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Synopsis:
In this short story, high-school senior Gail and college student Jim team up to
investigate a mysterious butterfly hatching at Ash Grove—and save a little girl
from danger.
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On Shadowed Wings


(An Ash Grove Short Story)


 


“Don’t move!”


Gail Emerson froze at the command. She was kneeling with her
hands in the dirt around the roots of a butterfly bush. It was a sunny spring
day in North Carolina, and up to now nothing more menacing than an early
mosquito had put in an appearance.


Her eyes darted around in search of her trowel—she could use
it as a weapon if he threatened her or Joy—and then the man’s voice came again,
less commanding this time.


“You have a Diana on your head,” he said. At a lower volume,
his voice was pleasantly deep and rich. “I want to get a picture.”


“I have a what on my head?” But
she tried to keep still all the same.


For a second there was silence, and she could hear the sound
of the Hiwassee River rushing by just across the road at the bottom of the hill.
Then there came the synthetic click of a digital camera shooting, and the voice
said in satisfaction, “Got it. You can move now.”


Gail stood up and turned around. The man holding the camera
was a lot younger than she’d expected from his voice, probably around eighteen,
like her. He had sandy hair in need of cutting and wore glasses, and his smile
was shy but friendly. His t-shirt showed off strong shoulders and arms, and she
found herself wishing she was wearing something nicer than her grubby gardening
jeans and hadn’t just scraped her hair back into a ponytail instead of doing
something with it.


“I’m Jim Brody,” he said, holding out a hand to shake. She
hadn’t expected that formality, and she stripped off her gardening glove to take
his hand. Before she could introduce herself, a child’s voice piped, “What’s a
Diana?”


Joy had been sitting so quietly on the front steps with her
book that Gail wasn’t surprised when Jim started. Joy was regarding him with the
curiosity she greeted most new experiences with. She wasn’t a timid girl,
unlike most of the other bookworms Gail knew.


“Its full name is Diana fritillary,” said Jim. “But you
probably know it by a different name.” He didn’t talk down to her, Gail was
glad to notice, but kept his voice matter-of-fact. Joy was smart for her age
and caught on a lot faster than most adults realized. She was short and sturdy
with a button nose—not exactly pretty, but cute.


“Can I see?” she asked, descending the steps.


“Sure.” He hunkered down to her eye level and showed her and
Gail the camera display: the top of Gail’s head, her brown hair in its messy
ponytail, and a blue-and-black butterfly poised there.


“It’s a butterfly,” said Joy, surprised. “Why did you call
it a Diana something?”


“Because that’s its proper name,” Jim explained. “Most
animals have specific names. You know how dogs can be poodles or dachshunds or
terriers? Well, butterflies are like that too. This one just happens to be
called Diana.”


Joy said thoughtfully, “That’s almost my mother’s name.”


“Oh?” Jim’s eyes went to Gail questioningly, and she gave an
incredulous snort.


“I’m Joy’s sitter, Gail. How old do you think I am, anyway?”


“I’m bad with ages,” he said apologetically. He did look a
little dreamy and vague, as if he was calculating equations in his head. “For
instance,” he said, addressing himself to Joy again, “you look like a young
lady of around… twelve?”


Joy wrinkled her nose. “I’m seven.”


“See? I told you.”


Gail relaxed, thinking the dangerous subject had been
averted. But then he asked Joy, “What’s your mother’s name?”


“Anna.” Joy’s blue eyes were very grave, but the guy didn’t
take the hint.


“Well, there is actually a butterfly named Anna,” he told
her. “It’s called Anna’s Eighty-eight, because the markings on its wings look
like the number.”


“Is that true?” Joy’s freckled face lit up, and Gail wished she
knew the guy well enough to signal to him to talk about something else.


But he was encouraged by Joy’s enthusiasm. “It sure is,” he
said. “There aren’t any in North Carolina, though. They live farther south,
where it’s warmer.”


“I wish I could see one,” said Joy wistfully.


“Maybe your dad can take you on a trip to where they live,”
Gail offered, trying to steer the conversation into safer waters. “Where can
you find them?”


“Mexico, sometimes Texas.” He told Joy, “I’ll bet your mom
would like to see it too. The three of you should do that sometime—take a
family trip.”


All the animation left Joy’s face. “My mother’s dead,” she
said.


He blinked as if he’d walked into a wall. “I’m sorry,” he stammered.
“I didn’t know.” He look to Gail for confirmation, and she gave a short nod.
She’d hoped to head him off before the conversation reached this point.


Joy was staring at the ground. “Can I go inside?” she asked
Gail.


“Of course, hon. Don’t forget your book.” As Joy climbed the
porch steps, Gail added to the visitor, “I should go in too to keep an eye on
her. Dr. Sumner ought to be home soon; did you want to see him about
something?”


He was watching Joy with a troubled face. “Yeah, but now I
feel like I shouldn’t butt in. If his wife has just, you know—”


“Anna’s been gone for a little over a year now.” Gail tried
to keep her voice brisk. Losing Anna had been almost like losing a big sister,
not just a neighbor.


“I just thought, since you were doing his gardening…”


“I just pitch in where I can, and gardening is kind of my
thing. Dr. Sumner still hasn’t gotten back on top of everything. They were so
in love—it just really hit him hard.”


“I’m really sorry,” said Jim again. “I wish I’d known; I
wouldn’t have been so clumsy. Do you think I upset her?”


“She’ll be okay. Joy’s a trouper.” She was more resilient
than her father, but maybe that was being a kid. But she had gotten quieter since
her mom had died, that was for sure, and Gail worried about that sometimes.


“Was it cancer?” Jim was asking.


“No, a car accident.” She didn’t want to talk any more about
it, so she gathered up her gardening things and started up the steps. “Come on
in and have something to drink while you wait. Are you in school around here?”


“Young Harris.” He followed her to the kitchen, where she
started filling glasses with ice. “This is just my first year, but I’m liking
it here. It’s so different from Atlanta.”


“That’s where you’re from?”


He nodded. “Of course, anything would be different from what
I’m used to. I’ve been homeschooled since I was twelve. I like it out here in
the country, though.”


Gail had a sudden mental image of him leaning on a split-rail
fence, hair ruffled by the breeze, chewing lazily on a straw. He’d look good in
the cowboy getup, except for his glasses. They made him look like a
fairer-haired Clark Kent.


Then she pulled herself together. She shouldn’t be letting
some strange guy dazzle her just because he was cute and good with kids. It was
disloyal.


Still, it bugged her that Darryl didn’t seem to know how to
get along with Joy. He always talked extra loud and exaggerated everything, as
if she were stupid or practically a baby. Joy saw right through him: now
whenever Darryl came around she would bury her nose in a book to avoid talking
with him.


There are more important qualities in a
boyfriend than being good with kids, she told herself. Like, say, a
sense of purpose. And Darryl had that by the metric ton. He was going to be an
actor—no matter what it took.


But she shouldn’t zone out when Jim was talking. He was
asking her what college she’d chosen.


“I’m still trying to decide,” she admitted. She’d been
accepted to several different schools, but she hadn’t chosen one yet. “My
boyfriend wants me to go to UCLA with him. But I can’t seem to make a decision.”


“Oh?” was all he said, but his eyes were full of questions.
She could tell he was trying not to be nosy, but suddenly something about his
calm, quiet presence made her want to confide in him. He could give her an
objective opinion, maybe a perspective that she hadn’t thought of.


“It’s Joy,” she confessed. “Her dad’s been keeping to
himself so much since Anna died. I know he’s still grieving, but it means he’s
kind of withdrawn from her along with everybody else. Poor kid needs somebody
to look out for her. I feel like if I go someplace far away for college she
won’t have anybody.”


He thought that over. “You don’t think her dad will step up
when you aren’t available?”


“I don’t think he’ll neglect her, exactly. He’s just… he’s
been so vague and out of it. I can’t see him remembering to make play dates for
her or take her to the park. My parents will be happy to help out when they’re
here, of course, but they’re going to be traveling a lot once I’m settled at
college.” Abruptly she stopped, remembering this was practically a stranger she
was blabbing the Sumners’ business to. “Anyway,” she said lamely, “I need to
make up my mind soon whether UCLA is the right choice.”


“Do you know what you want to major in? That could be an
important factor.”


“Probably math. But I can study that just about anywhere. So
what are you taking at Young Harris?”


He didn’t comment on the change of subject, and she was
grateful for that. “Biology,” he said. “You probably figured out I’m into
lepidoptery.”


“I’m guessing that means butterflies.”


“And moths, yeah. That’s why I want to talk to Dr. Sumner.”


“That’s hardly my area of specialization,” was Dr. Sumner’s
response to this when he arrived a short time later. He was a bearded
forty-something with glasses, and as Jim introduced himself and they shook
hands Gail reflected that they looked like members of the same club—a scholarly
association, say. She wasn’t used to being around guys her own age that even
looked like they ever cracked a book, let alone got excited about anything
scientific.


“It’s actually a local legend that led me to you,” Jim
explained. “And everyone agrees that you’re the expert on local folklore. I’ve
been trying to track down a rare species of butterfly or moth that’s been
sighted around here, and I read somewhere about this phenomenon that’s supposed
to take place every year on the last night of April.”


“On Beltane night, then.”


“What’s that?”


“It’s one of the major holidays from the Celtic tradition:
the coming of spring and the time of fertility.” Dr. Sumner popped the top on a
soda and took a seat at the dining room table with them. His eyes still held the
strained look that had been there ever since his wife died, but interest in the
purpose of Jim’s visit had brought some animation to his face. “In fact, it
would make sense that there would be a butterfly connection,” he added. “Beltane
is the night of fire, when people would light ritual bonfires and walk their
livestock between them to bring fertility and good harvests in the coming year.
Women who desired children would even jump over a bonfire to bring about a pregnancy.”


“Where do butterflies come in?” Gail asked. She knew about
Beltane, because Ash Grove High School for the Performing Arts, where Dr.
Sumner taught English, observed the holiday every year with an arts festival
and student dance. It was a big deal for locals. Thanks to Darryl, she was even
going to the Beltane dance this year—not a chance she’d had before, since she
was a Murphy High student. But this was the first time she’d heard wildlife
brought into it.


“In old Gaelic, the same word—tiene-dhe—is
believed to have been used both for the butterfly and for the fire of the
gods,” Dr. Sumner explained. “The ritual fires of Beltane have a sacred quality
shared by the butterfly, which is sometimes held to be the soul of someone who
has died.”


His voice dulled a little there, and Gail had to give Jim
credit for tact: he took up the conversation and easily steered it away from Dr.
Sumner’s wife. “What I was told,” he said, “is that on that night—Beltane
night, I guess—there’s a place where hundreds of moths hatch from their cocoons
at once. There’s some debate over whether they’re butterflies or moths,
actually, because no one seems to have gotten a picture of them.”


“Hundreds of butterflies,” Gail said. “So that’s like
hundreds of souls.”


“Or hundreds of wishes,” said Joy unexpectedly. She had entered
the room silently and come to stand beside her dad’s chair.


Absently he kissed the top of her head and asked, “What do
you mean, honey?”


“Gail told me.”


When they turned expectant faces toward her, Gail said sheepishly,
“A friend of mine who’s part Cherokee told me a story once, and I told it to
Joy. If you want a wish to come true, you catch a butterfly and whisper your
wish to it. Because they don’t make any sound, they can’t tell anyone except
the Great Spirit your wish. When you release the butterfly, it carries the wish
to heaven and to the Great Spirit.”


“What a charming story.” Dr. Sumner was soon absorbed in the
map that Jim had pulled out of his pocket and unfolded, and Joy, dejected,
drifted over to sit by Gail. “So where is this miraculous butterfly convention
held to take place?” Dr. Sumner asked Jim.


“On the Ash Grove grounds.”


“Ah,” said Dr. Sumner, more coolly. “Of course. Where
everything supernatural supposedly happens, if one listens to gossip.”


“Is it just gossip, sir?”


To Gail’s amazement, Jim’s expression was serious. Did he
really believe all the crazy stories the townies told about the school? There
were lots of outlandish legends about the school and its founder, an eccentric
named Josiah Cavanaugh who had founded it almost a century ago. She wouldn’t
have thought a guy with a scientific bent would put any store in them.


Then again, maybe science was at the root of things. Maybe
there was really some strange electromagnetic field surrounding the campus, or
some fringe-science thing, that made weirdness seem to focus there. Like
weather that supposedly only happened to the campus. Or like the story that had
made all the papers last year, when a woman who supposedly had vanished twenty
years ago as a student there had turned up one day, still looking as if she was
sixteen years old.


“I wish I could help you, but I’m afraid I’ve never heard of
such a phenomenon at Ash Grove,” said Dr. Sumner. “I’d be careful exploring the
grounds at night, by the way, especially since they’re tearing down the old
amphitheater. And in the more remote parts of campus, help might be a long time
coming if you get into difficulty. Have you found anything promising so far?”


“Nothing out of the ordinary. A nice Diana fritillary,
though.” Jim showed him the photo of the butterfly on the top of Gail’s head, and
the professor raised an eyebrow at her.


“Thinking of changing boyfriends, Gail?”


Startled, she said, “What?”


Dr. Sumner smiled. It was as close as he came to laughing
anymore. “Local lore has it that when a butterfly lands on a young woman’s head
or clothes she’s about to change sweethearts. Has Darryl not been behaving
himself?”


Gail was very conscious that Jim’s eyes were on her, and she
said more shortly than she meant to, “He’s fine. I’m supposed to meet him at my
house, actually, so unless there’s anything else you need me for—?”


The professor waved a hand in dismissal. “No, I won’t keep
you any longer. Thank you for helping out, Gail.”


Jim pushed his chair back from the table. “I’d better be
getting along too. Thanks for talking to me, Dr. Sumner. I’ll let you know if I
find anything.”


Gail gave Joy a quick goodbye hug and collected her
gardening things. When she and Jim emerged from the house, she saw a bicycle
leaning against a tree. So that was how he had managed to sneak up on her. “How
did you get so interested in butterflies?” she asked as he walked with her to
her house, just next door.


 “Their whole life cycle fascinates me. How quickly they
transform. Have you ever seen a butterfly come out of its chrysalis?”


She shook her head.


“It’s amazing. It’s like—” He rubbed the back of his neck as
he searched for words. “Well, I’ve never seen a baby being born, but this is
like what I imagine that’s like, only with less, you know, mess and pain. The
way it finds its way out into the world, and waits for its wings to dry and
harden so it can fly, and then when it first tries them…”


“Coming to life,” she said, warmed by his enthusiasm. His
glasses slipped down his nose when he got excited, and she saw that his eyes
were a beautiful blue-green.


He grinned at her. “So can you imagine how cool it must be,
to see so many hatchings at once? All of them coming to life at one time, like
it was planned.”


“It must be incredible.”


“Do you want to come along on Beltane night? Saturday, I
guess that would be. I know it’s probably just a myth, but if it really does
happen…”


She was surprised at how much she regretted having to tell
him, “I can’t. The dance is that night.”


“Oh.” He thought for a second. “Could you leave early?”


“I don’t think my boyfriend would be too happy if I ditched
him to go butterfly watching with you.”


“You’ve got that right,” said a deep voice, and Gail was
startled to find Darryl leaning against the railing of her front steps. He had
wavy dark hair with a forelock like a ’50s greaser, and a grin with a touch of
devilry about it. He was handsome but didn’t act like he knew it, which was one
of the nice things about him. She wondered how long he’d been waiting for her,
and feeling guilty she went over to be kissed hello. He slung an arm around her
and regarded Jim. “So you’re what was holding Gail up.”


He said it mildly enough, but Jim said quickly, “I didn’t
mean to. We were just—”


“Never mind. If it was anything to do with the Sumners, I’m
not surprised. Thanks to them I have to actually schedule time with my
girlfriend.”


The last thing she wanted was for him to start harping on
that again. “Darryl, this is Jim,” she said hastily. “He’s studying butterflies
and moths.”


Darryl jerked his head in greeting. “You at Murphy too,
then?”


“Young Harris,” said Jim diffidently. “It’s my first year.”


“Uh huh.” Darryl was no longer listening. “Listen,” he said
to her, “why don’t you go ahead and get changed? Unless you’re planning to go
into town looking like Katharine Hepburn.”


She wished she’d had time to change out of her gardening
jeans and sneakers before he’d arrived. He always commented when she looked
messy. “Sorry,” she said, her cheeks burning.


Jim blinked at her. “Sorry for looking like Katharine
Hepburn? She was a babe.”


“Dressed like a bag lady, though,” said Darryl. “Baggy khakis
and tennis shoes… d’you need me to pick something out for you?”


 “No, I can manage. Nice meeting you,” she said quickly to Jim,
and his “You too” trailed after her as she darted up the front steps and into
the house, wondering whether her madras sundress would satisfy Darryl or if
she’d need to iron the linen one.


 


*  *  *


 


“That’s its head coming out now.
Then bloop, all of a sudden its body will
follow—there it goes.”


“Why’s it just hanging there?” asked Joy. “Why isn’t it
flying away?”


Jim smiled at her impatience. To him the process took place
with astonishing speed, but he could imagine how slow it must seem to a
seven-year-old. “It’s not ready to fly quite yet,” he told her. “See how small
its wings are compared to the mounted butterfly we looked at? It’s going to
hang out there for a little while as the liquid from its body pumps into its
wings and makes them bigger and stronger.”


The classroom in the Young Harris science building was
deserted that Saturday afternoon except for the three of them. When he’d
noticed one of the monarchs was about to hatch, he’d called the Sumner house
and had been lucky enough to get Gail. She brought Joy over at once so the
little girl could watch the amazing process.


Now Joy stood at eye level with the pale green monarch chrysalis,
which was suspended, along with at least a dozen others, from the top of a
cardboard box from which the side had been cut so that they could be observed. Joy’s
face was so close that her breath stirred the hanging case, and Gail gently
drew her back a few inches without looking away from what was happening in the
box. Jim had brought his camera intending to take pictures, but he hadn’t taken
a single one yet, just as absorbed as Joy in the birth of the butterfly… and watching
Gail.


She was wearing a coral sundress and sandals today, and her
long brown hair hung in a glossy braid down her back. Little gold hoops
twinkled distractingly at her earlobes. Maybe she was trying to fend off more
jabs about Katharine Hepburn.


He couldn’t believe what a jerk Darryl was, criticizing his
girlfriend like that in front of a stranger. But it hadn’t seemed to offend
Gail. And Darryl’s comparison was right in one way, at least: Gail’s slim toned
legs, revealed by the short skirt of her sundress, were just as nice as
Hepburn’s. Was she a runner, maybe?


“It’s taking so long,” Joy objected, bringing his wandering
thoughts back to the matter at hand. With its slender spidery legs the monarch butterfly
found a foothold on the chrysalis it had shed and hung there suspended. Ripples
moved through its thorax, pushing liquid into its wings.


“Being born tends to take a while,” said Gail, giving her an
affectionate look. It was obvious how attached to Joy she was. She had even
picked out butterfly-shaped barrettes for Joy’s sandy hair in honor of the
occasion.


Her answer didn’t satisfy Joy, though. “Can we help it go
faster? We could squeeze its tummy.”


“Ooh, that’s not a good idea,” Gail said hastily. “It would
be really easy to hurt him. Wouldn’t it, Jim?”


“Definitely. We’re so much stronger. In nature it’s pretty
much always better to let things happen on their own without interfering;
there’s a big risk of doing more harm than good.”


Joy nodded thoughtfully, accepting this. But Gail looked
troubled—far more troubled than could be explained by a butterfly hatching. “What
if there’s a creature that really needs help?” she asked slowly. “What if it needs
to be protected—like now, when it’s vulnerable and can’t fly away?”


Instantly he realized she was thinking of Joy. To have lost
her mother so young… no wonder Gail was so protective of her. Even now,
apparently unconsciously, she’d wrapped her arms around Joy’s shoulders as if
to shield her.


But Joy wouldn’t always have her there. At some point she’d
need to be able to cope without her babysitter.


He chose his words carefully. “Sometimes an insect or an
animal does need protecting. When it’s really young, say, if it’s lost its—” He
caught himself before he could say parents. “If
it’s on its own,” he said instead. “But eventually everything in nature has to
be able to stand on its own. Even rescued animals have to be able to return to
the wild.”


“Not all of them do, though,” Gail insisted. “Some of them
can’t fend for themselves and have to be kept safe.” Her soft brown eyes were distressed,
and he wanted to smooth out with his fingertip the worry crease that had
appeared between her eyebrows. And then let that fingertip travel along the
adorable curve of her nose and down to her full, blush-colored lips.


He gave himself a mental shake. Focus,
Brody. He wouldn’t be any help to her if all he could think about was
how cute she was. “Yeah, some never return to their natural habitat,” he said.
“But what kind of existence is that for a creature that was born to be free? If
they can’t leave their shelter, they’re not going to experience a full life.”


He didn’t dare make it any plainer. It wasn’t his place to
tell Gail what to do, and he knew she wouldn’t accept any answer she didn’t
arrive at herself.


Unless it was something Darryl told her. He was the type of
guy that girls always seemed to fawn on—the type that made Jim feel inadequate.
Good-looking, confident, never at a loss for words—Jim frequently felt at a loss
for words with girls, having spent so little time around girls his own age
during all the years he was homeschooled. Especially ones as pretty as Gail. But
at least he didn’t get tongue-tied talking about insects, so he didn’t come off
as completely inarticulate.


Yeah, that’d win her over. Dump your studly
boyfriend and go out with me! I may be an awkward four-eyed dork, but I can
name all the body parts of a moth. Real smooth, Romeo. He’d just
embarrass both of them if he made a play for her—not that there was any chance
in the world that she’d even be interested.


Joy squeaked with excitement, pointing. “Look at that other
cocoon! I think it’s going to hatch too!”


He followed her pointing finger and observed the crack that
had appeared in one of the other dangling pupal cases. “He must have decided to
show off for you. This is actually what we call a chrysalis, though; that’s
what most butterflies have. Cocoons are almost always made by moths.”


“So there’s actually a difference?” asked Gail. “They aren’t
moths by default if they’re nocturnal?”


Amazingly, she really sounded interested. “It has to do with
their antennae and wing structure. Here, I’ll show you.” He flipped through his
textbook until he found a diagram, then pointed out the differences. By the
time he was done, the first butterfly was flexing its newly magnificent wings,
almost at their full size.


Gail’s eyes were resting on him thoughtfully when he finally
put the book aside. “You’d be a good teacher,” she said.


The realization that she’d been thinking about him gave him
a rush, but at the same time it made him feel self-conscious. “It’s nice of you
to say so,” he said awkwardly. “I really wanted to teach, until I found out I’m
not suited for it.”


“Not suited? That’s ridiculous. Who told you that?”


Her certainty was flattering, but he couldn’t let it go to
his head. “One of my professors,” he said, not adding that it had been the
department head. “I asked him about jobs in the field, and he set me straight.
My voice won’t carry enough for a class to hear me, for one thing.”


“But there are exercises you can do for that,” she said
instantly. “To use your diaphragm to project your voice, and stuff. Darryl
knows all about it—it’s one of the first things you learn when you’re an actor.
He could teach you.”


Yeah, right. I’m sure he’d love to.
“It’s more than that. It’s… well, my whole bearing, apparently. So much of
teaching is about discipline and keeping order. I’m not a strong enough
personality to keep a bunch of rowdy students on task.”


She folded her arms. “That sounds like someone else talking,”
she said. “Was that your professor again? Why’s he working so hard to
discourage you?”


He almost wished he hadn’t brought it up. “My parents,” he said
reluctantly. “I think they’re afraid I’ll end up scraping by in a teaching job
and barely supporting myself. It’s too bad, because I’ve really enjoyed helping
homeschool my little brothers.”


 “You shouldn’t let them talk you out of it,” she told him. “Plenty
of people support themselves just fine on a teacher’s pay. Dr. Sumner, for one.”
Her eyes weren’t soft now but bright with purpose. Her cheeks had gone pink, and
she looked ready to lead French revolutionaries into battle. And this was all
for him. Imagine what it would be like—no. Don’t imagine. Don’t let yourself think about it; it’s
impossible.


“And I think you’re a really good teacher,” Joy chimed in
unexpectedly, and the moment passed. He laughed in relief and rumpled her hair.


“Thanks,” he said. “Maybe you can write me a letter of
recommendation.”


 


*  *  *


 


As Jim walked them back to the
visitor parking lot, Joy went skipping ahead, arms outstretched like wings.
“Don’t go too far,” Gail called out of habit. But at the same time she was glad
of the chance to talk to Jim alone. “Have you found out anything more about the
legend?” she asked. “The big butterfly birthing at Ash Grove?”


He shook his head. “Not a lot. And the accounts tend to be
really vague about important details, like where on the grounds this is
supposed to happen.”


“Don’t butterflies usually look for a certain kind of place
to make their chrysalis… es?”


He smiled at her attempt at the plural, and she felt a
momentary breathlessness that she tried to quell. It was ridiculous to be
getting all swoony over the guy. Sure, he was nice… and smart… and had an
amazing smile… but Darryl was all those things too. She was perfectly happy as
Darryl’s girlfriend.


Suddenly, though, she found herself thinking of all the
hours she’d spent listening to Darryl dissect an actor’s performance after
watching a movie and thought how much nicer it was to actually be learning
things. Meaningful things, not stuff like how many pounds Christian Bale had
lost for a role and how Daniel Day-Lewis got into character.


“So much depends on the particular type,” Jim said, unaware
of how far her thoughts had traveled. “And I don’t know a thing about these
guys—even whether they’re butterflies or moths. Or something in between.”


“Like… boths? Or motherflies?”


She was ridiculously pleased when that made him laugh.
“Something like that. The scientific terms aren’t as catchy as yours.” He watched
as Joy pretend-flew around a bicycle rack, arms fluttering. The sound of her singing
to herself carried back to them. In a lower voice he asked, “What was Joy’s
mother like?”


Gail felt the laughter ebb away. “She was great,” she said
slowly. “Everyone said how brilliant she was—she was this really talented
musician, even had a couple of CDs out—but to me she was just nice. She was
funny, and cool in a kind of granola way.”


“Does Joy take after her?”


“Not in looks. It’s a shame, because Anna was gorgeous. She
had this fairytale-princess hair, all long and curly… it sounds silly, but I
really envied her that. When I said so once she just laughed and said I was
lucky I could use a blow drier without turning into a Chia pet.”


That made him smile. “You miss her.”


“Yeah.” She had to clear her throat. “She was so easy to
talk to. Maybe because she was so much younger than my parents. She would have
known what I should do about—” She bit off the words. About
UCLA, and Darryl—and you, she had almost said.


What would Anna have advised her? Maybe not to hurry in
making a decision. But that was the thing: time was running out. She needed to commit
to a plan—and a college. And as for Jim… Gail didn’t even know if he was available,
let alone attracted to her. Sure, he was friendly, and he’d invited her and Joy
here to watch the butterfly hatch, but that was just sharing his favorite subject
and doing something nice for a lonely little kid. It wasn’t about any interest
in Gail.


Because guys just didn’t tend to be that interested in her.
She wasn’t bubbly and vivacious, or drop-dead beautiful, or built like a bombshell.
That was why it had seemed like such a miracle when gorgeous, popular Darryl
had singled her out. He’d been hanging out with a group of Ash Grove students
at the mall—Gail had recognized them from their expensive clothes and the fact
that all of them were good-looking. And then the best-looking one had detached
from the group and ambled up to Gail with a smile that made her knees buckle.


“I’m Darryl,” he’d said, and took her hand. Just like that,
as if they were already dating. “We’re having an impressions contest. I need
you to tell everyone that my Nicolas Cage is the best.”


“Okay,” she’d said, and that was the beginning of
everything. All these months later, she still couldn’t believe how lucky she
was that Darryl was into her. But more and more she caught herself wondering if
that was a good enough reason to take such a big step with him.


They had reached Gail’s car, a battered old Ford Escort with
the driver’s-side window permanently at half mast. She was relieved when Jim
didn’t comment on how ramshackle it looked, as Darryl always did. Joy was still
flitting around the parking lot, being a butterfly, and Gail hesitated to call
a halt to her play. She kind of envied Joy, even. How nice to not have all the
questions weighing her down, to just be a little kid again.


Beside her, Jim cleared his throat. When she looked at him,
she found that a red flush had crept over his cheeks. He really did have
wonderful cheekbones. If he chose to become a teacher after all, he wouldn’t
have any trouble holding the attention of female students, that was for sure.


“Gail,” he said, “would you like—I mean, would you ever—”


“Yeah?”


“Nothing. Have a good time at the dance.” He dropped his
eyes and prodded a rock with the toe of his sneaker, and she felt a dart of
disappointment so sharp that it startled her. She should have known better than
to think even for a second that a college guy would be interested in her, let
alone one as cute and smart as Jim.


Not that she wanted him to be interested in her. She already
had a boyfriend, after all.


Unless, thought a part of her
brain, he goes off to California and I don’t go with him…


But now wasn’t the time to think about that. She needed to
get home and start the long, laborious process of getting ready for the dance.


“Joy, time to go,” she called, and the little girl came
running up, breathless and beaming. Once they’d both gotten into the car and
Gail had made sure Joy’s seatbelt was secure, she looked up at Jim. “Good luck
tonight,” she said. “I hope you find your motherflies.”


“Can I go with you?” came the unexpected question from Joy. Her
big blue eyes were fixed beseechingly on Jim.


He shook his head, with a smile to soften the refusal. “I’m
afraid it’ll be way past your bedtime, Joy. And probably I’ll just end up stumbling
around in the dark without finding anything.”


The forlorn expression on Joy’s freckled face gave Gail a
pang. “Jim will take pictures if he does find anything,” she said to cheer her
up. “He can show them to you tomorrow. Right, Jim?”


“Absolutely. If there’s anything there worth seeing, believe
me, I’ll grab it.” His eyes happened to meet Gail’s then, and to her
mortification she could feel a blush spreading over her face.


He didn’t mean you. Hastily she averted
her eyes and put the car in gear. “See you later,” she mumbled, and drove off a
little too quickly, so that the breeze coming in the half-open window would
cool the blush on her cheeks.


 


*  *  *


 


“I still think Darryl should be
picking you up.”


“You know boarding students at Ash Grove can’t have cars,
Mom. It’s no problem for me to drive myself.”


Her mother gave Gail’s hair another spritz of hairspray and
stood back to gauge the effect. “It just doesn’t seem very gentlemanly of him
to make you arrange for your own ride,” she said. Gail’s librarian mother was a
petite blonde, and at the best of times Gail felt like she loomed over her. In
her high-heeled evening shoes she felt more than ever like a hulking monster
next to her dainty mother.


But she’d done all she could reasonably be expected to do
with what she had to work with. She made one last dab with the mascara wand and
turned resolutely away from the mirror. “What do you think? Do I look okay?”


Her mother beamed. “You look beautiful, hon. Let’s get your
dad to take some pictures of you before you leave.”


Her father had to ooh and aah over her too, so it was
already well after eight by the time Gail set out for Ash Grove. Her dad had
offered the use of his car, but Gail didn’t see any reason not to take her own.
Fortunately her mother had lacquered her hair so securely that the wind through
the half-open window didn’t disarrange it in the slightest.


She parked in the visitors’ lot and walked over to the gym,
where the thud of bass was emerging from. The Ash Grove campus was one of the
most picturesque places Gail knew of. After a short bridge that crossed the
river, the road extended through gentle meadows up to a cluster of
old-fashioned stone buildings that looked like an English village. Behind them
rose a wooded ridge, its trees lush in new green, and elsewhere the view was
framed by the gentle slopes of the Blue Ridge Mountains. Tonight they were the
color of slate against the yellow-coral sky, and the long meadow grasses
stirred under the breeze with a peaceful sound. There was still plenty of light
in the sky, and the spring air was soft against her bare arms and neck.


Her steps slowed. It was too lovely an evening to spend
indoors, dance or no dance. It looked like it would be a clear night with a
nearly full moon, a perfect night for moth watching. She thought suddenly of
sitting in a moonlit clearing with Jim, listening to him talk in that melted-chocolate
voice about the life cycle of butterflies—


“There you are.” Darryl was standing outside the gym waiting
for her, hands in his pants pockets. He wore his tuxedo as casually as if it
were denim, which somehow irritated her. Maybe because all the boning in her
bodice wouldn’t let her stand anything but perfectly straight. “You look fantastic,”
he said. “See? All it takes is a little effort. That dress is awesome on you.”


“I’m glad you like it.” She knew Darryl preferred
distinctive clothes that were different from what everyone else was wearing,
and she’d been thrilled to find the vintage ink-blue dress, which had a full
skirt made of layers of tulle. She just hoped she wouldn’t regret the strapless
style: she didn’t have a whole lot of chest for it to hold onto, and she’d
already caught herself tugging it back into place more than once.


“Who did your hair?” he added, continuing to look her over.
“It’s a really sexy look for you.”


“Mom’ll take that as a compliment.” It was awkward being the
subject of conversation, and she hurried to steer it somewhere else. “You look
very handsome,” she told him. “Like Cary Grant.”


He grinned. “Maybe I should get my chin done, have a divot
like his installed. That might be just what I need to stand out in Hollywood.”


“I wish you wouldn’t say things like that. You don’t need
plastic surgery.” Every time he criticized his own looks, she wondered uneasily
what he thought of hers. She didn’t have any glaring faults, but she was definitely
no Angelina Jolie.


“You know what a competitive business it is,” he said,
steering her indoors with a hand at the small of her back. “I can’t afford to
rule out anything that might help me get ahead.”


It was a conversation they’d had plenty of times before. “Let’s
not talk about it tonight, okay? Tonight is for fun, not work.”


But Darryl wasn’t one to be easily derailed when he wanted
to get to the bottom of something. “So have you made a decision about UCLA?” he
asked during the first slow song, when the music was quiet enough for them to
talk.


“Not yet,” she said reluctantly. “I’m still thinking.”


“You’d better make up your mind soon, or it’ll be too late
to enroll. And we’ll need to find a place to live. We should be looking at
apartment listings.”


“You mean move in together?” she said, and could have kicked
herself for sounding so apprehensive.


He shook his head at her in exasperation. “What did you
think I meant?” But then he smiled and tightened his arms around her. “Doesn’t
it sound fun?” he murmured, his mouth close to her ear. “Living in sin?”


She should have been in shivers of excitement, but instead
she muttered, “My parents would have kittens.” It was a cowardly excuse. But
she needed a chance to get her head around the idea.


At this lukewarm response, Darryl eased his hold on her and
drew back enough to look her in the face again. “You don’t like the idea?”


She fell back on evasion. “I just hadn’t planned on moving to
California so soon. I thought—”


“You thought you’d spend the summer here babysitting for Dr.
Sumner.” When she didn’t deny it, he gave a dramatic sigh. “Gail, come on, they’re
going to have to learn to get along without you. It’s not like there aren’t
plenty of other sitters, even if they’re not right next door. You can’t arrange
your whole life around that kid.”


“I’m not,” she protested. “But they’re still getting their
feet under them. And she’s lonely.”


“Your folks will still be here,” said Darryl firmly. “And
all their other friends. It’s time for you to get out of this town and start
seeing the world.”


She didn’t have an answer for that. Maybe he was right. But
that didn’t mean she was wrong.


As the song came to an end and the students applauded
dutifully for the band, Ash Grove’s principal, Dr. Michael Fellowes, took the
stage. With his prematurely silver hair, he looked particularly distinguished
in his tuxedo. “I have a few announcements,” he said into the mike. “First of
all, is a Gail Emerson here? If so, someone’s looking for you at the east
entrance.”


“Something wrong?” Darryl asked her.


“I don’t know,” she said, perplexed. “I’d better find out.”


He followed her from the dance floor without her asking him
to. When they neared the double doors at the east entrance she could see a
tall, broad-shouldered young man standing there—or rather pacing. He looked up
at their approach, and when the light glanced off his glasses she realized it
was Jim. Clearly he hadn’t come for the dance, though; he was wearing jeans,
and his expression was tense.


When she reached him he looked at her blankly for a second
before recognition widened his eyes. “Oh, it’s you,” he said, surprised. “I
didn’t recognize you at first.”


It didn’t exactly sound like a compliment. “You wanted to
talk to me?”


“Yeah. Have you seen Joy?”


“Joy?” she repeated, confused. “Not since I took her home this
afternoon. Why, should I have? Dr. Sumner knows I’m not sitting for her
tonight.”


“Well, that’s the thing. Apparently he didn’t remember, and
she left the house saying she was going over to your place. That was almost”—he
checked the wall clock—“two hours ago.”


Cold apprehension pooled in Gail’s stomach. “You mean she
just walked out of the house and hasn’t come back?”


“That’s what it looks like. Your folks haven’t seen her. Do
you have any idea where she would have gone?”


“Gail’s been here for the last hour,” interrupted Darryl.
“She doesn’t have any idea.”


“I can answer for myself, Darryl.” He wasn’t usually so
Neanderthal. “Did she say anything to him before he noticed she was missing?
Anything that might give us a clue?”


“Hold on, I’ll ask him.”


While Jim got his phone out and made the call, Darryl drew
her aside. “You don’t need to get mixed up in this,” he said. “Come on and
let’s dance some more.”


“But Joy is missing! I can’t just sit by while she’s lost.”


“Gail, she’s probably just fallen asleep in the attic or
something. It’s no reason to spoil our night.”


Jim was putting his phone away. “You were right,” he
reported. “Dr. Sumner says that at supper she was talking about wanting to see
the Anna butterfly. You don’t think—the Anna Eighty-eight is in Mexico, Gail.” His voice tightened with urgency. “When I
said she couldn’t come with me to the hatching tonight, if she decided instead
to go after the Eighty-eight—”


Gail’s stomach lurched, and she took a deep breath to fight
down the queasy anxiety. “Hold on,” she said. “Let’s start closer to home. She
wanted to go with you tonight, and then she mentioned the Eighty-eight. So
there must be some connection in her mind between the two.” She tried to ignore
Darryl’s fidgeting. He was growing impatient.


Jim rubbed his hand over his face as if it would help clear
his mind. “She didn’t say the Eighty-eight specifically, I don’t think. Dr.
Sumner said she just called it the Anna butterfly. If that matters.”


With sudden clarity she guessed what Joy had been thinking—and
if she was right, the little girl might have gotten badly lost. “Maybe she
didn’t mean the Eighty-eight at all,” she said. And then they said at the same
time: “Maybe she meant her mother.”


“We were talking the other day about souls taking the form
of butterflies,” Gail remembered.


In Jim’s face she saw the same apprehension she was feeling.
“So she tried somehow to get to Ash Grove on her own to find the butterfly
hatching,” he said. “She’s got to be somewhere between her house and here. But
Dr. Sumner’s been driving all over the area looking for her; he should have
found her by now.”


And Joy’s short legs wouldn’t have taken her far, certainly
not as far as Ash Grove. “Oh no,” Gail exclaimed in dismay as the realization
struck her. “She could have hidden in the back seat of my car—I can’t lock it
because of the busted window. If she hitched a ride without me even knowing, by
now she could be anywhere on campus.” On the wooded ridge, where the forest
extended for miles, where there were steep hills where a child might turn an
ankle and deep gullies where she might lie injured and hidden. In the long
grass of the meadow, disoriented and invisible; if she was asleep or
unconscious, they could sift the fields for hours without finding her, even if
they came within feet of where she lay. “I’ll help you look,” she said.


“Gail, wait a second!” Darryl’s voice halted her. “You’re
not seriously going to ditch me on a night we’ve planned for months and run off
with this guy on some crazy search.”


“It’s not crazy,” she said, startled. “I’ve got to help. I’m
sorry about tonight, but I’ll make it up to you.”


“For the record, I’m not trying to mess up your evening,”
Jim told Darryl. “Dr. Sumner and I wouldn’t be bothering Gail if it wasn’t an
emergency.”


But Darryl’s jaw was set. “Gail, this is exactly what I was
saying earlier,” he said, lowering his voice to a furious whisper. “You need to
stop jumping whenever Dr. Sumner says. Let him and Sherlock freakin’ Holmes
here find the kid. They can call the cops, get the search dogs if they need to.
What good are you going to be?”


“I know how Joy thinks,” she returned. “Which is more than the
police can say.”


“I’m telling you, they don’t need you. Tonight is supposed
to be about us. Or do I have to compete now with some seven-year-old kid for
your attention?”


She stared at him in shock. “It may be news to you, Darryl,
but the purpose of my existence is not just to tag along with you. If you’re so
incredibly selfish that you care more about me being your arm candy than you do
about finding a lost little girl who may be hurt or in danger, then you can go
to hell.”


Shaking his hand off her arm, she stalked past them both to
the door. “Come on,” she ordered Jim. “We’re wasting time.”


In a few quick strides he had caught up with her. Once
outside the gym he switched on a flashlight, but the glow it cast was red,
making everything it touched look like a horror movie. Gail saw that a piece of
red cellophane had been secured over the business end. “What on earth is that
for?”


“Moth watching. When the light’s red it doesn’t attract
them.”


“Aren’t you missing the hatching?” she realized. This was
what had brought him here, after all. “Why aren’t you staked out somewhere with
your camera?”


“Finding Joy’s more important,” he said simply, and she
couldn’t help staring at him. He hadn’t even known the Sumners a week ago, and
here he was giving up this incredible event to help them.


And Darryl not only hadn’t offered to help; he’d tried to
talk Gail out of helping. Darryl doesn’t know kids,
she reminded herself. He doesn’t get how fragile they are.
But the thought of him huffing at her for joining Jim made her lips tighten
with anger.


Her long gauzy skirt snagged on bushes and branches as they
entered the woods, and her high heels slowed her progress until she stopped to
tug them off. Struggling along holding a shoe in each hand and also a swathe of
skirt, to try to keep it clear of the undergrowth, she thought about what else
she had learned from Dr. Sumner about Beltane. Next to Samhain—what Americans
celebrated as Halloween—Beltane was the night when the veil between this world
and the next was thinnest. It wasn’t as dangerous as Samhain, when all kinds of
scary things supposedly walked the earth, but there were all those stories of
human children stolen by fairies. It was ridiculous, but she suddenly realized
there was a possibility that they wouldn’t find Joy at all.


She bit her lip and forced down the panic that threatened to
rise in her. She wasn’t superstitious, but on a night so threaded through with
legends and superstitions, in a wood that seemed crowded with creatures both
earthly and unearthly, so busy with eyes watching, feet pattering, voices
whispering… she could almost picture strange, spindly creatures with pointed
ears and greedy eyes luring an innocent child away from her home, away from her
family, into some strange unknown world. Beckoning, whispering… she shivered.


“Here, take my jacket,” said Jim, and stopped to pull it off
and drape it around her. When his hands brushed her bare shoulders, she
shivered again, but this time it wasn’t from the cold. That brief warm touch of
his fingers was somehow more intimate than Darryl’s arms around her waist when
they danced.


“You must be chilly,” said Jim, oblivious to her reaction. “That
dress doesn’t cover much of… I mean, it’s not really designed for this.”


Despite herself, she found that she wanted to hear what Jim
thought of her spruced-up appearance. “What do you think of it otherwise? The
dress?”


He hesitated. “It doesn’t look very comfortable.”


“Well, that’s not really the point,” she said, taken aback.


“Why not? If I was going to be dancing all night, I’d want
to do it in something that doesn’t make me miserable.”


Gail wondered in dismay if she looked miserable. From what
Darryl had said, she’d thought she looked pretty great.


“I guess I just don’t see the point,” Jim continued. “If
getting dressed up means not having any fun, why do it? The high heels you
can’t walk in, the dress you have to keep hitching up.”


Her cheeks smarting, she hastily drew her hand away from her
bodice. “I thought guys liked it when we got gussied up. Darryl won’t even go
into town with me if I’m not wearing makeup.”


He shrugged again. “I liked you without all that stuff on
your face. When I first saw you working in Dr. Sumner’s yard, I thought you
were the prettiest girl I’d ever seen.”


That silenced her. Darryl had been embarrassed at how grubby
she was in her gardening jeans and sneakers, with her hair all anyhow. Yet Jim
had thought she looked good.


How nice it would be, came the unwanted thought, to have a
boyfriend she could relax with—a guy who wasn’t always pointing out ways she
could dress better or style her hair differently or lose a few pounds. Someone
she wasn’t always trying to impress.


But her more immediate concern was that now she was stuck,
immobilized. Holding a shoe in each hand, she couldn’t draw her skirt away from
the underbrush, and with her hair trapped under the jacket she couldn’t turn
her head at all to see. She reached up to pull her hair back and almost stabbed
herself in the eye with a spiked heel. Crap. She
could drop the shoes and… “Uh, I could use some help here,” she said.


“So I see,” said Jim, and he took her shoes from her and
crammed each one toe first into a side pocket of his jacket, so that the sharp heels
stuck out at either side. Then he held the jacket for her so that she could put
her arms through the sleeves and gather her hair up and out of the way, wishing
she had an elastic to secure it with.


“The invasion of Normandy was simple compared to this,” she muttered
in embarrassment, and saw him smile.


“It’s not that complicated. But if Darryl decides to cuddle
up to you, he’ll get gouged by one of your shoes.”


She snorted. “He should be so lucky.”


Maybe it was a trick of the moonlight, but she thought she
saw a grin pass over his face. But that was foolish. He wouldn’t care one way
or another if she and Darryl got cuddly, would he?


Almost without intention, her mind summoned up a surprising—and
surprisingly delicious—scenario. Jim holding her close, so close that she could
feel his heart beating even through the stiff taffeta bodice of her dress.
Those strong capable hands smoothing her hair back from her face as he…


Keep your mind on the mission, you
dope. What kind of a friend to the Sumners was she? All she should be
thinking about was Joy and making sure she was safe. Not making out with
college guys, no matter how geeky-hot.


As soon as they had climbed to a relatively clear space near
the top of the ridge, they stopped to get their bearings. As she had hoped,
from that elevation they had a good view of much of the campus. The
light-spangled windows of the gym, the dark shapes that were the other
buildings. The dusky expanse of field stretching out like a starless sky.


“What’s that?” exclaimed Jim
beside her.


Tucked away well behind a building that Gail knew to be the
dining hall, a faint circle of light glowed. It looked like hundreds of tiny
stars clustered in a ring. Gail felt the hairs on the back of her neck rise.
She thought of the Celtic legends of faery, of moonlit dances by the fair folk
that left circles in the dew the next day.


“Is that a construction site, down where all those fireflies
are?” asked Jim, bringing her back to earth. “I think I see a bulldozer.”


“That must be the old amphitheater that Dr. Sumner said they
were tearing down.” Her heart thudded under her ribs. If they’d already started
digging up the old stone structure, there might be pits where a child could
fall and hurt herself. Could even be smothered by a cave-in.


And what Jim had called fireflies didn’t look right. If they
were lightning bugs, she’d never seen them act that way. They weren’t that organized. A shiver crept up her spine and made her
shoulders tense.


Jim had gotten his cell phone out. “Dr. Sumner?” he said.
“It looks like something’s going on in the amphitheater. Gail and I can
meet—Gail, wait up!”


She was already running down the hill toward the lights. She
didn’t know what was going on, but she knew that if something happened to Joy
and she could have prevented it, she’d never forgive herself. Rocks and twigs
jabbed painfully at the soles of her feet, and her tulle skirt caught on
branches and ripped, but she kept running. She pictured Joy’s sweet, serious
little face, saying, Gail told me.


When she emerged from the trees and onto the top level of
the broad stone steps, what she saw brought her to a halt.


Joy sat cross-legged in the grassy center of the old
amphitheater, surrounded by tiny moving lights. Not fireflies, but butterflies,
whose pale wings reflected the moonlight as they hovered around the little
girl.


Jim drew up beside her, and she silently pointed.


The mass of butterflies grew denser until they seemed to
form the shape of a woman, solid white like a ghost. It had to be an illusion,
but Gail instantly recognized the long, curly hair, the oval face, even the
smile. How could a bunch of butterflies possibly replicate Anna Sumner?
Gooseflesh prickled her arms as, drawn in iridescence against the night, the
white figure seemed to kneel next to Joy and put her arms around her.


The illusion must have been visible to Joy too, for the
little girl looked up at the phantom face and smiled. Gail’s breath caught, and
any notion of rushing in to draw Joy away vanished. Vision or visitation,
whatever it was, Joy looked happier than she’d been for a year now. The white
woman seemed to kiss the little girl’s forehead.


A gasp nearby made her head whip around.


Dr. Sumner had caught up with them and stood breathing hard
at the top tier of the amphitheater. “Joy!” he shouted. Then he plunged down
the steps, and in seconds the illusion shattered as the cloud of butterflies
dispersed, the tiny bright forms fluttering off in all directions. Alighting in
the trees, on the ground, they starred the darkness like fairy lights.


He dropped to his knees next to Joy and hugged her tight.
“You scared me,” he said gently. “Going off alone like this. Why would you do
such a thing?”


The amphitheater’s perfect acoustics meant that the little
girl’s soft voice came to Gail’s ears as if she were standing next to her. “I
had to,” she said simply. “If I hadn’t, I would always have wondered.”


Her father held her close and kissed the top of her head. “I
should have been with you,” he said, half to himself. “Next time ask me first,
kittycat. Why didn’t you just get me to bring you?”


“You would have said you were busy.” Her voice was wistful.
“You always do.”


He shut his eyes briefly, in pain or guilt. “From now on I
won’t,” he promised, with new purpose. “Things will be different from here on
out. No matter how busy I get, I’ll never be too busy for you.”


Joy’s freckled face beamed, and she threw her arms around
his neck. The sight of father and daughter holding each other so tightly made
Gail smile. But then something else caught her attention.


Some of the butterflies had come to rest on the branches of
trees at the edge of the wood, like ghostly dogwood blossoms. But others were
on the wing, flying lazily off in all directions. Gail laughed in astonished
delight as some of the lovely creatures came fluttering near her and Jim. She
reached out to catch one in her cupped hands, feeling the delicate edges of its
wings just grazing her palms, and carefully opened her hands so that she could
see the beautiful bright creature.


Its luminous white wings bore faint markings like the
surface of the moon, but the light they cast was so brilliant it was like a
tiny sun. It fluttered there in the shelter of her hands for a moment, as she
scarcely dared to breathe, and then it was off again into the darkness.


Beside her she heard a long intake of breath, and when she
looked around she found Jim gazing at her with an expression that made her
insides flutter. Butterflies in my stomach, she
thought. Butterflies everywhere…


She thought she heard him mutter, “I would always have
wondered.” Then thinking stopped as Jim took her face between his hands and
kissed her.


Sensory fragments winged through her mind: warm, persuasive
lips. The feeling of t-shirt fabric under her hands, and strong muscle beneath.
The scent of spicy aftershave and rowan blossom and night air. A breathless
feeling as if she were falling, with only his hands to hold her.


And then a tugging at her skirt, and a fatherly voice
saying, “Excuse me, kids.”


She broke away from Jim, her heartbeat hammering at the base
of her throat, her eyes opening to meet his. He looked as dazed and delighted as
she felt. Almost reluctantly she dropped her hands from his chest and looked
around to find Dr. Sumner and Joy standing there.


It was Joy who had tugged at her skirt. Her other hand was
clasped firmly in her father’s. “Dad and I are going home now,” she informed
Gail, and Dr. Sumner smiled at his daughter’s self-important air.


“Thank you both so much for finding her,” he said. “I don’t
know what I would have done without your help. I was at my wits’ end.”


“You would have found her eventually,” said Gail, since Jim
didn’t look as if he could form sentences yet.


“Perhaps. The fact is, I haven’t been very present for Joy
since… since her mother died. And that needs to change.” Joy was leaning
against him now, her head starting to nod, and he freed his hand from hers and
stooped to pick her up. She nestled into his arms sleepily, her eyes drifting
closed as she snuggled her head onto his shoulder. “I’d better get her to bed
now,” he said more softly. “We’ve both had an exhausting evening. Thank you
again, Gail. Jim.”


“I’m glad we could help,” said Gail. “Good night.”


Jim finally came to life. “You’re welcome,” he said to the
professor’s retreating back. But that seemed to be the limit of his
conversation.


Then something struck her. “Did you get any pictures?” she
asked. “I hope you got the proof you needed of those butterflies. Moths.
Whatever they were.”


A stricken look came over Jim’s face, erasing the rapt daze of
a moment before. “I forgot,” he said, staring at the camera suspended from his
neck as if it were an alien technology. “Completely and totally forgot.”


“I’m so sorry,” she exclaimed. “And that was the one thing
you really needed to do.”


He looked up from his sad contemplation of the camera, and
she felt that quick internal flutter again as his eyes locked onto hers. “Not
the only thing,” he said slowly. “Maybe it wasn’t even that important after
all.”


She felt suddenly awkward, and busied herself smoothing down
the rumpled layers of her tulle skirt so that she didn’t have to meet his eyes.
“Well, there’s always next year. Now that you know that, you know, they’re
here. But right now I think I’ll head home myself and get out of this dress.”
Too late she realized how that might have sounded. Hastily, she added, “I mean,
I’d like to change into something more comfortable.” Crap!
What was wrong with her? “I mean…”


“So you’re not going back to the dance?” he asked, before
she found a third way to embarrass herself.


She shook her head. She had no desire to resume her fight
with Darryl. The idea of having to explain what had happened this evening—the
search for Joy, at least—was draining. And irritating. She suddenly realized
how much justifying of herself she had to do with Darryl, and she was tired of
it.


“Darryl can fend for himself,” she said shortly. “I want to
go home.” Where she could think. Which she found she was having difficulty
doing so close to Jim, so aware of him now. His lips, which she still felt with
dizzying vividness on her own. His hands with their deft blunt fingers, which
she could still feel lightly cradling her face, as if she herself were some
delicate butterfly that he wanted to hold without crushing.


A cloud passed over the moon, and all around them the bright
spots in the darkness began winking out. Their magical brightness must only
have been temporary, something that only lasted when they were first hatched.
Or a reflection of the bright moonlight. As one by one the glowing butterflies
went dark, she sighed involuntarily at the loss of such loveliness.


But it had served its purpose—hadn’t it? Bringing a lonely
little girl the illusion that her mother was still present, still watching over
her.


If it had been an illusion.


It was too much to process, especially with her mind still
whirling and her lips still tingling from Jim’s kiss. Maybe in the morning,
when the world would seem more logical, she could think about what had happened
here. But not now.


“Good night,” she said. “Oh, wait, your jacket—”


“Keep it,” he said absently. “Gail, listen, I—”


“I’ve got to go.” She would do something crazy if she didn’t
get away now. Run wild, or turn cartwheels, or fling herself on him to kiss him
again. “We’ll talk soon, okay? But later.” She scarcely knew what she was
babbling, only that she had caught up her skirts and was darting away toward
the parking lot, sensing that Jim watched her without once looking away. She
felt like Cinderella fleeing the ball. But the magic had already ended for the
night, and without midnight having struck.


 


*  *  *


 


It was afternoon when he found her
the next day. She was sitting on one of the large rocks at the river’s edge,
where the canopy of tree branches fended off the sun and cast a tranquil shade.
The river chuckled by softly, foaming white around the rocks in its course. The
rushing of the water was a soothing background for her thoughts.


“Mind if I join you?” Jim asked. His eyes looked a little
heavy-lidded, and she wondered if he’d had as little sleep as she had. But
besides that he looked fantastic. He was wearing a blue chambray shirt with the
sleeves rolled up, and she thought she’d never seen sexier forearms in her
life.


But she couldn’t let herself start thinking that way—okay, keep thinking that way—until they got some things
settled. She scooched over to make room for him next to her on the rock. “Dr.
Sumner said he didn’t need me today,” she said, even though he hadn’t asked.
“We had a standing arrangement for me to sit with Joy Sunday afternoon, but
he’s taking her to the park himself. I have a feeling I’ll be doing a lot less
babysitting this summer than I’d expected.”


“So what happened last night really did get to him,” Jim
reflected. “I’m glad for Joy’s sake—and for mine.”


She wasn’t ready to pursue that angle just yet. “Do you
think what we thought we saw was really there?” she asked instead. “That some
kind of—of magic brought Anna back to Joy for a moment?”


He plucked a blade of grass and turned it thoughtfully
between his fingers. “Magic or something close to it,” he said. “Joy and her
dad seemed to believe it, and that’s the important thing. You knew her mom—did
it look like her, last night?”


She nodded. “So you think Dr. Sumner saw Anna?” she wondered
aloud. “Or do you think he just saw Joy surrounded by butterflies?”


“Either way, it seems like it helped. If he’s going to be
there for her now a lot more than he was. So whether it was or wasn’t magic may
not really be important.”


She envied him for being able to talk about the strangeness
so matter-of-factly. She felt awkward and lame, but at the same time it was too
important not to say. “I’d never experienced anything magic before,” she said.
“But I think last night was some kind of supernatural thing. It felt…
different. Not like everyday life, but like something really unusual and—and
wonderful was going on. You know?”


“I definitely felt like I was in the presence of something
extraordinary,” he said gravely, but when she looked into his eyes she knew he
meant something else.


“It felt so unreal,” she said. He could interpret that any
way he wanted to.


But he didn’t take the out. “Kissing you felt real,” he said
quietly. “Felt fantastic, if you want to know. Pretty much the highlight of my
week, honestly.” He thought for a moment. “Maybe even the whole year.”


The pleasure of hearing that warmed her cheeks, but she felt
weirdly shy. She looked out over the river so she wouldn’t have to meet his
eyes. Farther out where the water was calm, a heron stood gracefully on one
slender leg. “I decided I’m not going to California,” she said finally. “I broke
up with Darryl.” That had been an uncomfortable conversation, but at least it
was over with.


“So your wish was granted.”


When he spoke quietly like that, his voice sounded like
chocolate wrapped in velvet, and she had to resist the impulse to just close
her eyes and let herself sink into it. “My wish?” she repeated, stalling.


“You made a wish on the butterfly, didn’t you?”


I wish I knew what to do, she
had thought as the butterfly shed its reflected light on her sheltering hands.
About the Sumners, about college. About Darryl. And about Jim. “Yeah,” she said
reluctantly. “I kind of wanted some guidance about a few things.”


“I think you knew already what you wanted to do,” he said.
“About one thing, at least.”


“What do you mean?”


“When we first met, you were planting something in Dr.
Sumner’s yard.” He paused meaningfully. “A butterfly bush.”


She didn’t follow. “What does that have to do with
anything?”


“Well, there was that folklore Dr. Sumner was talking about.
Maybe on some level you were thinking about breaking up with Darryl. And if a
butterfly was attracted by the bush you were planting and landed on you… well,
it might seem like a sign. If you thought you wanted one.”


She stared at him. The crazy thing was, it actually made a
kind of sense. Except that she wasn’t superstitious.


But maybe she’d wanted to be. Sometimes it would be nice to
think that all the tough decisions weren’t up to her, that something bigger
than her—and less muddled—was looking out for her and sending her signals.


And after last night, it sure seemed like there were a lot
more forces in the world than she’d let herself acknowledge. The thought should
have alarmed her, maybe, but here in the sunshine with Jim she found she
couldn’t be scared.


“I think you’re wasted in lepidoptery,” she said, impressed.
“Psychology should be your major.”


He shrugged modestly. “It was all there in your face. I just
happened to be where I had a good view.”


“And happened to be paying really close attention.”


He smiled. “Yeah, that too.” He tossed away the blade of
grass and faced her. She sensed that he had worked himself up to something
important. “I’ve decided to stay in Hayesville over the break instead of going
back to Atlanta,” he told her. “Since it sounds like you’re not going to
California this summer, I’d like to spend more time with you. A lot more time.”


“I’d like that,” she said, though that was an
understatement.


“And after the summer too, if you’ll still be around.” He
was trying to sound casual, bless his heart, but she could see from his face
that her answer meant a lot to him. That was one of the nice things about Jim:
he wasn’t able to control his expression like Darryl.


He’d been totally up-front with her, and she owed him the same.
“After the summer,” she said, “unless I’ve missed the deadline, I’ll be
enrolling at Young Harris. If I end up having to go someplace else, though, we
can work it out. UGA isn’t that bad a drive. Neither is Georgia Tech.” She
reached up and brushed his sandy hair out of his eyes, letting her hand come to
rest on his cheek. Her heart was beating a little faster than it should, and
she took a deep breath for courage. “I’ll want to visit my swoonworthy
boyfriend as often as possible,” she said.


“Mmph,” was all he said in reply, because by then she was
kissing him. Kissing him with so much determination that they overbalanced, and
Jim oofed as his back hit the ground, knocking the
breath out of him. But he never stopped kissing her. Or at least not until much,
much later, when the angle of the sun had shifted and the mellow light of late
afternoon was glowing on the canopy of leaves.


“By the way,” he said presently, “in case you were in any
doubt, I’m in love with you.”


For a second or two she lost all ability to speak. Finally
she managed to ask, “Did… did you realize that last night?”


His gaze held steady on hers. She had taken his glasses off,
since they kept getting in the way, and now she had an unimpeded view of his
remarkable eyes—and the expression in them. “Yesterday brought some clarity to
me,” he said. “Not just what we saw at Ash Grove, but you.
I know now I shouldn’t give up so easily on being a teacher. And I know I want
you in my life from here on out.”


He was wrapping a strand of her hair around his finger, and
it made her thought process a little hazy. Or maybe it was the euphoria fizzing
through her veins that made her feel so lightheaded. “I guess I’d better
introduce you to my parents,” she said inconsequentially.


“Probably so,” he agreed, smiling into her eyes. “It’s cool,
though. I believe in long engagements, so that should reassure them.”


That startled her out of her pleasant haze. “Engagement! I’ve known you less than a week.”


“I don’t want to rush you or pressure you into anything, like
Darryl,” he said. “But… well, I guess there is no ‘but.’ I’ve told you what I’m
hoping for. It’s your call.” His eyes without his glasses were completely
guileless, his face showing his feelings so clearly that she caught her breath.


It was such a huge step. But an engagement wasn’t
irrevocable, after all. And a long one would give them plenty of time to get to
know each other. In all kinds of ways.


A giggle threatened to bubble up out of her throat.
California didn’t seem like such a drastic step now, in hindsight—but the
difference wasn’t the level of commitment. It was the guy.


“On one condition,” she said, amazed at how certain and
confident she felt.


“Name it.”


She plucked a leaf from his hair. “If I want to plant a
butterfly bush in our garden, you won’t take it personally.”


Laughing, he pulled her close to kiss her again. And then
again. Her heart felt so light it seemed to float up and out of her body, up
into the sky. Almost as if it had wings.


 


The End
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graveyard at midnight on a dare, she doesn't expect to end up sharing a kiss
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able to rescue him—and save their future together?
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