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  1.




  San Diego




  I’m a good liar.




  I take comfort in that fact as Aidan and I sit next to each other on our leather sectional, so close together that our thighs touch. I wonder if that’s too close. Patti, the social worker

  sitting on the other wing of our sectional, writes something in her notes, and with every scribble of her pen, I worry her words will cost us our baby. I imagine she’s writing The couple

  appears to be codependent to an unhealthy degree. As if picking up on my nervousness, Aidan takes my hand, squeezing it against his warm palm. How can he be so calm?




  “You’re both thirty-eight, is that right?” Patti asks.




  We nod in unison.




  Patti isn’t at all what I expected. In my mind I’ve dubbed her “Perky Patti.” I’d expected someone dour, older, judgmental. She’s a licensed social worker,

  but she can’t be any older than twenty-five. Her blond hair is in a ponytail, her blue eyes are huge, and her eyelashes look like something out of an advertisement in Vogue. She has a

  quick smile and bubbly enthusiasm. Yet, still, Perky Patti holds our future in her hands, and despite her youth and bubbly charm, she intimidates me.




  Patti looks up from her notes. “How did you meet?” she asks.




  “At a law conference,” I say. “In 2003.”




  “It was love at first sight for me,” Aidan says. I know he means it. He’s told me often enough. It was your freckles, he’d say, touching his finger to the bridge

  of my nose. Right now, I feel the warmth of his gaze on me.




  “We hit it off right away.” I smile at Aidan, remembering the first time I saw him. The workshop was on immigration law, which would later become Aidan’s specialization.

  He’d come in late, backpack slung over one shoulder, bicycle helmet dangling from his hand, blond hair jutting up in all directions. His gray T-shirt was damp with sweat and he was out of

  breath. Our workshop leader, a humorless woman with a stiff-looking black bob, glared at him but he gave her that endearing smile of his, his big brown eyes apologetic behind his glasses. His smile

  said, I know I’m late and I’m sorry, but I’ll make you happy that I’m in your workshop. I watched her melt, her features softening as she nodded toward an empty chair

  in the center of the room. I’d been a wounded soul back then. I’d sworn off men a couple of years earlier after a soul-searing broken engagement to my longtime boyfriend Jordan, but I

  knew in that moment that I wanted to get to know this particular man, Aidan James, and I introduced myself to him during the break. I was smitten. Aidan was playful, sexy, and brainy, an

  irresistible combination. Eleven years later, I still can’t resist him.




  “You’re in immigration law, is that right?” Patti looks at Aidan.




  “Yes. I’m teaching at the University of San Diego right now.”




  “And you’re family law?” She looks at me and I nod.




  “How long did you date before you got married?” she asks.




  “About a year,” Aidan says. It had only been eight months, but I knew he thought a year sounded better.




  “Did you try to have children right away?”




  “No,” I say. “We wanted to focus on our careers first. We never realized we’d have a problem when we finally started trying.”




  “And why are you unable to have children of your own?”




  “Well, initially it was just that we couldn’t get pregnant,” Aidan says. “We tried for two years before going to a specialist.”




  I remember those years all too well. I’d cry every time I’d get my period. Every single time.




  “When I finally did get pregnant,” I say, “I lost the baby at twenty weeks and had to have a hysterectomy.” The words sound dry as they leave my mouth, no hint of the

  agony behind them. Our lost daughter, Sara. Our lost dreams.




  “I’m sorry,” Patti says.




  “It was a nightmare,” Aidan adds.




  “How did you cope?”




  “We talked a lot,” I say. Aidan still holds my hand, and I tighten my grip on him. “We talked with a counselor a few times, too, but mostly to each other.”




  “That’s the way we always cope,” Aidan says. “We don’t keep things bottled up around here, and we’re good listeners. It’s easy when you love each

  other.”




  I think he’s laying it on a little thick, but I know he believes he’s telling the truth. We congratulate ourselves often for the way we communicate in our marriage and, usually, we

  do a good job of it. Right now, though, with my lies between us, I squirm at his words.




  “Do you have some anger over losing your baby?” Patti directs her question to me.




  I think back to a year ago. The emergency surgery. The end of any chance to have another child. I don’t remember anger. “I think I was too devastated to be angry,” I say.




  “We regrouped,” Aidan says. “When we were finally able to think straight, we knew we still wanted . . . still want . . . a family, and we began researching open

  adoption.” He makes it sound like the decision to pursue adoption was easy. I guess for him it was.




  “Why open adoption?” Patti asks.




  “Because we don’t want any secrets from our child,” I say with a little too much force, but I feel passionately about this. I know all about secrets and the damage they do to a

  child. “We don’t want him—or her—to wonder about his birth parents or why he was placed for adoption.” I sound so strong and firm. Inside, my stomach turns itself into

  a knot. Aidan and I are not in total agreement over what our open adoption will look like.




  “Are you willing to give the birth parents updates on your child? Share pictures? Perhaps even allow your child to have a relationship with them, if that’s what the birth parents

  would like?”




  “Absolutely,” Aidan says and I nod. Now is not the time to talk about my reservations. Although I already feel love for the nameless, faceless people who would entrust their child to

  us, I’m not sure to what degree I want them in our lives.




  Patti shifts on the sectional and gives a little tug on her ponytail. “How would you describe your lifestyle?” she asks in a sudden change of topic, and I have to give my head a

  shake to clear it of the image of those selfless birth parents. “How will a child fit into your lives?” she adds.




  “Well, right now we’re both working full-time,” Aidan says, “but Molly can easily go to half-time.”




  “And I can take six weeks off if we get a baby.”




  “When.” Aidan squeezes my hand. “Be an optimist.”




  I smile at him. To be honest, I wouldn’t mind quitting my job altogether. I’m tired of divorce after divorce after divorce. The longer I practice law, the more I dislike it. But that

  is for another conversation.




  “We’re pretty active,” I tell Patti. “We hike and camp and bike. We spend a lot of time at the beach in the summer. We both surf.”




  “It’d be fun to share all that with a kid,” Aidan says. I imagine I feel excitement in his hand where it presses against mine.




  Patti turns a page in her notebook. “Tell me about your families,” she says. “How were you raised? How do they feel about your decision to adopt?”




  Here is where this interview falls apart, I think. Here is where my lies begin. I’m relieved when Aidan goes first.




  “My family’s totally on board,” he says. “I grew up right here in San Diego. Dad is also a lawyer.”




  “Lawyers coming out of the woodwork around here.” Patti smiles.




  “Well, Mom is a retired teacher and my sister, Laurie, is a chef,” Aidan says. “They’re already buying things for the baby.” His family sounds perfect. They

  are perfect. I love them—his brilliant father, his gentle mother, his creative, nurturing sister and her little twin boys. Over the years, they’ve become my family, too.




  “How would you describe your parents’ parenting style?” Patti asks Aidan.




  “Laid-back,” Aidan says, and even his body seems to relax as the words leave his mouth. “They provided good values and then encouraged Laurie and me to make our own decisions.

  We both turned out fine.”




  “How did they handle discipline?”




  “Took away privileges, for the most part,” Aidan says. “No corporal punishment. I would never spank a child.”




  “How about discipline in your family, Molly?” Patti asks, and I think, Oh thank God, because she skipped right over the “tell me about your family” question.




  “Everything was talked to death.” I smile. “My father was a therapist, so if I did something wrong, I had to talk it out.” There were times I would have preferred a

  spanking.




  “Did your mother work outside the home as well?” Patti asks.




  “She was a pharmacist,” I say. She might still be a pharmacist, for all I know. Nora would be in her mid to late sixties now.




  “Are your parents local, too?” Patti asks.




  “No. They died,” I say, the first real lie out of my mouth during this interview. I have the feeling it won’t be the last.




  “Oh, I’m sorry,” Patti says. “How about brothers and sisters?”




  “No siblings,” I say, happy to be able to tell the truth. “And I grew up in North Carolina, so I don’t get to see my extended family often.” As in, never. The only

  person I have any contact with is my cousin Dani, and that’s minimal. Next to me, I feel Aidan stiffen ever so slightly. He knows we’re in dangerous territory. He doesn’t know

  exactly how dangerous.




  “Well, let’s talk about health for a moment,” Patti says. “How old were your parents when they passed away, Molly? And what from?”




  I hesitate. “Why does this matter?” I try to keep my voice friendly. “I mean, if we had our own children, no one would ask us—”




  “Honey,” Aidan interrupts me. “It matters because—”




  “Well, it sounds like your parents died fairly young,” Patti interrupts, but her voice is gentle. “That doesn’t rule you out as a candidate for adoption, but if they had

  inheritable diseases, that’s something the birth parents should know.”




  I let go of Aidan’s hand and flatten my damp palms on my skirt. “My father had multiple sclerosis,” I say. “And my mother had breast cancer.” I wish I’d never

  told Aidan that particular lie. It might be a problem for us now. “I’m fine, though,” I add quickly. “I’ve been tested for the . . .” I hesitate. What was the

  name of that gene? If my mother’d actually had breast cancer, the acronym would probably roll off my tongue with ease.




  “BRCA,” Patti supplies.




  “Right.” I smile. “I’m fine.”




  “Neither of us has any chronic problems,” Aidan says.




  “How do you feel about vaccinations?”




  “Bring ’em on,” Aidan says, and I nod.




  “It’s hard for me to understand not protecting your child if you can,” I say, happy to be off the questions about my family.




  The rest of the interview goes smoothly, at least from my perspective. When Patti finally shuts her notebook, she announces that she’d like to see the rest of the house and our yard. Aidan

  and I had spent the morning dusting and vacuuming, so we’re ready for her. We show her the room that will become the nursery. The walls are a sterile white and the hardwood floors are bare,

  but there is a beautiful mahogany crib against one wall. Aidan’s parents gave it to us when I was pregnant with Sara. The only other furniture in the room is a small white bookshelf that

  I’d stocked with my favorite children’s books. Aidan and I had done nothing else to the room to prepare for our daughter, and I’m glad. I never go in there. It hurts too much to

  see that crib and remember the joy I felt as I searched for those books. But now with Patti at my side, I dare to feel hope and I can imagine the room painted a soft yellow. I picture a rocker in

  the corner. A changing table near the window. My arms tingle with an uneasy anticipation.




  We walk outside after showing her the bedrooms. We live in a white two-story Spanish-style house in Kensington, one of the older parts of San Diego, and in the bright sunlight our

  well-maintained neighborhood sparkles. Our yard is small, but it has two orange trees, a lemon tree, and a small swing set—another premature gift from Aidan’s parents. Exploring our

  little yard, Patti says the word awesome at least five times. Aidan and I smile at each other. This is going to happen, I think. We are going to be approved as potential adoptive parents.

  Some birth parents will select us to raise their child. The thought both excites and terrifies me.




  Patti waves as she gets into her car in the driveway. Aidan puts his arm around me and we smile as we watch her drive away. “I think we passed with flying colors,” Aidan says. He

  squeezes my shoulder and plants a kiss on my cheek.




  “I think we did,” I agree. I pull a big gulp of oxygen into my lungs and feel as though I’ve been holding my breath all afternoon. I turn to him and circle my arms around his

  neck. “Let’s work on our portfolio this weekend, okay?” I ask. We’ve been afraid to take that step, afraid to pull together the necessary photographs and information about

  ourselves in case we somehow failed the home study.




  “Let’s.” He kisses me on the lips and one of our neighbors honks his horn as he drives by. We laugh, and Aidan kisses me again.




  I remember how I’d wondered if our daughter would have his brown eyes or my blue. His brawny athletic build or my long, slender arms and legs. His easygoing nature or my occasional

  moodiness. Now our child will have none of those things—at least not from us—and I tell myself it doesn’t matter. Aidan and I have too much love for just two people. Sometimes I

  feel as though we’re bursting with it. At the same time, I pray I’ll be able to extend that love to a baby I didn’t carry. Didn’t give birth to. What is wrong with me that I

  have so many doubts?




  That night, Aidan falls asleep first and I lie next to him, thinking about the interview with Patti. There was nothing there to come back to haunt me, I assure myself.

  Patti’s not going to search for my mother’s obituary. We are safe.




  The lies I told Aidan when we were first dating—my dead mother and her breast cancer, my cold relatives—had been accepted without question and set aside. He knew I meant it when I

  said I’d laid the past to rest the day I left North Carolina at eighteen. We never revisited those lies. There’d been no need to, until today. I hope the interview with Patti will be

  the end of it. I want to move on. We need to create our own healthy, happy, sane, and loving family.




  I think about our “open communication” Aidan had described to Patti. Our honest relationship. At times I feel guilty for keeping so much about my past from him, but I’m

  honestly not sure he would want to know. I try to imagine telling him: My mother murdered my father. I’d said those words once and they had cost me. I will never say them out loud

  again.




  





  Summer 1990




  2.




  Morrison Ridge Swannanoa, North Carolina




  Daddy sat across from me in his wheelchair at the small table in the springhouse, a beam of sunlight resting on his thick dark hair.




  “Check it out,” he said, nodding toward the window, and I turned to see a dragonfly on the inside of the glass. Centered in one of the wavy panes, it looked as though it had been

  painted there with a fine-tipped brush.




  I got up for a closer look. “A common green darner,” I said, although I wasn’t certain. “There was one in my bedroom last night, too,” I added, sitting down again.

  “I think it might have been a dragonhunter.”




  Daddy looked amused. “You just like the sound of that name,” he said.




  “True. It was pretty, whatever it was.” I’d forgotten a lot of what I’d learned last summer when I was thirteen and so into insects I thought I’d grow up to be an

  entomologist. This was the summer nothing felt quite right. One minute I wanted to ride my bike at top speed up and down Morrison Ridge’s hilly dirt roads. The next minute I was shaving my

  legs and tweezing my eyebrows. Even nature seemed confused this summer in the mountains where we lived outside Swannanoa, North Carolina. The laurel was trying to bloom again, even though it was

  July, and the dragonflies were everywhere. I was careful when I touched the porch railing or the handle of my bicycle, not wanting to squash one of them.




  I picked up a chocolate chip cookie from the plate in front of me and held it across the table to him, aiming for his mouth.




  “How many calories?” he asked before taking a bite.




  “I don’t know,” I said. “And besides, you’re skinny.”




  “That’s because I count calories,” he said, chewing the bite he’d taken. “I’m heavy enough for Russell to lift as it is.” My father was tall, or at

  least he’d been tall back when he could stand up, and he had a lanky build that I’d inherited along with his light blue eyes. I doubted he’d ever been overweight.




  “So, what are you reading?” he asked once he’d swallowed the last bite of the cookie. I followed his gaze to the thin brown bedspread of one of the two twin beds where

  I’d tossed the book I was currently reading.




  “It’s called Flowers in the Attic,” I said.




  “Ah, yes.” He smiled. “V. C. Andrews. The Dollanganger family, right?”




  My father always seemed to know something about everything. It could get annoying. “You’ve read it?” I asked.




  “No, but so many of the kids I work with have read it that I feel like I have,” he said. “The siblings are trapped in the attic, right? A metaphor for being trapped in

  adolescence?”




  “You really know how to ruin a good story,” I said.




  “It’s a gift.” He smiled modestly. “So, are you enjoying the book?”




  “I was. Not so sure now that I have to think about the metaphor and all that.”




  “Sorry, darling.”




  I hoped he wouldn’t call me “darling” in front of Stacy when she came over later that afternoon. I didn’t know Stacy very well, but she was the only one of my friends

  around for the summer, so when my mother suggested I invite someone to sleep over, I thought of her. She loved the New Kids on the Block and she promised to bring her Teen Beat and

  Sassy magazines, so we’d have plenty to talk about.




  As if reading my mind, Daddy nodded toward one of the three New Kids on the Block posters I’d taped to the fieldstone walls. I’d moved them from my bedroom to the springhouse for the

  summer. “Play me some of their music,” he said.




  I stood up and walked over to the cassette player, which was on the floor under the sink. There were not many places to put things in the small cramped springhouse. Step by Step was

  already loaded in the player. I hit the power switch and music filled the little building. The springhouse had electricity provided by a generator along with a microwave and running water diverted

  from the nearby spring. Daddy and Uncle Trevor had fixed the place up for me when I was six years old. Daddy must have still been able to walk a bit then, but I could barely remember him without

  the wheelchair. I’d gone through summers of tea parties in the tiny stone building and I’d spent the night out here a few times with one of my parents sleeping in the second twin bed.

  Then I spent a couple of recent summers fascinated with the insect and plant life that filled Morrison Ridge’s thick green woods. My microscope still sat on the ledge beneath one of the

  springhouse’s two windows, but I hadn’t touched it yet this summer and probably wouldn’t. Now I was into dancing and music and fantasizing about the boys who made it. Oh, and

  Johnny Depp. I’d lie awake at night, trying to come up with a way to meet him. In that fantasy I wore contacts instead of glasses and somehow miraculously had great hair instead of my

  shoulder-length flyaway brown frizz. And I had actual breasts. Right now, I barely filled out the AA cups on my bra. We would fall in love and get married and have a family. I wasn’t sure how

  I was going to make that happen, but it was my favorite thing to think about.




  “It’s warm in here, don’t you think?” Daddy said. He couldn’t stand being hot—it made him feel very weak—and he was right about the heat. Despite the

  fact that we lived in the mountains and the stone walls of the springhouse were twelve inches thick, it was toasty in here today. “Why don’t you open the windows?” he

  said.




  “They’re stuck.”




  He looked at the window closest to the sink as though he could open it with his eyes. “Shall I tell you how to unstick them?”




  “Okay.” I stood up and crossed the small space until I was in front of the window. I stood there bouncing a little in time with the music, waiting for him to tell me what to do. I

  was always dancing these days, even while I brushed my teeth.




  “Now, right where the lower pane meets the upper pane, pound your fist.” Daddy didn’t lift his hands to demonstrate the way someone else might. Two years ago he might have been

  able to lift them, at least a little. Now his hands rested uselessly on the arms of his wheelchair. His right hand curled up on itself in a way that I knew irritated him.




  “Here?” I pointed to a spot on the window frame.




  “That’s right. Give it a good whack on both sides.”




  It took a couple of tries, but the window finally gave way and I raised it. I could hear the rippling sound of the nearby spring, but as soon as I walked to the window on the other side of the

  springhouse, the sound was overwhelmed by the New Kids singing “Tonight.” I used the same technique to open the second window, and a forest-scented breeze slipped across the room.




  Daddy smiled as I sat down again. My mother said his smile was “infectious,” and she was right. I smiled back at him.




  “Much better,” he said. “Even when I was a kid, those windows would stick.”




  I held his lemonade glass close to his lips and he took a sip through the straw. “I love thinking about how the spring ran though this little house back then,” I said. I’d seen

  old pictures of the building. A gutter filled with spring-water ran along one interior wall and, in the old days, my Morrison Ridge ancestors would keep their milk and cheese and other perishable

  food cool in the water.




  “Well, my father changed that early on when he added the windows. Your uncle Trevor and I helped him, or as much help as we could give him. We were really small. Once it dried out in here,

  we had sleepovers nearly every weekend in the summer.”




  “You and Uncle Trevor?”




  “And your aunt Claudia and our friends—with one of our parents, of course—until we got old enough that the boys didn’t want to hang out with the girls and vice versa.

  Later Trevor and I would stay out here alone. There were no beds in here then, but we’d sleep in our sleeping bags. We’d build a fire outside—we had no microwave, of course. No

  electricity, for that matter.” He looked into the distance, seeing something in his memory that I couldn’t see. “It was great fun,” he said. Then he glanced at the wall

  above one of the twin beds, to the left of the Johnny Depp posters. “So, what do you keep in the secret rock these days?” he asked. When they were boys, he and Uncle Trevor had chipped

  one of the stones from the wall to create a small hollow, covering it over with a lightweight plaster cast of a stone. You’d never know the hollow was there unless someone told you. I kept

  some shells and two small shark teeth in there from one of our trips to the beach, along with a pack of cigarettes my cousin Dani had left on our porch the year before. I didn’t know why I

  was holding on to them. They’d seemed like something exciting to hide at the time. Now they seemed stupid. I also had a blue glass bird my mother had given me for my fifth birthday in the

  secret rock, along with a corsage—all dried out, now—that Daddy’d given me before my cousin Samantha’s wedding. And I kept my amethyst palm stone up there. Daddy had given

  the stone to me when I was five and afraid to get on the school bus. He’d presented it to me in a velvet-lined jewelry box and I didn’t take it out of my pocket for a full year. He told

  me the story of the stone, how the amethyst had been found on Morrison Ridge land in 1850 when they broke ground for the main house where my grandmother now lived. How it had been carved and

  smoothed into the palm stone with a gentle indentation for the thumb, then passed down through the generations. How his own father had given it to him, and how it helped him when he was afraid as a

  child. He’d never believed that the amethyst had actually been found on our land, but he’d treasured the stone anyway and he seemed to believe in its calming powers.




  Now he sent away to a New Age shop for palm stones—sometimes he called them “worry stones”—to give the kids he worked with in his private practice.




  “The palm stone is there,” I said.




  “Why up there?” he asked. “You used to carry it around with you.”




  “Not in years, Daddy,” I said. “I don’t need it anymore. I still love it, though,” I assured him, and I did. “But seriously. What am I afraid of?”




  “Not much,” he admitted. “You’re a pretty brave kid.”




  “At least I don’t have any booze in the secret rock, like you and Uncle Trevor used to hide in there.”




  He laughed. “I’m glad to hear it,” he said. “What time is your friend . . . Stacy Bateman is it? What time is she arriving?”




  “Five,” I said. He’d given me an idea with his talk of sleepovers. “Could Stacy and I sleep out here tonight?” It would be so cool to stay in the springhouse, away

  from my parents and Russell.




  “Hmm, I don’t know,” he said. “Awfully far from the house. From any of the houses.”




  “Yeah, but you just said that you and Uncle—”




  “We were older. Besides, now that I remember the sort of things we did out here, I don’t think I want you sleeping out here unsupervised.” He laughed.




  “Like what?” I asked. “What did you do?”




  “None of your business.” He winked at me.




  “Well, we won’t do anything terrible,” I promised. “Just listen to music and talk.”




  “You know how spooky it gets out here at night,” he said.




  “Oh, please let us!”




  He looked thoughtful, then nodded. “We’ll check with Mom, but she’ll probably say it will be all right. Can you help me with a bit of writing before Stacy arrives?”




  “Sure,” I said, eager to please him now that he’d given me permission to spend the night in the springhouse. And besides, I loved typing and not just because he paid me and I

  would soon have enough money for the purple Doc Martens I was dying to buy. It was because I felt proud of him when I typed for him. Sometimes I typed his case notes, and I liked seeing the

  progress his patients made. Daddy would label the notes by number instead of name in case I knew one of his patients, since he sometimes saw kids who went to my school. But most of all, I loved

  typing his books for him. They were about Pretend Therapy. He had a more technical name for the approach he used with his patients, but that’s what he called it when talking to laypeople.

  “In a nutshell,” he would say when anyone asked him about it, “if you pretend you’re the sort of person you want to be, you will gradually become that person.” I saw

  the approach work with his patients as I typed his notes week to week. So far, he’d written two books about Pretend Therapy, one for other therapists and one for kids. Now he was almost

  finished with one for adults and I knew he was anxious to be done with it. Soon he’d be going on a book tour set up by a publicist he hired to promote the book for kids, and I’d be

  going with him, since, he said, I’d been his guinea pig as he developed the techniques he used with children and teens. And of course Russell would go with us. Daddy couldn’t go

  anywhere without his aide, but that was okay. In the three years Russell had lived with us, I’d grown to appreciate him. Maybe even love him like part of the family. He made my father’s

  life bearable.




  I stood up and turned off the cassette player. “We should go now if I’m going to type,” I said. I only had a couple of hours before Stacy was due to arrive.




  “All right,” he said. “My walkie-talkie’s on my belt. Give Russell a shout.”




  “I can push you home,” I said, reaching for the push handles of his chair and turning him around.




  “You think you can manage the Hill from Hell?”




  “You scared?” I teased him. The main road through Morrison Ridge was a two-mile-long loop. The side of the loop farthest from the springhouse was made up of a series of hairpin turns

  that eased the descent a bit. But the segment of the road closest to us was a long, mostly gentle slope until it abruptly seemed to drop off the face of the earth. It was the greatest sledding hill

  ever, but that was about all it was good for. I took the Hill from Hell too fast on my bike one time and ended up with a broken arm.




  “Yes, I’m scared,” Daddy admitted. “I don’t need any broken bones on top of everything else.”




  “Pretend you’re not afraid, Daddy,” I teased him again.




  “You can be a real twit sometimes, you know that?” he said, but he was laughing quietly. I felt the vibrations in the handles of his chair.




  I pushed him down the path that ran from the springhouse to the loop road. The path was nearly hidden, littered with leaves and other debris, but I knew exactly where it ran between the trees. I

  had to stop a few times to pull vines from the spokes of the wheels, but soon we reached the loop road and I turned left onto it. The dirt road, cradled in a canopy of green, was just wide enough

  for two cars to carefully pass one another. That was a rare occurrence—two cars passing one another. Only eleven people lived on Morrison Ridge’s hundred acres these days, since my two

  older cousins, Samantha and her brother Cal, had moved to Colorado the year before, much to my grandmother’s distress. Nanny thought that anyone born on Morrison Ridge should also die on

  Morrison Ridge. I tended to agree with her. I couldn’t imagine living anyplace else.




  Our five homes were well spread out, invisible to one another. The zigzagging roads connected us all. Love did, too, for the most part anyway, because all of us were related in one way or

  another. But there was also anger. I couldn’t deny it. As I walked Daddy past the turnoff to Uncle Trevor and Aunt Toni’s house, I felt some of that anger bubble up inside me.




  Daddy looked down the lane in the direction of their house, which was well hidden behind the trees. I thought he was thinking about his latest argument with Uncle Trevor, who was toying with the

  idea of developing part of his twenty-five acres of Morrison Ridge. He was trying to talk my father and Aunt Claudia into selling him part of their twenty-five-acre parcels so he could go into the

  development business in a bigger way.




  But that wasn’t what Daddy was thinking about at all.




  “There’s Amalia,” he said, and I saw Amalia walk around the bend in the lane from Uncle Trevor’s house.




  I would have recognized Amalia from a mile away. She had the lithe body of a dancer and I envied the graceful way she moved. Even dressed in shorts and a T-shirt, as she was now, she seemed to

  float more than walk. I set the locks on the wheelchair and ran to meet her on the lane. She was carrying her basket of cleaning supplies and she set it down to wrap me in a hug. Her long wavy

  brown hair brushed over my bare arms. Her hair always smelled like honeysuckle to me.




  “When’s my next dance lesson?” I asked as we started walking up the lane toward my father. He was smiling at us. I knew he loved seeing us together. Amalia held the basket in

  one hand, her other arm warm around my shoulders.




  “Wednesday?” she suggested.




  “Afternoon?”




  “Perfect,” she said.




  Spending more time with Amalia was one of the highlights of the summer. I felt so free with her. No rules. No chores. She didn’t even have certain steps I was supposed to follow during our

  dance lessons. Amalia was all about total freedom.




  We reached my father. “Where’s Russell?” Amalia asked.




  “Molly’s pushing me home,” Daddy said.




  “Don’t lose him on the hill,” Amalia warned me, but I knew she wasn’t serious. She was not a worrier. At least, she’d never let me see her worry. “Maybe I

  should help going down the hill?” she suggested.




  Daddy shook his head. “Then you’d have an uphill climb all the way home,” he said. Amalia lived in the old slave quarters near my grandmother’s house at the very peak of

  Morrison Ridge. The slave quarters had been expanded and modernized, the two tiny buildings connected into one large open expanse of wood and glass. Amalia had turned the remodeled cabin into

  something pretty and inviting, but there were those at Morrison Ridge who believed the slave quarters was a fitting place for her to live. My father wasn’t one of them, however.




  “Well, if you’re sure you’re okay,” Amalia said, and I wasn’t certain which of us she was talking to.




  “We’re fine,” Daddy said. “It sounds like Molly’s enjoying her dance lessons this summer.”




  “She’s a natural.” Amalia touched my arm. “Focused and unafraid.”




  It seemed like such an odd word for her to use to describe my dancing: unafraid. But I loved it. I thought I knew what she meant. When we started moving around her house, I felt like I

  was a million miles away from everyone and everything.




  “Molly has a friend coming to visit tonight,” Daddy said. “They’re going to stay in the springhouse.”




  “As long as Mom says it’s okay,” I added. He seemed to have forgotten that hurdle.




  “Yes,” he said. “As long as Nora says it’s okay.”




  “An adventure!” Amalia’s green eyes lit up and I nodded, but she wasn’t looking at me. Her gaze was on my father and I had the disoriented feeling I sometimes got around

  them. Was it my imagination or could the two of them communicate without words?




  Amalia picked up her basket again and put it over her forearm. I spotted a bottle of white vinegar poking out from beneath a dust cloth. Dani told me that after Amalia cleaned their house, it

  stank of vinegar for days. Amalia cleaned every house on Morrison Ridge. Except ours.




  “We’d better get going,” Daddy said. “I’d like to get the hill behind us.”




  “Bye, Amalia,” I said.




  “See you Wednesday, baby.” She waved her free hand in my direction and I unlocked Daddy’s chair and began pushing him down the road.




  “So what will you and Stacy do in the springhouse tonight?” he asked.




  We were passing one of the wooden benches my grandfather had built at the side of the road. I guessed there’d been a view of the mountains from that bench long ago, but now the trees

  blocked everything. “Listen to music,” I said. “Talk.”




  “And giggle,” Daddy said. “I like hearing you giggle with your friends.”




  “I don’t giggle,” I said, irked. He still talked to me like I was ten years old sometimes.




  “No?” he said. “Could have fooled me.”




  “Here’s the hill,” I said. I turned around so we’d be going down backward and tightened my grip on the handles. I’d seen Russell take him down the hill a dozen

  times. He made it look simple. “Are you ready?”




  “As I’ll ever be,” he said.




  If he’d been capable of bracing himself—tightening his muscles, girding for the ride—I was sure he would have done it, but he could do little except hope for the best.




  I started walking backward, holding tight, digging my tennis shoes into the dirt road. My father and the chair were frighteningly heavy, far heavier than I’d anticipated, and the muscles

  in my arms trembled. This had been a mistake, I knew as we picked up speed. My heartbeat raced in my ears. When we reached the bottom of the hill, I was close to tears and glad he was facing away

  from me so he couldn’t see my face.




  “Ta-da!” I said, as if it had been nothing.




  “Brava!” he said, then added with a chuckle, “Let’s not ever do that again.”




  “All right,” I agreed. Impulsively I leaned forward and wrapped my arms around him. For a moment, I simply held him tight. I didn’t ever want to lose him.
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  Russell’s eyes nearly popped out of his head when I wheeled Daddy into the house.




  “You carried him down the hill?” he asked as I pushed Daddy through the front door into the living room. I knew he didn’t mean that I literally carried him. Russell had a few

  turns of phrase that were all his own.




  “Of course,” I said, like it had been nothing.




  “Next time, we’ll call you,” Daddy said to Russell.




  “Damn straight you will.” Russell gave me a scolding look, or at least he tried to, but he had these big cocker spaniel eyes the same chocolate brown as his skin, and I’d never

  seen him able to pull off a convincing angry expression. Anyway, I knew he wasn’t mad. Just worried. He loved my father. He did everything for him. Lifted him out of bed in the morning,

  bathed him, emptied his urine bag, changed his catheter, dressed him, brushed his teeth. I guessed when someone depended on you as much as my father depended on Russell, you either started loving

  that person or you ended up hating him. I didn’t see how there could be an in-between.




  “Let’s say hi to Mom,” Daddy said. “Then we can type.”




  “You got him?” Russell asked me, and I nodded. Russell headed down the hall toward his room, which was right next to my parents’ room. He was always close by in case Daddy

  needed him.




  I pushed Daddy past the broad living room windows that overlooked the mountains in the distance. Uncle Trevor helped my grandfather build our house when my parents got engaged. In my opinion, it

  was the nicest of the Morrison Ridge houses, with its sky-blue exterior and dozens of windows that overlooked the tree-covered peaks and valleys that stretched on and on forever. It was

  hypnotizing, that view. When I was younger, I’d sometimes sit on the window seat in the dining room and imagine what it would be like to be an eagle soaring from our house to those mountains.

  That was before the New Kids on the Block and Johnny Depp entered the scene and my fantasies switched to something a bit more provocative.




  Mom was in the kitchen, chopping onions on a wooden chopping board. She still had on her white pharmacy coat with the embroidered Nora Arnette, PharmD. above the pocket. She was

  also wearing her harried look. That “I’ve been on my feet all day and now I have to make dinner for my family and a guest and I don’t even have time to take my white coat

  off” look. My mother always had too much on her mind. If there weren’t a zillion things to do, she would make up stuff that needed doing. It was impossible for her to relax. She was

  very pretty, but her prettiness had a fragile quality to it, especially when she was tired or rushing to get something done, the way she seemed to be now. She had the sort of blond hair that was so

  fair, no one would notice when it eventually turned gray. It was shoulder length and she almost always wore it in a small ponytail at the nape of her neck. Her eyes were the palest blue; her skin a

  nearly translucent white, but she had full lips that were so deeply colored she never bothered with lipstick. I knew this because I’d pawed through her makeup bag more than once, trying out

  the eyeliner and mascara and blush, disappointed that there was nothing to spice up my own pale lips.




  “Does your friend eat everything, do you know?” Mom asked me once I’d pushed Daddy into the room.




  I shrugged. “No clue,” I said. “What are we having?”




  She crossed the room and bent over to give my father a kiss on the lips, holding the knife well out of the way. “Enchiladas,” she said, heading back to the chopping board.




  “Awesome.” I flopped onto one of the kitchen chairs. “Stacy and I are going to sleep in the springhouse tonight.” I looked at my father, who gave a barely perceptible nod

  in my mother’s direction. “If it’s okay with you,” I added quickly.




  She looked over at me, the knife in her hand hovering above an onion. “Oh, Molly, I don’t think so,” she said. “It’s too far from the house. It’s too isolated

  and do you have any idea how dark it will be out there in the middle of the night?”




  “The springhouse has lights,” I pointed out.




  “Remember the time you tried to camp out? And that was just in our back—”




  She stopped mid-sentence and I knew my father had given her some kind of warning look to shut her up.




  “I was only twelve then,” I said. “And I was alone. I’ll have Stacy with me this time and it’ll be fine. Daddy’s okay with it.”




  My mother turned to my father, her hand on her hip. “You’re going to make me be the bad guy?” She sounded annoyed.




  “Well, you don’t have to be the bad guy,” Daddy said calmly.




  She frowned, two little lines forming between her eyebrows. “You think the two of them sleeping out there is a good idea?”




  “Maybe not a stupendous idea, but I don’t see a problem with it.” He was teasing her and I could tell by the color in her cheeks that she was very close to shifting from

  annoyance to anger.




  “Don’t make light of this, Graham,” Mom said, leaning one hip against the black granite countertop. “It’s not just Molly we have to think about. We don’t even

  know this other girl.”




  “She’s really nice,” I said, as though I knew Stacy better than I did . . . and as though her niceness had anything to do with us sleeping in the springhouse.




  My mother didn’t seem to hear me. “Maybe we should talk to her parents about it,” she said, giving in a bit. “Get their permission?”




  “You don’t have to make such a major production out of it, Mom,” I said.




  “Molly,” Dad said, “when Stacy’s parents drop her off, let Mom or me talk to them before they leave, all right?”




  “Okay,” I said, getting up. “You ready for me to type?”




  “I think Mom and I might need to perform an opera first,” he said.




  “Oh no.” My mother groaned. “I don’t have time for an opera. We don’t need one. I’m not really mad. I’m over it.”




  “It’s more important than your onions,” he said.




  “Graham. Dinner will be late.”




  “Do we care?” He looked at me where I stood in the doorway, and I obediently shook my head.




  “I’ll be in your office,” I said. I walked out the door to the hallway, but instead of going to my father’s office, I stood against the wall, waiting. Listening.




  “So what shall we sing about?” Daddy asked my mother.




  She gave a resigned sigh. “I don’t care. You pick.”




  “Hm,” he said. “The dishwasher?”




  “Whatever,” Mom said.




  “Ohhh!” my father sang in a booming operatic voice. “The dishwasher! The dishwaaaasher!”




  “The diiiiishwasher!” Mom sang, and then she laughed, and pretty soon they were both singing their two-word nonsensical opera at the top of their lungs, their voices rising and

  falling with an air of great drama.




  Russell stepped out of his room and looked at me. “Did they have a fight?” he whispered.




  I shook my head. “A minor disagreement.” I smiled.




  He plugged his ears with his fingers, but he was grinning as he walked back into his room. I didn’t budge. I liked listening. I thought I could actually feel my parents’ spirits

  lifting as I stood there in the hallway, smiling to myself. My father could change the mood of a room, I thought. He could ease sorrow, erase fear, diffuse anger. There were times, and this was one

  of them, when I thought he was a magician.
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  San Diego




  “What do you think of this one?” Aidan asks. “It’s one of my favorites.” He turns his laptop so that I can see the photograph. In the picture,

  we’re sitting on a beach in Hawaii, Diamond Head in the background, and we look tanned and fit and very, very happy. But the picture won’t work for our portfolio.




  “You’re forgetting the rules,” I say. “No sunglasses. No bathing suits.”




  “Hmm. I forgot.” He straightens the computer on his lap again. We’re sitting side by side on our sectional going through hundreds of photographs, trying to find the right

  combination for our portfolio. Besides the “no sunglasses and no bathing suits” rules, we’ve been admonished not to show any booze in our pictures. And no baseball caps. What is

  that about? I have no idea, but Aidan and I have turned into rule followers. We need to maximize our chances at being selected by a birth mother.




  We’d finally completed all the paperwork for the adoption agency two weeks before. They now had copies of our marriage license, our birth certificates, our medical records, our tax

  returns, and the reference letters written by our friends and employers. We passed our criminal background checks and our physicals. I’d worried about the medical records. Somewhere,

  sometime, I’m sure I filled out a medical questionnaire that asked if a parent had ever had cancer, and I’m sure I would have said no. How closely would the agency study those

  records? Would they compare that answer to the tale I told Patti about my mother’s putative breast cancer? I could drive myself crazy worrying about details like that.




  Three weeks have passed since our last visit from Patti and we are only now getting down to business on the portfolio, which will culminate in the writing of a “Dear Expecting

  Mother” letter we are both dreading. It’s simply been too nerve-racking to work on the portfolio before we knew we had approval from the agency. But the letter arrived yesterday:

  Congratulations! You’ve been approved to adopt a child through Hope Springs Adoption Agency. You now join Hope Springs’ ninety-two other waiting families. I was deflated by that

  number. A birth mother has ninety-two other potential placements for her baby. At thirty-eight, are we the oldest? How will that young woman view Aidan’s receding hairline? The laugh lines

  around my eyes? What expectant mother will consider a couple the age of her own parents to raise her child?




  I look at the photograph on my laptop screen. In it, I’m plucking a lemon from the tree in our backyard. Perfect, I think, until I remember the “no sunglasses” rule. Of course

  I’m wearing them. You live in San Diego, you wear sunglasses. Maybe we’ll have to stick to indoor pictures.




  “How can we make our portfolio stand out from the others?” I ask Aidan.




  “I think we should make it cute,” he says.




  “Cute?” I laugh. “How exactly do we do that?”




  “We should look at how teen magazines do their layouts and mimic them,” he says, and I can tell he’s been seriously thinking about this. “Maybe some cutesier graphics. A

  collage of photographs, some on an angle. Vibrant colors, maybe.”




  I turn my head to study him, smiling. He is adorable. Mr. Sunshine. “I don’t know,” I say. “I think we should go with something more serious and heartfelt. I don’t

  want to come across as frivolous.”




  “We’ll find a balance,” he reassures me. He turns his computer to face me again. “What about this one with the twins?” he asks.




  In the photograph, Aidan and I are on a carousel, each of us standing next to a horse as we hold on to his sister Laurie’s two-year-old twin boys, Kai and Oliver. The agency told us we

  should be sure to include pictures of us with children, and this one is perfect.




  “Definitely, yes!” I say.




  “Except . . .” Aidan points to the sunglasses on my face in the photograph.




  “Screw the sunglasses,” I say. “That’s a great picture.”




  Aidan marked the picture to be included in the portfolio. “As long as we’re now following the ‘screw the sunglasses’ rule,” he said, “I think we should put in

  a bunch of action shots of us. You know, canoeing and skiing and those hiking pictures we have from last fall.”




  “But maybe they’ll make us look too . . . hedonistic, or too adventurous to be able to fit a baby into our lives. I think we should show us in our house so she can see where her baby

  will grow up.”




  “Well, how about some of each?” Aidan suggests.




  “I think we need more of us with the twins,” I say.




  Aidan nods. “Laurie says she has a bunch. She’s going to bring them to Mom and Dad’s on Sunday.”




  He clicks to another page on his laptop, this one full of dozens of small images. I know what they are. Pictures from his childhood. Zoe, the social worker at the agency, said to include a few.

  “Show the happy families you grew up in,” she suggested. Aidan loves the idea, and now I watch him sort through the old pictures. He is so family oriented. Not only did he scan family

  photographs into his computer, he organized them by year. What other man would do something like that? He treasures his history. I watch him smile as he clicks through the pictures, and I feel a

  powerful sadness wash over me.




  I have no old family photographs. I’d taken a handful with me when I left home at eighteen, but I threw them away one day when my anger got the better of me.




  I wish old memories could be as easily discarded.
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  Morrison Ridge




  “Oh sure, that’s fine,” Stacy’s mother said to Mom through the open window of her silver van. Stacy was already out of the van and standing next to me,

  her stuffed backpack slung over her shoulder.




  “All right then,” Mom said. “I just thought I should run it by you before we—”




  “I’ve got to scoot!” Stacy’s mother said, the van already rolling. “You girls have fun!” she called through the window.




  I had the distinct impression that Stacy’s mother was more relaxed about things than my mother was. We watched her drive away, then Mom turned to Stacy.




  “I’m Nora,” she said, holding out her hand. When I was younger, my friends were supposed to call her “Miss Nora” and my father “Mr. Graham,” but that

  changed about a year or so ago. My mother grew up in Pennsylvania and she never really embraced that “Miss So and So” culture of North Carolina, so now everyone was on a first-name

  basis. I still wasn’t quite used to it.




  “I’m Stacy.” Stacy laughed at the formality as she shook my mother’s hand. She looked different to me than she did at school, although I couldn’t have said what it

  was exactly. There was still that unbelievably shiny straight black hair that she wore to her shoulders, her thick bangs almost long enough to touch her eyelashes. Her eyes were nearly black and

  her lashes thick. She had a body the boys at school couldn’t take their eyes off of, and right now her pink tank top and white shorts seemed to show it all off. Even though I was wearing

  almost the same outfit—my top was blue instead of pink—I felt . . . not ugly exactly, but really plain and skinny and flat-chested and bespectacled. My hair was an out-of-control mess

  compared to hers, and I hated the freckles splattered across my nose. I did have one thing going for me, though: those distinctive blue eyes that ran in the Arnette family. The light irises were

  rimmed in navy blue, almost black. On me, those eyes were practically hidden behind my glasses, but at least I had them. Standing next to Stacy, though, I felt skinny and plain and suddenly wished

  I hadn’t invited her over, which I knew was really small of me. She couldn’t help how she looked any more than I could.




  “Do you like enchiladas?” Mom asked her as we walked into the house.




  “I love Mexican food!” Stacy said.




  “Excellent,” Mom said. “You girls can make the salad while I finish up the rice.”




  I felt awkward with Stacy as we chopped the tomatoes and tore the lettuce. Conversation would have been easy with my other friends, but I didn’t know Stacy well enough to

  know what to talk about . . . unless we started talking about the New Kids on the Block, and I didn’t want to get into that with my mother right there, so we were quiet.




  Mom took the enchiladas from the oven and set the pan on a couple of trivets. “Russell!” she called over her shoulder. “Dinner’s ready!”




  We carried everything into the dining room and Stacy and I were already seated when Russell pushed my father into the room and up to the table. Stacy’s face registered surprise at the

  sight of Daddy in a wheelchair. “You must be Stacy.” Daddy smiled at her and she quickly recovered her composure.




  “Yes.” She smiled her pretty smile.




  “I’m Graham,” he said. “And this is Russell.” Daddy and Russell were dressed like twins tonight, both wearing black T-shirts and jeans.




  Russell looked across the table at me from behind my father’s wheelchair. “I’m going to a friend’s for dinner tonight,” he said. “You want to do the honors,

  Molly?”




  “Sure,” I said, pushing back my chair and getting to my feet. Usually Mom or I fed Daddy dinner, while Russell often took care of breakfast and lunch. Dinner was family time, my

  mother said, and that was fine with me. I’d mastered feeding myself and my father at the same time. I walked around the table and sat down next to him, turning my chair so that I was half

  facing him, half facing the table. Stacy was across from us and Mom took the seat at the head of the table. I felt Stacy’s eyes on Daddy and me as I tucked his napkin into his collar.




  “So, how long have you two known each other?” Daddy asked.




  Stacy and I looked at each other. “Just, like, two years,” she said. “My family moved here two years ago from Washington, D.C.”




  “Big change,” Mom said as she lifted a couple of enchiladas onto a plate and handed it to Stacy.




  “Huge change.” Stacy took the plate from her. “Like another planet. But I like it. The kids are nice.” She smiled at me and I felt bad for wishing I hadn’t

  invited her.




  “Brothers and sisters?” Daddy asked.




  “Two sisters and a brother,” she said. “All older.”




  “Ah,” Daddy said. “Do they spoil you?”




  “Are you kidding?” She laughed. “They torment me!”




  Mom handed me Daddy’s plate, and I used the side of my fork to cut a bite for him.




  “How do they do that?” he asked, before taking the bite of enchilada from the fork.




  “Like, they’d tease me relentlessly and try to get me in trouble for things they’d do. They’re incorrigible.”




  “What’s the very worst thing they’ve ever done to you?” Daddy asked once he’d swallowed. He was good at questioning people, especially kids. Too good. It was his

  job. It could sound like an interrogation, though I had to admit, Stacy didn’t seem to mind. She talked about the time her brother told a boy she liked that she had lice, while I shoveled

  food into Daddy’s mouth more quickly to try to shut him up.




  “My father’s a therapist,” I explained to Stacy when she’d finished her lice story.




  “And sometimes he forgets he’s not at work,” Mom added, but she was smiling at my father. It was her “I love you” smile. Now that she had dinner on the table and

  they’d sung their little opera, she was more relaxed.




  “Oh,” Stacy said. “It’s okay.”




  “How about your parents?” Daddy asked. “What sort of work do they do?”




  “Well, my father does something with computers,” she said. “He still lives in D.C., actually. They’re divorced. That was the whole reason we moved. My family’s,

  like, totally dysfunctional.”




  “Most are.” Daddy gave her a sympathetic smile.




  Stacy poked at her enchilada with her fork. “My sisters and brother all stayed with him, but I wanted to be with my mother, so I came down here with her.”




  “What’s it been like for you?” Daddy asked. “The divorce?”




  “Intense,” Stacy said. “Like, our lives turned upside down overnight. He’s not being great about child support for me and all that stuff. Plus I never see him. And my

  mother’s working in her brother’s office. That’s why we moved here. Because her brother lives in Black Mountain and can help us out.” She continued poking at her enchilada,

  eyes downcast. “It’s really kind of a mess,” she said.




  Now I was definitely glad I’d invited her. In thirty minutes, she’d gone from being an exceptionally beautiful princess type to a girl who really needed a friend.




  “I’m sorry you’re going through all that,” Daddy said.




  “After dinner, why don’t you show Stacy around Morrison Ridge?” Mom suggested.




  “I’m planning on it,” I said. “Can she borrow your bike?”




  “Sure,” Mom said, and she sent her “I love you” smile down the table to me, and I felt lucky to have the family I did.
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  After we cleaned up the kitchen, I got my mother’s bike from the garage and we started pedaling up the loop road for our tour of Morrison Ridge. When we reached the Hill

  from Hell, we got off our bikes to walk them up.




  “It’s impossible to ride a bike up this hill,” I said. Then I told her about the time I flew down it and broke my arm.




  We were halfway to the top and breathing hard when she asked, “What’s wrong with your father?”




  “He has multiple sclerosis,” I said.




  “Can he move at all?”




  “Well, you could see he has no problem talking,” I said, and she laughed. “But no. He can move his head and neck, but that’s about all. Most people don’t get

  that disabled, but he just keeps getting worse.”




  “Wow,” she said. “He’s really nice. It’s sad he’s . . . like that.”




  I shrugged. “He still does everything he wants,” I said, though I knew that wasn’t the truth. It was just that he wasn’t a complainer. “He’s a ‘glass is

  half full’ kind of person.”




  We were both quiet for a minute. A couple of dragonflies darted across the road in front of us, and a bird tweeted from somewhere in the forest to our left. I could hear both of us breathing

  hard as we climbed the hill.




  “Must be weird living with a shrink,” Stacy said after a while. “Like, he knows what you’re thinking all the time.”




  “He’s a psychologist, not a psychic,” I said.




  “Still. You know what I mean.” She stopped to scratch her knee, then started pushing the bike again. “How can he do his job when he’s, you know, so

  handicapped?”




  “He can listen and talk and think. That’s all he needs to be able to do.”




  We were both too winded to talk by the time we reached the top of the hill, but we climbed on our bikes and began riding up the road. After a while, I pointed down the lane where my father and I

  had bumped into Amalia a few hours earlier. “So,” I said, “that little lane goes to my aunt Toni and uncle Trevor’s house.”




  “You can’t even see a house out there,” Stacy said, peering into the trees to our right. “I’m not used to all these woods.”




  I thought the forest was a wonderland and hoped she could appreciate it. I couldn’t tell by the tone of her voice.




  We rode a short distance farther and I pointed to the almost invisible path leading into the woods on our right. “Down that path is the springhouse where we’ll spend the

  night,” I said.




  “Way out here?” She sounded shocked. “Wow. It’s so cool your parents will let us do that. My mother probably thought it was, like, in your backyard.”




  “Would she still have said yes if she knew where it was?”




  “Oh yeah. She doesn’t care what I do.”




  I didn’t know if I was imagining the bitter edge to her words or not and decided to change the subject. “I have a cassette player there,” I said.




  “Oh cool! I brought a bunch of tapes, but I was afraid you might have a CD player.”




  “I’m saving up for one, but I don’t have it yet,” I said. “We probably have all the same tapes, anyhow.”




  “Do you have Step by Step?”




  “Of course! I got it the first day it came out.” We’d come to a short rise in the road and I had to stand up on the pedals to climb it. “I wish so much we could go to one

  of their concerts this summer,” I said, once we’d gotten over the hill.




  “The Magic Summer Tour,” Stacy said dreamily. “They’re not even coming close to us, though, and my mother could never afford a ticket for me.” She suddenly let out

  a groan. “Does this road only go uphill?” she asked.




  I laughed. My thighs were burning and I’m sure hers were, too. “Only a little while longer,” I said. Even though it was not yet seven o’clock, it was already starting to

  get a little dusky on the ridge because of all the trees. We’d make the rest of the loop through Morrison Ridge and then get our things and head to the springhouse before it was too dark to

  find our way.




  “The old slave quarters is down that road,” I said, pointing off to the right again, this time to a much narrower lane that looked like a tunnel, it was nestled so tightly among the

  trees.




  “Slave quarters!” Stacy said. “God, I’ll never get used to living in the South.”




  “Washington D.C. is the South,” I pointed out.




  “Not hardly.”




  “Well, anyway, that was long ago.” I felt a little defensive about Morrison Ridge all of a sudden. “Now this woman lives there—Amalia. She’s a dancer and an artist.

  She paints and does stained glass and gives me dance lessons.”




  “Like . . . ballet or what?”




  “Interpretive dance,” I said. “That’s where you just move however the music makes you feel.” We pedaled around a curve and the evening sunlight suddenly turned the

  road golden as the trees gave way to a clearing. “This house coming up on the right is the main house,” I said. “My grandmother lives here.” I stopped my bike and Stacy

  pulled up alongside me. “It’s one of the only old brick houses in these mountains,” I said, feeling like a tour guide. “It’s been here a hundred and forty years. The

  land’s been in our family all that time.”




  “So your family owned the slaves?” She was really stuck on that.




  “Well, a hundred and forty years ago, yes, but only a few,” I said, as though owning five slaves instead of fifty made it better somehow. I thought of Russell and wondered how he

  felt when someone talked about the slave quarters. Maybe we should start calling it something else.




  Unlike the four other houses on Morrison Ridge that were each tucked into the trees, Nanny’s stood on a circular driveway surrounding the only real lawn in all of the Ridge. With its red

  brick and white pillars, it had a refined look about it, while the rest of our houses definitely belonged in the mountains. The front door to the house opened and Nanny stepped onto the porch,

  waving her hand high above her head. “Hello, Molly!” she called. She trotted down the steps in her denim jumper and pale blue tennis shoes, her gray hair in her usual short, swingy bob.

  “You have a friend with you?” She walked down the driveway toward us. She had a quick step. Even though she’d recently turned seventy, there was nothing old about Nanny. My mother

  said she was “spry.”




  “This is my friend Stacy,” I said when Nanny had nearly reached us. “And this is my grandmother, Nanny. I mean Miss Bess.” Nanny was Southern born and bred and she was

  appalled that my friends now called my parents by their first names.




  “Hi, Stacy,” Nanny said. “You’ll be joining us for our big midsummer party on the twenty-eighth, I hope?”




  “Um . . .” Stacy looked at me.




  “I didn’t tell her about it yet, Nanny,” I said. My grandmother was absolutely fixated on Morrison Ridge’s annual midsummer party. She’d been planning it all

  year.




  Nanny pointed toward the house, but I knew she was really pointing far behindthe house to the pavilion where the party would be held. “There’ll be fireworks!” she said.

  “Music! Dancing!” She clapped her hands together. “Plenty to eat! You have to join us.”




  Stacy looked at me and I smiled.




  “Seriously,” I said. “You should come.”




  Nanny reached out and slapped me on the arm, and I looked at her, startled.




  “A skeeter,” she said, laughing. “Didn’t mean to scare you.”




  I suddenly felt them on my bare legs. The minute you stopped moving, they attacked. “We’d better get back on our bikes,” I said. “Bye, Nanny,” I called as we

  started to ride away. “Love you!”




  “Don’t forget the party!” she called after us.




  We rode a little ways, both of us relieved to be on a level road for a change.




  “I think it’s so cool, how your family has its own neighborhood,” Stacy said after a while.




  “It is,” I agreed. We were nearing one of my favorite spots in all of Morrison Ridge, and I stopped pedaling and straddled my bike.




  “Look up there,” I said, pointing to our right.




  She squinted into the dusky light. “I just see trees,” she said.




  “Can you see the wire up there?” I asked. “It’s a zip line.”




  “A zip line? You mean, the kind you ride?”




  “Exactly.” I pointed again. “Move over here and you can see the tower. The line goes from up here all the way down to a spot near my house.”




  “I see it now. It’s so high! It looks like it goes right through the treetops.”




  “It actually runs above them,” I said. “For a while, anyway.”




  “Awesome!” she said. “Can we ride it?”




  “Well, not tonight,” I said. “It’s kind of a major production. The harnesses are down at the bottom right now and they have to be brought up here, but maybe we can do it

  someday soon, if you want.”




  “Definitely!”




  We started riding our bikes again. I pointed to the right. “That’s the family graveyard,” I said.




  “What? You’re kidding.”




  “Too late to explore it tonight,” I said. “Maybe tomorrow.”




  “Pass,” Stacy said. “That would freak me out.”




  I liked the graveyard myself. It was small—the Morrison and Arnette families had never been large—and during the day, I liked reading the headstones and imagining the lives of my

  ancestors. I’d only been there once at night, though, and definitely not alone. On Halloween when I was eight years old, my cousin Cal dragged Dani and me there to try to terrify us. It

  worked. Everyone in our family—every single person who died after 1850 and their spouses, and in some cases, their children—was in that “hallowed earth,” as Nanny called it.

  There were three babies, one who was born and died on the same day. And there were several slaves buried there. Although their graves had smaller headstones and were tucked into a corner of the

  graveyard, they were still inside the low iron fence, as though they’d been part of the family. When I walked among those headstones and markers, I was filled with a sense of pride and

  curiosity. I wanted to know everything about my ancestors. I picked Nanny’s brain from time to time to see what she remembered, but I had the feeling she was making a lot of it up. Like most

  families, we were quickly losing our yesterdays.
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