way she felt, the way she smelled, the way she loved him like no one in the world ever had.


  


  Chapter 29


  April, Martha, and Clementine had dug twenty-three holes in search of the shells. “Number three on that list is a killer,” April said.


  “Remind me to make it clearer to mark the spot next time,” Martha said, laughing through her words.


  “You did make it clear, and I marked it, I swear.” April stood, hands on her hips. “You believe me, Clementine, right?” April took Clementine’s hand in hers.


  “’Course I do, Miss April.”


  “Wait. I remember now,” April said. “It’s closer to the Hamilton house than the lane.” They ran toward the spot, following April. As they neared the neighboring property, a red swatch of the bike flag April had used to mark the spot became visible. She jumped up and down and clapped. “Yes!”


  The three of them pushed their trowels into the sand and cleared away the muck until they reached them. They pulled out the jingle shells, oyster shells, and scallop shells. April handed them all to Martha. She pushed them into the water and used her thumb to scour away the black mud.


  Once they were all clean, they backed up to the lane where there was no standing water. Martha lined them up on the ground, and they stood there, forming a circle, their heads bent, hands on hips, studying them.


  “Are they supposed to do something?” Clementine asked.


  “Get up and dance?” April did a little jig.


  “No, no. It’s something entirely different. They won’t do a single thing. They’ve already done it.”


  Clementine winked at April, and April crossed her arms in response. Then they made bug eyes at each other, giggling. Martha squatted down and waved the other to two to join her.


  “All right,” April said. “This is serious, I can see.” April knelt to get a closer look.


  Martha ran her finger down the back of a jingle shell. “See how black that is?”


  They nodded.


  “Well, it probably turned black within three weeks of it being buried. It’s been six, but let’s just say I know these things, and it’s true.”


  They nodded, grinning at Martha’s seriousness.


  “And this oyster shell is black as well. There’s still some slate grey showing through, but it’s pretty black. Getting there, anyway.”


  “I see,” Clementine said.


  “And this, the scallop shell is white as snow.”


  “But,” Clementine said, “it was buried right there with the others. I saw you pull them out.”


  “That’s right,” Martha said.


  April knew that much of what Martha had her do over the weeks she’d been on the Outer Banks had been done to keep her busy, to give her something relatively mindless to do so that she would have less time to fall back into the blackness that surrounded the death of her baby. But she felt as though there was something else in this lesson.


  “I don’t get it,” Clementine said.


  Martha stood and signaled Clementine and April to stand as well. She held her hands out to her side and faced the marsh. “Come on, girls. There’s one hand for each of you.”


  April and Clementine made faces at each other and took her hands, all three staring out across the marsh. “That marshy, mucky mud overwhelmed three shells. And the three shells came out of the muck with varying wear and tear on their outer skin, didn’t they?”


  They nodded. April began to think of all she’d been through, her own version of mucky, marshy mud.


  “Well, in life,” Martha said, “when the muck rises over one person’s head and sucks them in, the person absorbs the mess right away. Another person fends it off for a while, but eventually it blackens also. And then other people emerge from life’s troubles completely unchanged, humor intact, moods light, as though they were never submerged in any pain at all.”


  April leaned forward and looked at Clementine, whose face was scrunched up in confusion.


  April sighed. “So this is for Clem and me?”


  “For everyone. This lesson is for everyone.”


  “I don’t get it,” Clementine said.


  “I think I do.” April squatted down, the tops of her purple rubber boots poking at her bottom. Clementine and Martha hunkered down, too. Their hands still joined, April spoke. “Maybe that scallop didn’t change color, but my sense is that isn’t the point at all, is it, Martha?”


  “The point is that no matter what bad things happens to us in life . . . some people absorb the terrible things quickly, others later, some never, but the point is that no matter what happens to us, we survive it. Look at that jingle shell, Clementine.”


  She nodded.


  “Would you recognize it as a jingle shell, even all blackened?”


  “Of course.”


  “So there you go,” April said. “Our very core, who we are, what makes us unique, remains even after the worst of the worst.”


  Martha looked at April, then Clementine. “That is it, April. That is it.”


  They stood looking over the shells, April feeling more grateful than she ever had that Martha had stumbled upon her that day she pulled her from the riptide. Standing there, April thought of Hale, the way he never missed an opportunity to touch her—a pat on the shoulder when he passed her, even for the fifth time in a day, a kiss on her forehead, the grasp of her hand, his fingers sweeping over her hair absently. He marked her soul every time his touch met her skin. These were the good ways a journey through one’s muck and mud were recalled. Being held up, caressed, loved in the midst of all that was terrible; those moments, penetrating, remaining like mud seeping into the jingle shell. The love.


  April nodded and rubbed her belly. Hale’s massive presence in her life even when he was gone, steadied her. The strength felt new, much sturdier than before.


  Martha, Clementine, the cookbook April was shooting for her, the Albemarle Sound project . . . all of it remained at her center, defining her, giving her a reason to face each day knowing that Lily may not have lived, but she was forever part of April’s life. A life she was finally living again.


  The three ladies—mature, young, and youth—picked up their oyster buckets and hooked them over April’s bike, and they started back down the lane, toward Martha’s home, ready for their afternoon work . . . and life . . . and love.


   



   



  Note to readers…


   



  Mothers heal from birth traumas at different rates and in different ways. This is especially evident when faced with giving birth to a baby who is stillborn. In more recent years, women have been encouraged to engage in rituals that mark the baby’s short life, to fully experience the grief associated with the loss. But this was not always the case. April’s story is very different from what women experience today, but was common for women at the time. Progress is good!


  



   



   



  Thank you for reading Book Two of the Endless Love Series. If you missed it, Book One, the novella—Home Again—is available now. Catch up on how April and Hale first fell in love.


   



   



  COMING SOON… Book Three in the April and Hale saga—Hale returns from Vietnam for good to take his place by April’s side, to (hopefully) create the family they’d always dreamed of. Will April’s work interfere with the opportunity to welcome Hale home as he deserves? Will their love really be Endless?


   



  Also, keep an eye out for a novella featuring Nurse Peters in the anthology called Holiday Bliss, coming in October, 2014.


   



   



  Please enjoy the recipes below. Most were created by Lisa Consiglio Ryan and she generously allowed me to use them in the book, to allow April to heal through her busy hands. Although Lisa advocates for “clean eating” as much as possible, she kindly offered recipes for foods with cheese, milk, butter, and seafood for the purposes of this novel (with the exception of the quiche, which is my recipe and therefore definitely not “clean”). You can find more of Lisa’s delectable (and yes, each and every one of them is delicious) recipes and her take on life at


  http://wholehealthdesigns.com


  



  
    Recipes


    Martha’s Broiled Oysters with Sundried Tomatoes


     


    Ingredients:


    12 oysters, shucked


    8 oz. whole buttermilk


    5-6 sun-dried tomatoes, chopped


    1 onion, chopped


    1Tbsp. fresh parsley


    1 tsp. fresh thyme


    1 cup breadcrumbs


    ½ cup Parmesan cheese, grated


    1 tsp. cayenne pepper


    1 tsp. sea salt


     



    Directions:


    Open the oyster shells and strain the juices into a separate sauce pan.


     



    Throw away the flat half of the shell and keep the deeper one. Rinse shells with cold water. Place the oysters back in their shells and arrange on the bottom of a baking dish. In a medium sauce pan, heat the oyster juice over low heat. Add onion and milk. Bring to the boil.


     



    Remove the mixture from the heat and strain through cheesecloth. Set aside in a large bowl. Add the sun-dried tomatoes to the mixture and stir in the parsley and thyme. Spoon mixture over the oysters in their shells.


     



    Mix together the breadcrumbs, cheese, pepper, and salt. Pour over the oysters. Broil for 1-2 minutes until the tops are brown. Serve warm with a squirt of lemon juice.


     



    Serves 2-4


     



     


  


  



   


  Healing Cucumber + Tomato Salad with Dill


   


  Ingredients:


  1 Tbsp. extra-virgin olive oil


  2 Tbsp. lemon juice


  1 tsp. sea salt


  2 tsp. freshly ground pepper


  2 medium tomatoes, cut into 1/2-inch wedges


  2 English cucumbers, thinly sliced


  1/2 red onion, sliced


  1 Tbsp. fresh dill


   



  Directions:


  In a large bowl, combine the lemon juice, salt, and pepper. Add the chopped tomatoes, cucumber, and red onion. Toss everything together and refrigerate for at least 15 minutes. When ready to serve, strain the salad to get rid of any extra moisture and toss in the fresh dill. Add salt and pepper to taste.


   



  Serves 2


   



   



   


   


  



   


  Clementine’s Chocolate Pecan Pie


   


  Ingredients:


  4 Tbsp. butter


  1/2 cup maple syrup


  2 Tbsp. cocoa powder


  3 eggs


  2 tsp. pure vanilla extract


  ¼ tsp. sea salt


  2 tsp. arrowroot


  2 Tbsp. molasses


  1 tsp. ground cinnamon


  1 cup raw pecans (plus extras for garnish)


   



  Directions:


  Preheat oven to 350 degrees F.


   



  Bring butter and maple syrup to a boil in medium saucepan. Remove from heat and add cocoa powder. Stir until mixture is smooth.


   



  In a large mixing bowl, whisk eggs until frothy. Add extract, salt, arrowroot, and molasses. Slowly whisk ingredients until well blended. Add cinnamon and pecans and stir.


   



  Pour into a prepared piecrust, and top with additional pecans if desired.


   



  Bake in oven for 45 minutes. Let cool on wire rack or refrigerate for 30 minutes before serving.


   



  Serves 4-6.


   


   


  Pie Crust:


   


  Ingredients:


  3 cups whole wheat pastry flour


  1 tsp. sea salt


  ½ cup coconut oil


  1 cup whole milk


   



  Directions:


  Mix flour and salt together in a bowl. Pour oil and milk into another bowl; do not stir. Add all at once to flour. Stir until mixed and shape into 2 flat balls and chill for 1/2 an hour. When dough is nicely chilled, roll it out with a rolling pin as large as your pie dish. Spread oil on pie plate and press dough around. Prick the bottom of the dough with a fork. Cut off the excess so the crust is flush with the rim.


   


   


  



   


  Comfort Cornbread Muffins


   


  Ingredients:


  1 Tbsp. coconut oil


  4 Tbsp. butter


  ½ cup sugar


  1 egg


  1 cup whole milk


  1 cup flour


  ¼ tsp. sea salt


  2 tbsp. baking powder


  1 cup cornmeal


  1 tsp. pure vanilla extract


   


  Directions:


  Preheat oven to 400 degrees F. Grease a 12 muffin baking pan with coconut oil. In a mixing bowl, stir butter and sugar. Add in rest of ingredients. Spoon batter into muffin pan. Bake for 20 minutes or until tops are golden brown. Serve warm.


   



  Makes 12


   



   



  



   


  Mrs. Abercrombie’s Banana Oat Muffins (Hale’s favorite muffins that his mother made!)


   



  Ingredients:


  2 cups Bob’s Red Mill Gluten-Free Rolled Oats


  1/2 cup unsweetened shredded coconut


  1/2 cup raisins


  1/4 cup pumpkin seeds


  1 Tbsp. ground flaxseed


  2 bananas, mashed


  1/4 cup unsweetened almond milk


   



  Directions:


  Preheat oven to 350 degrees F.


  Mix all ingredients and pour into muffin pan. Bake for 30 minutes.


   



  Makes 12


   



  April’s Tea Party Quiche—Watch those shells!


   


  Ingredients:


  Six large eggs


  Half a cup of cream plus a splash more


  Mild cheddar, Gruyere, mozzarella, and a few crumbles of goat or feta cheese


  Tomatoes


  Chilled Pie Crust


   



  Directions:


  Preheat oven to 350 degrees F.


  Break six eggs into bowl—remove all shells if angry when breaking them. Fluff the eggs with a good fork.


  Add cream and fluff some more.


   



  Add cheeses to taste—the more the better, in Kathleen’s house. Fluff the mixture until cheese is buried in the egg and cream.


   



  Place crust into pan. Pour egg mixture into crust. Add a thin layer of more cheese on top. Cut tomatoes and add them atop the cheese and egg in a pleasing design.


   



  Bake at 350 for 55 minutes.
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