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Eden Swift Riley was good at pretending. That would get her through this interview, her first in many months. She stood at the edge of her Santa Monica living room, watching the television crew shove her sofa this way and that, and breathed slowly, deeply. She would feign calm. The viewers would marvel at her composure, her dignity. She was the master of make-believe. Ironic. It was for that very reason that Wayne had left her. “You're always on,” he said. “Always acting. Always playing a role.”
Nina walked across the room to stand next to her. “God, you look good,” Nina said as she straightened the collar of Eden's blouse. “I haven't seen you look this terrific since… in a long time.”
“You look pretty cute yourself,” Eden said. Nina was wearing blue jeans—she was not your typical Hollywood agent—a red T-shirt, and a purple scarf tied at her throat which set off her gamin-cut, jet-black hair. She was only thirty-four, one year younger than Eden, and she did indeed look adorable.
“They're trying to move your sofa so they'll get a view of the ocean through the windows behind it,” Nina said.
“Uh huh.” What they were really trying to do, she thought, was to make this living room look as though it belonged to a star, someone worthy of a Monika Lane interview. Well, her house should come as no surprise to anyone. She was not known for her pretensions.
Nina shook her head. “They're making a mess of your rug."
“I don't care.” She didn't. The crushed dents in the toast-colored carpet seemed insignificant. Since Wayne left, this house had no pull on her. The thought of moving had been slipping in and out of her mind the past few weeks. Someplace where there'd be more kids Cassie's age; someplace quieter, away from the beach. Lately she'd found herself longing for trees, for something undeniably green.
Finally the crew was satisfied with the room, and Monika Lane settled her elegant self onto one end of the steel-blue sofa and nodded for Eden to join her. Eden sat down at the other end. She pictured the scene through the camera's lens, the way she and Monika would balance each other. Monika with her dark, dark hair. Eden with her blond. But they were more alike than different, she knew—two self-made women who'd worked their way to the top with ambition and integrity.
Eden curled her legs beneath her. Her feet were bare. She wore white silk pants, a soft, full white blouse open at the throat. It was her favorite outfit for difficult situations. It comforted her. It was like being wrapped in a cloud. Her hair was down today, although lately she'd taken to pinning it up. And there was a single braided gold chain at her throat. She wore very little makeup. No one would expect her to.
Someone handed her a mug of coffee, which she cradled on her lap between her palms.
As soon as the interview started Eden knew Monika was going to be gentle with her, at least more gentle than usual. Monika knew her audience would not appreciate her ripping apart the beloved and betrayed Eden Riley.
“This is one of the best periods for you professionally, Eden,” Monika said, “but one of the worst for you personally.”
“It's been difficult,” Eden agreed. “But I'm surviving.” She should say more. Take control of the interview, as Nina would say. She imagined Nina standing against the wall, muttering to herself, and the thought gave Eden some pleasure.
“Your marriage survived a long time by Hollywood standards.”
“Fifteen years.”
“It was thought to be one of the most stable marriages around.”
Eden sat up straighter. Monika wasn't going to let her off as easily as she'd thought. “Well, a marriage can look healthy on the outside and be loaded with problems inside.”
“Was yours loaded with problems?”
Eden looked down at her mug to think her answer through. She hadn't known there were problems. She had been as shocked as anyone when Wayne walked out.
“I think there were problems I was unaware of. I worked long hours, he traveled a lot, and I guess our communication suffered along the way. Wayne's been made to look like the bad guy, but a marriage is a two-way street.”
“You don't blame him?”
“He no longer wanted to be married to an actress. I can't blame him for that.” For other things, yes. But not for that.
“He's remarrying soon, is that right?”
Eden nodded. “Next month. A woman in Pennsylvania.” As if Monika didn't know. As if the world didn't know she'd been traded in. A schoolteacher, Wayne had crowed. You can't get much more down-to-earth than that.
“And your daughter. Cassie. You'll have joint custody?”
Eden felt a jab of pain behind her eyes, so quick and sharp she'd had no time to prepare for it. Cassie was the one topic that could throw this interview, turn her into a wailing fool. But she caught herself, smiled broadly. “Yeah. She'll be a bicoastal kid.”
“How old is she now?”
“Four. This year's actually been good for me in a way. I haven't been working much and it's given me time to be just a mom."
“You've also been hard at work on your pet project.”
“The Handicapped Children's Fund. Yes.”
“You were so wonderful as Lily Wolfe in Heart of Winter.” Monika changed the subject abruptly. She probably thought talk about the Children's Fund would put the audience to sleep.
“Thank you.”
“What was it like for you, after years of making films that appeal to the under-thirteen crowd?”
“Freeing. And frightening. I wasn't certain how seriously I'd be taken in that type of film.”
“Your Oscar should put that concern to rest. Did it surprise you to win?”
Eden uttered something modest—humble words that poured from her mechanically and that she would forget moments later. The truth was, she had not been surprised by the Oscar. She'd gone to the premiere of Heart of Winter, more anxious about what she would see on the screen than she'd ever been before. But once the film began, once she saw how thoroughly she'd become Lily Wolfe, she knew she'd done something extraordinary. When it was over and the audience sat hushed and limp for a few seconds before breaking into wild applause, she knew that they knew it too.
“Why were you so adamant about not doing a nude scene?” Monika asked.
Eden shifted on the sofa, wishing she had a place to set the mug of now cold coffee. “It seemed too great a leap,” she said. “You know, one minute I'm playing the heroine of ten-year-olds, the next I'm rolling around naked in bed with a guy."
“And that guy was Michael Carey.”
Eden felt the color rise in her cheeks.
“You're blushing, Eden.” Monika grinned, delighted.
“Everyone's blown our friendship way out of proportion.”
“Is that all it is? Friendship?”
“Absolutely.” She thought of Michael watching this interview. He'd heard these words from her dozens of times. Maybe he'd finally believe her if she said them in public. “I like his company, but I'm not rushing into a serious relationship with anyone.”
Monika shook her head in disappointment. “You two seem so very right for each other. I don't think I've ever, despite the fact that you were clothed the entire time, seen a more erotic love scene in a movie than that hotel room scene between the two of you.”
Eden smiled, felt the color rise again. “There was chemistry between the two characters. That doesn't mean there's chemistry between the two actors.” Oh, God, did she really say that? Sorry, Michael.
“Your childhood, Eden. It's the one topic you steadfastly refuse to discuss in an interview.”
Eden kept her smile in place. “And I'm not about to change my policy on that now, Monika.” She discussed her childhood with no one, not even herself. She felt as though someone else had lived her life before she moved to California.
“Well, let me just summarize a little. You're the daughter of the extremely successful children's author, Katherine Swift, who died when you were quite young. Do you think being Katherine Swift's daughter had anything to do with your success as an actress?”
Eden nodded. “It got my foot in the door. It helped me get parts in the films that were based on her stories. But after that I was on my own.”
“You coauthored the wonderful screenplay for Heart of Winter. Did you inherit some of your mother's writing talent?”
“I hope so. That was new for me and something I'd like to do again.”
“Are you at all like her in other ways? I mean, she earned the reputation of being an eccentric of a sort—an odd, reclusive woman who kept people at a distance.”
Eden ignored the urge to come to her mother's defense. She laughed. “Do you think I'm odd and eccentric?”
“Certainly not on the surface.”
“Not below the surface either,” she said, with a hint of bravado, but she heard Wayne's voice in the back of her mind. “Who the hell is the real Eden Riley? I don't think I've ever met her. I don't think you've met her either.”
“What's next for you, Eden?”
She knew Nina's ears would prick up at that question. Nina was fed up with her. She'd turned down one offer after another. She told Nina none of them were right for her. The roles were too earthy; they would cost her her fans. But the truth was that since Wayne left she'd had no motivation. No steam. No energy.
She looked at Monika's carefully made-up eyes. “I don't want to dive into something I'm not sure of,” she said. “The next thing I work on will have to be a project I can throw myself into whole…” The image of her mother slipped into her mind: Katherine Swift sitting at her desk, bending over her typewriter in the candlelit blackness of the Lynch Hollow cavern.
“Eden?” Monika raised her eyebrows.
Eden leaned forward. “You mentioned my mother. I've been thinking of doing something on her life, perhaps.” She sounded as though the idea had been percolating in her mind for months rather than seconds. She could actually sense Nina at the side of the room, standing straighter, tilting forward. What the hell? Nina would be thinking. “I could make her more understandable,” Eden said. Her palms pressed against the mug in her hands. “More sympathetic.”
“You mean you would make a movie about your mother?”
“Yes. I'd like to write the script myself. And play her as well.” The words were flowing and she had no idea of their source. She felt a dampness under her arms, a prickling at the nape of her neck.
Monika grinned. “What a terrific idea!” She continued her questioning with new enthusiasm, and Eden offered answers, but her brain burned now with the images—the cave, the lush green valley of the Shenandoah, the clapboard house of her childhood in Lynch Hollow. Her aunt and uncle lived in that house now. Lou and Kyle. Would they see this interview? What on earth would they think? She imagined them turning to each other with incredulous eyes.
She would have to film in summer, when the heavy, breath-stealing greenness would fill the screen. But she knew next to nothing about her mother. It would take an enormous amount of research, and she would have to spend time in Lynch Hollow. Could she do it? Her heartbeat pounded in her ears with excitement. And with fear. Because Lynch Hollow was real; as real as the cave, as real as the river. She would not be able to pretend there. She would not be able to make believe.
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Eden parked the car on the shoulder of the road and set out on foot through the woods. Although more than two decades had passed since she last walked through this forest, and although it was dusk and the woods were thick with shadow, she knew the way.
Fireflies hovered in the damp June air, and her blouse was stuck to her back by the time she reached the cavern. It looked just as it had the last time she saw it, when she was eleven years old and knew no home other than this hollow in Virginia's Shenandoah Valley. The mouth of the cave was still blocked by the two enormous boulders Uncle Kyle and some of the neighbor men had rolled into place. But above the pale gray boulders was a black triangular opening. Eden stepped closer. She didn't remember that opening. Perhaps a rock had broken loose from it sometime in the last twenty-four years. She wondered if Kyle knew the cave was open to bats and field mice. She wondered if children ever tried to squeeze through that space, if they dared each other.
“This is the cave where Katherine Swift wrote her stories,” they'd say. “This is the cave where she died.”
And perhaps they heard the staccato clicking of the typewriter keys on the cool draft of air that slipped through the opening, just as Eden heard it now, as if her mother were still inside, writing, oblivious to the darkness.
Eden walked back to the car, slowly, arms crossed in front of her. One month had passed since the Monika Lane interview and in that month the idea of making a film about her mother had consumed her. Two studios were interested, but she was holding everyone off, much to Nina's chagrin. She could not be rushed in this. She needed to be in complete control.
“This is fantastic,” Nina had said when she saw the enthusiasm Eden's idea had generated. “Who could make a better film about Katherine Swift than you?”
But Eden had been barely four years old when her mother died. Her memories were wispy and thin. The sketchy biographical material that existed on Katherine Swift portrayed her eccentricities as something close to insanity and perpetuated the myth that she was a cold woman who chose to live the life of a hermit.
The articles on her mother always began with “the peculiar Katherine Swift” or “the eccentric Katherine Swift,” or, as in the review of her latest rerelease: “It is remarkable that Katherine Swift wrote of her young characters with such warmth when it is well known she scorned the company of others throughout much of her short life.”
Maybe Eden could alter the tiresome view the public held of her mother. She herself was living proof that her mother had had at least one loving relationship. Eden's father, Matthew Riley, died shortly before she was born. Yet Eden liked to imagine his brief marriage to her mother as vibrant and passionate. It would have taken a special sort of man to pull Katherine from her shell.
On the flight from Los Angeles to Philadelphia that morning, Eden had come up with a title for the film: A Solitary Life. The word “solitary” had no particular negative connotation attached to it. It didn't indict her mother for the choices she'd made. That would be her theme for the movie—that the world was wrong in its analysis of this woman who was both writer and archaeologist. She was not cold. She was not crazy.
Eden had rented a car in Philadelphia and driven with Cassie the thirty miles to Wayne and Pam's house. Cassie still did not seem to understand, despite lengthy discussions on the subject, that she would be spending a month with her daddy and his new wife—and without Eden. Eden had been relieved to find Wayne alone at his new suburban home when she and Cassie pulled up. She knew immediately that he was in his element. He was pruning the rosebushes, dirty-kneed, his hands callused from the clippers. There were tears in his eyes when he bent down to embrace his daughter. Then he squeezed Eden's hand.
“Two months with Lou and Kyle, huh?” He smiled. “I can't believe you're doing this, Eden. But I think it's good. And we'll be fine here.” He looked down at Cassie, who was still clutching Eden's hand.
As she pulled out of Wayne's long driveway, she allowed herself just one look back at her daughter. That was a mistake. Cassie stared after the car, her eyes wide and glassy with disbelief, and Eden felt a fresh pulse of guilt surface in her chest.
The drive from Philadelphia to Washington was a blur, but then Virginia's rolling wooded hills cradled the road and brought her back to the purpose of this trip. Maybe the film should open with an aerial view of these hills. Or, she thought now as she stepped from the forest onto the road, maybe the camera should slip through the woods during the opening credits, smoothly, silently, until it reached the mouth of the cave. Relax, she told herself. She would come up with hundreds of ideas for the opening of the film over the next few weeks. She didn't need to make any decisions now.
She got back into the car and drove carefully along the narrow road, hunting in the darkness for the turn that would take her through the forest to Lynch Hollow and the house of her childhood, the house where Kyle, Katherine's brother, had retired after leaving New York. She had initially recoiled at Kyle's suggestion that she spend the summer with him and Lou while she did her research. She had seen them as little as she could get away with since leaving home at the age of nineteen, and those visits were always strained and awkward. The thought of spending an entire summer with them overwhelmed her, but she felt as though she had no choice. Kyle knew more than anyone about Katherine. So for the next couple of months she would live in the house of her early childhood, awakening memories buried deep and wisely.
She spotted the boulder marking the driveway to the house and the little carved wooden sign above it. Lynch Hollow. She turned onto the driveway and was surprised to see it was now macadam. The last time she'd been on this driveway she'd been eleven years old, riding in the back of a black car with her step-grandmother, Susanna. She remembered how her eyes burned as the orange dust from the driveway seeped through the car windows. Who was driving that car? She couldn't remember. A relative of Susanna's, most likely. She'd had no idea as they drove away from the small white house that day that she would not see it again for twenty-four years. “Just a ride,” Susanna had said. “We're just going for a little ride.” That had struck Eden as odd. Spontaneity was not in Susanna's nature, and Susanna was still coughing badly, her face pale from weeks in bed. The ride dragged on and on and Eden grew bored. When they pulled up in front of the square brick building that stood alone in a field, she was relieved that they had finally arrived someplace. It was another hour before she realized Susanna intended to leave her there, with the black-cloaked nuns and children she didn't know. And it was days before she realized that Susanna meant to leave her there forever.
The two years Eden lived at the orphanage did indeed seem like forever. But when she was thirteen Kyle and Lou tracked her down and took her home with them to New York City, where she spent the rest of her teenage years. Since then she had avoided New York as resolutely as she avoided Lynch Hollow.
The little house looked different in the darkness. The woods surrounding it seemed thicker, the trees taller, bending to shelter the roof. The edges of the house were more sharply defined than in the fuzzy one-dimensional image in her memory.
The house was not the same and that filled her with courage, but when she stepped from the car she flinched at the overwhelmingly familiar scent of honeysuckle and boxwood, sweetness and musk.
The front door opened and light streamed onto the porch. The tall frame of her uncle filled the doorway and sent a shadow that touched her toes.
“Eden!” Kyle stepped onto the porch, letting the screen door slam shut behind him. He walked across the yard and she worked at returning his smile. It had been a year and a half since she'd last seen him, when he and Lou flew out to California at Christmas to fuss over Cassie.
Kyle gave her a quick hug. “Luggage?”
She opened her trunk to expose two suitcases and a portable word processor.
“Lou inside?” She heaved one of the suitcases out of the trunk.
Kyle nodded, smiling as he set her word processor on the ground. She thought as she had many times before how warm this man was, how she wished she could return his warmth.
Inside the house everything had been transformed. Urbanized. The front door still opened awkwardly into the kitchen, but that room had been gutted and updated. Eden would never have recognized it. The counters and appliances were set low to accommodate Lou's wheelchair, and a skylight was carved into the ceiling above the table. The choppy little hallway between the kitchen and the living room was gone, and the north wall of the living room was now entirely made of glass.
Lou's easel stood in front of the glass wall, and a Prokofiev piano concerto poured from the huge stereo speakers standing in the corners of the living room.
“You've done wonderful things with the house,” Eden said. She stood in the middle of the living room, hands on hips, and looked around her. “You've brought New York to Lynch Hollow.”
Lou wheeled toward her to hand her a glass of iced tea. “Kyle had to make a few concessions to get me to move down here,” she said. “I hope we haven't ruined it for your re-search.”
“No.” Eden leaned down to kiss her aunt's cheek. “I love it.” She watched as Lou slipped easily from her wheelchair to the couch, making the fact that she had only one leg look inconsequential. Lou was close to seventy and beautiful, her skin dewy and smooth on her high cheekbones and across the sharp line of her jaw. Her eyes were blue, huge and heavy-lidded under expressive brows. She wore her hair, a dramatic blend of black and white, pulled back in a bun, a style that on another woman might be deadly, but that made Lou look aristocratic and proud. Wearing a black scoop-neck jersey and a long green skirt, she could pass as a retired ballerina, and it was true she had once loved to dance. Every Saturday night when Eden was a teenager, Kyle took Lou dancing. But thank God it had not been her profession. Eden remembered Kyle's relief when, just weeks after losing her leg, Lou was back at the easel.
Kyle set a chocolate cake down on the coffee table, one burning pink candle jutting from the icing. “Happy birthday, Eden. A few days late.”
“Thank you.” Eden sat down on the love seat. She turned to Lou. “Did you make the cake? It's beautiful.”
Lou shook her head. “I don't do much baking anymore, dear. There's a good bakery in Coolbrook. Go ahead.” She motioned toward the cake. “Make a wish.”
Eden blew out the candle, guilty because the first wish that came into her head was that her work here would go quickly and she could escape from her aunt and uncle sooner than planned.
Lou cut the cake and handed her a piece.
“We put you in your mother's old room upstairs,” Kyle said. “It's barely been touched by the remodeling, so hopefully you can still get a feel for her in there.”
Eden nodded. That was the most logical room for her to have. The first floor had only the master bedroom and one smaller bedroom which had originally belonged to her mother and Kyle, and later to her. The second story, added on shortly before Eden's birth, held one large bedroom and a smaller room across the hall, where Katherine wrote when it was too cold in the cavern. After Katherine died no one used the upstairs. There were no boulders in front of the stairway, but Katherine's room had become as sealed from the rest of the world as her cave.
“These came for you today.” Kyle carried a vase filled with two dozen red roses into the living room and set them next to the cake.
Eden plucked the card from its holder, although she was certain who had sent them. I miss you already, Michael had written.
“Michael Carey?” Lou asked.
“Yes.” Obviously Kyle and Lou were up on the latest Hollywood gossip. Eden set the card on the table and picked up her plate again.
“He's very handsome,” Lou said.
“Yes, he is.”
“Has quite a reputation, though,” Kyle said. “You don't have to rush into anything.”
Lou laughed. “Ky, she's a grown-up.”
“Okay, okay.” Kyle smiled. “Old habits die hard.”
“Michael's cleaned up his act, Kyle. He's being very solicitous because he hopes to play Matthew Riley in the movie. But we're really just friends, so you don't need to worry.”
“Two dozen roses to a friend?” Kyle asked as he ducked back into the kitchen.
Eden sighed and looked at her aunt. “How come I feel like I'm eighteen again?”
“You never stop worrying, Eden. So how's Cassie? We can't wait to see her.”
“She's just fine.”
“I bet you'll miss her this month.”
Eden shrugged. “She'll have a great time with Wayne and Pam and Pam's kids.” She felt the tears threaten and took a long swallow of iced tea to stop them. Why do you have to go, Mommy?
“We saw Heart of Winter three times, Eden.” Kyle stood in the doorway of the kitchen, sipping his iced tea. “We're real proud of you, honey.”
Kyle was, how old now? Sixty-four? His neatly trimmed white and gray beard lent him dignity, but the laugh lines carved into the skin around his clear blue eyes were evidence of his good humor. He was wearing jeans and a blue plaid shirt, and he was lean without being gaunt. When he spoke, the remnants of his Shenandoah Valley accent still softened his words, although he'd spent most of his adult life far from Lynch Hollow. He was still a handsome man, quite remarkably so for his age. She'd noticed that for the first time just a few years ago. He'd been in L.A. at an archaeology conference and wanted to take her out to dinner. Spending an evening alone with Kyle had been unthinkable, so Eden asked Nina to join them. At the restaurant Eden had barely gotten seated before Nina dragged her into the ladies' room.
“Your uncle's gorgeous,” she'd said. “Is he married?”
Eden had stared at her in disbelief. “He's nearly old enough to be your grandfather, Nina.”
Nina leaned toward the mirror to apply a fresh layer of mascara to her already thick lashes. “He's old like Paul Newman's old, like Sean Connery's old. Know what I mean?” She leaned back, blinked her lashes at her reflection. “So, is he married?”
Eden spent the rest of that evening observing Kyle's deft, effortless evasion of Nina's seduction, and she realized with a jolt that this was something he was accustomed to doing, something he had most likely done all his life.
Here at Lynch Hollow she could see the signs of age creeping in. He was moving a little more slowly and Eden watched him grimace as he sat next to Lou on the sofa.
“Arthritis,” he said. “Finally catching up to me.” The wheelchair had been a part of Lou's countenance for a long time, but Eden hadn't expected this change in Kyle. It sent a quick, unexpected sliver of fear through her.
Conversation sagged as it always did between the three of them. Not once during the years she'd lived with them as a teenager had a conversation between them taken flight. She knew it was her fault, as it was most likely her fault now. With most people she could keep up an easy superficial chatter from behind her Eden Riley mask. But she could only play herself with Kyle and Lou, and that was the one role for which she could never memorize the lines.
Kyle suddenly set his tea on the coffee table and stood up. “I have something for you.” He left the room and reappeared a few minutes later with a thin gift-wrapped package about the size of a magazine. He put it on the table and took his seat again next to Lou, who edged closer to him. “Birthday present,” he said. There was reluctance in his voice, as if this was a gift he was not certain he wanted her to have.
Eden opened the wrapping to discover a dark clothbound notebook. She looked up at Kyle.
“Part of your mother's journal.”
“What?” She set her hand on the notebook. “She kept a journal?”
Kyle nodded. “I meant to give it to you long ago, but…” He shrugged. “Your mother was so misunderstood. I didn't want you to misunderstand her too.”
Lou set her hand on Kyle's arm.
“Even now, I'm hesitant,” he said. “Selfish, I guess. I was the only one who knew about it.”
“My father didn't know?”
Kyle hesitated, his eyes on Lou's hand where it rested on his wrist. “Matt knew. But he never read it.” He straightened his spine with a great sigh. “So. I'll give them to you—there are more notebooks, about a dozen, and I know Kate wanted you to have them. But I plan to mete them out to you, one by one, because I don't want you to skip ahead. She was a complex person, your mother. A complex woman. And if you don't understand her at age thirteen”—he leaned forward and held up the notebook—”you'll never understand her at thirty-one.”
Eden sat back. Thirteen to thirty-one! The journal would make her research a snap. She probably would not need the whole summer here after all. Still, she felt more trepidation than delight at the thought of reading her mother's words about her life. There would be little room for interpretation, for bending the facts to fit her theme. And it was too close. She would have to read with a distanced eye.
“You don't need to worry,” she said. “I've always felt she was misrepresented. I'm tired of seeing her portrayed as cold and detached.”
Kyle stood up and turned to face the wall of glass, hands in his pockets, shoulders tensed, and Eden wondered if she'd said the wrong thing.
“Kate wasn't cold,” he said. “She chose isolation because it was safer for her.” He turned to face her. “I'll help you in any way I can, Eden. But I don't want any filming in the cavern. The cavern stays sealed up.”
“That's fine.” She had expected that, and in a way it relieved her. She was a little frightened of the cave. “We can find another cave or re-create that one.”
“I hope you're not going to be disappointed,” Kyle said. “A story about a woman who spent ninety-five percent of her time in a cave could be pretty dull.”
“Well, it probably won't be for everyone, but I don't plan on it being boring.”
“You must be exhausted after your drive, dear,” Lou said.
Eden set her plate down on the table and stood up with a false weariness. She'd lost three hours of the day flying east and she was not actually tired, but it would be a relief to be alone again. “Yes, I really am. I guess I'll go to bed early.”
Kyle picked up the notebook and held it out to her, like a dare. “Maybe you'd like to do a little reading before you go to sleep?”
She took the book from him.
“I'll speak to my partner, Ben Alexander, about showing you the archaeological site tomorrow.” Kyle walked with her toward the stairs. “You should get a feel for it so you can understand why Kate was so fascinated by it.”
Eden nodded. Kyle had her research well planned out for her.
Her mother's room was spacious and welcoming with its old pine furniture and double bed. A blue wicker rocker faced the north window, a small pine desk sat in front of the south. She viewed it all with a practiced eye, picturing the way the room would look on the screen. She imagined Katherine rocking in the rocker, sitting at the desk.
She began emptying her suitcase, setting the picture of Cassie on the dresser. Cassie was on a swing at the park, her brown hair flying straight out behind her. She wore her usual devilish grin. Eden looked around the room for a phone, but there was none. Good. It would make it easier to resist constant calls to Pennsylvania. She was not used to this, having no one to tuck in, no one badgering her for another story, a glass of water, an extra good-night kiss. She'd never been this far from her daughter. Even when she had to travel to a film location, she'd taken Cassie with her. The separation this summer was the product of the liberal visitation the judge had ordered for Wayne after the hideous court battle. She would never forgive Wayne for his attempt to disparage her as a mother. He and Pam could offer Cassie a normal life, he'd told the judge. “My daughter's been in the public eye since her conception,” he said truthfully. “I don't want her to grow up thinking Hollywood is the real world.”
Eden had brought one other picture with her. This photograph was unframed, dog-eared and yellowed. The woman in the picture knelt in a corner of a rectangular archaeological pit, smiling up at the photographer. She had beautiful straight white teeth. Her thick honey-colored hair, the same color as Eden's, hung over her shoulder in a long braid. She wore khaki shorts, a white shirt open at the neck. She looked about twenty-five or -six. It was one of Eden's few pictures of her mother, one she shared with the rest of the world since it was the publicity photo most often used on the dust jackets of Katherine's children's books.
Eden propped the picture up against the lamp on her night table. She pulled a pendant from her makeup case and set it next to the picture. The pendant was an oval of white porcelain with a delicate lavender flower painted in the center. It had been her mother's. Kyle had given it to Eden for her sixteenth birthday, but she had never felt comfortable wearing it. She wasn't certain even now why she had brought it with her.
She changed into her short white satin nightgown and got under the covers, looking over at the journal on the night-stand. The cover, probably once a dark green, was now nearly black with age. The book didn't close flat because the edges of the pages were wavy, as though they'd spent too many years in the damp. Eden opened the cover and saw her mother's neat handwriting, blue ink on yellowed, lined paper. She closed the book again. No, not tonight. Not yet.
The squeal of brakes and the sound of metal grating against metal woke her. Eden sat up in the darkness, heart pounding. It took her a minute to figure out where she was. Lynch Hollow. And it had only been a nightmare. The nightmare. It had been a long time since she'd had it, but every detail was the same. The darkness, the sickening grating, crunching sound that went on forever. She'd turn around in slow motion to see the white sedan and black station wagon fused together under the surreal glow of a streetlamp. At least this time she'd awakened before the screaming began.
She got out of bed and walked to the window. The thin moon was the only light and she could barely make out the place where the yard turned from grass to forest.
Only a dream, she told herself. You're awake. You're okay.
She'd known this would happen, hadn't she? She couldn't be in the same house with Lou and Kyle and not have that nightmare.
God, Lou, I would give anything if I could change what happened.
She turned on the night table lamp to chase the shadows from the room and sat in the rocker next to the window. She wouldn't go back to bed until her head was clear of the dream. She rocked, and the motion soothed her. Her eyes rested on the old green notebook. She sighed, turned her chair so the light was over her shoulder, and reached for her mother's journal.
–3–
April 4, 1941
I'm in trouble again. Ma found the dictionary Mrs. Renfrew gave me and burned it. I saw her take it out in the yard and light a match to it. And when she finds me I'll get the strap again for sure.
My hand is shaking as I write this, so excuse the wobbly letters. I always get scared when I know a beating's coming because I'm never sure how far she'll take it. I practically have callusses on my legs and backside from the razer strap, so I guess I should be used to it by now, but I can't stop shaking. I'll lie about the dictionary and tell her I found it so I don't get Mrs. Renfrew in trouble.
I didn't think Mrs. Renfrew liked me, but besides the dictionary she gave me this notebook. She said I should write in it like a diary, only not just what happens each day, but what I think about what happens too. I laughed when she said that because I'd get in worst trouble than usual if she knew what I was thinking. She must of read my mind, because she said, “Kate, this journal is only for your eyes. You don't have to show it to me or anyone else.”
That stopped my laughing and gave me a good feeling, like I have a secret friend I can tell anything to. I have to hide this book good though, because if Ma ever found it she'd kill me and Mrs. Renfrew, too. I might let Kyle read it though, specially as he suggested where to hide it. (Under the loose floorboards beneath my bed.) Ma don't hold with writing or reading. When she watches us write, she says it looks like devil scratch and when Kyle read out loud from the bible the other night, she says he must have it memorized, that no boy of fourteen could read that good.
Daddy has some books hid for us in the spring house so Ma don't know about them. He pulls them out sometimes and lets us read instead of doing chores. Then he does the chores hisself so Ma don't know. He has done this since we was little, so Kyle and me read better than anybody round here.
Kyle says since Mrs. Renfrew is so nice to me I should stop doing the things I do in class that upset her, like pretending to pick imaginary bugs out of the air while she's trying to teach or playing like I got out of control hickups. I told Kyle I can't help it. It's like something comes over me and the things just happen. Maybe Ma's right that I got the devil inside me. I wish one of her beatings would knock it out of me once and for all.
Kyle is sitting next to me as I write this, helping me spell. We are sitting on a wide branch of a giant old elm tree in our yard. From here we can see the house and a little ways into the woods, but nobody can see us.
Kyle says I should write about how crazy Mama is. We didn't know Mama was crazy til a few years ago when we heard the other children at school talking about her, saying things I guess they heard their Mamas say, like maybe she should be put away. She should be locked up, they said. Til then I thought all mothers talked to people who wasn't there and washed the sheets every day and the same clothes she washed out the day before. Once she got me out of my bed in the middle of the night to change my sheets though she done it already just that morning.
Mama is also afeard of indians and until Kyle convinced me that there wasn't any indians around here I was afeard myself. Some nights I wake up and hear the rocker going real slow on the porch. It creaks forward, then stops, creaks backward, then stops. I know if I tiptoe to my window, I'll see Mama in the rocker, her mouth part open like she's about to pray, her eyes wide and staring off, and acrost her chest the shotgun. She stays up like that all night sometime, watching for indians.
Mama cooks us dinner when she remembers but most often Kyle or I cook. Daddy gets angry if there ain't nothing to eat when he comes home from the mill and even though Daddy won't hit, his anger is worst than Mama's. Kyle says that's because it's real anger, not crazy anger. All I know is, when I'm in the back room where Kyle and me sleep and I hear the floorboards creak outside the door, my heart beats so hard it hurts and I hold my breath, waiting for Daddy to throw the door open and holler or Ma to race in with the strap.
If Kyle didn't live here too I would run away.
Last year Mrs. Renfrew had us write about a person we loved and most everybody wrote about their mother or father. Kyle and me wrote about each other. I said how when we was little he held my hand when I was learning to walk. (Mrs. Renfrew said that is unlikley—he was not even a year older than me and could barely walk hisself, but I remember this clearly.) I wrote he was a calm person and nice and he wrote I was fun but did things before I thought about what might come from them. Mrs. Renfrew said sometimes it's hard to believe we're from the same family.
We live out farther than most of the other children at school so Kyle and I mostly just stick with each other. That's fine with me since I don't like our classmates. I tell Kyle it's because they're stupid, but really I don't know what to say to them. Seems like when I finally say something, they just look at me like I'm as crazy as Mama. They like Kyle, though, and sometimes after chores he goes off with one of them, fishing or whatever. This is happening more and more lately and he always asks me to come along, but I don't want to. I just go home and sit in the tree, waiting for him. But once he gets there I pretend like I hardly notice he's come.
I can't let Kyle read this journal after all.
April 5, 1941
Kyle told Mama the dictionary was his.
We was in the kitchen eating the chicken I fried for dinner when Mama said as soon as dinner was over I would get my due. That's when Kyle said it was his, that he left it on my bed the day before. Kyle's eyes was hooked fast on Mama's face, his jaw was stiff like the day he told me Francie, our dog, died. I couldn't talk. The chicken felt catched in my chest.
Mama pushed her chair out with an awful scraping sound. Then she stood up and went to the pantry where she hangs the razer strap. Kyle looked right scared sitting there.
Daddy coughed and pushed out his chair and though his chicken was only half ate he took the shotgun and went out the door, deserting us like he always does when Mama takes a fit.
Mama come back in the room with the strap held between her hands and stood next to Kyle's chair. She told him to stand up and he lifted his chair a little off the floor as he pushed it back so it didn't make that scraping sound.
“Drop your pants,” Mama told him.
A red rash crept up Kyle's neck to the lobes of his ears. “Can we go in the other room?” he asked.
She hit the strap acrost his hands where they set on his belt buckle. “Now!” she hollered.
I tried to say, “Mama, it was mine,” but the words came out only like a moan.
Kyle's hands was shaking as he undone his pants and lowered them to his knees. Mama pushed on his back til his elbows set on the table and his white backside stuck out and I hated her for embarussing him that way. I stood up and grabbed her hands.
“Mama, it was mine. The dictionary was mine!” I said.
She pushed me away and hit Kyle with the strap. His body jerked and I could already see the red squares on the back of his legs from the strap. I ran at her again, trying to pull the strap out of her hands but she took ahold of my shoulder and pushed me and I fell into the corner.
Tears was already starting down Kyle's cheeks. “You're making her angrier, Kate,” he said.
I looked at Mama's eyes and they was hot and firey, like a crazy dragon's eyes. He was right. I was making it worst for him, so I ran outside and knelt in the garden with my hands over my ears. But I could still hear the strap and I counted to eleven before I vomited up the chicken. And she was still hitting him and he was screaming. I wanted her to die, just to drop dead right there in the kitchen. I hate her so much.
After Ma and Daddy was in bed, I fetched some aspirin for Kyle. He was lying on his stomach and though he was in bed since supper I knew he hadn't slept a wink. I knelt next to him while he arched his back to drink the water. It was cool in our room, but he was covered only by his sheet because he said the blanket hurt too much.
I thought I should look at his legs, maybe paint them with iodine, but he said no. He didn't want me to see what she done to him in the whipping that was sposed to be mine.
I sat on the floor watching his face in the moonlight coming through the window. He looks like me, only people say he's handsome and they don't say much about me, cept for how beautiful my hair is. Our hair is the same color, like wheat, and its real thick. But mine is very, very long, way past my waist. Mama trims just a little off it each time the moon is full to make it grow faster. People touch it sometimes like they can't help themselves, but they never say much about my face. Kyle and I both have blue eyes and too many freckles that look better on a boy than a girl, and we both have real long eyelashes. I sat there on the floor of our room, staring at Kyle's eyelashes while he fell asleep. They was wet and clumped together into four or five little points that made me cry. I stayed there next to him, my bead resting against the edge of his mattress til I saw the first little glimpse of dawn out the window, and I knew I better get back in my own bed before Mama come for the sheets.
May 1, 1941
Today Mrs. Renfrew read one of my stories out loud and then she said, in front of everybody, that I was one of the most intellagent students and the best writer she ever taught. Everybody stared at me and my face got hot enough to set my hair aflame. At recess, Sara Jane called me teacher's pet and everyone started saying it til they got tired and went off without me, the boys to throw the ball around, the girls in their little circle to talk about whatever it is they talk about. I took one of the books Mrs. Renfrew keeps in the classroom and sat on the step, reading. This is the way it is every recess.
After school, I ran home, not wanting to hear them call me teacher's pet again. I clumb into the tree, where I'm writing this right now, waiting for Kyle to come home. He took his fishing pole today, though, so he's probly at the river with Getch.
May 7, 1941
Today Mrs. Renfrew talked to me after school to tell me she's not coming back next year. (There is a rumer she's having a baby.) She said we'll have a new teacher, Miss Crisp, and that Miss Crisp will not put up with me. “She will not tolerate your antics as I do, Katherine,” she said. She told me I don't need to get in trouble to get the attention of other students, that I could get it in good ways, by writing my stories, by being a good student. I wanted to tell her she's too old to understand. I wanted to say that when she reads one of my stories to the class or says something nice about me, they hate me more. I hope the new teacher won't think I'm so good and will punish me when I'm evil. Mrs. Renfrew gave me another book, this one on grammar and punctuation. I thanked her and then took a deep breath and told her I lost the dictionary. She looked at me funny but didn't say anything, just got up and handed me her very own dictionary, the big one from her bookshelf. It has her name, Madeline Renfrew, written on the inside cover. I promised her that nothing would happen to this one. All the way home I worried that I couldn't fit both books plus my journal beneath the floorboards, but sure enough, they fit perfectly, like that space was just waiting for them to come fill it.
July 22, 1941
It is hard to describe how I feel tonight. I am writing this by lantern light in a cavern I found this afternoon. No one knows where I am, not even Kyle, and I'm afeard to go home. Home is more scary to me than whatever might be hiding in this cave.
I woke up early this morning with a strange ticklish warm feeling between my legs and when I touched down there my fingers come up covered with blood! I jumped out of bed and saw a round red stain on my sheet that had gone clear through to the mattress. A large red stain was acrost the back of my nightdress. I thought I was dying, that maybe I had a tumor.
I shook Kyle to wake him up and told him about the blood and showed him the stain on my nightdress and by then I was crying. I always thought that if I died, I died. But suddenly I thought about the dark nothingness of death and I was terrified. Kyle set me down and told me I wasn't dying. He said he knew what was happening to me and that it was normal. I still have trouble believing this as I sit here with blood soaking into the rag down there. I sure hope he's right' He said I am ministrating (I'm not sure of that word. He wasn't either and I can't find it in my dictionary). He said it happens to every girl once a month (!) so's she can have babies. He knows this from talking to Getch, who has three older sisters. I am sposed to wear a rag down there for a few days til the bleeding stops. Kyle said he thought I knew about this and I said how would I know? Mama would never talk to me about such a thing and I have no friends.
“You ought to have friends,” Kyle said. “You deserve to have friends. But you have to try harder.”
He's been saying this a lot lately and I wish he would quit and we could go back to the way things were before he started getting popular. I don't want to be bleeding! I don't want no babies. And every month! This is a life sentence as unjust as I've ever heard.
As Kyle was talking to me about friends, Mama come in our room for the sheets. We buttoned our lips and when she saw my sheet she let out a scream like she was bit by a snake. She quick pulled the sheet off the mattress and run out the door and we watched her from the window, running off the porch with the sheet bundled up against her chest. She carried it into the yard, set it in a crumpled heap near the tiger lilies and lit a match to it.
“If the blood's normal, why is Mama burning my sheet?” I asked, calm as ever.
But Kyle was at the dresser, pulling out my overalls and a shirt and stuffing them into my arms.
“Put these on and get out before she comes back,” he said.
“I need a rag,” I said. Blood was trickling down the inside of my leg and two small red circles of it was on the floorboards where I stood. Kyle stopped what he was doing and looked at the floor.
“Lord, Kate, I didn't think it would just pour out of you.”
I started to cry again but he was ripping up one of his old shirts, pressing the pieces of cloth into my hands. I folded the cloth between my legs and leaned my hand on Kyle's shoulder as I stepped into one leg of my drawers, then the other. I pulled my nightdress over my head without thinking that it's been a long time since Kyle has seen me undressed, that my body has changed, the changes so slow that I had to look down at my own chest to see what he was staring at. He blushed and I come near to laughing at his embarrassment but I knew I had no time to waste laughing.
Mama bust in the room again afore I could get out but she didn't seem to notice me and Kyle was even there. She caught ahold of one corner of the mattress and drug it off the bed and out of the room. We heard it thumping down the porch steps and when I looked out the window she was dragging it out in the yard, with the round bloodstain already darkening in the sun. Daddy ran out of the house and grabbed ahold of her hands when she tried to set a match to the mattress. I was shamed that Daddy would know what was happening in my body. He took the matches from Mama and went back into the house while Mama sat on the ground and cried into her hands.
By this time Kyle was helping me climb out the window. “I'll meet you at the mill,” he said. (Kyle and I are working at the mill this summer.)
I walked into the forest, looking for a path that would not hurt my bare feet because I left so fast I forgot my shoes! I knew I could not go to the mill today, not bleeding like this and in bare feet. I was in a part of the woods I knew well (the place where the woods drop down to the field by Ferry Creek), so I was surprised when I come acrost the cavern. All my life it's been here and I just now found it. I saw a squirrel disappear back of some bushes and when I got closer I saw that the bushes blocked the entrance to a cave. I pulled out one of the bushes with my bare hands and there it was, a hole stuck in the side of the hill. I walked inside as far as the sunshine would let me see and the air was wonderfully cool. I called “Hello!” and the sound echoed all around the walls.
After a bit, I went back home. Ma was gone, and Daddy and Kyle was at the mill so I took my time picking fruit from the bowl, from underneath so Ma wouldn't likely realize it was missing. I got my shoes and a lantern, the dictionary and grammar book and this journal and came back to the cave. My cave. When I first looked around the cave with my lantern, I felt rich. It is like the caverns the tourists visit at Luray though much littler. The first part is long and narrow with a pitched floor that takes you down to the main part, which is one enormous great room. I can see a little tunnel shooting off the back. This great rooms got reddish colored rocks coming out of the ceiling and floor. I know they are called stalactites and stalagmites because I learnt that when I been to Luray. In some places the ceiling is real high and the stalactites that come from it is broad and the stalagmites that climb towards them just as great. In some places the stalactites and stalagmites (writing them words makes my hand tired) meet and make walls that look like fancy velvet curtains and there is also a pool that reflects about a million baby stalactites from the ceiling above it and the water is so still that I couldn't at first tell if it was a reflection or a million little stalagmites coming out of the ground. I don't think I ever seen a more beautiful place than this cavern. Some folks think of paradise as green and full of growing things, but today I found my own Garden of Eden.
I made two more trips back to the house and now I have here my mattress, turned over so the stain don't show and some candles, which I set all round the cave on rocky ledges. I also brung a blanket and some rags from the rag bag for my female problem. Kyle didn't say how long this ministrating will last. I wisht I understood it better. What part of me is bleeding? And what has the blood to do with babies? I could believe as easy some spirit has taken ahold of me as I can believe what Kyle's telling me.
I'm going to spend the night here in my garden, though I wish now I left a note for Kyle. He'll be worried since I didn't show up at the mill neither. I am a coward, afeard of going to my own home. The strap scares me worst than ever.
I'm going to turn out the lantern now and lie here in the darkness. I'm not scared here. Nothing in my garden can hurt me.
July 23, 1941
I went back to the house real early this morning and snuck into my window. I woke Kyle with my finger to his lips and when he opened his eyes I saw they was red and I felt terrible for the worry I caused him.
“Where you been?” he asked. He sounded angry but I knew it was really worry I heard.
“I had to stay away,” I said.
“No you don't,” he said. He looked excited. “Mama said yesterday you're a woman now, you're too growed for her to whip.”
I knew Kyle wouldn't lie to me but it was hard to believe Mama would say that. Kyle swore she did, that she was real calm after her fit yesterday.
“Please stay, Katie,” Kyle said. “I promise I won't let her whip you.”
I was real nervous and I just set on the chair in our room waiting for breakfast time to come.
I showed up for breakfast like nothing was different. I was so scared I couldn't touch my eggs or grits and no one said a word til after Daddy left for the mill. Then Ma stood up and begun clearing the table and finally she spoke.
“I'm glad you had the decency to get rid of that wicked mattress, Katherine,” she said.
I was afeard to turn around and look at her and I could hear her clattering the pans in the basin.
“You're growed now,” she said. “Too old to whup.”
Kyle smiled at me, but then I saw his eyes get big, his lips go flat. He leaned back in his chair and hollered, “Ma, no!” Before I could turn to look, Ma took ahold of my hair and snapped my head back and then I heard the sound of the scissors as she worked them right close to my scalp and in seconds my hair lay in a thick shiny yellow pile on the floor.
Ma set the scissors on the table, calm as you please, and walked out of the room. For a minute I stared at the hair on the floor and felt tears trying to push out my eyes. Then all of a sudden, I didn't care. I looked at the hair and didn't feel a thing. I touched the spikey, hacked off ends of my hair close to my scalp and felt nothing at all. Kyle jumped from his chair and grabbed up the hair from the floor. He held it to my head as though he could attach it back on some how.
“Leave it be,” I said. “I want to show you something. A place I found.”
“But, Kate, your hair.” Kyle looked upset I wasn't crying or mad like he thought I ought to be.
I stood up. “Come with me,” I said.
Before we reached the cavern I made him swear he would never tell nobody what I was about to show him. I pulled aside the brush I set against the entrance and led him inside and when I lit the lantern he let out his breath in a long whistle. I could see he was amazed and I felt proud.
“I can get away from her here,” I said.
He walked around like I did the day before, touching the stalagmites, staring into the reflecting pool.
“You can't stay out here,” he said.
“Just sometimes,” I said, though I had been thinking how good it would be to sleep here on hot summer nights.
“We have to get to the mill,” Kyle said.
I touched the back of my hair and the ends of it felt like broom bristles against my palm. “I'm staying here,” I said.
I spent the rest of the day turning the cavern into my hide-a-way. The Smith's house has been deserted since last year when they left for West Virginia, so I took a chair and a table from there and drug them back here. I found more candles there too and a lap desk filled with pencils and paper. There's a long rock above the reflecting pool—sort of a ledge that makes a perfect bookshelf for my dictionary and grammar book. Now they can stand upright like they is sposed to be. High above the place where I lay my mattress there is a deep hole in the wall and this is where I'll keep my journal.
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Ben Alexander sat on the bed in his cabin high above Lynch Hollow, a small battered address book on his knee. He took another swallow of whiskey from the bottle on the floor and stared at the name on the page in front of him. Valerie Collins. She was the last one. Over the past few months, he'd called everyone he'd ever known. Valerie was his last hope.
She used to send him cards at Christmas. She'd address them to both him and Sharon, but he knew they were directed to him alone. The cards were always a picture of Valerie with her salukis. As the years wore on she'd taken on the look of her dogs, sleek and long-limbed. Her nose grew thinner and more pointed, her hair longer, silkier, blacker. Sharon laughed as she followed Valerie's transformation from woman to canine, never catching the meaning behind the cryptic messages: Hope to see you soon, or Love you. He knew Valerie meant the singular you. She didn't know Sharon and didn't care to.
He took another taste of the whiskey and moved the phone from the apple crate he used as a nightstand to his bed. Surely Valerie would want to hear from him.
The phone was army green, cracked and held together with masking tape that threatened to break with each turn of the rotary dial.
“Hello?” Her voice was soft. If a saluki could talk…
“Valerie?” He sat up straight.
“Who's this?”
“It's Ben Alexander, Valerie.”
There was that heavy silence he was growing accustomed to. The name would register, the newspaper images of his face, bearded then and lined with fatigue, would race through Valerie's head.
“It's late, Ben. I'm on my way to bed.”
He shot ahead in desperation. “I was wondering if we could get together? I'm living in the Shenandoah Valley now, but I could drive up to D.C.—it's been a long time—I'm divorced now. I don't know if you knew that.”
Silence again. Then a sigh. A drawing in of breath and courage. “Ben, the honest truth is I don't ever want to see you. You must have really changed over the years to do what you did. Please don't call me again.”
He jumped when she slammed her phone down, and it was a moment before he set his own receiver back in its cradle.
He sat on the edge of the bed with his hands folded in his lap for many minutes. The light behind the open door of the bathroom pulled at him seductively, and he pictured the bottle of Valium on the edge of the sink. He'd gotten the prescription filled months ago, but he hadn't taken a single pill. Twenty still in there. They would do the trick. How long would it take Kyle to find him? When he didn't show up at the site in the morning, Kyle would assume he'd overslept or had some urgent errand. But by afternoon Kyle would start to wonder. And by evening maybe he'd take a drive up here and find him. Ben would leave him a note, thanking him for being the one person who believed him, for offering him the job at the digs when no one else would hire him, for being a friend. Ben shuddered. He couldn't do that to Kyle.
He took another drink. Drinking too much these days. And alone. Little option there. The only people who would condescend to drink with him were not the kind of people he wanted as friends. People who looked at him knowingly, who winked as though they understood how a man could do what he'd been accused of doing.
He'd hoped that here in the Valley he could escape the knowing eyes. But one or two people knew and they'd told others. Sometimes he felt as much a leper here as he'd been in Annapolis.
The phone rang and he had a brief flutter in his chest at the old fantasy: somehow Bliss had stumbled across his phone number, and when he picked up the receiver he would hear her five-year-old voice, perplexed, asking, “Daddy, aren't you ever coming home from this trip?”
He lifted the phone to his ear. It was Kyle. “Sorry to call you so late,” he said, “but my niece arrived tonight.”
Ben said nothing, still caught in the fantasy of his daughter.
“Ben? Remember? She's working on a film about her mother?”
“Yes. Right.” Eden Riley.
“She'll need to get a feel for the site. It was so much a part of her mother's life, and you can use an extra pair of hands this summer, can't you?”
Ben pictured the Valium and turned his back on the gaping bathroom door. “Does she know anything about the site?” he asked.
“Nothing, but she'll learn fast. You have no objection, do you?”
“No, of course not.” He wanted to ask, so he could steel himself for meeting her, “Does she know about me?” but he couldn't. He would know by the look in her eyes if Kyle had told her or not. “Sure, it's fine. Just send her over in the morning.”
He hung up and carried the bottle over to the sofa. He turned on the TV, made a quick tour of the channels, and turned it off. He lay back on the sofa and stared at the brown water stain on the wood-plank ceiling.
He hated being alone. He'd managed to avoid it most of his life. He and his older brother, Sam, had been inseparable as kids and close to their parents. He'd never gone through the usual adolescent rebellion. His parents flowed too easily with the punches. But they'd been dead five years now, and he was glad they hadn't lived to see this past year and a half. He liked to think they would have been certain of his innocence, but he wasn't sure. It was better not to know, to imagine they would have stuck by him as Sam and Jen had done. Sam and Jen had been his life support during the trial. They still saw Bliss, calling him after each visit to say how cute she looked, how unscarred she seemed to be. “She's fine,” Jen would tell him. “And she asks about you.” He wondered if she still did, or if Sam and Jen just told him that. It had been a long time, and kids' memories…well. Plus she had a new dad now. Jeff. Did she call him Daddy, with the dimple on the second syllable he always used to watch for?
Sam and Jen had begged him to stay in Annapolis after his stint in prison. “You need to be near us,” Sam said. Perhaps they knew what he hadn't known then. The ostracism he would face. Shunned by expeditions, he applied for openings at half a dozen universities but was turned down by all of them. And then the call came from Kyle.
“Why didn't you let me know?” Kyle admonished in the familiar soft voice Ben knew from the years as his student, the years as his friend. “I heard about it through the grapevine. But I wanted to hear it from you.”
So Ben told him as calmly as he could about the accusations, the trial, the tide of evidence he felt helpless to stem as it mounted against him, the prison term. Then he told Kyle about losing his job, not being able to find work anywhere.
“I know you like a son, Ben.” Kyle's voice was sure, full of conviction. “I wouldn't care what evidence they showed me, I could never believe you were guilty. I can offer you a job here—the arthritis doesn't give me much time in the pits anymore. I know it's a pathetic offer after what you're used to. Please don't be offended.”
“No, that'll be great.” Just that day he'd been turned down to muck out stables.
At first he stayed close to Kyle and Lou. He was so relieved to feel trusted and he knew their sympathy was genuine. The three of them went to see Heart of Winter shortly after his arrival, when he was still numb from the months in prison. That movie changed his image of Eden Riley. She was known for her portrayal of angels and earth mothers and, Bliss's personal favorite, the beautiful witch in Child of the North Star. But now he could picture Eden only in that hotel room scene with Michael Carey. One sexy scene in an otherwise unsexy movie. One sexy departure from a tenaciously unsexy career. He couldn't scrape from his mind the image of Carey undressing her from the inside out. Expertly. Slip, stockings, panties, bra, leaving her in a silky black dress open just enough to tease the camera with a glimpse of her breasts.
Ben had been keenly aware of Kyle and Lou sitting next to him, watching the woman they'd raised through her teen years, the woman they adored and rarely saw, making love to the rakish Michael Carey. He heard Lou's muffled “Oh, my” and Kyle's chuckled response before he was swallowed up by the images on the screen. There was a hushed stillness in the theater, an electric tension that seemed rooted in his loins. After months of feeling nothing at all he was stunned by the aching in his body, by the yearning in his chest that went far beyond the sexual. And for a few brief moments he kidded himself into thinking that life might still hold something for him, that perhaps he had not lost everything in that Annapolis courtroom.
Then he'd returned to his cabin, to the silent telephone, the numbing emptiness. Kyle and Lou had their own lives to live and he could not spend every evening with them. He tried his old friends one by one and their rejection of him stung. No one bothered to feign politeness. He was not even worthy of common courtesy in their eyes. He'd become a vehicle for their disdain about everything that was wrong in the world.
He saw no way out of his loneliness. The whiskey had become an escape for him, but he took no pleasure in the taste or the burn or anything other than the temporary oblivion it offered. The pills could provide something more permanent.
But he'd promised Kyle a favor. He'd help Eden with the digs, show her what to look for, how to catalog what she found. It was the least he could do for Kyle.
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“I called Ben,” Kyle said as he poured milk over the granola in his bowl. Lou still made her own granola, just as she had when Eden was a teenager, long before granola was a household word. “He's expecting you this morning. I'll walk you over there after breakfast.”
“I remember the way,” Eden said. The site was in the field between the cavern and Ferry Creek. She'd rather walk there by herself, rather not have to make conversation with Kyle.
“The grant's up the end of this year,” Kyle said.
“Then what?”
“Then we fold.” Kyle shrugged as if it didn't matter to him, but Eden knew better.
“Isn't there some way to get new funding?”
He shook his head and swallowed a mouthful of granola before he answered her. “Too much competition. It's hard for a little site in the Shenandoah Valley to survive. I can work there on my own, but the site won't have much credibility without the money.”
Eden sipped her coffee, watching Lou dart around the kitchen in the electric wheelchair. Refrigerator to toaster to coffeepot and back to the table again, where she set a plate of toast in front of Kyle.
“I'm ready for the second notebook,” Eden said.
Kyle raised his eyebrows above his coffee cup. “Always were a fast reader. What do you think so far?”
She had fallen asleep last night thinking about how much of Kyle's life would be exposed to her in the pages of her mother's journal. Suddenly she could picture him as a young kid in this very kitchen, bent over the table, sparing Katherine a beating by accepting it himself. She understood his reluctance to share the journals with her. They would tell his story as well as Katherine's. She thought of thanking him but returned her attention to her cereal instead. Had she ever thanked him for anything?
“You were a nice kid,” she said.
His smile was quick and surprised. “And your mom?”
“I'm not thinking of her as my mother right now. I'm trying to stay objective as I read.”
“Hmm.” Lou tapped her coffee cup with her fingertips. “I wonder how long you'll be able to do that.”
“Long enough to get the screenplay written, I hope.” Eden ignored the challenge in Lou's words, although if she was to be honest with herself she knew her objectivity was already slipping. “I never realized how difficult her childhood was."
“No harder than yours,” Kyle said.
“Well”—Eden poured cream into her coffee, dismayed to see the tremor in her hand—”I'm here to think about my mother, not myself.”
“I'm not sure you'll be able to do one without the other, honey,” Kyle said.
“The journal's amazing,” Eden said. “I can see her writing style emerging already.”
Kyle let her change the subject. “She read constantly. Our father—your grandfather—was always sneaking her books. I never did figure out where he got them.”
“I have to think about who should play her as a child. And we have to find someone to play you, too.” She had given no thought to whom she could cast as Kyle, as either child or adult. Until last night she had not realized how significant his role would be.
“I wouldn't object to having Robert Redford portray me as an adult.”
Lou laughed. “He's not randy enough to play you, Ky.”
Eden raised her eyebrows. “Kyle? Randy?”
“You don't know your uncle very well, dear,” Lou said.
“I'm not sure what age Katherine will have to be before I can play her. I'm already five years older than she was when she died.”
The phone rang. Kyle stood to answer it but he turned to Eden before picking up the receiver. “You could pass for eighteen, sweetheart.” He spoke into the phone for a few seconds and then covered the receiver with his hand. “It's for you, Eden. Your friend, Michael Carey. You can take it in the living room if you like.”
She sat on the love seat in the living room and waited for Kyle to hang up before speaking into the phone. “Michael?”
“‘Morning.” He sounded half asleep.
“God, Michael, what time is it? Is the sun up there yet?”
“I'm calling you from my bed.” He yawned. “Wish you were in it with me.”
She had never been in his bed, nor he in hers. She could picture him, though. The dark wavy hair against his pillow, the long-lashed brown eyes that drove women crazy. “The roses are beautiful,” she said.
“I can't function without you, Eden,” he said, his voice syrupy with sleep. “Went to Sophie's party last night and left at eleven. Eleven. The women were beautiful and I couldn't have cared less. Had no interest in getting high either. Everybody said I was a wet blanket. You've ruined me.”
She smiled. “I miss you.”
“Well, shit. Did you really say that?”
She could hear him moving, perking up, and she wished she could take back her words. It was not really Michael she missed. It was the safety of him, of the role she played with him.
“I don't know. You'd better not give much credence to anything I say right now.” She turned her back to the kitchen door and spoke quietly into the phone. “I'm trapped in the boonies with two people I thought I'd escaped from years ago.
“Hey, it's all for a good cause. Keep your goal in mind, baby. And as soon as I get a break I'll join you, okay?”
They had discussed this without resolution. He could help her, he'd said. He could do some of the research on Matthew Riley himself. But she could not picture him here. She'd have to do a balancing act between him and Lou and Kyle. “I don't know, Michael. Let's talk about it again in a few days, okay?” She steered him into a conversation about Sophie's party and safer ground. It was a world she knew well, a world that welcomed her and honored her status. She had built it with no help from anyone and she couldn't afford to lose it. Without it she was uncertain of her next step.
The trail through the woods was narrower and more primitive than she remembered. She imagined the camera following young Katherine as she walked along it barefoot and frightened. The trail seemed to go on forever and Eden was beginning to think she'd taken a wrong turn when she reached the steep, wooded embankment that led down to the cave. There was a fresh path zigzagging down the side of the hill. That was new. They would have to cover it up when they filmed. When she was small she just slipped and slid down to the cavern and the field below. But Kyle, with his arthritis, would need this trail now.
She passed the sealed cave entrance and stepped out of the woods into the field. It ran between the embankment and wide Ferry Creek, stretching from the dirt road to the Blue Ridge foothills, perhaps a mile away. The section of the field directly in front of the cavern formed the archaeological site first discovered long ago by her mother. There were three pits open now, each about five feet wide by ten feet long, at varying distances from the cave. She'd been lucky the night before she hadn't fallen into one of the pits in the darkness.
The site had a deserted, somber feel to it. She hadn't known that the grant would be up in December. For as long as she could remember, Kyle had talked about reopening this site after his retirement, spending the rest of his life sifting comfortably through his roots after the intensity of his work in South America. Losing the grant would put an end to his dream. Already the quiet, barren pits had the look of being abandoned.
She walked slowly past the first pit. It was deep and empty, the bottom level, the sides square and straight. The floor of the second pit had been carved into different levels, large wafers of earth covered with sheets of plastic.
As she neared the third pit, she saw that the site was not deserted after all. A man knelt in the far corner, engrossed in something on the ground. His back was to her and she watched him for a moment. He wore earphones attached to the tape player on his belt, and he was humming along with the music. His hair was brown lit with gold—Cassie's color—and a little too long in the back. He wore a blue T-shirt and jeans. His feet were bare, but his sandals were set neatly on the scarred grass at the rim of the pit. A white pickup truck Eden assumed to be his was parked in the shade of an elm over near the creek.
His partner, Kyle had said. She'd expected someone closer to Kyle's age, someone content to spend his last active years in a small, quiet site. She hesitated a few yards from the pit, staring at the faint snow-angel pattern of sweat on the back of his T-shirt, the faded-to-white denim covering his thighs. Even from this distance she felt something long buried, at once compelling and dangerous.
Snap out of it. She lifted her chin and walked toward the pit, relieved as the old, familiar armor closed protectively around her.
“Are you Ben?” she asked when she'd reached the edge of the pit.
He jumped to his feet, pulling the earphones from his head as he turned to look at her.
“Sorry I startled you,” she said.
“No…no problem.” He looked up at her, the pale gray of his eyes holding the sunlight, and she let herself stare for a moment, unnerved. This was ridiculous. She was surrounded by attractive men in L.A. and felt nothing. Then she meets this sweaty, scruffy guy in a hole in the earth and she…
“Have a seat,” he said.
She lowered herself to the edge of the pit, her knees at the level of his shoulders. He looked away from her, adjusting the tape player on his belt, and she sensed his discomfort. She was used to it. People often squirmed when they met her. She reached out her hand. “I'm Eden. Kyle's niece.”
“I know.” He wiped his hand on his jeans but she still felt the warm layer of dust against her skin as he pressed his palm to hers. “You're doing research on Katherine Swift for a movie.”
“Yes. Kyle said you could show me around.”
He nodded. “We can start right here.” He motioned toward the ladder and she climbed into the pit, feeling him watching her from below.
“I'm at the four-thousand-year level here.” Ben knelt down where she'd first spotted him and pointed to a foot-wide plateau carved into the bottom of the pit. “About two thousand B.C. These are pieces of pottery.” He touched a few tiny lumps of dirt resting on a piece of newspaper.
“They are?” She knelt next to him.
“Nothing fancy. They didn't do anything fancy back then, just functional. They look like dirt right now, but they won't disintegrate like dirt when they're washed. You'll see.”
He showed her how to dust the ground for the clay fragments. He seemed relieved to have the work to focus on. Shy, perhaps. These scientific types often were. She didn't want to intimidate him. She asked him questions, hoping to boost his confidence and get him to look at her—she wanted to feel the pull of his eyes again. But he answered her with his eyes on the ground.
“You can work here and I'll start in the back corner of the pit,” Ben said.
For the next hour neither of them spoke. At first Eden was fascinated by her hands, imagining the camera on them as they swept, as the fine tan earth began to coat her fingers. But her shoulders grew stiff as she dusted layer after layer of earth and came up with nothing. She began to understand why those little lumps of clay seemed so precious.
“Are you having any luck?” she finally turned to ask him.
He laughed but didn't turn around. “Bored already?”
“Is this usual? I mean, not finding anything?”
“Think of it as examining a space, so it's just as significant if there's nothing there as if there's something there.” He turned now and smiled at her. “You are the first person to touch that dirt in over four thousand years. Does that help?”
She laughed. “Not really.”
Ben sat back against the side of the pit. “Your mother never got down this far. She'd be amazed by what we're finding now.”
“Where are all the artifacts she found?”
“In the museum in Coolbrook, for the most part. Kyle has the rest of the collection. He keeps it in the old springhouse.” He suddenly grinned and shook his head. “I can't believe I'm digging in the dirt with Eden Riley. You look like a regular person. I don't think I'd recognize you if I passed you on the street.”
“Good. I'd like to be incognito here for as long as I can get away with it.”
Ben picked up a clump of earth and studied it for a moment before crushing it between his fingers. He looked at her. “What did Kyle tell you about me?”
She shrugged, surprised by the question. “Just that you're his partner.”
“Partner? That's what he called me?”
“Yes. Isn't that what you are?”
Ben shook his head. “Jesus, he's amazing. I'm his employee. I was a student of his and we did some work together in South America. That's all.”
It suddenly fell into place for her. She remembered letters, remembered hearing his name. And she remembered a jealousy she'd had no right to feel. “You're the guy Lou and Kyle used to write me about,” she said. “You traveled with them, didn't you? You've known them a long time?”
“I met Kyle shortly after you…left them.”
Eden smiled. “I'm sure that's not the term he used to describe my going to California.”
“He said you ran away. But you were nineteen, right? Old enough to make your own decisions.”
“I thought so.” She brushed the dust from the front of her shorts and looked up at him again. “Ben Alexander. I remember now. They wrote about you all the time. I was jealous. I guess I wanted them to mourn when I left, and instead they seemed to adopt you. You replaced me.”
He shook his head. “That wouldn't have been possible. They adored you. And they mourned you all right. If that's what you were after, you got it.”
She felt her cheeks flame as she turned back to the square of earth. “Well, I'd better get back to work on this old dirt,” she said. No doubt about whose side this guy was on.
She knew it was another minute before he turned around himself.
The soft bristles of her brush caught on something. She slipped them over the earth again and again, and a small, hard mound, about the size of a dime, began to form beneath the bristles. “Ben? There's something here.”
He sat down on the ground next to her and watched as she swept the earth away from the object. “Go easy, now,” he said. “You don't want to lose anything that might be around it.”
“Maybe you'd better do it.” She held the brush out to him.
“Uh uh. It's yours. You're doing fine.”
He was so close she could smell the sun on his skin. She edged away from him, closer to the cool earthen wall of the pit. She was not accustomed to men like him. All the men she knew were actors, predictable in the personas they'd adopted. They were either gay, blood-and-guts macho, or strong and slickly sensitive, a facade Michael had perfected and others copied. They were like comic book characters. What could be safer than a paper-thin man?
When she thought of the men in her life she did not even include Wayne. He didn't count as a man. Sorry, Wayne, but it was true. That was one reason she'd sought him out so long ago. His asexuality. His harmlessness. She'd been just a kid then, looking for someone safe to lean on. But the man next to her right now seemed anything but asexual, anything but safe. He was mercurial—self-conscious one minute, brazen the next. She watched him run his fingers over the earth in front of her. She couldn't categorize him. He was a different type of man than Wayne or Michael. Entirely different.
The mound was now the size of a silver dollar. “Is it pottery?” she asked.
“Yes. And it looks like it's going to be the biggest piece I've seen in this pit.”
She looked at him in apology. “I'm sorry.”
“Don't be silly.” He motioned her to continue.
The mound grew until the bristles of her brush finally caught on an edge. By that time the rounded piece of clay was larger than her hand.
“Beginner's luck,” Ben said. He stood up to take a clipboard off the rim of the pit and drew the location of the pottery on a chart. Then he carefully slid his fingers beneath it and lifted it out. He held it in front of her. “It's part of a bowl. Would have been about ten inches in diameter.” He ran one dusty finger across the curved surface of the clay. “They started mixing the clay with vegetable fiber around that time. The deeper we go, the less pottery we'll find. It'll be replaced with stone bowls.” He wrapped the pottery in a piece of newspaper and set it on the rim of the pit.
It was nearly noon. She wanted to get to the archives in Winchester before they closed. “I'll come here in the mornings, if that's all right with you,” she said. The work in the pit would give her time to digest what she read in the journal.
“Stay for lunch,” Ben said. “I have two sandwiches.”
“I don't want to take your lunch.”
He patted his flat stomach. “I really don't need two sandwiches.”
They climbed into the bed of the pickup truck and sat under the shade of the elm. Below them, Ferry Creek slapped against its banks, and Eden could hear the groaning of the suspension footbridge that spanned the width of the creek. She'd played on that bridge as a child. Cassie would probably love it.
Ben threw her a beer from his cooler and handed her a cheese sandwich. She peered inside at two orange slices of American cheese, iceberg lettuce, mayonnaise, and catsup and bit her lip.
“It's the catsup, huh?” he asked.
She nodded. “A little odd.”
He handed her the plain piece of bread from his own sandwich.
“Music?” He turned on the tape player still attached to his belt. The music was fast, full of accordion. The lyrics were in French. She looked at him questioningly.
“Zydeco.”
“Interesting.”
“It's happy music. I have no idea what they're singing about, which is fine with me. You don't speak French, do you?” He looked worried until she shook her head. “Good. It'd wreck it if I knew what they were saying. This way I can pretend they're singing about whatever I choose. Make it up to suit my mood.”
She smiled at him. Had she really thought a few hours ago that he was intimidated by her?
He leaned back against the side of the truck. “I read most of your mother's books when I was a kid. They were full of adventure.”
“I'm afraid my mother's only adventures were in her mind.”
“I tried reading one of them to my daughter, but she'd rather watch the movie. Typical kid, I guess. She's a big fan of yours.”
So, he was married. She wasn't sure if she felt relief or disappointment.
“I told her I sort of knew you,” he said.
“Now you can tell her you really do. I'd be happy to meet her, if you like.”
“Well, I don't get to see her that often. She lives with my wife.”
“Oh. Where does your wife live?”
“Annapolis.” He stretched his legs out in front of him. “Your daughter's about the same age as mine. Cassie, right?”
“Do you know about her from Lou and Kyle?”
“Everybody knows about Cassie, don't they? Including all the personal details of how long you tried to get pregnant, how you spent the last three months of your pregnancy on bed rest, et cetera?”
She made a face. Wayne had said he was sick of people learning the most intimate details of their lives while waiting in grocery store lines.
“How do you tolerate having so little privacy?” Ben asked.
“Sometimes I don't tolerate it very well.” After Heart of Winter, her face had been on so many magazine covers that she'd lost count. That had been fine until Wayne left. Then she'd wished she could have disappeared from the public eye altogether.
“So how do you go about writing a screenplay?”
“The research comes first. I thought I'd have to pick Kyle's brain, since he's the only person still living who knew Katherine well. But last night he told me she kept a journal. It would make my work much easier, except that it's written in a dozen notebooks and Kyle plans to feed them to me one at a time.”
A smile broke slowly from Ben's lips. “He wants to keep you here as long as he can. He was so excited you were coming.”
“I don't know why. I didn't give him the most pleasant years of his life. Anyhow, I don't want to work strictly from the journal, because I have a specific idea of how I want to present her…” She cocked her head to look at him. “How do you think of her? I mean, as someone who only knows about her from the media?”
He swallowed a bite of his sandwich. “As an isolate,” he said. “A woman who valued solitude above anything else. That's something hard for me to understand. I'd rather get hit by a train than spend my life alone.”
“Exactly,” Eden said. “No one understands her because of the way she's been presented in the past. I want to normalize her. I want people to see this film and be able to relate to her, not think, oh, here's that weird Katherine Swift again.”
“How old was she when she started the journal?”
“Thirteen.”
“What does a thirteen-year-old have to write about?”
“Plenty. She was feisty and impulsive. And lonely. The other kids didn't like her. She got into a lot of trouble. She got her first period and her mother—my grandmother—was so crazy she cut off all Katherine's hair. So she ran away. That was when she found the cavern.”
Ben looked in the direction of the cave. “Do you remember what it was like inside?” He almost whispered the question, as though he understood that the cave was a subject to be treated with reverence.
Eden stared across the field to the wooded embankment. She could just make out the dark patch through the trees where the boulders marked the entrance to the cave.
“I was four when they sealed it up,” she said. “My memory's very cloudy.”
“Close your eyes.”
“What?”
Ben set down his sandwich. “My brother's a shrink. Whenever I can't remember something he tells me to close my eyes, and gradually the picture comes into my head.”
Eden obediently closed her eyes and leaned back against the cool metal side of the pickup. At first she could concentrate only on the sound of Ferry Creek rushing below them. But then she heard it, the clack, clack, clack of the typewriter keys, muffled by the cotton her mother had put in her ears. She felt cool air on her arms. The cave was dimly lit by lanterns hanging from the walls and by candles set here and there on the floors and rocky ledges. The room was filled with shadows. Eden was playing with her friends, the stalagmites. She'd forgotten about them, the cold, grotesquely shaped formations that in her four-year-old imagination took on human form.
Her mother sat on a wooden chair, an enormous black monster of a typewriter on the table in front of her. Sheets of paper were scattered on the cave floor around her chair. Her face was blurry. Eden could see only her hands, the skin silky and smooth, the fingers slender, the nails trimmed short. Her hands never paused. Clack, clack, clack…
Eden opened her eyes. Ben was watching her, gnawing his lip.
“I was afraid you got stuck back there,” he said.
“I remembered the stalactites and stalagmites. Tites and mites, my mother called them. They fill the cavern. They were my playmates. I'd play with them while she typed, and when she was finished for the day she'd cuddle me on her lap and read to me.” Her voice had softened, thickened, betraying her. She'd forgotten what it felt like to be held that way, with no strings attached to the love.
Ben leaned forward to touch her knee. “This film's not going to be easy for you to make,” he said.
She shouldn't have said so much, been so open. With every word she'd made herself more vulnerable. “I don't think it will be that difficult.” She stood up and jumped out of the truck, relieved to have the heat of his fingers off her knee. “I'd better get going. Thanks for the sandwich.”
“Could you show me how to do that?” he asked.
“What?”
“Turn off your feelings that quickly.” His eyes were narrowed.
“I don't know what you mean.”
“I think you do. One minute you're sad, next minute everything's right with the world.”
She sighed, giving in. “To be honest, I'm usually better at it.” She put her hands on her hips and looked toward the cave. “My defenses are down out here. Usually I can pretend everything's fine until I actually start to believe it myself.”
“Whew. I'll teach you to dig if you'll teach me how to do that. How about over dinner tonight? Just something casual. just, you know, platonic.” He grinned. “I mean, I know about you and Michael Carey.”
She groaned. “Michael and I are just friends. And why do you want to have dinner with me if you already know everything about me?”
He ignored her question. “I'll pick you up at seven.”
She wanted to go. It would be easier than having dinner with Kyle and Lou. “Maybe I could meet you somewhere.” She'd be in control then. No chance of being stuck with him longer than she could handle.
“Seven at Sugar Hill,” he said. “Kyle can tell you how to get there. Don't forget to take your pottery with you to impress him.”
She walked across the field to the pit, picked up her pottery, and headed toward the embankment, feeling his eyes on her the whole way. What was his game? She would meet his daughter. He didn't have to take her out for that to happen. He could write to the folks back home and say he went out with Eden Riley. Hopefully he had no illusions that she would sleep with him. Maybe he wanted to get on Kyle's good side to get a boost up the career ladder. He had to be bored in this confining little site. Or could he possibly just be lonely? It didn't matter what his motives were. She knew as she walked through the woods toward the house that it was her own neediness she had to fear, not his.
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Sugar Hill was Ben's favorite restaurant in the area. He liked the rustic atmosphere, the woody smell. It was always dark inside, which helped him feel anonymous. There was a dance floor in the center of the tables, and the bar stretched the length of one wall.
He sat at a dark corner table, watching the door, trying to recall if he'd eaten dinner with anyone other than Kyle and Lou or Sam and Jen in the last year and a half. He had not. Unless he counted prison, but his dining companions in jail had hardly been his choice.
So he was justified in feeling nervous. He stood quickly when he saw Eden at the door. She hesitated, adjusting her eyes to the dim light. He walked toward her. She wore her dark blond hair pinned up, as she had that morning. Her throat was long and slender, like the rest of her, but she had a solidity that appealed to him. Probably because it was the antithesis of Sharon's fragility. She looked as if she could handle whatever might come her way. She would not spook easily.
Again, he was struck by how unrecognizable she was. Good. He didn't want to draw attention to himself in here.
Eden smiled when she saw him and took the hand he held out to her. He led her to the table, got her seated with a menu.
“What would you like from the bar?” he asked.
“Wine,” she said. “Something white.”
He ordered Eden's wine and his beer at the bar. As the grinning bartender handed him the drinks he winked at Ben and said, “She's a little old for you, isn't she?”
Ben turned away without comment. On another night he might have said something in return, something sharp to defend himself. But he didn't want to start this evening that way. Ignore it, he told himself. Don't let it get to you.
But by the time he'd set Eden's wine in front of her and taken his own seat, his knees were shaking. That one line from the bartender had thrown him off balance. He was not as anonymous in here as he would have liked. He sipped at his beer, wondering if all eyes in the room were focused on him and Eden.
“Do you come here often?” Eden asked.
He nodded. “In a rut, I guess.”
The older waitress, Ruth, appeared at their table, her orange lipstick creeping outside the line of her lips. “You want your regular?” she asked Ben.
“Uh, no.” He was in a rut. “I'll have the crab cakes tonight.”
He felt hot and knew the color was rising up his neck to his cheeks. If the bartender knew about him, Ruth must as well.
“I'll have the stuffed flounder.” Eden smiled innocently up at Ruth.
He was certain Ruth gave him a curdling look of disgust as she headed back to the kitchen. He never should have brought Eden here, should have suggested someplace farther out where no one knew him. But there was dancing here. Nearly every night he watched other couples dance, wondering if he'd ever have the chance to hold a woman in his arms again.
“Do you like to dance?” he asked.
“Love it.”
“The band will start up in a little while.”
She nodded, lowering her eyes as she sipped her wine.
“What did Kyle think of your pottery?”
“He thinks you planted it for me to find.”
“Did he wash it off for you?”
“Yes. And I painted the little numbers on the back.”
He swirled the beer in his glass, annoyed at his discomfort. He'd felt fine with her this morning, once he realized Kyle had not told her about him, but he could not shake the feeling that his every move here was being scrutinized by the other diners, by the staff. He would have to keep any conversation on her and off himself.
“You look deep in thought,” she said.
“I was trying to think of a question to ask you that I don't already know the answer to.”
She laughed and the diamond she wore at her throat shimmered in the light from the dance floor. “Tell me what you know and we can work backward.”
“Well, you split up with your husband nearly a year ago.” His cellmate had been reading the National Enquirer and there it was on the front page. A picture of a dark-haired man arm in arm with a redheaded woman, the caption in capital letters proclaiming something like EDEN RILEY CRUSHED BY HUSBAND'S AFFAIR WITH PENNSYLVANIA TEACHER. There was a small picture of Eden in the lower-right-hand corner, her face contorted with emotion. Probably something they pulled out of one of her movies and stuck, out of context, in the paper. Sitting there on his bed in his cold cinder-block cell, he felt sorry for her. He knew what it was like to have your life picked apart by the masses.
“A year next month,” she said. “How about you? How long have you been divorced?”
“We separated about a year and a half ago and were divorced this past January.” He couldn't let her question him. “Your husband was a lawyer, right?”
“Uh huh.”
“You're lucky you got custody.”
“He put up a valiant struggle.”
“I'm sure he did. Lawyers aren't my favorite people.” He stared at his beer. God, he sounded like an idiot. “You must know people around here from when you were a kid,” he said.
“Not many. No one I'd care to see.”
“How old were you when you moved in with Kyle and Lou in New York?”
“Thirteen.”
“And your grandparents took care of you before that, right?”
“My grandfather and his second wife. You do know my life story, don't you?”
“Kyle and Lou brag a lot. And they're in love with Cassie.”
Her face brightened and he knew he had found the right topic. Her beautiful white teeth flashed in a smile as she told him about her daughter. Only problem was, he couldn't listen. It was too hard to hear about a four-year-old girl. He wanted to say, Bliss does that too, or, Yes, I know exactly what you're talking about, but he couldn't. Instead he tuned out her words and focused on the warm blue of her eyes.
“Cassie will be here in July,” she said. “Will your daughter visit you this summer? They could play—”
“Shhh!” He quickly covered her hand with his as Ruth set their plates in front of them, and he held her silent with his eyes until the waitress walked away. “Sorry,” he said as he took his hand away and picked up his fork. “No, not this summer.” Not any summer.
Eden frowned at him. “Is something wrong?”
“No.” He cut a wedge of crab cake, neatly, with great concentration. He couldn't look at her, and he was relieved when she finally lifted her own fork and began to eat. How had he managed to kid himself into thinking he could ever have a normal relationship with a woman again? And Eden Riley? Christ, Alexander. He'd thought about her all afternoon, hoping there could be something between them—something short, a brief connection. He wasn't asking for much. When she said she and Michael Carey were just friends, wasn't she telling him she was interested? Fool. This woman was an Academy Award–winning movie star. Every person in this restaurant would recognize her name. She wore an enormous diamond around her throat. Her daughter went to what sounded like an exclusive day-care program. She lived in a beautiful house on the ocean. He could picture it—hot tub, parties in the balmy California air. He saw her again in that hotel room scene with the darkly handsome Michael Carey. How ridiculous that he'd thought she could be interested in him. At one time he might have stood a chance, but not now. He made barely enough to keep a head of lettuce and some cheese in the refrigerator and a leaky roof over his head. He wanted to tell her about the house he and Sharon had owned, the one he'd designed himself. He wanted to tell her he'd had a job that earned him the respect of the entire archaeological community. But then he'd have to explain why he'd lost it all.
She had eaten a third of her flounder when she set down her fork. “Ben, I'm not sure what's going on here but you look as though you'd rather be just about anywhere but here with me. We don't have to drag this out, okay? Let's call it a night.”
“No.” He grabbed her hand again, panicked. “I'm sorry. I have a lot on my mind, but I don't want to leave yet.” The band was starting to play. He liked this band. Old rock and roll, of a sort. They made every song sound as if it had a little country in it, but that was okay. He watched another couple walk onto the dance floor. “Let's dance,” he said, getting to his feet. If they moved they wouldn't have to talk.
The band played an old Doobie Brothers song. It was fast, and Eden moved easily with him. He was glad to see her smiling again as they spun around the floor.
The next song was slow and Eden didn't object when he pulled her close. The musky silk of her hair brushed his cheek as she moved her arms from his shoulders to around his neck, surprising him, scaring him. He shut his eyes against the stares of the other diners. During this past year he'd wondered if he'd ever make love again, if any woman would consent to have him. He was not even certain he still had the physical ability. He never would have guessed that an affront to his sexuality could take such a toll on him. Could he ever feel normal again? Could he ever touch or be touched without shame and guilt, no matter how unreasonable those feelings were?
Maybe Eden…God, she smelled wonderful. Entirely too good. He tried to think about the pottery she'd found that morning, the shape of Sugar Hill's bar, the words of the music—anything to keep his erection in check. But when he feared it had grown firm enough for her to feel, he pulled away from her, abruptly, leaving her staring at him as she lowered her arms to her sides.
“What's the matter?” she asked.
“Let's sit down.” He led her back to the table, his hand light on her elbow.
She sat down and reached for her purse. “I think I'd better leave.”
“No, Eden, please don't.”
“Do you think you have to entertain me because I'm Kyle's niece?” Her cheeks were red.
“No!”
“That's what I think. You don't seem to want to be here with me. That's fine, but please don't use me to make points with Kyle, or to show me off, or…”
“That's not what I'm doing.” He felt wrongly accused. It was a feeling all too familiar.
“I'm going to leave. I'll see you at the site in the morning.”
“Let me walk you out.” He didn't want everyone to see her walk out on him.
At her car he set his hand on her shoulder and turned her toward him. “This was my fault,” he said. “It's been a long time since I've been out with a woman and I wanted it to go well so much that I screwed it up.”
“I'll see you tomorrow.” She got into her car and sprayed gravel behind her as she made her escape from the parking lot.
He drove slowly up to his cabin. He undressed and then, because it smelled like Eden, laid his shirt on his pillow before getting into bed. He'd forgotten to turn off the bathroom light and he thought of the pills on the sink, but he was too tired to do the idea of suicide justice tonight.
In the faint light from the bathroom he could see the photograph of Bliss stuck in the frame of his scratched dresser mirror and he rolled over to face the wall, away from the picture, away from the past.
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Ocotber 2, 1941
Mama is dead.
I look at those words and can't believe they're real. Kyle found her and I know it was bad for him. We both heard the shot. It was late last night and I was sleeping so deeply that I thought I was dreaming. I thought Mama finally shot herself an Indian but then I heard Kyle get out of bed and run into the hall. I got up slowly, like something was holding me down, telling me it was for my own good not to rush. By the time I got to the parlor Kyle was blocking the door to keep me out. He seems to have grown overnight and his shoulders nearly filled up the doorway. His lantern glowed from the room behind him and his face was shadowy, but the little moonlight there was in the house was all in the white of his eyes and they were big and round and scared.
“What happened?” I whispered, trying to push past him into the room, but he held my arms.
“Don't come in,” he said. “It's Mama. She shot herself.”
“Dead?” I asked.
Kyle nodded and stepped aside because Daddy came into the hall then and wanted to get into the parlor. We listened to hear his reaction but there was none. A more silent man there's never been than Daddy. I wanted to see her to know for sure she was dead, but Kyle wouldn't let me past.
“It's her head, Kate,” he said and I noticed Kyle was not looking in her direction neither. I couldn't imagine what the shotgun would do to someone's head.
I guess I am not a good person because I wanted to laugh. It shames me to write that, but it is the truth and this is the only place I can tell the truth. It was hard for me to keep from laughing. Only Kyle's scared eyes kept me from doing it. I wanted to say, “Oh Kyle we're free!”
Then Daddy came out. He stood in the hallway, his head hung down, then he looked over at me.
“She's never been right since the day you come to us, Katie.”
I was shocked, but I could see he wasn't angry with me. His voice was soft and he actually touched the side of my head, something he never done before.
“Don't blame yourself, girl,” he said. “Weren't your fault. It's best she done this. Now she has peace. Now y'all have peace."
Kyle and I stayed home from school, but I came here to my cave and Kyle did whatever needed to be done in the parlor. I asked could I help, but he said no, he didn't want me to. He came here a while ago and told me everything he saw and it is all too horrible to write here. The destruction she did to herself is not fitting to put on paper. But I made myself listen to Kyle because he said he just had to talk about it. He sat on the settee he helped me cart from the Smith's house and his voice was one tone, never rising or falling, just steady, telling me one horrid thing after another. His eyes looked changed from seeing what he did and I wished Daddy had not said it was my birth that brought all this on because I felt to blame for the sorrow in my brother's face.
October 3, 1941
I got a terrible shock last night. After I left the cave I found Daddy sitting on the stoop of the house and I asked him what he meant, saying Mama wasn't right since I come along. He was holding the whiskey bottle and he took about five long swigs before he spoke.
“Mama weren't your real Mama,” he said. He went on to explain that Mama had a sister, called Sissy, and that she was my Mama! She killed herself a few days after I was born because she wasn't married. Mama took losing Sissy real hard and Daddy and Mama took me in. “We adopted you,” Daddy said. “Figured we'd bring you and Kyle up brother and sister.”
“You're not my real Daddy,” I said.
“I'm your Daddy every way but one, girl, and don't you go thinking anything else.” He was part angry and part sad and I thought I better not ask him any more questions.
At first I wasn't going to tell Kyle. But last night I was crying in bed and just couldn't stop and he came over and put his arms around me. He thought I was crying about Mama. But then I told him what Daddy told me and he kept saying, “It can't be true, it can't be.” But I said I knew it was. I was holding onto him tight because I was afraid he'd start to feel different about me and maybe never hug me again. But then he said, “Kate, I don't care who your Mama was, you'll always be my sister.”
October 20, 1941
Daddy talks more these days. At the dinner table when he's done eating, he pushes his chair back and talks about the mill, or work that needs doing round the house. Mostly he talks about Mama and I am surprised how much he misses her. I think it is not really the Mama I knew that he misses, but the woman she used to be long ago, before I come along.
“She was so beautiful,” Daddy says, looking out the window. “And she could sing.”
I try to picture Mama singing but it's impossible.
“Dance too,” he says and smiles. “I bet you never thought your Ma could dance. She was like a winged angel on the dance floor, free and light. Always smiling, she was.” Daddy looked down at his empty plate and I tried to recall the last time I saw Mama smile. I couldn't.
“What was my Mama like, Daddy?” I asked.
“Sissy? Pretty as a flower petal. All the boys liked your Mama, which was part of the problem, I reckon. She was shamed when she had you, not being sure who your pa was and all. People was mean to her. Guess she didn't think she had much of a life left after that. But Mama wanted to take you in. She wanted babies more than anything,” Daddy said. “When you was born, Kyle, she'd cuddle you and kiss you and sing to you. She felt fine. She was up right away after you was born, happy as ever I seen her. Eyes glowing all the time. She'd take you to the market to show you off. Then when Sissy kilt herself and you come to us,” Daddy said and looked at me, “she took sick. Something in her chest. I thought at first that was the reason for her mood. She'd be up all night, coughing. That was your lullaby, Kate, Mama's cough. She didn't have the strength to hold you much. Then she started seeing things that wasn't there, imagining things. I thought it was cause she weren't sleeping enough. She just changed from night to day. She took no pleasure in Kyle, neither, after that.”
“I'm sorry, Daddy.” I could hardly look at him.
“No, Kate,” he said. “Don't go blaming yourself. Maybe it was having to look after two babies so close in years, right on top of her sister's passing. Too much at one time for anybody.”
Daddy stood up and took his plate to the basin and I stood up too, wanting to get to my cave where I knew I would feel instantly better. Daddy turned to look at me.
“Don't know where it is you spend all your time, girl,” he said.
I just looked at him, my insides churning.
“You safe there?” he asked.
“Yes, Daddy.”
“Go on, then.”
I feel so sad tonight. There was a woman who was my mother that I never knew. Pretty as a flower petal and shamed by my birth. And Mama. Seems like she was a normal mother before I came along. A happy cheerful person. I guess I ruined two women's lives.
December 1, 1941
Miss Crisp thinks I am a good writer, just like Mrs. Renfrew did. I wrote a story about a girl who discovered a treasure (precious jewels) in a cave and Miss Crisp read it out loud to the class. She reads in a breathy voice with pauses in places I would never think to pause and it makes my little story sound like poetry. I got real nervous when she read it and could hardly breathe. Then she said, “You have bona fide talent, Katherine.” She pronounced bona fide “bona fi-dee” and everyone turned to look at me. I heard Sara Jane whisper something to Priscilla and Priscilla giggled. I hate Priscilla. When school started this year she asked me why I cut my hair off. She said it was the one pretty thing about me and I went and did away with it. I know I am the ugliest girl in the class. They all have long hair and they wear ribbons in it and Sara Jane has dimples that Kyle keeps bringing up in conversations that have nothing to do with anything. When he talks like that, admiring Sara Jane or some other girl, I feel about to have a heart attack. Truly there is a pain in my chest and one day I'm going to drop dead away at his feet.
Kyle sits in my cave at night (we wrap up in blankets now because it's right chilly, though warmer in the cave than out) and asks me who do I think is prettiest? Who's nicest? This is all Kyle thinks about these days. Sometimes lately Miss Crisp will call on him and he has no idea what she's asking him about because he is so busy staring at the black braids running down Lucy's back.
We are all changing in that class. Our bodies, I mean. Getch's forehead is covered with pimples. William has fine black hair on his upper lip. Sara Jane's breasts have grown so big that the buttons of her blouses stretch the buttonholes. I have come to realize that breasts are very powerful things. Kyle sometimes turns to jelly when he stares at Sara Jane's breasts, which is often and even I have felt the power of my own breasts. They are much smaller than Sara Jane's but if I pull my shoulders back when I walk past Getch or William I can feel their eyes on me and I know I have power over them. Also, when this happens, I feel an odd tingling in my breasts like Getch and William's eyes are actually touching me. Sometimes my breasts ache to be touched, and sometimes in bed at night after Kyle's asleep, I touch them myself. I am amazed that anything can feel so good.
This is all very much on my mind tonight because of a talk Kyle and I had earlier here in my cave. Kyle is by far the handsomest boy in our class. He is tall—just fifteen and already near six feet. His hair is very straight and thick and always shiny and his teeth are beautiful and white (I have the same teeth). He is broad acrost the shoulders and wearing Daddy's shirts now.
Anyhow, tonight he asked me if sometimes at school I tried to imagine how the boys look without their clothes on! I said “No!!! Why would I want to make myself sick?”
Then he looked worried and I realized he was imagining how Sara Jane and Lucy looked naked and he thought he wasn't normal. Is he? Is that normal? I don't know.
I heard Sara Jane and Priscilla talking about their “friend” and I know they mean ministration. I wish I could ask them questions about it because I still don't understand the purpose of this monthly misery, but as soon as they figured I was trying to listen in on their conversation, they stopped talking.
December 7, 1941
The Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor today. Before today I'd never heard of Pearl Harbor. I know about the war—everyone does, but I never realized we were in any danger. All day that's all anyone is thinking or talking about and Daddy sits quietly by the radio, just listening. The president will ask for a declaration of war. We are in it now.
When I reread all the silly things I wrote the other day, about breasts and ministration, I wish I could erase it all. It seems so unimportant when you think that people are dying, that many more people will probably die before it's over. Kyle says he wants to fight. He is only fifteen! Daddy says he's got to finish school first, but that's two years away and surely this won't go on that long. I'm hoping it's over by Christmas.
January 6, 1942
I went to school drunk yesterday. I don't have a good reason why. I just wanted a taste of Daddy's whiskey and didn't stop when I should of. I stayed all night before last in the cave, drinking and reading Jane Austen, wrapped up in my quilt. It was warm in there compared to outside. Kyle came to get me for school but I told him I was too tired, to go on without me. Then I showed up later. I thought maybe the walk would sober me up, but it didn't. I took my seat and Miss Crisp said, “Katherine, are you ill?” and Priscilla said, “No, she's drunk. Can't you smell her?”
I said, “You smell all the time” to Priscilla. Then I said to Miss Crisp, “I don't believe Priscilla ever takes a bath.”
Priscilla started crying and Sara Jane said, “You are so rude and disgusting” to me and Getch said, “Hey, Kate, you got any more of that stuff for me?” and Miss Crisp started walking towards me. All I could see was her big head getting closer and closer. Suddenly Kyle yanked me out of my seat by my arm and dragged me outside. He pushed me against the wall of the building and held me there.
“What are you trying to do?” he yelled at me.
I couldn't speak. His hands pressed my shoulders into the wall and his hips touched mine and I felt real dizzy.
“How do you ever expect to make friends with anyone when you do things like this?”
“I don't need friends,” I said. “I've got you as my friend.”
Kyle backed away from me like I'd sprouted thorns all over me. “I'm glad I'm not your brother,” he said. He might as well have hit me, but then his voice went real quiet. “Go home,” he said. “Can you get there all right? Do you need me to walk you?”
I shook my head, feeling ashamed. I made a promise to myself right then and there I will never do anything like that again. I won't embarrass him again in front of the other children. I won't make him ashamed to be my brother.
June 6, 1942
Getch's older brother Pete, who lives in Washington, is home for a visit and took us (Getch, Kyle and me) to the library in Winchester. I wasn't going to go, one, because I don't like going into town—it makes me real nervous for some reason—and two, because of Getch being along, but the library! How could I resist?
I felt funny being the only girl. Pete who is twenty three years old and more handsome than Kyle (in a way) said he was pleased to have such pretty company in his car and “I'm not talking about my brother or yours,” he said to me. I don't think there's a person in the world who has ever called me pretty and at first I thought he was making fun of me but I could see by the look on his face that he meant it. Pete left us at the library and drove off to do some errands. I left the boys and the first thing I looked up was menstruation. (I have been spelling that word wrong for a long time.) It was also the last thing I looked up because I got so interested in what I was reading that I never got around to anything else.
There were pictures in the book and explanations and now I know exactly why I bleed each month. I am amazed that my body knows to do this and that someday a baby could grow in my uterus. I only wish I didn't have to have a husband to make that happen.
On the drive home I found myself staring at Pete's trousers, remembering what Kyle said about imagining the girls at school without their clothes on. I was amazed I was doing it too. I was too obvious though because when we got to our house, Pete chased Getch and Kyle out of the car and then he took my hand and set it right on the bulge in his trousers and said, “Is this what you want?”
I pulled my hand away and tried to open the door but he caught my arm and the next thing I know his hand was up my skirt, his fingers pressing hard between my legs. The shameful thing is that I wanted to hold his hand there instead of pushing it away, but luckily pride got the better of me and I set my mouth to his shoulder and bit him hard til he let go of me. I got out of the car and ran all the way to my cave where my legs almost gave out on me. I was shaking all over. I kept thinking about my Mama. My real Mama, how she was loose with the boys. For the first time I can understand how a girl could come to be that way.
I lit just the one candle on the ledge near the reflecting pool. Then I undressed in the cool darkness of my cave and lay down under the quilt on my mattress and touched myself where he had touched. My fingers seemed to know what to do, and very quickly a feeling came over me, like the river rushing towards the falls. And then I cried out, my voice a surprise to me as it echoed around my walls. I hoped nobody could hear me. They would of thought I was in pain, but it was not like any pain I ever felt before.
June 7, 1942
Kyle and I were studying for our exams last night in the cave when I realized he was staring at me. When I asked him why he was looking at me that way, he said, “You are pretty. I never noticed til Pete said it. But you are.”
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Eden got out of bed before her alarm rang and pulled on her robe. No use lying awake staring at the ceiling any longer. Her mind was too full to let her sleep anyway. She wished she could call Cassie, but it was far too early. She walked downstairs and stood at the glass wall of the living room, watching the forest change from gray to green as the sun rose from behind the trees.
Lou's easel stood next to her and Eden stepped back to study the painting. It was typical of Lou's work—ramshackle houses made of mud and tin set against a vivid blue, cloud-flecked sky. Some little village in South America, no doubt. Lou and Kyle had spent most of the last decade traveling in Ecuador and Colombia, Kyle completing his research, Lou taking photographs to use in her painting. She had an eye for irony, for contrasting the poverty of man against the richness of nature.
Eden turned at a sound from the kitchen, and in a moment Kyle walked into the living room and handed her a mug of coffee.
“Thanks.” She took the mug from him and sat down in the Barcelona chair by the fireplace. She felt awkward with Kyle this morning. There were things he hadn't told her, a world of things she hadn't known.
“You're up early.” He lifted his own mug to his lips.
“I didn't sleep very well.” She'd lain awake the night before thinking about Ben. What a disastrous evening. She'd finally concluded that Ben was a manipulator. He'd probably never accomplished what he'd hoped to as an archaeologist. He'd gotten this job from Kyle and was now going to kiss up to him for connections so he could move on to something grander. She'd grown so irritated thinking about him that she finally got up to read the journal, and after that it had been impossible to sleep. That was probably just as well. Sleep was not a friend these days. It was just the waiting period between nightmares.
“Why didn't you tell me you're not my uncle?” she asked, the words blunt, reproachful.
Kyle stiffened. “What do you mean?”
“I mean no one is who I thought they were. My grandfather was not really my grandfather. You're my…what is it, second cousin?”
“Ah, I see.” Kyle sat down on the sofa and rested his mug on his knee. “I think it would be first cousin once removed.”
“Why didn't you tell me?”
Kyle ran a hand over his beard. “When you first came to us, Eden, you were so withdrawn. I thought it would make it harder for you, more confusing. I didn't think it was that important. Then later…” He smiled. “Well, you were not the easiest adolescent to talk to.”
She found herself smiling back. She was having a hard time holding on to her indignation. “No, I guess I wasn't.”
“Maybe Lou and I just didn't know how to raise a teenager."
Eden sighed. “I think it was my fault, Kyle, not yours. I hope Cassie will be a little easier to deal with than I was.” The tenderness in her words surprised her.
“So.” Kyle lifted the mug to his lips. “How was dinner last night?”
“A little strained. I don't think we'll ever be the best of friends.” She waited, expecting him to say something nice about Ben, something to endear him to her.
But Kyle leaned back on the sofa. “Well, that relieves me somewhat. It's probably best for you and Ben just to work together at the site this summer and keep things impersonal.”
She was surprised. And curious. “I thought you liked him.”
“I love him. Like a son. But he's the wrong person for you to get involved with right now.”
“Why?” She was right in her assessment of Ben after all, but she felt disappointed all the same.
Kyle shrugged and looked into his mug.
“I thought he might be using me. For my money, or his ego. Or to get more from you,” she ventured. “Connections or something.”
Kyle's eyebrows shot up and he laughed. “No, honey, you're way off. Ben has more connections in the field than I do at this point. And he's no schemer. He had a very messy divorce, that's all. He's not over it yet. I'd love to see you with someone outside of Hollywood, Eden, but it should be someone who has his life in a little better shape.”
“But why is he working here for ... I'm sure with your loss of funding you can't pay him much.” She suddenly realized that Kyle was probably paying Ben out of his own pocket.
“You'll have to ask Ben that question.”
“Where did he work before coming here?”
“University of Maryland. He taught there. He was vice-chair of the department.”
She sat forward. “Then why is he here at such a tiny enterprise?”
Kyle shrugged.
“You're not going to tell me, are you.”
“My advice to you regarding Ben is to treat him kindly but keep your distance.”
She sat back again, wrapped her hands around the mug in her lap. This entire exchange seemed familiar. Kyle sounded just as he had when she was a teenager and getting in with the drama crowd at school. She had finally belonged. But Kyle didn't like her new friends. His admonishments were always gently offered but unyielding. Softly masked authority that made her want to slug him. The kids were on drugs, he'd say. The boys would use her. “They're no good, honey, can't you see that? The only thing they're good at is acting, and they can charm you into doing things you'll regret. They can only hurt you in the end.”
From her adult perspective she knew Kyle had been absolutely right. But she had been getting attention from her peers for the first time in her life. She'd experienced a confidence on stage she'd felt nowhere else. She could pull a role over her head like an article of clothing. But the drama crowd had been wild and she'd been ripe for the attention of the boys. Their long hair and earrings intrigued her. They plied her with their grass and poetry, those unrhyming verses that always had a sexual overtone to them, so that when they stopped reading and started touching her it seemed to be the natural progression of things. She learned to slip into a role, into someone else's skin, and do things the real Eden might not want to do. She convinced herself that seventeen was a magical age. No one could hurt her anymore, and her life suddenly filled with excitement, with a joy she'd thought she would never know. She couldn't understand back then how Kyle could ask her to give that up.
And now she felt something of that old teenage rebel in her at his words about Ben. Ben was not trying to use her. That was the most important thing. He was troubled, yes, she could see that. But someone could give him the same warning about her, couldn't they?
“Are you ready for the next notebook?” Kyle asked.
“I guess,” she said. Last night's notebook had left her so drained she wouldn't have minded if Kyle slowed down a bit in dealing them out to her. She looked around the living room and added quietly, “This is the room where your mother killed herself.”
He nodded.
“Finding her must have been terrible for you, Kyle.” The words slipped out easily, but even so she knew it was the first empathic thing she had ever said to him.
“She was sitting in a rocking chair right where you're sitting now,” Kyle said. “My father burned the rocker. It was caked with blood. There was blood on the ceiling and the floor and pieces of her head back there.” He pointed toward the wall behind her. “Nothing I saw later in the war compared to what I saw in this room that night.”
She looked up at the ceiling. It was painted a clean white, crossed with huge oak beams.
“She left you and Katherine to raise each other.”
“We'd already been doing that for years.”
“Katherine seemed a little sexually precocious for fourteen.” She shifted uncomfortably in the Barcelona chair. She'd meant to change the topic but hadn't expected those exact words to come out of her mouth.
“Did she? Seems to me the only thing any of us had on our minds in those days was sex.”
“Was she really that nasty to other kids?”
“Worse.” Kyle laughed. “She makes herself look like a saint in her journal. But she was nasty in self-defense. The other kids weren't very nice to her either.”
“You were all she had. Didn't you resent her dependency on you?”
He leaned forward and rested his elbows on his knees. “I was dependent on her too. It doesn't come across in the journal—maybe Kate never realized it. I talked a good line about wanting her to be with other people, but later on, when she became friends with Matt, I was pretty jealous.”
“The journal's not as easy to read as I thought it would be,” Eden said. “It's harder to stay objective than I expected. Katherine's become so real to me.”
He nodded as though he'd fully expected that to happen.
“What will this be like for you, Kyle? I mean, the film. Seeing yourself—the actor who plays you—finding your mother after her suicide, coping with all you had to cope with. Can you stand it?”
“It was a long, long time ago, Eden. All I ask is that you present the past honestly, that you don't exploit it.”
“When I finish the first draft of the script I'd like you to read it,” she said, surprising herself again. “I want to be sure you're okay with it.”
“I'd like that,” he said.
Eden squeezed the mug hard between her palms. “Kyle, I understand why you've waited so long to tell me about the journal. I know I'm reading your story as well as Katherine's. I just want you to know I appreciate it.”
He nodded slowly, a thoughtful smile on his lips. Then he stood up and walked to the door. “I'm glad you're here, Eden,” he said. “It's time.”
She called Cassie from the phone in the kitchen before leaving for the site.
“I'm brown as a strawberry, Mommy,” Cassie said. Eden heard Pam's laughter in the background. “Just a plain berry, Cass,” Pam said. “Brown as a berry.
“Oh. I'm brown as a berry, Mom.”
“Don't get burned, honey.” She pictured Pam standing next to Cassie, pretending to be engrossed in some chore as she listened in on this conversation. “Does Daddy have some sunscreen for you?”
“Pam does. We have a raft for everybody! Mine's blue.”
“Your favorite color.”
“Yes, and you know what?”
“What?”
“That's April's favorite color too!”
“I miss you, Cass.”
“And you know what else? Tomorrow we're going to Hershey Park!”
“That's wonderful, Cassie.” She struggled to get some enthusiasm into her own voice, which sounded depressingly flat to her ears. “I'll call you tomorrow night to hear all about it."
“Okay.”
“I love you, honey.”
“I love you too, Mommy.” Eden listened as Cassie planted a dozen messy kisses on the mouthpiece. Then she heard Pam's voice in the background.
“Oh Cassie, that's disgusting. Other people have to use that phone too, you know.”
Eden heard the click of the phone being hung up. She listened to the silence for a few seconds before hanging up herself. Then she climbed the stairs to her room and made it all the way to the wicker rocking chair before the tears started.
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Ben woke up the same way he'd fallen asleep: angry with himself. His shirt was still beneath his head on the pillow, but it had lost Eden's scent overnight. Time to step out of fanta-syland and back to the real world.
The phone rang and he raised himself up on one elbow to answer it. “Hello?”
“Ben? This is Alex.”
For a moment he said nothing. He'd called Alex Parrish twice since he'd gotten out of prison, and the last time Alex had asked him not to call again. “I'm surprised to hear from you,” he said.
“This is business, Ben. Do you remember Tina James?”
“Sure.” Tina had been one of his most promising students.
“She's applying for a position with Stanford and wanted me to ask you if you'd write her a reference letter.”
So that was it. Poor old Alex had no goddamned choice but to call him. “I think a letter from me will do her more harm than good, don't you?”
“I talked to her about it. Her thinking is that no matter what you did in your personal life you still have a name in the field and—”
“Yeah, I'll do it.” He picked up the pen and a pad of paper from the apple crate. “Give me her address and I'll mail her a copy."
“Well, she said maybe you could just mail it to me and I'll send it on to her.”
Ben sighed. She wanted a reference from him but didn't trust him with her address. “Whatever,” he said. “So, are you teaching this summer?”
There was hesitation on the other end of the line as Alex debated whether or not to prolong this conversation. “Yes. Just one class.”
“How's Leslie?”
“Fine.”
“And my goddaughter?” Ordinarily he would refer to Alex's eight-year-old daughter as Kim, but he wanted to remind him of just how close they'd once been.
“She's okay.”
“Her birthday's in a couple of weeks.”
“God, you have an incredible memory. I'd forgotten myself.”
“Alex…I wish you'd see me.”
“We've been over that.”
“You've only heard things from Sharon's perspective. Give me a chance to talk to you.”
“I can't, Ben.”
“Could you at least talk to Sam? Let him tell you…”
“I've spoken to Sam. I know he thinks you're innocent, but frankly I don't know what he's basing that on other than brotherly love.”
“You've got some legal background. You might be able to help him figure out a way to—”
“Forget it.”
“How long have we been friends, Alex? I really think you owe it to me.”
“I don't owe you anything.” Alex's voice had a nasty edge to it. “I'll tell Tina you'll get that letter out within a week or so?”
Ben clenched his teeth. “Right,” he said, and he hung up the phone.
“Good morning.”
Ben looked up from the pit to see Eden shading her eyes against the morning sun. He was relieved to see her. He stood up. “I was afraid you might not come back after last night,” he said.
She climbed down the ladder into the pit. “I wanted to see what else I could find.”
She's been bitten, he thought. Like her mother. Like himself.
“Plus I have the feeling Kyle can use all the help he can get before the grant's up.”
“Yeah, you're right. He had a couple of graduate students, but they left about the time I came.” Actually, the two women had left the day after his arrival. Kyle made up some excuse for their abrupt departure, but Ben knew that he was the cause of their flight.
Eden lifted the plastic from the square of earth she'd been working on the day before and picked up her brush.
“Eden,” he said.
She raised her eyes to him.
“I want to apologize for last night. It's been so long since I've been out with anyone. I was nervous. Sorry.”
“It's all right,” she said. She wasn't saying, It's all right, we can try again. She was dismissing him. I’ll forgive you, but you blew your chance.
He sat down on the ground at the other side of the pit and began working. The silence was intolerable to him. He could feel her behind him, content to work quietly. Maybe Kyle had told her last night. Maybe she'd gone home and said to Kyle, “That guy's really screwed up,” and Kyle nodded and said, “Yeah, well, he spent six months in prison, you know.”
“I'm finding some little clumps of stuff,” she said suddenly, and he turned around to see her examining the soil in her hand. “But I swear they're just dirt.”
He moved next to her, and she set the little brown lumps on his palm.
“They're pottery all right. Probably pieces of that bowl you found yesterday.”
They worked together quietly for the next hour, dusting the ground in front of her, charting her finds on the graph paper. It was close to eleven when he stood up to stretch.
“Want some o.j.?” he asked.
She looked up at him. Her lips were dusty and beautiful. “That'd be great.”
He got two bottles of juice from the cooler in his truck and returned to the pit. She sat with her back braced by the corner of the pit, twisted off the cap and took a long drink. She no longer looked the Hollywood actress. Brown dust coated her calves and traced the line between her temple and jaw.
He lowered himself into the opposite corner and took a swallow of juice. “So, what's your mom up to these days in her journal?” he asked.
Eden stared at the toes of her tennis shoe as she spoke. “Well, her mother committed suicide, the Japanese invaded Pearl Harbor, and she learned to make love to herself.”
Ben smiled at her candor. Kyle must not have told her after all. “I guess when the world's crumbling around you the only way to survive is to comfort yourself,” he said.
She looked up at him. “I hadn't thought of it quite that way.” She pulled a pad and pencil from her shorts pocket and wrote something down.
“I didn't know Kyle's mother killed herself.”
“She was crazy.” Eden fingered the crumbs of pottery lying next to her on the newspaper. “She did crazy things. She hallucinated. She beat my mother and Kyle. She shot herself in the head. Kyle found her. He was only about fifteen.”
“Jesus. That must have been horrendous. Did you know before you read the journal that she was crazy?”
Eden nodded. “I got teased a lot for being the daughter of a woman who lived in a cave and the granddaughter of a lunatic. The kids at school used to jump rope to this song.” She shut her eyes and began to recite.
“Old Lady Swift was crazy as a loon,
Washed her clothes from night till noon,
Ate bugs for breakfast and bats at night,
And blew her head off when the time was right.”
Eden opened her eyes and looked at him. “No one cared that my mother had published twenty-six books. I learned to talk about my father even though I'd never known him, because he was respectable. He started the Coolbrook Chronicle.”
“I didn't know that.” He was completely certain now that Kyle hadn't told her. She would never speak this openly to him if she knew.
“But anyway, I learned that my grandmother was not actually my grandmother after all. Katherine and Kyle were cousins. Kyle's parents adopted her after her own mother killed herself.”
“A lot of early deaths in your family. A lot of suicide.”
“They say it runs in families.”
“Have you ever felt that way?” he asked.
“Like killing myself? No. You?”
“The thought ran through my mind after my marriage broke up.”
She set her juice down on the ground between her feet. “What ended it, Ben? Or is that too personal?”
“Sharon ended it because…” He hesitated a long moment. He could think of no lie he was willing to tell her. Omission was one thing, lying another.
“It is too personal.” She let him off the hook. “Sorry I asked. Kyle told me you used to teach. That you're well known as an archaeologist. Why are you here in a failing site?”
“Kyle didn't tell you?”
“He just said your divorce was traumatic.”
Ben nodded. “It was bad. And I…couldn't keep up with my job, really.” Well, okay. So there it was. The lie. Not bold-faced, exactly, but now she probably assumed he'd had a nervous breakdown. Still, that was preferable to the truth: “Kyle heard about my problem and rescued me.”
She smiled. “That's his hobby, rescuing people. He rescued me a couple of times too. Will you be ready to go back to teaching when the grant's up here?”
He looked at the streak of dirt across her cheek, at the strand of blond hair that had fallen free to rest against her throat, and wished he could be as open with her as she was being with him. “It's a little more complicated than that,” he said.
Eden stared at the blank screen of her word processor, trying to concentrate on her mother but able to think only of Ben. The morning with him had been thoroughly comfortable. She'd worn no mask and she'd survived. She hadn't meant to spill quite so much to him, but he'd treated her words with interest and respect.
His sadness touched her. He's harmless, Kyle. He'd sat there in that pit with the body of a football player and the aching vulnerability of a little boy. God, he was attractive. He lacked Michael's polish, and perhaps that was what pleased her. Nothing stirred inside her when she was with Michael. The fact that he'd been voted People magazine's sexiest man of the year had no impact at all on her body. He thought she was exercising herculean willpower when she refused to sleep with him, but the truth was, she found him extremely easy to resist.
Could she resist Ben? Would he ever give her the opportunity? She liked the feel of his gray eyes on her as he drank his juice in the pit this morning. The cut of his jaw, the dark hair on his chest where it curled ever so slightly above the neck of his green T-shirt, the splay of his dusty fingers as he swept them across the earth…She had no desire to play a role with him, and that scared and excited her at the same time. If he ever touched her again she wanted it to be Eden Riley the woman, not the actress, he touched.
But he hadn't come near her today. She'd felt her body longing for it, just for his fingers on her knee. She smiled at the thought of her mother, whose breasts ached when she passed the boys at school. Katherine was so real to her now, so very human. She switched on the word processor and began to write.
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September 9, 1942
Kyle begun courting Sara Jane this summer. He goes to her house about two evenings a week, and on those evenings I write and write and write to keep from thinking. Sara Jane is my enemy and I don't understand why Kyle likes her so much. At first he asked my advice about what to say to her and how to ask her out. He'd say, “What would you think if a boy said 'Would you like to go to a movie with me?' or 'Can I come to your house this evening?' ”
I was amazed he trusted my opinion to be like other girls', and I tried to answer like other girls might, saying “I'd be pleased to have your company,” etc, not at all sure what words Sara Jane would use. I realize how little I know about these things.
He dresses pretty to go out with her and stops by the cavern to ask “How do I look?” and I tell him how handsome he is and how thrilled Sara Jane will be by the very sight of him and I can see the excitement in his eyes. I asked him the other night if he's kissed Sara Jane yet.
“Sara Jane loves to kiss,” he said and I was sorry I asked. I believe Sara Jane is trying to be nicer to me. She offers me sweets and tries to talk to me before school, but I ignore her. She thinks if she is nice to me, Kyle will like her even more.
The other girls are jealous of her. She and Kyle hold hands or tip their heads together to share a secret. Kyle is no longer off with the boys at recess and lunch but now is with Sara Jane. They sit on the bench close together and talk. The girls make their circle without Sara Jane, but their eyes are always in the direction of the bench and I wish I could hear what they say. I sit on the stoop, reading as always and watching. I'm beginning another school year the way I ended the last one, reading, writing, and watching the world go by. Only this year is worse in a way because I feel real nervous in school, like I'm going to pass out or get sick. I can't wait for that bell to ring at the end of the day.
Daddy has a new lady friend, a real young woman from Strasburg. One day a couple of weeks ago he said at the breakfast table, “I'm thinking of gettin' married again. How would y'all feel about havin' a new ma?”
Kyle and I looked at each other. We were doing fine without a ma and Daddy could tell we were not too pleased with his idea. He cleared his voice and said, “Well, she wouldn't be your ma, exactly, but I could use me a wife. Y'all wouldn't deny me that, now would ya?” He was grinning a grin I'd never seen on his face before.
“No, Daddy,” said Kyle, but my heart was pounding. I didn't want some stranger in my house.
“Her name's Susanna Cody,” Daddy said. “She's a little young, but—”
“How young?” I interrupted.
“Nineteen. Nearly twenty.”
“Nineteen!” Kyle said. I was too shocked to say anything. Daddy is thirty-five!
“That's too young for you, Daddy,” Kyle said.
“You presume to be tellin' me my business, boy?” Daddy said. He was not really angry. Actually, I have not seen Daddy angry since before Mama died.
So last Saturday, Daddy invited Susanna Cody to dinner. Of course I had to do the cooking, which was fine with me since it gave me something to do while Kyle and Daddy entertained Susanna in the parlor. I was wondering if she knew that was the room where Daddy's last wife blew her head off.
Susanna is near as tall as Daddy and very pretty. She is not too talkative which makes me wonder what she and Daddy have to say to each other. She has nearly black hair that she wears short and curled and she looks no more than eighteen, I think. She looks like she should be with Kyle instead of Daddy, but she took no interest in Kyle whatever. She only has eyes for Daddy. I don't understand it. Daddy's not bad looking but his face is lined and his hair's shifting back from his forehead. Still, she's smiling at him all the time and calling him Charles which is new to our ears. Ma always called him Daddy. Anyhow, Susanna seems like a nice enough person if she'll just leave us alone. Daddy announced at dinner that they'll be getting married in November.
November 7, 1942
Most of the time, I don't feel lonely, even when I'm alone in the cavern. Or maybe least of all there. There is something living about the tites and mites. They are my company, along with my stories. And you, my journal.
But today at the wedding I felt lonelier than ever before. The wedding was held in a little chapel in Strasburg. Hardly a soul was there. Just Susanna's mother, who is a widow and would probably make a more fitting bride for Daddy than Susanna, considering age anyhow, Susanna's friend and the friend's boyfriend, and Susanna's older sister and her husband. Kyle brought Sara Jane, and he and I fought about this, I'm ashamed to say. We were in the cave and he said he's tired of me criticizing Sara Jane and being cruel to her. “She tries to talk to you and you ignore her,” he said. “The other night she was talking to me about it and she cried, she felt so hurt.”
I was outraged. “What about all the times she hurt me?” I said.
“When we were kids maybe. I know she was mean then. But she's different now. She'd like to do things with you. You could go shopping or just talk or do whatever most girls do when they're together.”
“I'm not like 'most girls,' ” I said.
“Well, I wish you were,” he said. “Look at you. You live like a hermit in this stupid cave. You don't care how you dress or how you look or—”
“I'd like you to leave my cavern now, please,” I said, very calmly. I wasn't about to sit there and listen to his insults. His cheeks were red and he turned on his heel like a soldier and left the cave. After he was gone I made a decision to treat Sara Jane more kindly. Otherwise I'll lose Kyle.
So I was determined to be nice to her at the wedding. I sat on one side of Kyle, Sara Jane sat on the other, and as I sat there I tried to think of things I could say to her after the ceremony but my mind was blank as a sheet of new writing paper. A panicky feeling come over me and I thought I would die if I didn't get out of that church and into the air.
As we left the church, Sara Jane said to me, “Your Daddy looks so happy.”
I tried to say yes, but no words came out, and I tried to nod but my neck was stiff and wouldn't move. I wanted to get away from her so I could breathe. Truly, I have never felt so close to suffocating.
It is not just Sara Jane. Susanna's ma came up to me and took my hand and said, “We're family now,” and I felt ready to pass out.
This is what I mean about feeling lonely. I wanted to be nice and social and instead I felt like the time I accidentally got locked in the pantry when I was five. I couldn't breathe right, my eyes got all blurred up, and my heart thumped like I would die. I can't even explain it to Kyle because he would just say I'm not trying hard enough, but I don't know how to try any harder.
January 5, 1943
Susanna had a brother, John, who died at Pearl Harbor. He was just seventeen, a year older than Kyle. When I try to imagine what it would be like if Kyle died I get that heart attack pain in my chest again. I look at Susanna and wonder how she can smile, how she can go on at all.
I wish the war would end before Kyle finishes school next year because he is bound and determined to fight. He talks about it being his duty and now he talks about “avenging John's death.” And I say what if he dies too? But Kyle doesn't seem to think that's possible. He has this attitude that nothing bad can happen to him, that he is protected in some way. I never have that feeling. Instead, I am certain my death is waiting for me around the next bend in the road. Every morning I am surprised to wake up alive.
–11–
Seventy-six miles per hour. Eden kept her eyes riveted on the speedometer as Lou bore down on the gas pedal with her one foot, the foot that would also have to work the brake. There was little traffic on 81, but Eden clutched the armrest with a damp hand nevertheless.
They were on their way to a doctor's appointment in Winchester. Lou had asked Eden to go with her, and Eden had agreed, thinking Lou might need her help. She offered to drive, but Lou laughed at the suggestion. “It takes practice to drive this thing,” she said, pointing to the van. Eden watched Lou's effortless operation of the lift that swung her chair into position behind the steering wheel, and as they flew down the curved roads between Lynch Hollow and the highway, she knew that Lou had not asked her along for her help.
Kyle had handed Eden the next notebook as she climbed into the van. “Maybe you'll want to do a little reading while you're waiting for Lou,” he'd said. Now the notebook rested on her knees, along with a script Nina had sent her to consider.
Eden watched the waves of heat rising from the road as the usual silence stretched between her aunt and herself. “Hot,” she said after they'd driven a few miles.
“It's going to be a real scorcher of a summer,” Lou said. “It's probably hotter in New York, though. Do you miss it?”
“Not really,” said Lou. “Too much traffic up there. I like to cut loose in a car.”
“I noticed.”
“We go up about once a month. See friends, do the theater, go shopping. I always knew we'd end up back here eventually, though. Kyle's roots have a strong pull on him.”
There were a few other patients, mostly elderly, in the waiting room of the doctor's office.
“Geriatrics,” Lou whispered to Eden as she wheeled herself into the room. “He specializes.”
Eden took a seat next to her aunt's chair and set the journal once again on her lap. She'd left the script in the van. Nina was pushing her, as usual, but Eden couldn't think about another film right now.
There were some whispers from across the room, a twittering that let Eden know she'd been recognized. In a moment a frail-looking little woman left her seat and came over to sit next to her.
“You're Eden Riley, aren't you?”
Eden smiled. “Yes, I am.”
“I knew it! I was just sitting there reading this article in People”—she held up the magazine, open to a picture of Eden with Michael Carey—”and I looked up and there you were in the flesh.”
“Well, you have a very keen eye. Not everyone recognizes me. Would you like me to sign that picture for you?”
“Oh, yes. My granddaughter worships you. She'll be thrilled.”
Eden set the magazine on top of the notebook in her lap. She had seen this picture, taken at the opening of Heart of Winter, many times before. She and Michael were arm in arm and dressed to kill, he in a tux, she in sequins. They'd given birth to an abundance of rumors that night.
She personalized the autograph to the woman's granddaughter and signed it, the witch of the North Star, Eden Riley. The woman looked far less frail as she hopped back across the room with her new treasure.
“You do that very easily, don't you, dear?” Lou asked. “Switch into the professional Eden Riley?”
“It becomes second nature after a while.” It was switching out of that role she found difficult.
The receptionist peeked out of her glass room. “Good morning, Mrs. Swift,” she said. “How's Mr. Swift doing?”
“He's fine, thank you, dear.”
“Has Kyle been ill?” Eden asked.
“No, not at all. Just the arthritis, which irritates the hell out of him. But when you reach a certain age you realize that even under the best of circumstances you don't have that much time left. So, Kyle's fine, but he feels every little ache and pain and it makes him think about what's important to him, what he wants to accomplish with the rest of his life.”
“The site?”
Lou closed the magazine in her lap. “The site means a lot to him, but you're more important to him than anything else,” she said. “You and Cassie. That's why he's so happy you're with us. He wants to…set things right with you. He always regretted not taking you in as soon as Kate died. He wishes he could make it up to you. He thinks this is his chance, helping you with the film.”
“Kyle's already done enough for me,” Eden said.
Lou glanced over at her. “Do you know that, dear?”
“Yes.” She looked down at the journal, her cheeks hot. Kyle had done plenty for her, but in one crucial way Lou had done more.
“Maybe one of these days you could find it in your heart to tell him that.”
A nurse led Lou into the back office, and Eden stared at her hands where they rested on the notebook. She knew Kyle had wanted to take her in after Katherine died, but her grandfather wouldn't let him. Granddaddy disliked Lou, and he told Kyle that his traveling would be no good for a child. So Eden stayed in Lynch Hollow with Granddaddy and Susanna. Her grandfather all but ignored her. He said Katherine had spoiled her beyond repair and now he had to set her right. Susanna ran hot and cold, and it was never safe to turn to her for anything. Eden remembered trying to climb into Susanna's lap for a hug just a few weeks after Katherine's death. Susanna pushed her away, telling her she was too old to be cuddled, and Eden never bothered trying again.
Her grandfather died when Eden was ten. His death was a surprise, something to do with his heart. Shortly after that Susanna developed pneumonia. The house filled with her cough. The roof started leaking that year, and Eden set buckets and bowls on the floor of the living room whenever it rained, while Susanna lay in bed, pale and wheezing. Susanna finally got so bad her family took her in. But they refused to take Eden, wanting nothing to do with the daughter of the woman who'd lived in a cave. Susanna never told Eden her plans. Instead she had bundled her off to the orphanage. Once the initial shock wore off, Eden wasn't surprised to find herself there. She'd learned not to grow attached to anyone, too fond of anyone, so there could be no surprises and no hurt.
She lived at the orphanage for two years, surrounded by children whose lives had been even more devastating than her own and who therefore had nothing with which to taunt her. But it was too late. Eden wasn't going to risk getting close to anyone, and the other children quickly gave up on her. She devoted her time to her homework and reading. Then one of the nuns began taking them to the movies, and Eden found her passion. The movies stayed in her mind for weeks at a time, and she imagined herself starring in her favorite roles. She'd sneak into the communal bathroom in the middle of the night to practice in front of the small mirror above the chipped porcelain sink. Once she was caught in the midst of her tearful portrayal of Ingrid Bergman learning she had tuberculosis in The Bells of St. Mary's, and she had a terrible time explaining what had devastated her so.
The day after her thirteenth birthday Eden was summoned to the director's office. She was afraid of Sister Joseph, the diminutive, razor-tongued director, and by the time she reached the office she was trembling. Sister Joseph was dwarfed by her big mahogany desk, yet she looked formidable to Eden with her bushy black eyebrows and thin white lips. There were two people sitting in the chairs in front of Sister Joseph's desk, but it wasn't until they stood to face her that Eden recognized them as Kyle and Lou. She felt an old, nearly forgotten joy that they'd come to visit her, and dread at the knowledge that they would leave her again. It was always that way with Kyle and Lou. They had stopped in at Lynch Hollow from time to time between trips to South America, but they never stayed long. So Eden had no expectation that this visit would be any different. Her dread locked horns with her happiness, and she allowed no emotion whatever to show on her face. That was nothing new. The only times she cried these days, the only times she laughed, were during her hours of escape in front of the bathroom mirror.
Kyle hugged her while she stood rigid as stone in his arms.
“I'm sorry, sweetheart,” he said. “We didn't know about Susanna, and when we found out, we had trouble tracking you down. We never would have let you stay here.”
They were not just passing through this time, she thought. Kyle meant to take her away with him and Lou. Still, she didn't let her happiness show. She could be wrong. She could be back here within a week.
Sister Joseph took Kyle aside, and Eden knew she was telling him she was too withdrawn, too sullen. She heard it from the nuns herself all the time. But Kyle left the office with determination in his smile. He put one arm around her, the other around Lou. “We'll take good care of her,” he said to Sister Joseph.
Eden was an adult before she understood the sacrifice Kyle and Lou had made for her. They had intentionally had no children so they'd be free to travel, to pursue their careers. When she moved in with them Kyle took a teaching position at NYU to put an end to his traveling, giving up his first love to create a stable home life for her.
They'd lived in New York, a block from Washington Square in Greenwich Village. The kids in New York had read all of Katherine Swift's books, so at first they were impressed with Eden. But her accent earned her the label “hillbilly,” and soon the teasing started again.
Eden learned to keep her mouth shut. Kyle and Lou did all they could for her, buying her dance lessons, piano lessons, speech lessons, trying to scrape every last trace of Lynch Hollow from her. They would have bought her friends, too, if that had been possible.
Eden remembered her life in that apartment as a string of television shows. She stayed up late watching old movies, sneaking again, because Kyle didn't approve. Once she overheard Lou and Kyle talking about her voracious appetite for movies. She was just like Kate, Kyle said, living her life through the lives of other people. The apartment was nothing more than her cave.
The cave. Eden's eyes rested once again on the notebook in her lap as the receptionist broke the hushed stillness of the waiting room by calling another patient. She really should see the cave. She wished Kyle were not so adamant about keeping it closed. But would she go in if he'd let her? She would have to. She was missing something, missing the atmosphere that had comforted her mother and would color this film.
Eden picked up the journal from her lap and began to read.
October 11, 1943
Kyle is seventeen now but he acts like twenty-five. He thinks he is all grown up.
Yesterday was his birthday and Sara Jane took him into Winchester for dinner. I was in my cave when he got back and he had whiskey with him. I could tell he'd already had plenty to drink because his tie was undone, his shirttails were loose outside his trousers and his hair was hanging straight and blond in his face. He sat on the settee with a blanket around his shoulders and asked me to read the story I was writing aloud to him.
“Give me some of that whiskey first,” I said.
He came over to the mattress and sat next to me and handed me the bottle. I drank til my ears burned. I wanted to get drunk fast. I've been drunk two or three times and I like it because for a few hours I feel as though I have no worries at all.
We passed the bottle back and forth for a while and I was enjoying Kyle more than ever because he was at ease and grinning and not as serious as usual.
“I need your sisterly advice,” he said, and I could see he was trying to look serious with his out-of-focus eyes. “Your help as a girl, I mean.”
I was confused and obviously not as drunk as he was.
“See,” he continued. “Sara Jane and I have decided to make love.” He raised his eyebrows at me, waiting for my reaction.
I wanted to tell him he shouldn't do that until he was married, but I'm not too sure I believe that myself and I sure don't want to put any notion in his head about marrying Sara Jane. “How can I help?” I asked.
“Well, I don't know what to do. I mean I understand basically what to do but…” He started giggling uncontrollably. I just stared at him in amazement because I never saw him act silly before. Once he finally stopped giggling I asked him, “How far has it gone already?” I loved that he was drunk enough that I could get away with being nosy about this.
“Just above the waist,” he said, all straight-faced now. My breasts started that weird aching that I knew would only go away if they were touched.
“She's getting impatient,” he said. “But I don't know how to touch her…below the waist. I mean, I'm not even sure what's there.”
I couldn't believe Kyle was saying all this without even blushing.
“I mean, the only girl I ever saw was you and you were only about five years old.”
Kyle and I used to inspect each other down by Ferry Creek where we could take off our clothes and let the water run over our bodies.
“Well,” I said. “Let me show you now.” I started to unfasten the straps of my overalls, but Kyle was not drunk enough for that! He leaped from the mattress as though someone goosed him.
“Kate!” he said. “Don't you dare!”
“All right.” I shrugged. “I'll draw you a picture instead.”
So I drew it the best I could. I drew pictures of the inside, too, the uterus and tubes and all and explained to him everything I'd learned about menstruation. I wasn't about to just teach him what felt good to a girl without making sure he had some respect for her body. He sat with his head on my shoulder, watching me draw. Then I pointed out the place he could touch to make her crazy with longing for him.
He grinned and told me Sara Jane was already crazy with longing for him.
“No, this is different,” I said. “If you touch this place, just kind of rubbing, but real easy—well, you'll be amazed what will happen.” I set down my pencil, thinking what a favor I was doing Sara Jane.
“How do you know all this?” he asked.
“I do it to myself,” I said.
“Really? I thought only guys did that.”
That was a surprise to me, because it never occurred to me that guys could do this too. But I suppose that makes sense.
We talked a little longer, but Kyle was slowing down. I managed to half walk and half carry him to the settee before he passed out. I told him he'd be right sick this morning (and he was). Then I lay down on my mattress, all of my body burning from our conversation, and spent the rest of the night with my own loving hands.
October 22, 1943
Sara Jane and Kyle are closer than ever. I watch them at school, sitting on the bench, not noticing anything but each other. They touch by drawing their hands slowly across each other's skin, like some gluey substance connects them.
The other children are more respectful of me these days and I'm sure it's because I'm Kyle's sister and Kyle is looked up to more than anyone in our school. I want to know if my anatomy lesson helped him, but I know it would embarrass him if I asked. I'll have to wait til the next time he's had some to drink.
Yesterday Miss Crisp had a long talk with me. My stories have improved, she said, and my writing is “wise and touching.”
“But your characters are more alive than you are, Kate,” she said. “You always have your nose buried in a book, and while I certainly don't want to discourage you from reading, there are other things in life.”
“I'm happiest when I'm reading or writing,” I said.
She looked at me like she didn't believe me and I am not too convinced any more myself, but that is the type of happiness I'll have to settle for. There are parts to life I'll never have: a best girlfriend, a boyfriend. I'll never have children. I myself will be my only lover. I'll never see other parts of the world. The only place I can breathe easy is in my house or my cave.
Susanna took me shopping for clothes yesterday and I felt nauseous the whole time, so bad that when I'd twist or bend to try things on I would start to retch. The streets in town looked wavy and made me dizzy. I was afraid to be with Susanna alone because I couldn't think of anything to say to her. She is nice and I feel bad about this. I always thought the reason I had trouble talking to people was because they were idiots, like at school. Now I know it is something about me, not them, that is the problem.
Lou wanted to stop at the bakery in Coolbrook on the way home from the doctor's office. “Some rolls for supper,” she said.
“We have that wheat bread,” said Eden. There was still at least half a loaf from last night's dinner.
“Oh, yes. Then muffins for breakfast.” Lou seemed determined to go to the bakery. She raced down the sidewalk in her chair while Eden struggled to keep up with her.
An enormous round-faced woman dressed in white stood behind the counter in the bakery. “Hi there, Lou!” she said. Her mouth was a tiny red rosebud in a sea of white chins. Her curly white hair was cut far too short for the enormity of her face. “What would you like today?”
“Half a dozen muffins,” Lou said. “Three blueberry, three bran.”
The woman started to reach into the case for the muffins but froze when her gaze fell on Eden. She stood up straight. “Lord, you have got to be Kate's girl. Eden Riley, right?”
Eden smiled. “Yes.”
The woman laughed. “Kate's girl, all grown up. Lord, if you aren't the spitting image. And just as pretty in person as in the movies.”
Lou looked up at Eden, cocking her head so she could wink without the woman seeing. “Eden, this is Sara Jane Miller, an old friend of your mother's.”
“And your Uncle Kyle's,” Sara Jane said.
Eden's eyes widened and Lou squeezed her hand to help her stay in control. “It's nice to meet you.” Eden reached across the counter and Sara Jane gave her hand a pulpy shake.
They made small talk while Sara Jane put the muffins in a paper bag. Then Eden held the door open for her aunt, who barely made it outside before she started laughing. “Every time Kyle sees her he says, 'If only I hadn't met you, Lou, all that could have been mine.' “
Eden stopped walking and looked down at Lou. “You know exactly where I am in the journal, don't you?”
Lou nodded. “Yes. Does that bother you?”
“I don't know.” Eden started walking again, slowly. “It feels strange, as though I'm being observed every step of the way as I learn about my mother.”
“And what are you learning about her in this notebook?”
“That her isolation was not as much a matter of choice as I'd thought. That she was phobic of people, of leaving Lynch Hollow.”
“You're right. Kate was afraid of the world to such a degree that it paralyzed her. Her fears crippled her far more than this old leg cripples me.”
Eden set her hand lightly on her aunt's shoulder. She felt the bones through the thin blouse. “You get around so well, Lou. It relieves me to see that.”
Lou patted her hand. “Yes, sweetie, I'm fine.”
The atmosphere in the car on the ride back to Lynch Hollow was no longer strained. Eden felt freed by something—Lou's little plot to introduce her to Sara Jane Miller perhaps, or maybe it was just that Lou's leg had ceased to become an unmentionable between them for the first time. Whatever the cause, Eden felt safe enough to ask Lou's opinion of Ben.
“Ah, Ben.” Lou smiled and nodded as though she'd been wondering when Eden would get around to asking that question. “Ben was always a favorite of mine, of all Kyle's students. He traveled with us in South America, you know. I guess the more important question is, What do you think of him?”
“I don't know. Kyle tells me he'd like to see me with someone outside of Hollywood, then he throws me into a pit five feet by ten feet with a good-looking guy and tells me, `But I don't want to see you with this someone.'"
Lou laughed. “Well, he's right. Ben needs to get his own life in order before he can do justice to sharing it with someone else. But that doesn't make him any less a dear.” She turned onto the road toward Lynch Hollow, lifting her foot briefly from the gas pedal to negotiate the first curve. “My favorite story about Ben was the time we had dinner in a little seafood restaurant, somewhere in Ecuador, I think it was. It was just the three of us—Ben, Kyle, and myself—and we had a table right next to the tank where they kept the live lobsters. Well, all the lobsters looked bored and resigned to their fate. But there was this one that was constantly on the move, trying to engage the others in, I don't know what you'd call it, playing or fighting or whatever. He wouldn't give up and we watched him through our entire meal. When it was time to leave, Ben bought him. He thought he was special—a survivor—and shouldn't end up like all the others, as somebody's supper. Then we had to drive about thirty miles out of our way so he could set him free in the Pacific.”
Eden stared at her aunt. “That's the most ridiculous thing I've ever heard.”
Lou smiled. “If that's what you think, dear, then I doubt Ben's the right man for you.”
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He drove his truck into the Valley as the sun crested the hills, warming the cornfields with its pink morning light. He parked on the shoulder of the narrow road, got out, and began running toward Coolbrook. He had not run in a long time. It used to be a passion. In Annapolis he'd leave the house early in the morning before Sharon and Bliss were up and run along the river, not even counting the miles. It had been thinking time, and back in those days all his thoughts were good.
He'd run a little during his first few weeks in prison, when he still thought he could find a way to survive the experience without losing his spirit. He would stay in shape, he had told himself. Read the classics, study Spanish and French. But the numbness settled in so quickly he wondered if the food was drugged. He'd never watched much TV before, but soon he knew the story lines from the soaps and his dreams were full of game-show drivel. Any extra energy he could dredge from his depression was devoted to keeping his fellow prisoners from learning what he was in for, and for protecting himself when they did. His was not a respected crime.
It was a good sign that he felt like running now. He was coming back to life, like a drowning man surprised to find himself on the surface of the water. It had not taken much to put him there. Just a few simple conversations with a woman who treated him like a person rather than a criminal.
He wouldn't see her for two days. She was working at the archives in Winchester, and tomorrow she would meet with the Children's Fund volunteers in Richmond. She'd told him she visited local Children's Fund headquarters every chance she could, and she'd invited him to go with her, but he'd declined. He could just imagine her introducing him to a bunch of people who work with children. Surely one of them would recognize his name, and that would be the end of that. She'd told him she'd nearly lost her job as spokesperson for the Children's Fund after her role in Heart of Winter. “They said I was tampering with my wholesome image,” she'd said. Being seen with him wouldn't do her wholesome image much good either.
He arrived in front of the Coolbrook post office and took a minute to stretch and catch his breath before going inside to check his mailbox. There was a large envelope from Sam. Once back on the street he caught his reflection in the mirrored glass of the post office. Christ. He ran his hands through his hair. He looked like an aging hippie.
He stopped at the barbershop, where a small, gray-haired man took great delight in cutting his hair shorter than he requested, and then walked across the street to Miller's Bakery. He bought a doughnut and coffee, which he carried for another block until he reached the park outside the Coolbrook Museum. He sat on a bench, took a swallow of coffee, and opened the envelope.
There were three copies of journal articles and a short note from Sam. He peered into the envelope to see if he might have overlooked a picture of Bliss. Sam sent them sometimes, even though he had to do it behind Jen's back: she thought it would only make things harder for him. How much harder could they get?
He glanced at the title of the first article: “Discrediting the Child Witness.” He shook his head and slipped it back into the envelope. He'd told Sam to forget that tack, but Sam seemed determined to leave no stone unturned. The second article was on the same general theme. But the third was a study done by two social workers—”In the Child's Best Interest: The Healing Power of Visitation.”
“Yes,” Ben said out loud. He took a bite from his doughnut and read the article through, then turned to Sam's note. He wasn't having much luck with the lawyer, Sam wrote. An appeal seemed out of the question at this point. The best they could hope for was supervised visitation and they might get a chance at that in January. Only thing was, they'd have to get approval for it from Judge Stevens. Ben groaned. Stevens had hardly been able to keep the grin off his face when he pulled the future out from under Ben's feet in the courtroom. Ben shouldn't worry, Sam wrote. The evidence that visitation would be the best thing for Bliss was everywhere. He just had to compile it and find a few expert witnesses and they'd be all set.
And by the way, Sam added in a P.S., Sharon and Jeff told him that someone was calling the house and hanging up. They suspected Ben, and they were thinking of getting an unlisted number. So if by some chance it's you calling them, bro, slow it down a bit.
Well, okay, he'd have to give up that little ploy. It hadn't worked anyhow because Sharon always answered. He'd called about once a week, hoping that Bliss would answer. He wouldn't talk to her—he wasn't crazy. He just wanted to listen to her voice. He'd asked Sam and Jen if they could tape a conversation with her and send it to him. He hated that her voice was lost in his memory, that he couldn't recall her tone or the way she strung her words together. She probably sounded different now, anyway. He wanted to hear. “I don't think that's a very good idea, Ben,” Jen had said. “You don't need any more reminders of her.”
Sam and Jen called him once a week, on Sunday nights. Sam would get on one extension, Jen on the other, and they'd tell him how their adoption plans for a baby were proceeding, how well-adjusted Bliss seemed the last time they saw her. They'd ask him questions about his work. He hadn't told them yet this job would be up in December. He didn't want to worry them. He didn't want to think about it himself.
Sam called him sometimes during the week. At those times Ben knew his brother was playing shrink. “How are you sleeping?” Sam would ask. “How's the appetite?” Once, a long time ago, Sam asked if he felt like killing himself. Ben had managed to laugh that question off in such a way that Sam apologized for even thinking such a thing. It would only worry Sam if he knew the truth. Or, God forbid, he'd try to stick him in a hospital. The last thing he needed. When he thought about doing it, when those pills started calling to him from the bathroom, it was often the thought of Sam that stopped him.
This morning that bottle of pills was ten miles from his body and a thousand from his mind. He stood up and leaned against a tree to stretch his calves. They'd tightened up from sitting. He'd probably have to walk most of the way back to his truck. And he shouldn't have eaten that doughnut. But he started a light jog, and as the diminutive shops of Coolbrook fell behind him and the cornfields took their place, he broke into a run.
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November 8, 1943
There is a new boy in our class named Matt Riley. He is Kyle's age, seventeen. He and his mother just moved here from Richmond to be closer to his grandmother who is ailing and he is the talk of the class as it's been forever since we had a new face. Kyle particularly likes him. They spent all Saturday fishing together while I wrote.
November 16, 1943
Something shocking happened today.
I usually sit in the great room of my cavern where I have my mattress, the settee, an old rocker and a couple of straight-back chairs. This great room is about the size of a small church but the space is broken up by the different rock formations and the stalactites and stalagmites. The ceiling is low near the entrance, but as you walk farther into the room, towards the reflecting pool at its rear, the ceiling is very high and decorated with stalactites.
Off this room is a tunnel. In all the time I've had my cave, I've never gone into it more than a few feet. Today I was writing a story about a girl who explores a cave. She crawls through a tunnel to discover a spectacular cavern that's been turned into a shrine of some sort.
So I thought, why am I writing about this when I've never even bothered to see where my own tunnel leads? So I took my lantern and stepped into the tunnel. It was spooky! I am not afraid of such things yet the closeness of the walls and ceilings was difficult to bear. At first it was high enough for me to walk upright, but then I had to hunch over. The floor rose steeply and at times I nearly lost my footing. The lantern only lit a few feet in front of me and I felt like I was walking into a black emptiness.
Finally I reached the end. Instead of finding myself in the grand shrine of my story, I was in a huge cave with a low ceiling that had long stalactites dropping from it like spikes and long thin stalagmites growing from the ground to meet them. They met at the level of my waist, forming stone columns, so that to walk through this room I had to twist and turn and I felt like I was in the middle of a giant taffy pull. The lantern knocked into the rocks as I walked and I was trying to keep a sense of direction so I would be able to get out.
Then I saw there was a break in the maze, a small, open area with no tites or mites. Lying on the cave floor was—at first I thought I was wrong and I held my lantern very close—a human skeleton! I screamed so loud my ears hurt from the echo. I backed into the maze again and in a panic tried to find the tunnel. It took me minutes and by that time I was partly crying and partly laughing and the skin on my legs and arms was scraped from the rocks. I got through the tunnel as fast as I could and ran outside the cave and didn't stop running until I reached the far end of Ferry Creek where Kyle and Matt were fishing. I grabbed Kyle's arm. “You've got to come with me!” I said.
“What are you doing with that lantern?” he asked.
I was still carrying the lit lantern, out in bright daylight. “Just come with me!” I said.
Kyle sighed like I was a terrible bother and started reeling in his line. “Let's go see what she wants,” he said to Matt.
“No!” I said. “Matt can't come.”
Kyle looked at me with his mouth hung open like he couldn't believe I could be that rude, but I didn't care.
“Kyle,” I said in a voice too low for Matt to hear. “It's the cave.”
Kyle turned to Matt who was pretending not to be interested in any of this. “I'll be back as soon as I can. You can use my pole too.”
Matt nodded without looking at us—he is strange, but I have no time to write about that just now.
I explained what I'd found on the way back to the cavern so he was prepared by the time we got to the little maze room. We each had a lantern now and I was shivering from the cold and my nerves. The tites and mites cast shadows everywhere that we moved as we walked through the maze.
I expected the skeleton to be gone because by now I'd convinced myself it was only my imagination that I'd seen it at all, but there it was, laid out like its owner had died in his sleep.
Kyle's face went white as he knelt down next to it. “God,” he said, looking from the skull to the toes and back again.
“I screamed like a girl when I saw it,” I admitted.
“You are a girl,” Kyle said, still staring at the bones. “And Matt's noticed that. He likes you.”
“I don't like him,” I said.
“Look how small this is.” Kyle stretched his six foot body down next to the skeleton. He was nearly twice as long as the bones. “It must of been a child.”
That made me feel sad. “How did it get here?” I asked. “When did it get here?”
Kyle shook his head. “We should tell someone about this,” he said as he stood up.
“No! They'd come in my cave.”
“Kate, this was a human being. We can't just act like we didn't find it.”
“We're not telling,” I said. “It's my cavern and I say we don't tell.”
November 20, 1943
I named the skeleton Rosie. I haven't returned to the maze room to look at her and at first I was uncomfortable in the cave, knowing she was at the end of the tunnel. But now that I've given her a name I feel more comfortable in her company. I wonder sometimes what killed her. An accident? Murder? Disease? I guess I'll never know.
I am more envious of Matt Riley than of Sara Jane. Kyle spends so much time with him. They are like brothers and at times they joke with each other in a way that leaves me out. When they see I don't get it, one of them explains the joke to me but by then it's no longer funny.
Matt's grandmother died last week. He has been red-eyed since. He is a very soft boy and feels things over sensitively. He looks young and girlish compared to Kyle, who can pass as a man these days.
Kyle is begging me to let Matt into the cavern. I've decided to let him, not because I want Matt there but because Kyle visits so infrequently these days and this is the only way I can think of to get his company back.
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Eden needed to tell Ben about the skeleton. At least that's what she told herself when she called for an invitation up to his cabin. He'd sounded pleased as he gave her directions. “It's hard to find after the sun's down,” he said. “Do you want me to meet you somewhere instead?”
She thought of their grisly date at Sugar Hill. “No, I'll find it.”
The moment she hung up, Michael called. It had been only a few days since she'd last spoken to him, yet it seemed like months. Nina was upset about her, he said. She wanted to know what Eden thought of the script she'd sent.
“Haven't looked at it yet,” Eden said.
“She says she has a few more for you to see if you don't like that one. She wants to know if you ever plan to work again.”
“Tell Nina to relax.”
“She doesn't like having you three thousand miles away from her. Out of her control, you know?”
Eden grinned into the phone. “Well, I like it.”
Michael was silent. “You like being that far from me, too?”
“I just needed a break from the whole scene. From L.A. I didn't even realize it till right now. Don't take it personally.”
“You sound like you're getting a hillbilly accent or something.”
Did she? “I'm getting in character early, I guess.” She glanced out the window at the dusky woods. She wanted to get to Ben's before dark. “I've got to run, Michael.”
“Where are you going?” He sounded hurt.
“I need to see a friend of Kyle's.”
“Call me when you get back?”
“I'm not sure what time that'll be.”
“Doesn't matter. I'm not going out. Parties aren't the same if I'm not getting high. Or if you're not there. Aren't you proud of me? Three weeks straight.”
She had told him that one reason she could not consider a serious relationship with him was his cocaine use. “That's great, Michael.”
“Have you found out anything about Matthew Riley?”
“My mother writes in her journal that he's overly sensitive and girlish.”
“Whoa! If you want me in that role, you'd better bend the truth a little.”
“We'll see. Gotta go now.”
“Eden? Don't forget I'm here, okay? I love you.”
She cringed. “‘Bye, Michael. Thanks for calling.”
She took pains with dressing, finally deciding on khaki pants and a plain white shirt. She let her hair down and actually sneaked out of the house. Kyle and Lou knew where she was going, but she didn't want them to see how she looked. Her appearance would give her away tonight: they would be able to see in her face that this evening meant something to her.
She drove first to Coolbrook to pick up fried chicken and biscuits and then headed back past Lynch Hollow and into the hills. Ben's cabin was about seven miles above Lynch Hollow. There was no address, only landmarks to guide her. The car filled with the smell of fried chicken as she passed the big oak, the farm by the creek. She pressed the gas pedal harder.
What was she doing? She'd been cold, practically rude, to the man she'd been seeing for months because she was anxious to see a man she barely knew. A man who rescued lobsters from seafood restaurants. Well, she needed to tell him about the skeleton. Ha! If she had not read about the skeleton in the journal she would have had to invent a reason to see him tonight. She hadn't seen him in two days. She'd spent all of yesterday at the archives in Winchester and most of this morning in Richmond, giving a pep talk to the Children's Fund volunteers. Then she'd had lunch with Fred Jenkins, the dynamic blind director of the Virginia Children's Fund. By this afternoon she could no longer remember the shape of Ben's hands or whether his eyes were blue or gray, and that mattered to her in a way that nothing had mattered in a long time.
She almost missed the cabin. It was tiny, tucked so thoroughly into the trees that all she could see from the road was the amber light of the two small front windows.
“I like it,” he called from the open front door before she had even gotten out of her car. “Your hair down.”
“Thanks.” She handed him the bag of chicken. “You got a haircut. Looks good.”
“What's that?” He pointed to the notebook in her hand.
“Part of the journal. There's something I want you to see in it.”
He pushed the door open for her. He wore jeans and a T-shirt that had once been red or purple but had faded to a mauvey pink that looked good against his tanned arms. “Sorry it's so hot in here.”
It was hot. The cabin was the size of her bedroom in Santa Monica and purely functional. The floor was bare wood. The tiny kitchen in one corner held a small refrigerator, a two burner stove, and a sink. A sofa and chair, both upholstered in an industrial-strength brown plaid, sat in a second corner next to a wood-burning stove. Newspapers and books littered the heavy wood-plank coffee table, and a fan in the window above the stove blew hot air across the room. The third corner housed a small closet or, more likely, a bathroom. Ben's bed was in the fourth corner, in front of one of the two front windows. The bed was somewhere between twin size and full, with no head- or footboard. It was covered by a blue-and-white quilt which stood out in the room for its handmade beauty. In the center of the room stood a round table with spindly legs and four wooden straight-backed chairs.
“Sorry this place is so small.” Ben looked around him as if he'd just noticed the size of his cabin. “And primitive.”
“It's rustic,” she said, her tone complimentary. She looked at Ben. Despite his rugged demeanor he did not belong in this bare little mountain cabin.
“It's a little cooler outside,” he said. “Why don't we move the table out there to eat?”
They set the table and two of the wooden chairs in the small clearing in front of the cabin.
“You're really isolated up here,” she said. “It must be scary at night.”
“Not scary. Just lonely.” He had brought a bottle of wine from the cabin and he poured it into plastic glasses. “Sorry about the plastic cups.”
“If you apologize for one more thing I'm leaving.” She took the wine he offered, hoping it would loosen his tongue a little. She thought of Kyle drunkenly asking Kate for her help in his plight with Sara Jane and began to laugh.
“What's so funny?”
“I'm learning more about Kyle than I ever wanted to know. Do you know the bakery on Main Street?”
“The Millers'?”
“Yes. Do you know Sara Jane Miller?”
“Is she the heavyset woman?”
That he would be so kind in his description of Sara Jane said a lot about Ben, she thought. “Yes. Well, she was Kyle's first.”
“First…?” He looked confused for a moment. Then his face broke into a warming smile. “Oh, you mean his first.”
She nodded.
Ben set down his glass and laughed. “You really shouldn't tell me things like that. Does Lou know?”
Eden told him how Lou had manipulated her meeting with Sara Jane.
“I should have guessed,” Ben said. “Lou and Kyle don't have many secrets between them.”
Just one, Eden thought.
“Lou's one of a kind,” Ben continued. “She inspires me. When I'm wallowing in self-pity, I think of what she's accomplished with her positive attitude. She's never let her handicap hold her back.”
“No, she hasn't.” Eden thought of changing the subject, but she wondered how much Ben knew. “Did she tell you how it happened?”
“Car accident. You were with her, right?”
She amazed herself by considering the truth, but settled for the lie. “Yes.”
“She said she was going too fast and a station wagon plowed into her.”
“She makes it sound like it was her fault.”
“She drives like a maniac,” Ben said. “You were lucky you weren't hurt.”
Eden sipped her wine. “She likes you very much,” she said.
“Lou and Kyle have been wonderful to me. They've gone way beyond the call of duty.”
She picked the fried crust off her chicken. “What stuns me is that Kyle hasn't censored the journal in any way. If I were him I would have wanted to pull out a few pages here and there.”
“Maybe he did want to, but he's an archaeologist. He'd never tamper with an artifact. Besides, he said your mother wanted you to have it, right? She knew what was in it.”
“Yeah, but the truth is my mom was a little kooky. She wouldn't care what I learned about her.” She leaned forward and rested her elbows on the table. “Tell me about you, Ben. I'm not sure what to ask you because I get the feeling some questions aren't safe to ask.”
“Some aren't.” He smiled. His eyes were gray, a true gray, pale as mist. “I was born in Maryland. Bethesda. Thirty-eight years ago. I have a brother, Sam, who's a psychiatrist and rich and successful. My father was a doctor, my mother a nurse. They died a few years ago within a couple of months of each other.”
“Oh, I'm sorry.”
Ben took a bite of chicken before he answered. “Well, it was lousy for Sam and me,” he said, “but really best for them in a way. I couldn't imagine one of them living without the other.”
“Did you always want to be an archaeologist?”
“Since I was a teenager. I like examining the past. It's safer than the future. Not too many surprises.”
“Do you miss teaching?” She plowed ahead. He was still talking, still comfortable.
“Yes, I guess I do.” He tossed a shred of his biscuit to a squirrel at the edge of the clearing. “I liked standing up in front of people, trying to make what I had to say entertaining enough so they'd get something out of it. I liked working with really bright students who showed a lot of promise.” He shrugged. “But, you know, it's nice to be in the field, too.”
“Do you miss…what was your wife's name?” More dangerous ground, but he didn't seem put off by the question.
“Sharon? I miss the life we used to have. We had so many plans, and we'd done a lot together that's hard to just forget, you know?”
She nodded, thinking of her own marriage. She and Wayne had done amazingly little together over the fifteen years they'd been married. Cassie had been their only common thread.
He put down his chicken and leaned forward. “I designed the house we lived in. That had always been a goal of mine, and we did a lot of the building ourselves. Would you like to see a picture of it?”
“Oh, yes.”
He wiped his fingers on his napkin and went into the cabin. When he returned he showed her a snapshot of a beautiful cedar contemporary that she had no trouble at all picturing him in.
“It's wonderful,” she said.
“It was on a wooded lot that backed to the water. Not huge—we couldn't afford huge—but it was really nice. Lots of glass. We were in it eight years and I never stopped marveling at what we'd done.”
He looked up at her. She saw the glimmer of pride in his eyes and felt his loss.
“Is Sharon still in it?” she asked.
He nodded. “With her new husband. She remarried a couple of months ago, probably about the same time Wayne and his schoolteacher tied the knot.” His voice was quiet, his pain almost tangible as it hung above the wobbly table.
“Something is terribly wrong,” she said.
He looked up, alarmed.
“No, not here. I mean, you've been gypped somehow.”
His laugh was bitter. “No kidding.”
“You had a special house, a good job. I don't care how vicious a divorce is, people don't lose everything unless they've done something outrageous or…”
He shook his head, touched her hand. “You said there was something in the journal you wanted me to see.”
She shoved her plate aside and leaned toward him, arms on the table. “Ben, do you understand that I know exactly how it feels to lose a marriage? To have the person you love marry someone else?”
“Shhh. I just need a change of topic, okay?” He pushed his chair back from the table. “Where's the journal?”
It was getting too dark to read outside, so they carried the table and chairs into the cabin. She sat on the plaid sofa; he sat in the matching chair.
“My mother found a human skeleton in the cave,” she said.
Ben's eyebrows shot up. “What did she do with it?”
“Nothing, as far as I've read. She was only sixteen when she found it. She wasn't interested in archaeology yet.”
“Did you ask Kyle about it? Is it still there?”
“I didn't mention it to him.” When she'd told Kyle she was having dinner with Ben tonight he'd shaken his head at her. “You need to be very careful, honey,” he said, and she was so bothered by his words that she didn't ask him anything else.
She opened the notebook to the entry from November 16 and read it to him. Ben laughed when she had finished. “Your mother was a pip,” he said. “Who's this Matt guy?”
“My father.” She smiled. “This is my introduction to him.”
“Your mother seems very fond of him.” Ben snickered.
“It's only 1943 and I wasn't born until 1955. I think it's going to be fun to see how her feelings for him change. I want her to have one great passionate love affair. Can't you picture it in the movie? The way their relationship will grow as they mature into adults? Great sensual tension. Michael Carey's going to play Matt. How young a character do you think he could get away with?”
“In terms of looks, maybe twenty-one or -two with a little makeup. In terms of behavior, fifteen or so.”
She laughed. “You don't like him much, huh?”
“I'm jealous.”
“You don't need to be.”
He sighed and set the notebook on the coffee table. “I'll ask Kyle tomorrow about the skeleton, but probably it's nothing or he would have told me. If it were any older than a couple hundred years it would increase Lynch Hollow's value as an archaeological site, so surely he would have done something about it if that were the case. Skeletons don't last more than a few hundred years anyhow. Unless it was really dry in that part of the cave. Your mother did say the tunnel was on an incline, huh? It's possible.”
Eden was no longer listening. She had spotted a photograph of a little girl on the mirror above his dresser. She walked over to the dresser and plucked it from between the glass and the frame.
“Is this your daughter?”
“Yes.”
She carried the picture back to the sofa and sat down again. The girl had long, straight platinum-blond hair with deep bangs above wide gray eyes. “She's adorable. She has your eyes.
“Yes.”
“What's her name?”
“Bliss.”
“Bliss?” Eden smiled.
“Yeah. We had two girls' names picked out and hadn't decided between them by the time she was born. When I saw her in the nursery at the hospital the name Bliss just popped into my mind. I was thinking that someone with that name could never be unhappy.” He rubbed his palms on his thighs. “A little naive of me, I guess.”
“You miss her.”
“God, yes.”
Eden leaned forward. “Is money the reason you aren't having her visit this summer? You shouldn't let that stop you. You don't need money to love a child. You and she could have such a special relationship out here, something she'd always remember. You can teach her about nature and the site and give her plenty of things nine-to-five fathers with loads of money can't begin to touch.”
“Eden.” He stood up and took the photograph from her fingers. “I just can't talk about this.” He walked over to the dresser and slipped the picture back into the mirror, and she felt a wall go up between them, as it had at Sugar Hill.
“I'm sorry,” she said. “I don't seem to know when to shut up."
“It's not you, it's me.” He stood in front of the small stereo, hands in his pockets. “What kind of music do you like to dance to?”
“Anything.”
He put on a tape of oldies. The first song was slow, and he held out his hand to her. She took it reluctantly. “Are you going to push me away again like you did the other night?”
“No.” He drew her against him.
She shut her eyes and an agreeable dizziness filled her head. She drank in the subtle scent of his after-shave, the laundered smell of his shirt. He tightened his arms around her. The pressure of his thigh between hers seemed something more than accidental. Be very careful, honey. She re-turned the pressure, and he groaned. He lifted her chin with his fingertips and kissed her softly, but she backed away from him, although her arms still circled his neck.
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/17139 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!