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  Praise for The Bridge

 

“The Bridge grabs your heart and never lets go, sending it rushing downstream toward a heart-wrenching, yet ultimately redemptive conclusion. Bergren has outdone herself with this powerful story. Not to be missed!”

—Liz Curtis Higgs, best-selling author

 

“I have only one complaint about The Bridge—once you pick it up, you can't put it down, no matter how much you might need sleep or perform other essential daily functions. This is a masterfully told, riveting story about characters so real you'll be carrying on conversations with them weeks after you finish the book. Read it. Let it engage your imagination, warm your heart, and ignite your faith. But when you find yourself sleep-deprived and carrying on conversations with imaginary people, don't say I didn't warn you.”

—Carolyn Arends, recording artist and author

 

“Bergren spreads a banquet fit for story-lovers in The Bridge. This story of hope, honor, and love provides a feast of imagery from the opening scene all the way through. This is Bergren at her best. Don't be surprised if you find yourself weeping on the last page even while you smile.”

—Robin Jones Gunn, best-selling author

 

“In The Bridge, Bergren has written a tender story of love—the love between a man and a woman, the love between a father and his son, and the love God showers upon us all. It's a story that will linger in your heart long after the last page is read.”

—Robin Lee Hatcher, best-selling author
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  Prologue

 

July, 1971

 

Ernie Powell smiled in satisfaction as he closed the cabin’s creaking screen door behind him. He took a deep breath of the Swan River morning. There was no place like northwest Montana in July, and today was proof of it.

He reached for his forty-year-old fly rod and made his way to the riverbank, admiring the view before him as he would a treasured old friend. There was always something familiar yet startlingly unique about the river. This morning, a thin layer of fog hovered just above the still pools created by piles of logs, generating an unearthly golden glow above deep green water. Here and there, boulders were beginning to emerge from waters that were waning from their snowmelt zenith to the more subdued levels of midsummer.

About twenty-five yards downstream was Ernie’s favorite fishing spot, near the old bridge he had watched them build when he was just a boy. The trout favored the logjam’s shadows that shielded them from the rising sun and were often hungry at this time in the morning. Although the air was cool, he could tell the fog would soon be gone. It would be a warm day.

With rubber boots on, he waded in until the river reached midcalf. The icy waters licked at his bones, making ankles and knees—too old to walk a mile—ache in protest. He smiled again. Ernie liked the challenge of the river, her silent shout to turn and leave the fish alone. Not a chance, old girl. Martha was planning on trout for breakfast, and after fifty-some years of marriage, he knew better than to disappoint her.

Ernie reached into the basket at his hip, studying the flow of the river as he pulled out and attached his fly—hand tied just the night before—to the line, then cast it out to the sweet spot the fish favored. The blue-and-green Spanner was just floating down past the deepest pool when he heard a car approaching. Odd, he thought, at this hour. It was early for any traffic. He grumbled under his breath. Vibrations from traffic scared away the trout.

He hated the increasing number of automobiles that passed over the rickety old wooden bridge, but growth was inevitable, he supposed. The other side of the river now had more than eighteen cabins. Fifty years ago only he and the Conways had places along this part of the Swan. With so much traffic, the county would have to get to replacing the old bridge soon. Why, even from where he stood, with eyes that weren’t what they used to be, Ernie could see the rot that ate at the pilings.

Ernie muttered under his breath. He had missed his opportunity over the deep pool. He pulled in his line and cast again as the car left the gravel above him and began crossing the one-lane bridge. Planks creaked, and the entire bridge moaned under the weight. Ernie frowned. This was a different sound than its usual protest. What was ordinarily a chu-chunk chu-chunk was now a keening, splitting scream.

The car had just made it to the center of the bridge when Ernie heard the crack of a thousand broken bones and watched in horror as a central piling collapsed. “What…Oh no,” he muttered under his breath. The next piling went too. “No!”

The silver Buick slipped backward into the sudden crevasse, and Ernie heard a woman scream. He dropped his rod and shouted, not knowing what he said, too stunned to move. The back of the Buick hit the water with a tremendous splash, buoyed for a moment, then started sinking impossibly fast, the front still sticking upward. A baby wailed. As the woman kept shrieking, a cross section fell from the bridge, crashing through the windshield. The shrieking stopped. But the baby’s cry went on, increasingly furious.

Without another thought, Ernie pulled off his boots and stumbled downriver, wincing as rocks bit into his tender flesh. He had not been swimming for nearly twenty years, but he did not hesitate. He ran into the water, watching as the car yanked against the bridge that held it, flooding as the river urged it downstream. When the water reached his waist, Ernie dived in, gasping at the cold that took his breath away. Dear Father, he prayed again as he made his way to the wreck, shuddering as the cold chilled his flesh, dear God in heaven, please let me help them. I’m just an old man. Give me the strength…

His gnarled hand grasped at the driver’s side of the car, and he carefully hauled himself upward to look through the broken windshield, conscious of the precarious hold the decrepit bridge had on the Buick. What he saw inside took his breath away faster than the cold.

A young woman, her face two feet under water, her body pinned beneath the rotting wood sticking through the windshield, fixed upon him with desperate eyes. Ernie saw blood pool in the water around her waist and filter away like fiery sunset clouds in a strong wind. She held the baby above her, frantically trying to keep him safe, and his bright red face turned toward Ernie. His fury startled the old man back into breathing.

Ernie glanced at the woman, wondering how to get them out, and her eyes told him everything.

He could not save them both.

She was handing him her child, her love, for him to save. The car groaned, and the mother slipped farther under, bubbles that signaled the last breath she would ever take rising to the surface. Swallowing hard, Ernie grabbed the babe from her icy, trembling fingers, and watched in horror as her hands sank beneath the water. He cast himself away from the wreck, sobbing, desperately trying to hold the child above water, then resting the boy on his chest as he swam, swam with everything in him for the shore.

Dear God, it’s cold, he prayed to the Savior who had long been his friend. Please let me get this child to the shore. If I can do this one last thing…

His heart pounded painfully against his ribs, and Ernie wondered for the first time if he would survive. The frigid waters. The exertion, like nothing he'd experienced in a good decade, sending his heart pounding painfully against his ribcage.  But miraculously, the babe quieted as he swam. Probably going into shock, Ernie assessed distantly, remembering soldiers in trenches during the Great War. There was a bright light, and Ernie wondered why the sun was so high in the sky at this early hour. He felt rocks beneath him, and he stumbled to his feet, desperate for a foothold. His arms were falling asleep, and Ernie struggled to hold on to the baby, crying again now. It was bright, so bright…

Ernie collapsed onto the mud and grass of the Swan’s bank one last time. He inhaled the sweet, mossy scent, felt the long river reeds on his cheek and the life squirming on his chest. The light was too intense for him to see much, but there was a man beside him then, a powerful giant of a man, and Ernie was glad, so glad that help had arrived. “The child—”

“The child is well,” said the man kindly. “And you will be too. I am proud of you, Ernie. Now come. Come with me.”


  Then…

 

Rick climbed into bed with her, throwing an arm around her swollen waistline.

“Where’ve you been?” she whispered. “I was worried.”

“Everywhere, baby. Nowhere special.”

“You told me we were going to talk tonight, Rick.”

“I did?” he mumbled sleepily. “’Bout what?”

“Yes. About getting married.” She sat up, giving in to her frustration. “This baby’s due any day, Rick. Are you going to be his father or what?”

“Anna, I’m beat. Can we talk about this tomorrow?”

“That’s what you say every day. Tomorrow. Every day you say tomorrow. I want to talk about it now.”

He sat up too, his brow furrowing over frightful green eyes. “Anna, I’ve got a killer headache. We’ll talk about it. Soon. Now go to sleep.”

Irritated but cowed by the angry look on his face, Anna chose to lay back down on her side, facing away from him. Angrily she tucked the covers around her.

He was never going to marry her. Who was she kidding anyway?

 

 

 

Chapter One

Now...

 

“Oh, c’mon!” Jared Conway yelled, hitting the leather-covered dashboard of his new BMW. Some idiot ahead had double-parked his rig and left it, blocking a whole lane of traffic. The New Yorkers on his left couldn’t have cared less—they weren’t letting one more car in ahead of them.

“No, not you, Don,” he said, speaking into his cell. “It’s this blasted traffic. It’s as bad as I’ve seen.”

“Listen to me, Conway. We’ve gotta move. Our cotton contracts are down three percent. If we don’t sell now, we’re gonna lose.”

“No. Let’s keep it in play. Something’ll happen to the Russians’ cotton too. We might be facing a drought, but they’ll get locusts and a drought. I can feel it. Let’s hold on. ”

There was silence on the other end. “Don?”

“We’re gonna risk fifty thousand on another one of your feelings?”

“My company, my call. Call me back in an hour and give me a status on those percentage points.”

“I’m a junior partner in that company, and we still gotta talk coffee.”

“I’ll take mine black, one sugar.”

“Funny—”

“Don, someone else is calling through. Hold on.” Jared took a moment to lay on his horn, then made an angry gesture toward a woman who was carefully ignoring his attempt to edge into her lane. He pressed the button to grab the other line.

“Conway,” he answered.

“Mr. Jared Conway?”

“That’s me.”

“This is Julie Vose, calling from Bigfork, Montana.”

“Yeah. What can I do for you, Julie?”

She paused. “I’m the real estate agent who called last month. You had said you were interested in selling your uncle’s cabin?”

“Oh yeah, yeah. Sorry. I’m a little distracted right now.”

“Yes, well, I did go by the cabin. It’s in good structural shape, could be a real gem with a little cosmetic work, but it’s chock full. We could barely move through to do the appraisal.”

“Chock full of what?”

“All kinds of things. Your uncle was something of a pack rat, Mr. Conway. In the cabin, on the grounds…everywhere. There’s a ton of material made for a garage sale. But some, undoubtedly, suitable for an estate sale or auction.”

“Uncle Rudy?” He frowned. He couldn’t imagine old Uncle Rudy collecting anything of value.

“Yes. The neighbors tell me that if one didn’t feel like going all the way to town, they would run by Rudy’s to see if he had a spare.”

“Spare what?”

“Spare anything. Mr. Conway, there is simply too much for me to take care of. You’ll need to come and clean the place out before I can sell it.”

Jared groaned. “Can’t we hire someone?”

“Well, of course. We could. But there might be some things you’d care to keep in there. Somebody else can’t really make those kinds of decisions for you.”

Jared’s attention was drawn to his cell, beeping with another call. “Hold on a sec, Julie. Would you?” He clicked over, not bothering to wait on her answer. He knew who was calling through, without looking. “Don.”

“It went down again, Jared!”

“Hold on, Don. Do not sell.” He clicked the button.

“Julie? Let me call you right back.”

“By tomorrow?” she pressed, clearly not believing him.

“I’ll do my best.” He pressed the “end” button, cutting her off, and returned to his partner.

“Conway! This is my money too!”

“Yeah, Don, but more mine than yours. I said hold. Do not sell.” He hung up on his best friend with a grin. Eighty percent of the time Jared was right when he went with his gut instinct. If he was wrong, he’d make it up to Don soon enough. If he was right, Don would be buying dinner. Heck, it was thanks to him that Don even had a house and car left to his name, after weathering the recession.

He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. It seemed he could do his work in his sleep these days. The only thing fun about it anymore was when he could bait Don and watch for his reaction.

Jared sighed in relief as the lane-blocking truck driver returned, climbed into the cab, and put his rig into gear, waving cheerily as if Jared had greeted him with a friendly grin. Jared laughed under his breath, too tired to be angry anymore. Now all he wanted was a quiet evening with Patricia and a chance to pack for their trip. Tomorrow they’d pick up their son at the boarding school and decide where to go on vacation, a vacation two years overdue. He glanced at his watch, his grin growing wider. With any luck he’d still be home a half-hour early. That hadn’t happened all year.

Twelve blocks later he turned and entered a quiet side street. He missed this neighborhood, these old haunts. The big oaks that towered overhead, intermingling limbs. The neatly kept three-story buildings, tightly packed together yet each distinct. There was a wonderful fresh-produce grocer across the street and an ancient used-books store down the block. If things continued to go well with Patricia and they were able to reconcile and remarry, he could move back into his beloved old building. Maybe they could even bring Nicolaus back home for good, be a family… He eased into a narrow parking spot and slammed the door, leaving his briefcase behind as the alarm che-cheeped in response to the button on his keys.

He quickly jogged up the brick-and-cement stairs to the heavy front door and glanced at his watch again. The extra effort to extricate himself from the office had paid off. Stuck in traffic but still half an hour early! Maybe he’d make it a habit if it made her happy.

The new key to the house they once shared—given to him just a week prior—slipped into the lock as he pictured his ex-wife dressed for dinner. They were going out to celebrate tonight. One last evening alone before Nick was with them. He’d asked her to wear her black linen dress, and he could already see those long, shapely legs meeting a short skirt, narrow waist, and curvaceous top. Nearly as tall as he without heels and with long, straight, white-blond hair, Patricia was certain to turn every head at the restaurant. And once again he would play the part of the happy suitor. One more fantastic, romantic dinner for two would surely seal things for her. Convince her it was time to give him, their marriage, their little family, another chance. He was banking on it as surely as he was the Russians’ cotton failure.

He trudged up the stairs, ignoring the sounds of an argument between the couple who lived in the flat beneath Patricia. He only wanted to think about happy things now—how he and Patricia would go pick up Nick, tell him he was coming home again, tell him they were going to remarry. The boy would be ecstatic. If only he hadn’t pushed for the divorce three years ago! Sure, she had slipped into an affair, which had hurt like the devil, but it wasn’t as if the wounds couldn’t be healed. He was ready to forgive, to move on and make a real go of it. Fumbling with his keys, he finally found the right one, turned it in the deadbolt of the front door, and let himself in.

Patricia stood near the couch, a false smile lighting up her face as she pushed back her disheveled hair, even as she finished pulling on the cardigan of a gold sweater set. “Jared! You’re home early.”

Surprised by her quiet look of barely concealed panic, Jared’s eyes moved to the bedroom—the bedroom they had once shared—where dancing shadows told him she was not alone. “Who’s that?” he asked, deadly still, his heart dropping. He held his breath as he slipped his keys into his pants pocket, chastising himself for leaping to conclusions.

But a bare-chested young man appeared, placing a hand on either side of the bedroom doorway and lopping Patricia a lazy smile, before she could answer. “Company?”

“My ex-husband,” she said carefully, eyes flitting between them.

Patricia’s latest plaything immediately disappeared into the recesses of the bedroom and emerged grim-faced, pulling on a sweater.

“Get out,” Jared ordered.

“I’m going, man. I don’t want trouble.”

“Jared—” Patricia began.

“I can’t believe you’ve done this again.”

“Come now, Jared. I’ve—”

“No, Patricia. This is it. We’re done.” He shook his head slightly, amazed at his own stupidity. How could I have thought…What made me believe… “You’ve destroyed everything we’ve tried to rebuild.”

“You don’t understand. Eric’s just a friend—”

“No, you don’t understand. We’re through. Don’t tell me he’s just a friend. You and I both know what was going on here.” His fury left him as fast as it had arrived, leaving him exhausted. Like he’d just survived ten rounds in the ring. He sat down heavily on the leather sofa. “I thought we’d changed, you’d changed, that I—I don’t know what you want. Maybe that man does,” he said, hooking a thumb over his shoulder toward the front door, where Eric had just quietly departed. He’d eased it shut, as if it would make Jared forget he’d ever been there. “I’m through guessing. I’m through trying.”

She sank onto the sofa opposite him, the glass coffee table between them. The stricken smile had vanished. “So that’s it. After all we’ve been through.”

The accusation in her voice brought Jared’s anger forward. “Yes, that’s it! You just sealed the deal.” He rose. “I was ready to give us another chance, Patricia. But I told you the one thing—the one thing—I couldn’t bear would be another affair. This is your doing. Not mine.” He turned away from her then, amazed that her perfect features suddenly seemed cold, harsh, rather than alluring. “I’m going to pick up Nick,” he said over his shoulder. “He and I will take a short vacation. I’ll break the news to him that we’re not gonna make it.”

He paused, thinking she wouldn’t dare to complain. And she didn’t.

He slammed the door behind him.

 

 

Days later, Jared pulled into the long, oak-lined drive of Buckley Boys’ Academy. The two hundred-year-old grounds brought back happy memories of Jared’s own boyhood days, but he still had hoped to give his children a home at home. He had given in to Patricia’s pushing as usual. The truth was she was tired of being a full-time mother, and the social prestige of getting into the expensive school hadn’t hurt her ego either. He would never forget the look on Nicolaus’s face when Jared told his then five-year-old that they were sending him away to school—disbelief, betrayal, disappointment, fear. Nick had adapted well in the last three years at the Academy, excelling in both mathematics and field hockey, but the look on his face when they dropped him off that first day still plagued Jared.

Still, this school was one of the best; posh, clean, good faculty, and a Christian history that urged brief nods toward its faith foundations by demanding weekly worship in the chapel. Jared only got himself to church at Christmas and Easter these days, but he fondly remembered the dear old Episcopalian priest who had been at the school when he was a student. Father Frank had had a sparkle in his eye, a bounce to his step, and always seemed completely at ease with himself. At eighty he still served as the school’s rector. The image of the kindly priest brought Jared up short; he hadn’t thought of him in some time.

Nick was outside the main hall, hanging from an ancient tree above an impeccable lawn as other boys greeted family members and departed for summer holiday. The child did not recognize his father’s new car, so Jared parked in the nearest lot and watched him for a bit.

It took a moment for Jared to realize why he hesitated in retrieving the boy—there had been such hope in Nick’s voice when Jared told him that his mother and he were spending time together again. Now he was about to dash that dream of a family reunion. Would he alone be enough for Nicolaus? Or would the boy rather have his mother?

Jared tried to swallow, but his mouth was dry. Taking a deep breath, he opened the car door and strode across the parking lot toward his son. Nicolaus was upright now, sitting on a fat branch, watching the countless other families, occasionally looking down the road for his own. He was a handsome kid. People said he was the spitting image of his father, which made Jared quite proud. The same dark hair, the green eyes, the cut of his chin…

“Nick!” Jared’s voice sounded unnaturally bright.

“Dad!” the boy turned toward him and jumped down, then ran, stumbling over a tree root, then pushing on, clearly ecstatic. “Dad!” he said again, jumping into Jared’s arms.

After a brief, fierce hug, Jared set him down. “Where’s Mom?”

Jared glanced at the ground, kicking at another root. He forced himself to meet his son’s look. “She’s at home, Nicolaus. She isn’t coming.”

“What? At all? On our vacation?”

Jared shook his head, placing a reassuring hand on his son’s shoulder. “Sorry, bud. Something came up for her.” Like another man. Like the fact she can’t stay true to me for half a second...

Nicolaus glumly pulled on his backpack straps and then picked up his two duffel bags, the crisp, formal Buckley insignia monogrammed on one side, his initials on the other.

Jared guided him away from the nearest family, the perfect family—father, mother, daughter, two sons in Buckley uniforms. Why couldn’t Patricia have seen the importance, the beauty of it? Why’d she have to go and trash all of his dreams, and Nick’s too?

“What could’ve come up?” Nick said.

“Come here, bud.” He sat down on a wrought-iron bench and urged Nick to do so too, but the boy refused. He stood in front of Jared, arms crossed, bracing himself for what he obviously knew was coming. Jared sighed heavily and leaned forward. “Nick, we tried to get back together, but it didn’t work. I’m sorry. We’ve called it quits again.” When his son didn’t respond, Jared adopted a lighter tone. “So it’s just you and me. I promise it won’t be so bad.”

“Can we go?”

“Sure,” Jared said slowly, spotting the hint of tears for the first time. “Want me to carry—”

“No. I got it,” the boy said gruffly. All traces of joy were gone, crushed in the wake of his mother’s absence. Jared sneaked another look at him, noticing changes, evidence of maturation. He was growing up. Fast. It made Jared worry that he had already missed too much. There was a hardened pain in the clench of the boy’s jaw, a tired worry in the corner of his eye that reminded Jared of his own image in the mirror. The boy had already inherited his looks; now he was inheriting his pain.

Nick threw his bags into the trunk of the BMW, not even commenting on his father’s new car. He slumped to the passenger-side door and dropped inside. Jared did the same on the driver’s side, then quickly cranked the engine to get the air conditioning going. The humidity in upstate New York was already outrageous.

“So, where we goin’?” Nick asked dully. The ache in the boy’s voice made Jared want to take him to Europe, do anything to distract him, if it would ease the agony.

“Anywhere. I’m packed; you’re packed. The Great Lakes? Grand Canyon? We could go camping! There’s Florida and Disney World. Or we could take old Route 66…”

“What’s Route 66?”

“An old highway down south.” Jared cast about for a few more alternatives, willing Nicolaus to see the lengths he would go to to make him feel better. “We could hop a plane for Germany…or the Bahamas!”

Nick remained silent.

Sighing, Jared glanced from the boy, along the dashboard, to his own window. Pausing, his eyes retraced their path to the number on his notepad. “What about Montana? My uncle died last winter and left me an old cabin on a river. I have to go empty it out. It’s not—”

“You mean it?” Nick asked, eyes wide, practically bouncing in his seat. “A cabin in Montana? Can we go fishing? Go hiking? I have a friend who went fishing last year with his dad, and he said it was cool.”

Jared shoved back a shiver. Did he have it in him? Really? The courage to face it? But did he really have a choice?  Besides, it was so long ago…It’s just a place, man. Just a place. Get yourself together.

Nick’s face fell, making Jared focus on the present, not the past.

“What?”

“I don’t have a pole.”

Jared forced a smile and pulled out his phone and clicked on the Rand McNally app, searching for the “M” states for a map. “That, buddy, I can fix. Let’s go to Montana, and I’ll buy you a pole. Heck, I’ll buy myself a pole, and we’ll fish together.” His mouth felt dry, as if lined with cotton. He’d never been the fishing type. He’d really never liked the water at all. But Nic was so excited. And wasn’t he ready to do anything for the kid? To ease the pain of his mother’s absence?

He entered some information and wait for the directions to populate, then gave a low whistle.

“What?”

“Montana’s a big state. And quite a drive. It’ll take us three, maybe four days. Still up for it?”

“Yes!”

Jared sighed and then put the BMW into gear. Why not? he asked himself. He had plenty of vacation time, and there wasn’t anything he’d rather do at the moment than spend time with Nicolaus. Besides, he’d empty out Uncle Rudy’s cabin and be done with it, get Julie Vose off his back, and maybe turn up a few extra thousand dollars for his efforts.


  Then…

 

When the nurse discharged her three days after her son’s birth, Anna wearily gathered their things together—a change of clothing, the hospital’s gift of a thin baby blanket and cap, a few cloth diapers, and her toiletries—then looked around the room. She was loathe to leave the clean, quiet place, afraid that bringing the baby home to Rick might not do all she dreamed for them—make them a family at long last.

Anna glanced at her watch and then moved a little faster. The bus would be outside any minute, and if she and her son were to get home before dark, they would need to make this connection. A part of her had hoped that Rick would borrow a friend’s car and pick them up, but she understood that was a foolish dream. After all, he hadn’t even stopped at the hospital to visit since the night she went into labor. He was just busy at his new job; that was it. Working hard to provide for his new family.

A nurse walked in then, smiling and cooing over the baby in her arms. She handed him to Anna, saying, “Take good care of that baby boy. And yourself. Let us know if you have any questions once you get home.”

“I will,” Anna promised.

 

 

Chapter Two

 

Now…

 

Eden Powell awakened before daybreak, the image of her troublesome dream etched into her soul. She could still see the woman in the dim light, cowering on the floor, one hand covering her neck, the other stretched before her. Eden couldn’t remember the rest of the dream, but she couldn’t get the figure out of her mind.

Sighing, she rose and pulled on a sweatshirt and sweatpants, slipped her feet into woolen mules, then tied back her hair, still sleep-messy, into a knot. The familiarity of years allowed her to walk in the dark, out of her small cottage to the storage shed. She opened the creaking wooden door and reached for the twine tied to the bare bulb. Light flooded the small outbuilding.

To one side was finished pottery, waiting to be glazed. On the other were supplies. In back was her giant kiln, a gift from her mother. Professional in size and quality, it had changed Eden’s life, directed the course of her work. A ceramist by trade, she loved the soothing work of molding plates and pots and cups, but images such as the one in her dream nagged at her, begged for her to sculpt them from clay. Once again the alarming mental picture of the woman came to mind. She had learned long ago that her creative inspiration came from the depth and breadth of life, and placing her visions and dreams and insights on that life into clay was a therapeutic and freeing process. In truth, she couldn’t wait to get to the woman from her dreams.

She pulled a five-pound block of raw Montana clay from the shelf, and then another. After five trips to the storage shed, she shut the door and returned to the covered porch on which she had begun to work. Summer was well on its way, though the mornings were still crisp and the days not hot. It encouraged her to work there instead of in her attic studio, which she found stale and claustrophobic, now that summer was almost here.

Quickly Eden set down a plywood sheet. On it she arranged a wire foundation in the general configuration of the woman in her mind. She moved the blocks alongside the mesh mold. Then going back into the house for a bowl of warm water, she started coffee and slipped into her barn jacket, shivering a little. She opened the porch door again, looking for a hint of daybreak. It was still quite dark, but the sounds of awakening morning welcomed her—the tentative warble of a vireo, the heavy lake waves striking shore, the rustling of the trees as they swayed in the stiff southwest breeze. The wind was common to the Swan at this hour, often washing over the valley from the peaks south of the lake, over the southern river that dumped into it, along the length of its seven miles, then down and beyond the northern river that led past Eden’s great-grandparents’ cabin and onward to town.

She flipped on an overhead light switch, wincing at the glare.

After pressing handfuls of clay together across the mesh formation, she lowered her hands to the chipped, white enamel bowl that had belonged to her grandmother, appreciating the warmth of the water. Dropping to her knees, she set to work, kneading a curve here, cutting away an angle there. She loved the feel of the cold clay under her fingers, the wet slip that reminded her of making mud pies with her brother when they were children. Gradually the dream image took shape as the sun warmed the eastern sky and then climbed to crest the mountains down the lake.

If the sounds of a car hadn’t interrupted her, Eden didn’t know when she would have stopped. A door slammed, and Eden looked up to see her friend Renee Scott walking toward her. Caught, she had no time to cover the “troubled woman,” as she came to call the figure. She leaned back, grimacing at the stiffness in her legs and the pain in her knees from kneeling for so long.

Renee paused, her eyes going from Eden to the project before her. “Good morning,” she managed. She climbed the two steps to the covered porch door, still staring through the screening at the clay.

“Good morning,” Eden said softly.

“Early morning inspiration, eh?”

“Could say that. Come in. Want a cup of coffee?”

“Sure.”

“I don’t know how warm it is.”

“That’s okay. I just came by to pick up…” She let the screen door slam behind her as she studied the clay figure. “Eden, she’s incredible.”

Eden sniffed, as if blowing off her praise, but her friend’s words secretly warmed her. “Just one of those God images. Something I had to get into clay to get it out of my mind.”

Renee seemed enraptured as she walked around the figure, examining, admiring. “What’s she hiding from? What’s scaring her?”
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