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Morrison Ridge, North Carolina

1982

In the dream, he danced with his six-year-old daughter. Her small bare feet were on his shoes, the toes curled as she gripped him like a little monkey, and he held her hands. Her dark hair was loose, free of its braids, and she looked up at him with clear blue eyes. No glasses. She giggled as he swept her around the living room to Stevie Nicks singing “Stop Draggin’ my Heart Around.” Even with her feet on his, he moved fluidly, easily. He was very nearly flying around the room. It astonished him how easily he moved. It was a relief. But then he woke up.

Nora sat on her side of the bed, running her fingers through her sleep-tousled pale blond hair. The weather report was on the radio. Summer had finally arrived in the North Carolina mountains, the broadcaster said. Nora switched off the radio, then turned to look at Graham. She smiled at him, brushing her hand over his thick dark hair, which was probably jutting up in a hundred different directions. Her hand came to rest on his arm through his pajama top.

“Going to be a beautiful day,” she said.

“I had a dream.” He knew she’d tired long ago of listening to his dreams, but she never tuned him out. As a psychologist, he put more weight in his dreams than the average person. He loved to hear about Nora’s dreams, too, and he always wanted every little detail. Nora was not an open book. Her dreams gave him more of a sense of who she really was. “I was dancing with Molly,” he said. “She had her feet on mine.… You know what I mean? You know how you see dads dancing with their little girls, with their feet on—”

“Uh-huh.” She nodded patiently. He felt her hand tighten on his arm, almost imperceptibly. He felt both comfort and concern in the touch. She knew how much he wished he could still dance.

“We were dancing to ‘Stop Draggin’ My Heart Around.’ “

Nora smiled. “Perfect,” she said.

“And I danced the way I used to, you know? It was so easy. Even with Molly on my feet, my legs felt like nothing. Like they were filled with air.”

He couldn’t read her expression. It wasn’t pity. Never pity from Nora. It wasn’t worry, either. He read into it, I wish I could make things better for you, Graham. She did, though. Every day she made his life as good, as easy, as she possibly could. He couldn’t imagine his world without her in it.

“Better get up,” she said, leaning over to kiss him on the lips. The kiss erased the dream and brought him into the moment and he slipped one hand into her hair to keep her with him. He wanted to make the kiss go on and on, but she drew away a few inches.

“I’m the only pharmacist today,” she said. “Can’t be late.”

He lowered his hand to her rib cage, his fingers resting on the side of her breast through her nightgown. He had no patients today and wished she didn’t need to work. He glanced at the clock radio on the night table. “You have time.” He moved his hand until his thumb grazed her nipple through the fabric and she shut her eyes and sucked in her breath.

“Let me just lock the door,” she said, lifting his hand to her lips, and he knew they would make love and it would be good. Almost as good as dancing with his daughter.

*   *   *

“I am going to be so late,” Nora said afterward, but she was smiling as she wriggled her way into her panty hose. She looked down at him. He was still in bed and feeling quite content with the way the morning had gone so far. He stretched his arms over his head and she leaned over to give his hip a playful swat. “Come on, Graham,” she said. “Get up or you’ll be making your own breakfast.”

“Wouldn’t want that,” he said, pushing himself into a sitting position. He rested his elbows on his knees and ran his fingers through his hair.

“What are your plans for the day?” she asked as she helped him lower his legs over the side of the bed.

“I want to lend a hand in the springhouse,” he said. “Not sure what I can do, but hopefully there’s something.” The family was turning the springhouse into a playhouse. Molly was going to love it. “I’ll take Molly with me, of course,” he added.

Nora lifted a blouse from the hanger on the closet door. “I know Amalia is chomping at the bit to take the training wheels off Molly’s bike,” she said as she slipped into the blouse. “I just don’t think she’s ready.”

He smiled at her. “Your overprotective side is showing,” he said. He stood up carefully, then lowered himself to the seat of his mobility scooter, lifting his legs onto the platform. “She’s six,” he said. “She’s ready. I never even had training wheels on my bike.”

She stopped buttoning her blouse. “You’re kidding,” she said. “On these hilly roads?”

“Not kidding. How old were you when yours were taken off?”

“I don’t remember.” She finished buttoning her blouse. “I might have been Molly’s age, but I grew up in a nice flat neighborhood. Nothing like Morrison Ridge. I just don’t think she’s—

“If you had your way,” he interrupted her, “she’d still have training wheels when she’s a teenager.”

She nodded. “I like that idea,” she said.

“I think they can come off today,” he said, turning the key on the tiller. “She’ll be fine.”

*   *   *

A year ago, he could have made it to the bathroom with just his cane. He probably still could, but it wasn’t worth the risk. Last year they’d had the master bathroom remodeled with a roll-in shower and a lower sink and higher toilet. Everything he needed to keep him as independent as possible for as long as possible. They’d had the closet expanded, too, so that he had room to transfer from the scooter to an armchair, where he could dress. They’d first put an armless chair in the closet, but three months ago, he’d fallen from it. He’d felt himself slipping sideways as he pulled on his jeans and there had been nothing to grab onto to break the fall. Nora had been at work and he lay there until Molly got home from school. He was so stiff by then that he could do little to help Molly get him up, and she had to call the sheriff, a guy he’d known since elementary school. He came out and got Graham to his feet with one burly arm, easy as lifting a pillow from the floor. Sometimes the humiliation was worse than the disease.

By the time he made it to the breakfast table on his scooter, Molly was halfway through a waffle and Nora stood next to the waffle iron at the kitchen counter, steam filling the air next to her.

“Hi, Daddy!” Molly said, hopping up from her chair. She climbed onto the floor of his scooter and leaned over to peck him on the cheek. When had she gotten so tall? Had she been that tall in his dream?

“Morning, sunshine,” he said as she began buttoning his shirt. “You’re almost too big to share the scooter with me.”

“Then you need to get a bigger scooter,” she said matter-of-factly as she buttoned the last button. He could see the gaps in her mouth where she was losing her teeth, one on the top, one on the bottom. They only made her cuter. She stepped off the scooter and returned to her chair at the table.

“One or two waffles?” Nora asked him. She already had her white pharmacist coat on. Her hair was pulled back in its usual low ponytail and her cheeks still looked flushed from their lovemaking. Yes, he’d made her late this morning, but he was quite sure she had no regrets.

“One will be fine,” he said, stepping from the scooter to his seat at the head of the table. He smiled at his daughter. “You know what’s happening today, darling?” he asked.

“The springhouse!” she said. She was adorable. He honestly didn’t think he felt that way simply because she was his daughter. He saw plenty of kids in his therapy practice and none of them was as beautiful as his own child. She wore her brown hair in two long braids Nora plaited for her every morning. Her bangs were a bit too long right now and they brushed the top of her diminutive blue glasses. She’d picked blue frames because they matched her eyes, and he’d thought that was pretty sophisticated thinking for a five-year-old, the age she’d been when she first needed them. She had freckles across the bridge of her nose that disappeared in the wintertime and reappeared every spring. They were just beginning to show up now that the weather was warm.

“Yup, the springhouse,” he said as Nora set a plate in front of him, the waffle already cut into bite-size pieces. “Thanks, hon,” he said to her, then returned his attention to Molly. “It won’t be ready for you to play in today, but maybe by this weekend, all right?” He picked up his fork and ate a bite of the waffle. He was more excited about the springhouse than he’d expected. Probably more excited than Molly right now. For him, the little building was a source of nostalgia. He’d had so much fun there when he was her age and on into his teenage years.

“And we’ll sleep over in it?” Molly lifted her glass of orange juice to her lips with both hands.

“We sure can,” he said.

“You’ll stay with me?” Molly asked.

“You bet,” he said.

Nora sat down opposite him with her bowl of oatmeal. “I should probably be the one to stay there with you,” she said to Molly. He saw Molly’s face fall and hoped Nora didn’t notice. Molly was Daddy’s girl. Always had been.

“We can trade off,” he said. He knew Nora was worried that something might happen in the middle of the night—another fall, perhaps—and he and Molly would be trapped out there in the dark until morning. She was a worrier. He supposed one of them had to be.

“Can Amalia spend the night, too?” Molly asked.

He glanced at Nora, who gave an almost imperceptible shake of her head.

“We can talk about that later,” he said. Like his daughter, he lifted his orange juice glass to his lips with both hands as he tried to think of a change of topic. “You know what you need to take with us, Molly?” he asked, setting the glass down again. “Your treasure box.”

“Why?” she asked. She looked worried. Last year, Amalia had helped her cover a shoe box with craft paper and sequins and ribbon and Molly kept her cache of seashells and other valuables inside it. She was very protective of her treasure box.

“Because there’s a special hiding place in the springhouse that’s perfect for your treasures.”

“But I keep them under my bed.” She liked order in her world. Nora fostered that in her.

“Bring them,” Graham said. “The smaller things, anyhow. The hiding place is very cool. When you see it, you can decide if you want to leave them there or not.”

“Okay.” She still sounded uncertain.

“And you’d better bring some books to read today.” He ate the last bite of his waffle. “It might get a little boring for you while everyone’s working.” She was a good reader. The best reader in her class. He was worried she’d be bored next year in the first grade.

“The springhouse is going to be my playhouse, right? All mine.”

He was amused. “It will belong to everyone on Morrison Ridge, darling,” he said.

She wrinkled her nose. “Dani, too?” Dani was her nine-year-old cousin. They were oil and water when they got together.

“Dani, too,” he said, though he doubted Molly would have much competition from her cousins when it came to the springhouse. Dani thought it was too spooky, tucked so deeply into the woods. And the only other kids on Morrison Ridge were now teenagers and probably could care less.

“I can share,” Molly said, but she didn’t look happy about it. Sharing was a bit of an issue with her. He wished he and Nora could have given her a sibling, but that hadn’t been in the cards.

Nora looked at her watch. “I’m going to get fired,” she said as she got to her feet, but he knew she wasn’t serious. He watched her carry her bowl to the sink.

“Molly and I will do the dishes,” he said.

She picked up her purse from the counter and bent down to give Molly a kiss on the top of her head. “Have fun, honey,” she said. Then she walked to where Graham was sitting and leaned over to kiss him on the lips. She licked her own lips. “Maple syrup,” she said. “Delicious.” She smiled, then added, “Everything about this morning has been delicious.”

“What are you talking about?” Molly hated it when conversations flew over her head.

“She loved her oatmeal,” Graham said, and he gave Nora a wave as she blew out the door.

*   *   *

He and Molly rode along the narrow road that looped through Morrison Ridge. He was on his scooter and Molly on her bike with its training wheels. Molly had several books in her white wicker bicycle basket along with a paper bag containing the very few treasures she’d decided she might be willing to leave in the springhouse.

The Ridge had been in his family for more than a hundred and fifty years and the unpaved loop road connected the family’s five houses. Besides Graham and Nora’s house, there was the house he grew up in where his mother still lived, his brother Trevor’s house, his sister Claudia’s, and the renovated slave quarters where Amalia lived. And, of course, the tiny springhouse, tucked deep in the woods, where his ancestors had once kept their food chilled during North Carolina’s hot summers.

Molly had to walk her bike up the Hill from Hell—or, as he’d taught her to call it, the Hill from H-E-double matchsticks, which she found very funny and which went completely over her head. The hill was too steep to ride a bike up without rupturing a lung. Even the scooter struggled. His first scooter, which he’d owned for only a couple of months, couldn’t manage the hill at all. This one could, though he had to admit he found it mildly terrifying to ride down the hill on it. It was as close as he could get to a thrill these days. He used to love the zip line that stretched from one end of Morrison Ridge to the other, but there were 132 steps to the zip line’s platform and it had been more than five years since he could climb those steps. Even then, it had been an ordeal. Now, he could manage the six steps to his front porch—on a good day and with his cane. It was a bit like climbing through mud on legs he could no longer trust. I will never again fly through the air. I will never again dance. I will never again hike a mountain trail. When he caught himself filling up with those negative thoughts, he changed them the way he helped the kids he worked with change their own destructive thinking. He thought about all the things he could do, instead: work with his patients. Play games with Molly. Make love to Nora. He didn’t give in to self-pity often. Sometimes, though, he’d share his fears with Amalia. He could say anything to her and she would listen. She didn’t look tough, with that ephemeral green-eyed beauty, but he’d learned over the years that she could take his pain. With Nora, he tried hard to be strong. Nora needed that. He didn’t want to make her life any harder than it already was.

When they reached the crest of the hill, Molly climbed back on her bike and began pedaling next to him on the dirt road. Thick green forest surrounded them on both sides.

“There’s Uncle Trevor’s truck.” Molly pointed ahead of them and he saw Trevor’s shiny, beautifully maintained red F-150 parked on the side of the road near the path that led to the springhouse.

“Right,” he said. “And Uncle Jim’s van is in front of it.” Graham felt a rush of joy. He loved that his brother and brother-in-law were helping with this project. It was rare these days that the family worked together. Everyone was so caught up in their own career—Trevor with his construction company, Jim with his junk-hauling business. But maybe they—especially Trevor—liked the idea of giving the springhouse a second life after all the fun he and Graham and Claudia had enjoyed in the house as kids.

Jim had recently cleared the path to the springhouse of brush and vines, and Graham’s workhorse scooter handled it easily, but Molly parked her bike against a tree close to the road. She raced ahead of him on the path carrying her books and small bag of treasures. He watched her braids bounce up and down on her back and her pink sneakers flashed against the dead leaves and green vines that littered the path.

“I hear the spring!” she turned to shout to him.

He heard it, too, the musical rippling sound that would always remind him of his childhood. He could smell the spring, too—water and earth and the deep green scent of the woods. He rode the scooter another few yards and the small fieldstone building came into view. The door was open and he heard the pounding of a hammer.

Graham parked his scooter at the side of the building and reached for his cane. The ground here was uneven, covered in roots and vines, and he made his way slowly and cautiously to the door.

“We’re here!” Molly announced as she ran inside.

“Wow!” Graham said, stepping into the small, square space with its gray stone walls. A couple of days ago the building had been a blank slate. Now there were two low wooden platforms that would become twin beds, a small table and two chairs tucked into one corner, and a little red dresser hugging one of the walls. And there was a sink! He couldn’t believe it. Trevor was on his knees beneath the sink, doing something with the pipes while Jim pounded nails into one of the bed frames, wings of sweat on the back of his gray T-shirt.

“Hey,” Jim acknowledged them. “How’s it going?”

Trevor barely glanced in their direction. “Be with you in a sec,” he said.

“This looks amazing,” Graham said, still standing near the door. His gaze was on Amalia, who stood by one of the two small windows, opening a can of paint on the sill. A beam of sunlight somehow managed to cut through the forest and the film on the window to settle in her shimmery light brown hair. She set down the screwdriver she was using to pry open the lid and crossed the room to get to Molly.

“Hello, baby,” she said, wrapping Molly in a hug.

“It’s all different in here!” Molly said once Amalia had released her. She pointed toward one of the bed platforms. “What are these little stages for?”

Graham laughed. She’d been in her kindergarten play a month ago and the stage that had been set up in the school auditorium had indeed been no higher than these small platforms.

“I think they’re for us to dance on,” Amalia said. She picked up Trevor’s paint-spattered radio from the small counter next to the sink and changed the station from news to music. From beneath the sink, Trevor gave her a withering look that she pretended not to notice. “Jessie’s Girl” was playing, and Amalia grabbed Molly’s hand and the two of them hopped onto one of the platforms and began to dance. Watching them hold hands as they danced, Graham remembered his dream. He suddenly felt haunted by it. He could still feel Molly’s feet on his own. Her hands in his. That light sensation of gliding with her around the room.

Trevor stood up from beneath the sink and watched Amalia and Molly for a couple of seconds before reaching into the toolbox on the counter. “You’re supposed to be painting the windows, Amalia,” he said.

Amalia didn’t seem to hear him or, if she did, she chose to ignore him. Instead, she continued dancing with Molly, who was singing nearly all the words to “Jessie’s Girl,” some of which Graham wished she didn’t know.

“I can do the windows,” Graham said, happy there was a way he could contribute. He wasn’t sure he could stand for as long as it would take to paint one of the small window frames, much less two, but he planned to try. He walked with his cane over to the window where Amalia had been opening the can of paint.

“The generator’s hooked up,” Trevor said. “And check this out.” Graham watched him turn the handle on the faucet above the sink. Water sputtered, then poured from the tap. “I diverted it from the stream,” he said.

“Amazing.” Graham was truly impressed. He wouldn’t have had a clue how to do that. He’d always been the bookish, cerebral one in the family while Trevor was the brawny builder, good with his hands, and Claudia, Jim’s wife, was such a good baker that people paid her to make their wedding cakes. Graham was the only one of the three of them to finish college, much less graduate school, but he barely knew one end of a hammer from the other and, in the kitchen, he could make toast but that was about it. If one of them had to get multiple sclerosis, he supposed it was better it was the one who needed his brain more than his body.

Jim got to his feet and looked over at Amalia and Molly, who were standing stock-still on the other platform, heads tilted as they waited to hear what song would come next on the radio. “Are you going to help me with the mattresses or what?” Jim asked Amalia.

Graham hated the way he and Trevor talked to her, but he didn’t know how to change it. Amalia had lived on Morrison Ridge for four years and it had not gotten any better. In the beginning, he’d apologized for his relatives’ coolness, but she’d shrugged it off. “Ignore it,” she’d said. “I’ve heard so much worse.” She had a gift for tuning out things she didn’t want to hear. It wasn’t a realistic way to live, but he sometimes envied the peace that ability seemed to give her.

“At your service,” Amalia said to Jim, stepping down from the platform.

“But the music’s coming on!” Molly said as “Hit Me with Your Best Shot” blared from the radio.

“You can keep dancing, baby,” Amalia said. “I need to help Jim. We’re going to turn the little stages into beds.”

“What?” Molly giggled.

“Seriously,” Amalia said. “You’ll see.”

“Molly.” Graham pried the lid off the can of paint on the window sill. “Why don’t you sit and read for a while?”

“Where’s the place for my treasures?” she asked.

“I’ll show you a little later when things settle down,” he said.

“A place for her treasures, huh?” Trevor laughed. His gaze traveled to the fieldstone wall above the bed platform where Molly still stood, looking bereft at losing her dance partner. One of the stones looked a little different from the rest, but only a little. When they were kids,

Graham and Trevor had chipped out one of the stones to create a deep cavity and Claudia crafted a fake stone façade from plaster of Paris to keep the hole hidden from the rest of the world. “Wonder if anything is still in there,” Trevor said.

“Guess we’ll find out,” Graham said.

Trevor washed his hands at the sink and dried them on a rag hanging from the belt loop of his jeans. “Well,” he said, closing the lid on his tool chest. “I’ve got some things to do. You all can finish up.”

“You’re taking off?” Graham asked, surprised. He’d expected everyone to work on the springhouse today until the transformation was complete.

“I do have a job, you know,” Trevor said. “I’ll leave my tools here in case you need them.”

“Thanks for everything,” Graham said, but he couldn’t help it. It bothered him that Trevor was leaving when there was still work to do.

Molly sat at the table with one of her books as Graham taped off the windowpanes and began to paint. Jim and Amalia made a few trips from Jim’s van. They brought in two mattresses, each so thin and floppy that a single person could easily carry one of them with ease. Amalia brought in a small microwave and Jim, a three-tiered bookcase along with a bag of linens and blankets for the beds. Claudia worked for the local blanket-manufacturing company and one thing they had plenty of on Morrison Ridge was blankets.

By the time they’d carted everything in, Graham had painted only one side of the window and he knew he’d have to sit down soon. His legs were beginning to get that electric buzzing sensation he hated. “Isn’t it cool you’ll have a microwave out here, Molly?” he asked. “You can have tea parties and we can make that cheese dip we love.”

“Tonight?” she asked.

“Maybe next weekend, okay?”

This place was going to be a posh paradise. When he and Trevor and Claudia used to hang out in the springhouse, they slept in sleeping bags on the hard stone floor, ate cold sandwiches, and told each other ghost stories by lantern light.

Amalia took the paintbrush from his hand. “Sit,” she said, almost under her breath. “You rest a bit and I’ll do the painting.” Sometimes she seemed to know what he needed even before he knew it himself.

He sat across the table from Molly and helped her with the bigger words in the book she was reading. After Amalia finished the window, she came over to the table and bent down to speak to him.

“Training wheels?” she whispered.

He nodded. “Go for it,” he said.

“Molly.” Amalia opened Trevor’s toolkit and pulled out a couple of screwdrivers. “How would you like to get your training wheels off your bike?”

Molly looked up. “Really?” She looked hesitant and he knew she was a bit nervous about taking the wheels off her bike.

“Only if you want to,” Amalia said.

Molly stood up. “I do,” she said firmly.

“Okay!” Amalia said. “Let’s go!”

Molly ran out the door and Amalia followed close behind. Graham stacked up her books on the table, picturing Molly and Amalia out on the loop road, Molly trying to balance on the two-wheeler. The road near the path to the springhouse had a gentle incline but it wasn’t far from the Hill from Hell and that suddenly worried him.

“Amalia can make up these beds,” Jim said. “I’m taking off. You doing okay?” Jim had grown up with a disabled sister and he was more sympathetic toward Graham than Trevor.

“Fine,” he said. “But I think I’m going to see how Amalia and Molly are doing with the bike.”

“Need any help?” Jim said as Graham got to his feet, picking up his cane.

“No, and thanks for all the work you did here, Jim,” he said.

“See you later,” Jim said.

Graham left the springhouse door open and walked to his scooter. He’d ridden halfway down the path when he heard Jim start his van and drive away. In another minute, he was close enough to the road himself that he could see Amalia running alongside Molly on her bike. They were headed up the gentle incline that ran south from the springhouse path and his heart began beating hard at the thought of Molly turning the bike around and heading down that same hill. He hadn’t been lying to Nora about learning to ride his bike without training wheels on these hilly roads, but he couldn’t remember much about it. It suddenly seemed impossible.

He turned onto the road and steered the scooter all the way up the incline until he reached Molly and Amalia. Molly had stopped pedaling and she straddled her bike in the middle of the road. “Daddy!” she yelled when she spotted him. “Did you see me? I rode all by myself! I thought Amalia was still holding on, but she wasn’t!”

Amalia bent over to catch her breath, her long hair nearly sweeping the dirt road.

“I saw you.” Graham maneuvered the scooter until he was right in front of her. “You were amazing,” he said, “but I have some important instructions for you.”

“What?” She looked suspicious, as though she expected him to say something that would sap all the fun out of her adventure. Amalia was standing upright now, and she, too, wore a wary expression.

“You just rode uphill,” Graham said, “but when you go downhill, you’ll be going much faster so you need to practice using your brakes. And you know what’s down there?” She turned her head to look down the road behind them and seemed to catch on.

“The Hill from H-E-double-matchsticks,” she said.

“Right. And you do not want to go down that hill on a bike. So when you go down the loop road from here, turn onto the path to the springhouse, okay? I don’t want you to ever go past that point on the road unless you’re walking your bike. Not till you’re much older and maybe not even then.”

“Okay,” she said.

“Show me you can do it,” he said. “Show me how you turn onto the springhouse path.”

“Okay,” she said again. She used her feet to turn around, concentrating hard, taking so many careful little steps to get the bike into perfect position that his heart cracked in two with love for her.

“Ready?” he asked her, and she nodded.

“Don’t go fast now. You don’t need to go fast. Just remember what I said.”

She gave a little nod, then took off without another word, working the brakes, riding with such ease that she surprised him. Yet his heart was pumping hard.

“She has perfect balance,” Amalia said, but he barely heard her. He held his breath, watching Molly begin to wobble a little as she neared the path.

“Turn in!” he shouted, but she was already beginning to make the turn and she took it smoothly, riding a few feet into the woods before coming to a stop. “Nailed it!” He grinned at Amalia as they started toward the path, his heartbeat settling down.

Molly hopped off the bike and ran to them. “I did it perfect!” she shouted. Her cheeks were flushed, her glasses a tiny bit crooked on her nose.

“That was really brave, Molly,” he said. He wished he could bottle some of her courage to give to his patients.

She fished around in her shorts pocket and held her fist out to him, opening the fingers so he could see the amethyst palm stone that rested on her hand.

“Aha,” Amalia said. “You have your palm stone with you.”

He’d given her the palm stone the year before when she’d been afraid to get on the bus for the first day of school. His own father had given it to him when he was a child, telling him the stone had magical powers that would give him courage. He’d skipped the hocus-pocus when he gave it to Molly, though. “It’s just a reminder that you have bravery inside you no matter how frightened you feel,” he’d told her. She’d carried that stone around with her for weeks afterward. He hadn’t realized she still did.

Molly closed her hand around the smooth purple stone and slipped it back into her shorts pocket.

“Do you want some more practice, Moll?” he asked. “We could ride up near Nanny’s house where the road levels out.”

“Okay,” Molly said, running back to her bike.

“I’m going to make the beds in the springhouse before I take off,” Amalia said.

“You don’t have to do that.” He hated asking her to do anything that seemed like housework. He and Nora were the only people on Morrison Ridge who didn’t have Amalia clean for them. She cleaned Trevor and Toni’s house, and Jim and Claudia’s and his mother’s. That was enough.

“I know I don’t, but I’d like to,” she said. She picked up the training wheels where she’d left them at the side of the road and put them in the rear basket of his scooter. “You have fun with Molly,” she said.

*   *   *

He rode his scooter while Molly rode her bike and once they hit the level ground at the southern end of the loop road, he relaxed and let her ride as fast as she wanted. They sailed past his mother’s house and he thought of stopping in so Molly could show her grandmother that she could ride without training wheels, but he didn’t want to get into an inevitably long visit, so they kept on going. Soon the tall platform for the zip line came into view on their right.

“There’s Uncle Trevor,” Molly said, slowing her bike. She pointed toward the tower.

Graham could see his brother at the top of the tower, no doubt getting the zip line ready for the summer when his high school age kids would want to ride it. It irked him that Trevor was messing around up there when there were still some things left to be done at the springhouse. The truth was, many things Trevor did irked Graham, and he knew his brother felt the same way about him. They’d been in competition all their lives.

He turned his head away from the platform. It hurt to think about the zip line and know there was no way he could ever go on it again. In a few years, Molly would be able to ride it. He’d have to settle for experiencing it vicariously through her.

“Let’s go back to the springhouse,” he said. “I want to show you where you can put your treasures.”

“If I decide I want to,” she reminded him.

“Right,” he said.

They rode back down the loop road and Graham forced himself to keep his mouth shut as they neared the path to the springhouse, waiting to see what Molly would do. She turned the bike smoothly onto the path. She was going to be fine out here. He couldn’t wait to tell Nora how well she was doing on the bike.

Inside the springhouse, Amalia had nearly finished painting the second window.

“I was going to do that,” Graham said as he leaned on his cane in the doorway.

“Beat you to it,” she said, capping the paint can, and he knew she’d done it intentionally to spare him. She put the paintbrush into a plastic bag and wrapped a rubber band around the handle. “It still needs one more coat, but I can come over tomorrow and do it.”

“Amalia,” he said, “did you know there’s a secret hiding place in this springhouse?”

“For real?” Amalia asked.

“Where is it?” Molly picked up her white paper bag from the table. “I might put my treasures in it,” she said to Amalia. “But I might not. I haven’t decided.”

“It’s in plain sight,” Graham said. He leaned against the wall near the door. His legs were beginning to buzz again.

“Hmm,” Amalia said, looking around the room. “Can you spot it, Molly?”

Molly walked around the room. She opened the microwave. Peered beneath the sink.

“It’s a little higher than my head,” Graham said.

She frowned at the fieldstone walls. “There’s only rocks as high as your head,” she said.

“Do any of them look a little different from the others?” he asked.

Molly tipped her head back as she studied the walls. She sucked in her breath when she spotted the rock that was a couple of shades lighter than those around it. She pointed. “That one!” she said.

“You’ve got it,” he said. He looked apologetically at Amalia. “I hate to mess up the bed you just made but can we move the mattress aside so I can get onto the platform?”

“No problem.” She slid the mattress halfway off the frame and Graham carefully took a step onto the wooden platform and walked over to the rock. “Can you help me lift Molly up?” he asked.

“I’ll lift her,” Amalia said, taking Molly’s hand and stepping onto the platform. “She’s a lightweight.”

She lifted Molly with apparent ease, holding her around the waist so that Molly’s eyes were in line with the fake rock. Graham felt Amalia next to him. Her bare arm touched his. He could smell her hair. A floral scent. Nothing cloying. Just sweet enough to cloud his thinking and make his legs feel softer and weaker than they already did. He leaned hard on his cane. He would not touch her. He would never touch her. But sometimes he understood why his family disliked her. He understood their fear.

Reaching forward with one hand, he carefully pried the plaster façade from the wall and Molly gasped.

“A hidey-hole!” she said.

He laughed. Where did she ever learn that term? “That’s right,” he said. “And I don’t think it’s seen the light of day since I was a teenager. Can you see what’s in there?”

Molly clutched her paper bag with her left hand and reached into the dark space with her right. She pulled out a half full bottle of bourbon.

“Sweet tea,” she said matter-of-factly, and he and Amalia laughed.

“It’s booze, darling,” he said.

“Well-aged by now,” Amalia added.

Graham tried to take the bottle from Molly but he began to lose his balance and clutched the rock wall instead. “I’ve got it,” Amalia said, and she somehow managed to take the bottle and still hang on to Molly at the same time.

“What’s booze?” Molly asked.

“Stuff Uncle Trevor and I shouldn’t have been drinking when we were kids.” He held on to one of the rocks, hoping his legs could keep him upright another minute or two. “We were being disobedient.”

Molly looked at him sharply, an expression of fake shock on her face. “Bad Daddy,” she said. She reached deeper into the hole and he worried about what else she might find. She pulled out a stack of baseball cards and a cigarette lighter in the shape of a pistol, followed by a length of gold-wrapped condoms. “Candy!” she said. “Can we eat it?”

He laughed and let go of the wall to take them from her. It took him two tries to stuff them into his jeans pocket. “They’re way too old to eat,” he said.

“You boys were rowdy,” Amalia said.

He wondered if the gold-wrapped condoms made Amalia remember being with him.

Molly peered into the hole. “That’s all there is,” she said.

“So, what do you think?” he asked her as Amalia lowered her to the platform. “You want to hide your treasures up here?”

She looked up at the hole in the wall high above her head. “I won’t be able to reach them,” she said.

“In a few years you’ll be able to when you stand on the bed. And for now, Amalia or I—or Mom—can get them for you.”

She opened her bag and looked inside. “Okay.” She still sounded uncertain.

“You don’t have to,” he said.

“I want to.” She reached into the bag and pulled out a shell, which she kissed noisily and then handed to Amalia, who put it into the hole with an amusing sort of reverence. This was going to take awhile, Graham thought, and he climbed carefully off the platform and sat down at the little table.

Five shells, a couple of shark’s teeth, a tiny doll, a glass bird, and many kisses later, Molly’s treasures were in the wall. “I don’t want to put my palm stone in there, though,” she said. “I need to keep it in my pocket.”

“That’s fine,” Graham said as he watched Amalia slip the plaster fieldstone back in place. She looked at her watch as she stepped off the platform. “I’ve got to run,” she said, pushing the neatly made mattress back in place against the wall. She pulled an elastic band from her wrist and used it to tie her hair back. “It’s my afternoon to clean your mother’s house,” she added.

He grimaced. “I hope she left it pristine for you,” he said.

“Her house is always pristine,” Amalia said. “I’m sure she cleans before I get there.”

“Thank you for helping with the springhouse,” he said. “Molly? Can you thank Amalia?”

“Thank you.” Molly raised her arms into the air and Amalia bent over to hug her.

“You’re welcome, baby,” she said. “Have fun on that bike!”

Once Amalia left, Graham looked toward the window she’d been painting. He stood up and walked over to touch the sill. Nearly dry already. He could give the window its final coat. Save Amalia from having to do it tomorrow.

“Can we go home?” Molly flopped down on the bed closest to the door. “I’m hungry.”

It was past lunchtime, but it would take him no time at all to slap the paint on the window frame. The panes were already taped off. Ten minutes, tops.

“I’m going to paint the window,” he said. “I’ll just be a few minutes. You can ride your bike if you want, but remember what I told you about turning onto the path instead of going down the hill.” They would take the eastern side of the loop road home, he thought. Much flatter.

“I remember.” The thought of her bike seemed to energize her and she ran out of the springhouse, leaving the door wide open behind her. He heard the snap of twigs and the rustle of brush as she raced down the path.

He painted the window, ignoring the buzzing in his legs, but by the time he was outside and lowering himself onto the seat of his scooter, he was nearly too exhausted to raise his hands to the handlebars. A nap after lunch, he thought. Definitely.

He was halfway up the path to the road when he heard Molly scream, the sound sending a wave of terror through him. He pressed his hand hard on the throttle. He shouldn’t have left her out there alone. He hoped she’d simply tumbled off the bike as she turned onto the path. Something minor. A skinned knee. But the scream continued and it sounded too far away to be coming from the path. Too far away and too filled with terror, and he knew there was nothing minor about whatever had happened. God, no. He could picture it. She rode too fast, missed the turn to the springhouse path and couldn’t stop as her bike sailed toward the Hill from Hell.

He reached the road and turned left toward the hill, terrified now by a sudden leaden silence. All he could hear was the occasional song of a bird somewhere in the woods and the frantic hum of the scooter. “Molly!” he shouted.

“Daddy!” Her voice echoed through the trees. He rode his scooter down the hill with as much speed as he dared and when he was halfway to the bottom, he could see Molly crumpled on her side in the woods at the base of the hill, half screaming, half whimpering. He welcomed the sound. At least she was alive. He could see exactly what had happened, the scene laid out in front of him like a painting. There was a fallen tree a short distance into the woods. He’d seen that old dead tree a hundred times. Her bike must have hit it and sent her sailing over the handlebars. Please, God, he thought. No broken neck.

He reached the level part of the road and got off his scooter, grabbing his cane. Molly tried to get up but screamed in pain.

“Stay there, Moll,” he called to her. Her screams had stopped, but the whimpering continued. She sounded like an injured puppy. “Don’t try to move.” He picked his way toward her through the brush, his legs slow and uncooperative, his feet getting caught in the vines. He saw the bike on its side, nearly bent in two, and felt bile rise in his throat.

“Daddy,” she moaned.

“I’m almost there, darling,” he said, holding on to every branch he could grab to help him stay upright as he worked his way toward her.

Reaching her, he managed to half sit, half fall onto the earth next to her, not stopping to wonder how he would ever be able to get to his feet again. “Can you roll onto your back?” he asked.

She tried, but she yelped when she put a hand out to turn herself over. He saw her misshapen forearm, the sickening bulge close to her wrist.

“I think you broke your arm,” he said.

“No!” she wailed. “I don’t want a broken arm!”

“Let me help you onto your back.” He helped her as best he could, trying to protect her arm in the process. She lay on her back, her braids snaking through the leaves, and he saw the scrapes down her cheek, blood beading up like tiny red pearls. He hoped those scrapes would not leave scars. Her blue eyes were blurry with tears and he realized that her glasses were missing. He glanced around her at the forest floor, but it was hopeless. Those glasses were gone.

“I need to go home to call an ambulance,” he said.

“No!” she cried again, a fresh fountain of tears spilling down her cheeks. “Don’t leave me here!”

“It’ll only take me a few minutes.” They were no more than a hundred yards from the house, yet he wasn’t sure how he’d be able to get to his feet, much less make it back to the road and his scooter.

“It doesn’t hurt so much now,” she said, her voice catching. “I can come with you.”

“I want you to lie here like this,” he said, reaching out to touch her cheek. “Very still. Just calm and—”

“Don’t go!” There was real fear in her eyes. It was so rare to see her afraid these days and it broke his heart.

“Where’s your palm stone?” he asked.

Her lower lip trembled. “My pocket,” she said, her voice almost a whisper.

He reached into her pocket and pulled out the stone, then pressed it into the palm of her left hand and she curled her fingers tightly around it. He struggled to lean forward to kiss her forehead. “I’ll be right back,” he said. “I promise.”

“Don’t go,” she whimpered again, but he could tell by the hopeless tone of her voice that she knew he had to.

“Sing something,” he said as he looked around him, wondering how he would get to his feet. “What’s your favorite song these days?”

She sniffled. “The ‘if I had a hammer’ song,” she said.

“Really? Where’d you learn that?”

“Amalia.”

He smoothed her bangs back from her forehead and smiled. “My little pacifist kid,” he said. “I love you.” He reached toward the trunk of a sapling and tugged with an arm that seemed completely devoid of strength. For a frightening moment, he was afraid he would never be able to get up. He and Molly would be stuck there for hours and hours, waiting for someone to spot his scooter on the loop road and think to look in the woods. But he finally managed to get to his feet and work his way slowly, clumsily back to the road, Molly singing about the hammer of justice in a small, tearful voice behind him.

Yes, he would have to call the ambulance.

And then he would have to call Nora.

*   *   *

Nora actually beat them to the emergency room. Her pharmacy was close to the hospital, plus it took forever for the EMTs to evaluate Molly in the woods before loading her onto a backboard. Graham hated leaving her alone in the ambulance, but he needed his van to be able to transport his scooter to the hospital.

On the phone, Nora had greeted the news with complete silence before kicking into high gear, asking technical questions about Molly’s injury, telling him how to handle the staff in the ER in case he and Molly got there before she did. No one other than Graham would have been able to tell that there were tears behind her words. Nora hid her vulnerability well.

Now, he and Nora sat in the curtained cubicle with Molly as she waited to be discharged from the ER. The head of her bed was raised and her swollen, broken arm was in a splint held close to her chest by a sling. She wouldn’t be able to get a cast until the swelling went down in a couple of days. She was still crying, more from the shock of what had happened than from the pain, Graham thought. She leaned against him where he sat on the edge of her bed. She kept squeezing his wrist with her good hand, as though she was afraid he might disappear. Her need for him could scare him sometimes. Every once in a while, he felt the weakness in his legs begin to creep into his arms and he knew he wouldn’t always be able to hold her like this. He forced the thought from his mind. Right now, he could hold her. Right now needed to be his focus.

Nora had been amazing. She’d worked as a hospital pharmacist when she first got her degree, and she knew how to manage the system. Molly’d been x-rayed, diagnosed, and treated in record time. Between Nora’s efficiency and his calming influence on Molly, they’d practically sailed through the last couple of hours. “You two are quite the team,” one of the nurses had said to them. He’d smiled at his wife. They were a team. They had been from the start.

She hadn’t said a word about the training wheels. Not a word of blame. Nothing.

Now she got to her feet. “I have to go back to work, honey,” she said to Molly. “But I’m going to pick up some ice cream on my way home tonight. What do you think?”

That got a half-smile from Molly, the first he’d seen since that morning in the springhouse. She took her hand from his wrist to rub her nose. “Chocolate?” she asked.

“Absolutely,” Nora said. She kissed Molly on the forehead, then leaned over to whisper in Graham’s ear. “I’m not angry,” she said. “And I love you.”

*   *   *

He was reading in bed that night when Nora walked into the bedroom carrying something glittery in her hand. It took him a moment to realize what it was. The condoms.

“I found these in your jeans pocket,” she said. “Thought you might want them.” She dropped them onto the sheet above his waist.

He couldn’t begin to read her face. “Um.” He wanted to laugh but thought better of it. He remembered the scent of Amalia’s hair as she stood next to him in the springhouse, and he felt guilty for no good reason. “I can explain,” he said.

Her face suddenly softened and she let out a laugh herself. “Relax,” she said. “I saw the expiration date. Nineteen sixty-nine. Yours and Trevor’s from your misguided youth?”

He breathed a sigh of relief. “Exactly,” he said.

She sat down on the edge of the bed and rested her hand on his arm. “How did it go at the springhouse today?” she asked.

“Great.” He told her about the beds and the sink and the microwave.

“Was Amalia there?” she asked.

“Yes. She was a big help.”

“She took the training wheels off?”

He nodded. “With my permission.”

“Have you told her about Molly’s arm?”

“Not yet.”

“Let her know I don’t blame her, okay?”

“You don’t?” he asked. “Do you blame me?”

“Neither of you,” she said. “I thought about it and it was the right thing to do. Taking the training wheels off.” She sighed. “I can’t wrap Molly up in cotton batting, much as I’d like to.”

“I should have been watching her.”

She nodded. “I wish you had been, but I don’t want to make you feel any shittier than you already do.”

He smoothed a strand of pale hair away from her cheek. “Thank you,” he said. “For everything, Nora. I mean it. Everything.” His voice felt husky. He knew she understood exactly what he meant. He owed her so much. She leaned forward and kissed him.

“You’re welcome,” she said.

*   *   *

“King me,” Graham said, placing his red checker on Molly’s back line. They were sitting at a small table on the front porch, playing their fourth checkers game of the afternoon.

“You cheated,” Molly said. “You moved your man backwards.”

He laughed. “Did not,” he said. “Just because you’re losing, you don’t get to accuse me of nefarious dealings. So king me.”

She pouted but topped his checker with another. He’d held back to let her win the first three games, but not this time. She needed to learn she couldn’t always be the winner.

A week had passed since the accident. Molly now wore a cast and sling on her right arm and yesterday had been the first day she seemed to have zero pain. Over the last couple of days, relatives had stopped by to fuss over her and autograph the cast. Amalia had drawn a string of kittens on it from one end to the other. Molly’s blue glasses were back on her nose where they belonged. Nora had been determined to find them, and find them she did.

They continued playing, but Graham’s mind wandered. It was such a beautiful day. Nora was at work even though it was a Saturday, and he wondered what he and Molly could do to take advantage of the warm, sunny weather. All he knew was that he couldn’t handle one more game of checkers.

“You won,” Molly said sulkily as his king ate up her last checker. “Fair and square, I guess.” She looked up at the sound of a red truck heading toward the house. “Why’s Uncle Trevor here?” she asked.

“Don’t know,” Graham said, as he folded the checkerboard and put it back in its box.

Trevor got out of the truck and started up the sidewalk. “Hey bro,” he called as he neared the porch. “I have a surprise for you. Let’s go for a ride.”

He figured Trevor had come up with something more for the springhouse. “I’m hanging out with Molly today,” he said. “Nora’s at work.”

“Molly can come, too.” Trevor stood at the bottom of the porch steps, hands in his pockets. “How are you feeling, Molly?”

“All right,” she grumbled. She was as bored as Graham was.

“Shall I take the scooter?” Graham asked.

“Don’t need it if you can manage about ten yards with the cane,” Trevor said.

That ruled out the springhouse. He had no idea what Trevor was up to now, but he was ready for anything that would get him away from the checkerboard.

“All right,” he said, getting slowly to his feet. He looked down at Molly. “Let’s go see what Uncle Trevor’s got up his sleeve,” he said, holding his hand out to her. She knew—she had to know—that he needed to hold her hand for balance more than she needed to hold his, and she walked slowly and carefully down the porch steps next to him.

Once they were in the truck, Trevor headed toward the loop road. He drove up the Hill from Hell and next to him, Graham felt Molly shudder.

“I’m never ever riding my bike down this stupid hill again,” she said. “Not ever.”

Trevor laughed. “That’s a plan,” he said.

“But I’m still going to ride without my stupid training wheels,” she added, in case they thought she was chickening out altogether.

They rode past the path that led to the springhouse and the road that led to Amalia’s. They passed his mother’s house with its circular driveway. Where the hell were they going?

He was surprised when Trevor turned onto the short dirt road that led to the zip-line platform.

“What are we doing here?” Graham looked through the dashboard at the platform high above them as Trevor turned off the ignition. Something was different and he squinted, trying to figure it out. Was there some sort of machine up there? A big hunk of yellow metal?

Trevor followed his gaze. “I’ve been working on this over the last couple of weeks,” he said.

“On what?” Graham asked.

Trevor smiled. “How would you like to ride the zip line again, bro?” he asked.

Graham turned to face him. “Quit messing with me,” he said.

Trevor laughed. “I’m not.” He pointed to the top of the platform. “It’s a hoist,” he said.

“What’s a hoist?” Molly asked, but Graham barely heard her.

“You’re kidding,” he said.

“I kid you not. And today we’re going to give you a ride.”

“A hoist lifts things,” Graham said to Molly while he stared at his brother. “You did this for me?” So this was why Trevor had gone missing from the springhouse. He’d been working on the platform. Working on a hoist. For him. Every once in a while, he was reminded that Trevor loved him more than he hated him.

“Don’t get mushy on me.” Trevor peered up at the platform again. “It was fun,” he said. “You know how I love a good engineering project. And it works, don’t worry. Jim let me lift him and if it could hold Jim’s fat ass, it can manage your scrawny bod. He and Claudia are camped out at the other end to help you stop, by the way.” He smiled at Graham. “So,” he said. “You game?”

He hadn’t been on the zip line in so many years and while he longed to ride it again, the idea of the hoist—being raised more than a hundred feet into the air—freaked him out a bit. He thought of his daughter, brave enough to ride her bike without training wheels despite the consequences, and made a decision to give himself over to the adventure. He returned Trevor’s smile. “Let’s do it,” he said.

*   *   *

Trevor got one of the harnesses from the truck bed and in a few minutes Graham was strapped into it with the carabiner attached to the long cable that dangled from the hoist.

“I’m going up to start the hoist,” Trevor said. “Coming with me, Molly?”

“I’ll stay with Daddy till he starts going up,” she said.

They watched Trevor climb the steps to the platform. Then Graham looked at Molly.

“Hey, Moll,” he said with a smile he was certain did not quite mask his nerves. “You got your palm stone with you?”

She reached into her pocket with her good hand and produced the purple stone.

“Any chance I can borrow it for a few minutes?” he asked.

She took a step closer and held out the stone. “You’ve got courage now, Daddy,” she said, pressing it into his hand as the hoist groaned to life above them. Graham felt the harness tighten around his thighs and chest as he left the ground. He looked down at Molly. “See you at the top,” he said.

The hoist was slow, but after a moment he began to enjoy the ride. He was facing the platform and could see Molly making her way up the steps. He suddenly remembered his dancing dream with her, and by the time he reached the platform, he’d made a decision.

When he landed on the platform, Trevor unfastened him from the cable. “How was it?” he asked.

“Pretty amazing,” Graham said. Without his cane, he felt vulnerable and off balance, and he leaned into the corner of the platform, supported by the railings. Molly was next to him and he rested a hand on her shoulder. “I want to take Molly with me on the zip line,” he told Trevor.

Molly squealed. “Yes!” She said, jumping up and down, but Trevor looked at him like he was speaking a foreign language. “Are you crazy?” he asked.

“She’s never been able to ride it,” Graham said. “Can you rig up a way I can take her with me? Safely?”

“She’s got a broken arm,” Trevor said as though Graham might have forgotten.

“It’s nice and safe in a cast and a sling,” Graham said, and Molly pointed helpfully at the cast as though Trevor might not have noticed it. Graham moved his hand to the top of her head. Her hair felt warm from the sun.

Trevor looked out at the trees for a moment. “Sure,” he said finally, returning his gaze to Graham. “We can work something out. Let me get the other harness from the truck.” He headed for the stairs and Graham looked at Molly.

“You sure you want to do this?” he asked. He wondered if the palm stone, now in his pocket, was making him reckless.

She looked up at him with those blue eyes and freckled nose. “A thousand, million times, yes!” she said.

It was no time at all before Trevor brought the second harness up to the platform, and Graham noticed, with some envy, that his brother didn’t seem to be the least bit winded from the climb.

“We just need to resize this thing for you, Molly,” Trevor said, tugging at straps and fastening buckles while Graham and Molly watched. Then he held the harness close to the floor of the platform. “Step in here,” he said, and Molly inserted one pink-sneakered foot and then the other into the network of straps. Trevor raised the harness up her slender body, working around her broken arm. “Perfect,” he said, stepping back to look at his handiwork. “As soon as you two take off, I’ll call Jim and Claudia on the walkie-talkie.” He touched the small brown box attached to his belt. “They’ll be watching for you.”

He hooked both of them up to the line and Graham wrapped his arms around Molly, her back against his chest. “Your arm okay, Moll?” he asked.

She didn’t answer, but he felt her nod, the top of her head brushing against his chin.

“One more thing,” Trevor said. He took off his belt and worked it through some of the straps, securing Graham and Molly even more tightly together. “Damn,” he said, shaking his head as he stepped back from the two of them. “I hope nobody calls the zip-line police on me for this.”

“Are there really zip-line police?” Molly tipped her head back to try to look at Graham.

“No, darling,” Graham said. “He’s joking.”

“You two ready?” Trevor stepped to the side of the gate that was holding Graham and Molly on the platform. His hand rested on the gate’s latch.

Graham thought he felt Molly shiver against him and he leaned his head forward. “You ready?” he asked, and she nodded. He looked at Trevor. “Okay,” he said, “Let her rip!”

Trevor lifted the latch and the gate swung open. Graham let out a whoop as he and Molly sailed through the air. He’d forgotten the sense of freedom that came with riding the zip line, and yet the sensation was fleeting. His mind wasn’t on the blanket of emerald green treetops spread out below him or the rich scent of the air that blew through his hair. Instead, he saw the top of his daughter’s head where it rested on his chest and her one good small untethered hand where it clutched his arm. From this angle, her little pink sneakers appeared to be resting on his own shoes and he smiled to himself and hugged her tighter.

“We’re dancing, Molly,” he whispered to her, although he knew the wind stole his words and she couldn’t possibly hear them. It didn’t matter. They were dancing, and it was better than a dream.
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PROLOGUE

Edenton, North Carolina

March 23, 1940

The children knew it was finally spring, so although the air still held the nip of winter and the grass and weeds crunched beneath their feet, they ran through the field and woods, yipping with the anticipation of warmer weather. The two boys and their little sister headed for the creek, drawn to water, as they always were. The girl, only three and not as sure-footed as her brothers, tripped over something and landed face-first in the cold water of the creek. Her big brother picked her up before she could start howling, cuddling her close against his thin jacket, a hand-me-down from one cousin or another. He looked down to see what she’d stumbled over and leaped back, dropping his sister to the earth. Grabbing his younger brother’s arm, he pointed. It was a man, lying there, his rumpled clothes sopping wet and his face as white and waxy as the candles their mama kept around the house for when the electric went out, which was every other day, it seemed.

The younger boy backed away. “He alive?” he whispered.

The little girl got to her feet and started moving toward the man, but her older brother grabbed her arm and held her back.

“Uh-uh,” he said. “He dead as a doornail. And look”—he pointed—“his head all caved in.”

“Let’s git outta here!” the younger boy said, turning to run back the way they’d come, and his brother was quick to follow, holding their sister beneath his arm like a football. He knew they wouldn’t tell. Wouldn’t say nothing to their mama or no one. Because though they were young, one thing they’d already learned. Colored boy found with a dead white body? That didn’t look good to nobody.


 

Chapter 1

MORGAN

North Carolina Correctional Facility for Women Raleigh, North Carolina

June 8, 2018

This hallway always felt cold to me, no matter the time of year. Cinder-block walls, a linoleum floor that squeaked beneath my prison-issue shoes. You wouldn’t know what season it was from this hallway. Wouldn’t know it was June outside, that things were blooming and summer was on its way. It was on its way for those outside, anyway. I was facing my second summer inside these cinder-block walls and tried not to think about it.

“Who’s here?” I asked the guard walking by my side. I never had visitors. I’d given up expecting one of my parents to show up, and that was fine with me. My father came once after I’d been here a couple of weeks, but he was already wasted, although it wasn’t yet noon, and all he did was yell. Then he cried those sloppy drunk tears that always embarrassed me. My mother hadn’t come at all. My arrest held a mirror up to their flaws and now they were as finished with me as I was with them.

“Dunno who it is, Blondie,” the guard said. She was new and I didn’t know her name and couldn’t read the name tag hanging around her neck, but she’d obviously already learned my prison nickname. And while she might have been new to the NCCFW, I could tell she wasn’t new to prison work. She moved too easily down this hallway, and the burned-out, bored, bitter look in her dark eyes gave her away.

I headed for the door to the visiting room, but the guard grabbed my arm.

“Uh-uh,” she said. “Not that way. S’posed to take you in here today.” She turned me in the direction of the private visiting room, and I was instantly on guard. Why the private room? Couldn’t be good news.

I walked into the small room to find two women sitting at one side of a table. Both of them were somewhere between forty and fifty. No prison uniforms. They were dressed for business in suits, one navy, the other tan. They looked up at me, unsmiling, their dark-skinned faces unreadable. I kept my gaze on them as I sat down at the other side of the table. Did they see the anxiety in my eyes? I’d learned to trust no one in this place.

“What’s this about?” I asked.

The woman in the tan suit sat forward, manicured hands folded neatly on the table. “My name is Lisa Williams,” she said. She had a pin on her lapel in the shape of a house, and she reminded me a little of Michelle Obama. Shoulder-length hair. Perfectly shaped eyebrows. But she didn’t have Michelle Obama’s ready smile. This woman’s expression was somewhere between boredom and apprehension. “And this is Andrea Fuller. She’s an attorney.”

Andrea Fuller nodded at me. She was older than I’d thought. Fifty-something. Maybe even sixty. She wore her hair in a short, no-nonsense Afro sprinkled with gray. Her lipstick was a deep red.

I shook my head. “I don’t understand,” I said, looking from one woman to the other. “Why did you want to see me?”

“Andrea and I are here to offer you a way out of this place,” the woman named Lisa said. Her gaze darted to my lacy tattoo where it peeked out from beneath the short sleeve of my pale blue prison shirt. I’d designed the intricate tattoo myself—black lace crisscrossed with strings of tiny pearls and chandelier jewelry. Lisa lifted her gaze to mine again. “As of next week, you’ve served your minimum sentence. One year, right?” she asked.

I half nodded, waiting. Yes, I’d served my one-year minimum, but the maximum was three years, and from everything I’d been told, I wasn’t going anywhere for a long time.

“We … Andrea and I … have been working on getting you released,” Lisa said.

I stared at her blankly. “Why?” I asked. “You don’t even know me.” I knew there was some sort of program where law students tried to free prisoners who had been wrongly imprisoned, but I was the only person who seemed to think my imprisonment had been a mistake.

Andrea Fuller cleared her throat and spoke for the first time. “We’ve made the case that you’re uniquely qualified for some work Lisa would like you to do. Your release depends on your willingness to do that work and—”

“In a timely fashion,” Lisa interrupted.

“Yes, there’s a deadline for the completion of the work,” Andrea said. “And of course you’ll be under the supervision of a parole officer during that time, and you’ll also be paying restitution to the family of the girl you injured—the Maxwell family, and—”

“Wait.” I held up my hand. I was surprised to see that my fingers trembled and I dropped my hand to my lap. “Please slow down,” I said. “I’m not following you at all.” I was overwhelmed by the way the two women hopped around in their conversation. What work was I uniquely qualified to do? I’d worked in the laundry here at the prison, learning to fold sheets into perfect squares, and I’d washed dishes in hot chlorine-scented water until my eyes stung. They were the only unique qualifications I could think of.

Lisa lifted her own hands, palms forward, to stop the conversation. “It’s like this,” she said, her gaze steady on me. “Do you know who Jesse Jameson Williams was?”

Everyone knew who Jesse Jameson Williams was. The name instantly transported me to one of the rooms in the National Gallery in Washington, D.C. Four years ago now. No, five. I’d been seventeen on a high school trip. My classmates had been ready to leave the museum, but I’d wanted to stay, smitten by the contemporary art, so I hid in the restroom while my class headed out of the building. I didn’t know or care where they were going. I knew I’d get in trouble, but I would deal with that later. So I was alone when I saw my first Jesse Jameson Williams. The painting quite literally stole my breath, and I lowered myself to the sole bench in the gallery to study it. The Look, it was called. It was a tall painting, six feet at least, and quite narrow. A man and woman dressed in black evening clothes stood back-to-back against a glittery silver background, their bodies so close it was impossible to separate his black jacket from her black dress. They were both brown skinned, though the woman was several shades darker than the man. His eyes were downcast, as if the man were trying to look behind himself at the woman, but her eyes were wide open, looking out at the viewer—at me—as though she wasn’t quite sure she wanted to be in the painting at all. As though she might be saying, Help me. When I could breathe again, I searched the walls for more of Jesse Jameson Williams’s work and found several pieces. Then, in the museum shop, I paged through a coffee table book of his paintings, wishing I could afford its seventy-five-dollar price tag.

“He’s one of my favorite artists,” I answered Lisa.

“Ah.” For the first time, Lisa smiled, or nearly so, anyway. “That’s very good to hear, because he has a lot to do with my proposal.”

“I don’t understand,” I said again. “He’s dead, isn’t he?” I’d read about his death in the paper in the prison library. He’d been ninety-five and had certainly led a productive life, yet I’d still felt a wave of loss wash over me when I read the news.

“He died in January,” Lisa said, then added, “Jesse Williams was my father.”

“Really!” I sat up straighter.

“For the last twenty-five years of his life, he dedicated himself to helping young artists,” Lisa said.

I nodded. I’d read about his charitable work.

“Artists he thought had promise but were having a hard time with school or family or maybe just heading down the wrong path.”

Was she talking about me? Could Jesse Williams have seen my work someplace and thought there was something promising in it, something that my professors had missed? “I remember reading about some teenaged boy he helped a few years ago,” I said. “I don’t know where I—”

“It could have been any number of boys.” Lisa waved an impatient hand through the air. “He’d focus on one young man—or young woman—at a time. Make sure they had the money and support necessary to get the education they needed. He’d show their work or do whatever he saw fit to give them a boost.” She cocked her head. “He was a very generous man, but also a manipulative one,” she said.

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“Shortly before he died, he became interested in you,” Lisa said. “You were going to be his next project.”

“Me?” I frowned. “I never even met him. And I’m white.” I lifted a strand of my straight, pale blond hair as if to prove my point. “Aren’t all the people he helped African American?”

Lisa shook her head. “Most, but definitely not all,” she said with a shrug. “And to be frank, I have no idea why he zeroed in on you. He often helped North Carolina artists, so that’s one reason—you’re from Cary, right?—but there are plenty of others he could have chosen. Why you were on his Good Samaritan radar is anyone’s guess.”

This made no sense. “Isn’t anything he had planned for me … or for anyone … didn’t his plans die with him?”

“I wish,” Lisa said. She smoothed a strand of her Michelle Obama hair behind her ear with a tired gesture. “My father’s still controlling things from the grave.” She glanced at Andrea with a shake of her head, while I waited, hands clutched together in my lap, not sure I liked this woman. “I lived with him,” Lisa continued. “I was his main caretaker and he was getting very feeble. He knew he was nearing the end and he met with his lawyer”—she nodded toward Andrea—“and updated his will. He was in the process of building a gallery in Edenton. An art gallery to feature his paintings and those of some other artists as well as some student work.”

“Oh,” I said, still puzzled. “Did he want to put one of my pieces in it?” Maybe that was it. Had he somehow heard about me and wanted to give my career—such as it was—a boost through exposure in his gallery? Ridiculous. How would he have heard about me? I couldn’t picture any of my professors at UNC singing my praises. And what on earth would I put in his gallery? My mind zigzagged through my paintings, all of them at my parents’ house … unless my parents had gotten rid of them, which wouldn’t have surprised me.

“Nothing that simple,” Lisa said. “He wanted you to restore an old 1940s mural, and he stipulated that the gallery can’t be opened until the restored mural is in place in the foyer. And the date of the gallery opening is August fifth.”

This had to be a mistake. They had to be looking for someone else, and I felt my chance at freedom slipping away. Restore a mural? In two months? First, I had no experience in art conservation, and second, I’d worked on exactly one mural in my nearly three years in college and that had been a simple four-by-eight-foot abstract I’d painted with another student my freshman year. “Are you sure he meant me?” I asked.

“Definitely.”

“Why does he … why would he think I’m ‘uniquely qualified’ to do this?” I asked, remembering the phrase. “How did he even know I exist?”

“Who knows?” Lisa said, obviously annoyed by her father’s eccentricities. “All I know is you’re now my problem.”

I bristled at her attitude, but kept my mouth shut. If the two of them could actually help me get out of here, I couldn’t afford to alienate them.

“I suppose he thought you were qualified by virtue of your art education,” Andrea said. “You were an art major, correct?”

I nodded. I’d been an art major, yes, but that had nothing to do with restoration. Restoration required an entirely different set of skills from the creation of art. Plus, I hadn’t been the most dedicated student that last year. I’d let myself get sucked in by Trey instead of my studies. He’d absorbed my time and energy. I’d been nauseatingly smitten, drawn in by his attention and the future we were planning together. He’d told me about his late grandmother’s engagement ring, hinting that it would soon be mine. I’d thought he was so wonderful. Pre-law. Sweet. Amazing to look at. I’d been a fool. But I knew better than to say anything about lack of qualifications to these two women when they were talking about getting me out of here.

“So … where’s this mural?” I asked.

“In Edenton. You’d have to live in Edenton,” Lisa said. “With me. My house—my father’s house, actually—is big. We won’t be tripping over each other.”

I could barely believe my ears. I’d not only get out of prison but I’d live in Jesse Jameson Williams’s house? I felt the unexpected threat of tears. Oh God, how I needed to get out of here! In the last miserable year, I’d been bruised, cut, and battered. I’d learned to fight back, yes, but that was not who I was. I was no brawler. My fellow inmates mocked me for my youth, my slender build, my platinum hair. I lived in a state of perpetual fear. Even in my cell, I felt unsafe. My cellmate was a woman who didn’t talk. Literally. I’d never heard a word from her mouth, but her expression carried disdain. I barely slept, one eye open, expecting to have my throat slit with a stolen knife sometime during the night.

And then there were the nightmares about Emily Maxwell, but I supposed I would bring them with me no matter where I went.

“You’ll work on the mural in the gallery, which is only partially built at this point,” Lisa interrupted my thoughts. “There’s plenty of room in the foyer. That’s where my father wanted it displayed.”

“It’s not painted on a wall?”

“No, it’s on canvas and it was never … hung, or whatever you call it.”

“Installed,” Andrea said.

“Right,” Lisa said. “It was never installed.”

“Who painted it?”

“A woman named Anna Dale,” Lisa said. “It’s one of those Depression-era murals. You know how, during the Depression, the government hired artists to paint murals for public buildings?”

I nodded, though my knowledge of those WPA-type programs was sketchy at best.

“This mural was supposed to be for the Edenton Post Office. But Anna Dale went crazy or something—I can’t remember exactly what my father told me. She lost her mind while she was working on it, thus the finished product was never installed. My father’s owned it for decades and he wants—wanted—to hang it in the foyer of the gallery. And he said it has to be in place by the date the gallery opens.”

“August fifth,” Andrea said in case I hadn’t heard the date the first time. I most definitely had.

“That’s not even two months from now,” I said.

Lisa let out a long, anxious-sounding breath. “Exactly,” she said. “Which is why you need to start on it immediately.”

“What kind of shape is it in?” I asked.

Lisa shrugged. “I haven’t actually seen it. It’s been rolled up in a corner of my father’s studio closet all these years—it’s a massive thing—and I don’t know what condition it’s in. It must be salvageable, though, if he expected you to fix it.”

I tried to imagine what nearly seventy years would do to a huge canvas stuffed in a closet. What Lisa needed was a professional restoration company, not a novice artist. But what I needed was my freedom.

“Would I be paid?” I looked at Andrea. “If I have to pay restitution to—”

“My father left fifty thousand for the project,” Lisa interrupted.

“For the whole gallery?”

“No,” Lisa said. “For you. For you to restore the mural. Fifty K, plus another several thousand for any supplies you need.”

Fifty thousand dollars? Incredible. Even if I’d gotten my degree, I doubted I could have found a job that would pay me that much in a year’s time, much less for two months’ work. Two months’ work I had no idea how to do. I tried to keep my self-doubt from showing on my face. Uniquely qualified? Not hardly.

“This is your ‘get out of jail free’ card, Morgan.” Andrea leaned forward, her red lips forming the words slowly and clearly. “If you hold up your end of the bargain—finishing your work—quality work—on the mural by the fifth of August—you’ll be out on parole and will never have to set foot in this place again. If I were you, I’d start reading up on restoration.”

I looked toward the doorway of the small room. I imagined walking through it and down the hallway to the front entrance and freedom. I imagined twirling in circles outside, my arms stretched wide to take in the fresh air. I didn’t think I’d ever be completely free of this place, though. I’d always carry my prison with me. I felt that imaginary prison closing around me even as I sat there, even as I imagined walking out the front door.

Still, I would rather an imaginary prison than this hideous real one.

“I’ll do it,” I said finally, sitting back.

How I would do it, I had no idea.


 

Chapter 2

ANNA

December 4, 1939

Edenton, North Carolina


From the United States Treasury Department, Section of Fine Arts

Special 48-States Mural Competition

November 27, 1939

Dear Miss Anna Dale,

The Section of Fine Arts is pleased to inform you that you are one of the winning artists in the 48-States Mural Competition. Your sketch for the proposed mural to adorn the Bordentown, New Jersey, Post Office received many positive comments from the judges. Unfortunately, a different artist has been awarded the Bordentown Post Office, but the judges were sufficiently impressed with your work that they would like you to undertake the creation of the mural for the post office in Edenton, North Carolina. This will require that you send us a sketch for the Edenton assignment as soon as possible. Once you receive the Section’s approval on the sketch, you can begin the actual work on the (full size) cartoon and, finally, the mural itself. The size of the Edenton mural will be 12′ by 6′. The project is to be completed by June 3, 1940.

It is suggested that artists become familiar with the geographic area surrounding their assigned post office and make a special effort to select appropriate subject matter. The following subjects are suggested: Local History, Local Industries, Local Flora and Fauna, and Local Pursuits. Since the location of Edenton, North Carolina, was not your first choice and you are therefore most likely not familiar with the town, it is strongly suggested you make a visit there as soon as possible.

The payment for the mural will be $720, one third payable on the approval of your sketch, one third payable on the approval of your cartoon, one third payable upon installation of the final mural. Out of this amount, you will pay for your supplies, models if needed, any travel, and all costs related to the installation of the mural.

Sincerely,

Edward Rowan, Art Administrator, Section of Fine Arts



Anna arrived in Edenton for her planned three-day visit late on the afternoon of December 4. She could have taken the overnight train, but at the last minute she decided to drive. The ’32 navy blue Ford V8 still held her mother’s scent—the spicy patchouli fragrance of the Tabu perfume she’d loved—and Anna needed that comfort as she set out on this new, very adult venture. Her first paying job. Her first time away from home. Her first everything, really.

The car skidded on a patch of ice as she turned onto Broad Street in the fading sunlight, and for a moment she was certain her introduction to the town would consist of slamming into a row of parked cars, but she managed to get the Ford under control. As soon as she did, she found herself behind a cart drawn by a horse, or perhaps a mule. She couldn’t get a good look at the animal and wasn’t sure she’d know one from the other anyway. She didn’t see many of either in her hometown of Plainfield, New Jersey.

She slowed down, thinking she should get a good look at the little town that would be the subject of her mural. When she’d viewed Edenton in the atlas, it had been a watery-looking place, nothing more than a speck surrounded by a bay and a river. Even on the map, it had looked strangely foreign to her, and she’d closed the atlas with a worried sigh.

She hadn’t expected to win the competition, and the timing could not have been worse. She’d just buried her mother. Her best friend. The one person in the world whose love and nurturing Anna could always count on. But she couldn’t turn down work, not with jobs so impossible to find. Not when her mother was no longer around to bring in the sewing money that had paid for their food and expenses. No, she needed to be grateful for this opportunity, even if it meant she had to travel more than four hundred miles to “become familiar with the geographic area” she was to immortalize in the mural.

She’d never had any yearning to travel south of the Mason-Dixon line, and she was glad she’d only be here for a few days. The South seemed so backward to her. Segregated schools and ridiculous laws about keeping colored and white apart on buses and at water fountains and in restrooms. She’d had a few colored classmates at Plainfield High School and she’d counted a couple of the girls as friends. They’d been on the basketball team and in glee club together.

“You’re looking at Plainfield through rose-colored glasses,” her mother would have said. Even in Plainfield, those colored girls Anna thought of as her friends couldn’t go into certain shops or restaurants with her, and one of them told her they had to sit in the balcony at the Paramount Theater. The roller rink had a “colored night” set aside for them each week and they—as well as Anna’s Jewish friends—were unwelcome at the country club. But still, everyone knew it was worse in the South. They actually lynched Negroes in the south.

She’d considered simply doing her research for the mural in the Plainfield Public Library, knowing the drive to Edenton would take her two full days, but she’d read and reread the letter from the Section of Fine Arts that advised her to visit the little town. Her mother would have told her to do the job properly. Anna imagined her saying “be grateful for the work, sweetheart, and embrace the challenge.” Her friends who had graduated with her from the Van Emburgh School of Art in Plainfield were still hunting for jobs that simply didn’t exist, with the economy the way it was. Many of them had also tried to win the Section of Fine Arts competition and Anna knew how lucky she was to have been given the honor. She would do everything she could to make the Section glad they put their trust in her.

A few days before she died, her mother had given Anna a journal. The book of blank pages was bound in velvety-soft brown leather, the cover fastened together with a simple gold lock and key. So beautiful. Her mother had known then that it would be the last gift she would ever give her daughter, but Anna hadn’t known. It angered her when she realized the truth, and she didn’t want to feel that emotion toward her mother. In a fit of rage, she’d tossed the journal in the kitchen trash can, but she dug it out again, cleaned it off, and now it was packed in her suitcase. She wouldn’t throw away anything connected to her mother again. She needed to hold on to it all.

She also had her mother’s camera with her. Anna had choked up as she sat at the kitchen table winding a new roll of film into the Kodak Retina. She pictured her mother’s hands doing the same task over the years … although when Anna thought about it, she realized many months had passed since her mother had picked up the camera. Photography had been her passion. It brought in no money, but had given her great pleasure during her “lively spells.” The doctor called them “manic episodes” but Anna preferred her own term. The lively spells were always a relief to Anna when they followed the days—sometimes the weeks—when her mother could barely get out of bed. The lively spells came without warning, often with behavior that was impossible to predict. She’d awaken Anna early to inform her she was skipping school, and they’d take the bus to New York where they’d race through museum after museum or roller-skate through Central Park. One time, when Anna was about twelve, they slipped in the rear door of Carnegie Hall, found a couple of empty box seats, and watched an orchestra perform. It wasn’t the music Anna remembered from that day. It was the sheer joy of sitting next to her mother, leaning her head against her shoulder, feeling her wired energy. Knowing that, for as long as the lively spell lasted, their days would be joy-filled.

When the good spells came during the spring, as they often did, one of her mother’s favorite activities was to walk at a brisk clip through Plainfield’s neighborhoods, carrying her camera, snapping pictures of people’s gardens. She adored flowers and she’d walk up the driveways of strangers to reach window boxes overflowing with geraniums, even ducking behind the houses to capture backyard gardens filled with roses and hydrangeas and peach-colored daylilies. As far as Anna knew, no one ever badgered her mother about the intrusions. Maybe people had thought of her as a bit of a kook. Or perhaps they’d felt sorry for her, a woman widowed young with a daughter to raise. Or maybe they knew the truth—Mrs. Dale was not a well woman—and they kindly let her be.

Anna fended for herself when her mother’s spirits were low. She’d cook for both of them, although her mother ate almost nothing during those times. She’d clean the house and do the laundry. She did it all with patience, with love, waiting out the melancholia. There was one terrible time when Aunt Alice dragged Anna’s mother to a psychiatrist who insisted she be hospitalized. For two long months, Anna, then fourteen, lived with her aunt and uncle, angry at them both for putting her mother in that terrible place. When her mother was finally released, there were gaps in her memory, precious moments the hospital seemed to have stolen from her, and Anna vowed she would never let anyone lock her away again. She tried to keep her mother’s low moods a secret from her aunt after that, making light of them, riding them out. Perhaps, though, she’d made a mistake this last time. Perhaps this last time, her mother had needed more help than Anna had been able to give her. She tried not to think about that. She’d simply been waiting for the lively spell to return. She’d lived with her mother long enough to know that, in time, the smiling, happy mother she adored would come back, full of crazy ideas that would leave both of them giggling with wonder.

“Never be afraid to try something new, Anna,” her mother would say.

That’s what Anna was doing now, wasn’t it? Driving for two whole days through unfamiliar territory, landing in a tiny town where she didn’t know a soul. From somewhere in the heavens, her mother was applauding.



The letter from the Section of Fine Arts had arrived with a list of the winners of all forty-eight states. Anna had felt embarrassed and intimidated when she looked at that list. The contest had been anonymous, which she assumed was the only reason she’d been able to win. Still, many of the other winners were famous artists. There was So and So, from New York City, president of the League of Artists, studied in Europe, experienced muralist, had one-man exhibitions in New York and Los Angeles, and on and on. Winner after winner had accolade after accolade. And then there was Anna: Anna Dale. Plainfield, New Jersey. Born 1918. Graduate of Van Emburgh School of Art. And that was it. She thought the panel of judges must have been stunned into silence when they opened her envelope to discover the inexperienced girl they’d selected. She had to keep reminding herself that they’d legitimately picked her, fair and square, and she remembered what Mrs. Van Emburgh had whispered in her ear when she handed Anna her graduation certificate: “You are a standout, Anna,” she’d said. “You have a future in the art world.” Her words still sent a shiver up Anna’s spine. She’d told no one about them, not wanting to appear conceited, but she clung tight to the compliment now that she’d won the competition. Now that she was, so completely, on her own.

She had to come up with a whole new idea for a sketch very quickly, and the thought overwhelmed her. The concept for her Bordentown sketch had come to her easily. Clara Barton had founded the first free public school in Bordentown, so Anna had painted her ringing the school bell outside a little redbrick schoolhouse with lines of children walking and skipping to the school. She was proud of the way she captured the swish of the girls’ skirts and the energy of the boys. Too bad she wouldn’t be able to paint that mural now. The memory of her eager, happy production of that sketch, before everything changed, seemed to be from another lifetime.

She did have an idea for the Edenton mural, though. In the Plainfield library, the librarian pointed her toward the American Guide Series’ book on North Carolina. In it, she read about the “Edenton Tea Party,” an eighteenth-century women’s movement in which fifty-one women signed a petition to boycott all English products. She thought that might make an intriguing mural and wouldn’t be too challenging to paint. The idea seemed so simple to her at first that she thought she might not even have to travel to Edenton to do her research, but then she realized she actually wanted this trip. She needed to get away for a few days. She needed an escape from the sadness in the little house where she expected to see her mother every time she walked into another room.

King Street. She spotted the sign and turned left to see a big brick block of a building. The Hotel Joseph Hewes. It would be her home while she was in this town she knew as well as she knew Jupiter or Saturn. She drove into the parking lot, heart pounding, hands sticky on the steering wheel, wondering what the next few days would hold.
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