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SECRETS IN THE SHADOWS





Prologue



Imagine you’re a sixteen-year-old girl growing up in a small community where everyone you knew and who knew you was aware that your mother had murdered someone when she was your age and was now and has been in a mental institution ever since.

Imagine knowing that whenever people were looking at you and whispering, they were probably wondering if you had inherited sin and madness so that eventually you would do something terrible, too.

Imagine wondering about it yourself every time you looked at yourself in a mirror.

Imagine trying to have a best friend, to be accepted and trusted, but never succeeding because everyone’s parents were afraid you would somehow contaminate their children.

Imagine waiting, like someone listening to a time bomb ticking away inside you, waiting for the explosion, when suddenly, without any sort of warning, the evil genes inside you finally joined into some genetic whip and snapped, sending you out in the night to do something horrendous, and in doing so confirming what everyone had thought—that despite all the warmth and love you were given, you could not deny being your mother’s daughter. You could not deny yourself and your own destiny.

If you can imagine all that, you might be able to understand who I was and who I tried to be.

And why it took me so long to grow my own wings and fly away.
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My Mother’s Daughter




I sit by the window in the attic that looks out on the wooded area behind the Doral House, just the way I imagined my mother had done more than sixteen years ago when she was about my age. This year heavy March and early April rains had turned the trees and foliage so plush and thick in upstate New York that sunlight was barely able to reach the forest floor. While I sit here, I try to envision and understand what it was like to feel like a bird in a cage, especially a bird that had flown into the cage deliberately and then locked the door behind her, for that was what my mother had done. However, unlike a bird, she couldn’t sing or flutter about too noisily.

My mother had turned herself into a silent prisoner, mute and ghostly, and even though I was created up in this attic, fathered by my grandparents’ son, Jesse, while he and my aunt Zipporah hid my mother in this attic after she had killed her stepfather, Harry Pearson, I was, for all practical purposes, born without parents.

Almost from the first day I was nurtured and began my relationship with the people caring for me, the people who were supposed to love me and whom I was supposed to love, I understood them to be Grandma and Grandpa, not Mommy and Daddy.

Neither pretended to be anything more.

Of course, I can’t remember exactly when I heard the words Mama and Papa, Mother and Father, Mommy and Daddy. Maybe I first heard them watching television, watching other little girls and boys my age being cared for by younger people. Even then I began to feel I was different and began to understand that someone else, someone very important, was missing from my world, my life. Now, years later, I still feel like someone who had part of herself amputated even before she was born.

I imagine a child psychologist would have a field day with all this. He or she might even decide to do an article about me for some therapy magazine. My classmates—and even my teachers—would not be surprised if my picture appeared on the front page of Child Psychology or some such publication. I’m sure I don’t do myself any good or change their minds either by keeping so much to myself or, especially, by the way I dress. I can’t help being drawn to darker colors and blouses, skirts and shoes that detract from my appearance. I wear clothing usually a size or two too big, things women my grandmother’s age would wear. In fact the other girls call my wardrobe Granny clothes. They bob their heads and cluck like hens about me whenever I walk by in the school hallways.

I’ve always deliberately kept my hair cut a little too short, and, unlike most girls my age, I never wore lipstick, trimmed my eyebrows or used any makeup. I had no mother or older sister to show me how, and my grandmother has never offered to do so, but I’m sure I’ve refrained from doing any of those things for other reasons, too.

I readily admit one reason to myself. I am fully aware that I have made choices that will keep boys from noticing me or caring about me, including deliberately wearing clothing that makes me uninteresting. The reason is simply that I wish I really was invisible or at least slowly disappearing, and being ignored helps me feel as if I am. I know all this contributes toward why people think me somewhat weird, so in a real sense, I suppose I am at fault. I am a bit mad.

And it isn’t just my fellow students who remark about me. Over the past sixteen years, I probably heard some adult whisper something like “That girl should see a psychiatrist” a dozen times if I heard it once, and even if people didn’t say it, they surely thought it. I could see it in their eyes as they followed me along while I walked with my head down, skulking through the village of Sandburg or to the Doral House.

It was interesting to me that I could not refer to where I lived as home. To this day I call it the Doral House, as if I knew instinctively that I was living in a place that was as temporary for me as the various small hotels and tourist houses in this New York mountain area were for vacationers.

Other girls and boys my age would say they had to get home, whereas I would say, “I have to get back to the Doral House.” I made it sound like a safe haven, like my private embassy where I had diplomatic privileges and immunities. Once I was shut up inside it, no one could bother me, no one could send any accusatory darts from his or her eyes, and none of their dark whispers could penetrate the walls.

In a very true sense, then, my mother, the woman I had yet to meet, had turned me into a prisoner as well. That was why it wasn’t all that difficult for me to spend so much time alone up here and why I would sit by this attic window for hours looking out at the world the way she had. The questions I would ask myself from the moment I understood the story, as well as the questions I knew to be on everyone else’s minds, were, What else did she pass on to me? What similar demon hovered under my breast? What would I become? Would I end up in an attic of my own making?

As I imagined her doing, I would sprawl and put my ear to the floor to listen to the muffled sounds and voices below to try to picture what everyone was doing. I wanted to feel exactly the way she had felt. For most of her day, this was her only contact with anyone. I thought the loneliness would have been enough to drive her mad, even if she had come up here in a clearly sane state of mind.

The only pictures I have of my mother were the pictures my aunt Zipporah had of the two of them. If looking at these pictures could wear the image down, they would have disappeared long ago. It was like studying the Mona Lisa to see what clues I could find in that smile, those eyes, the turn of her mouth, the way she held her head. I even studied how my mother cupped her fingers against her hip in one picture. Did she always do that? Did it mean she was always tense, afraid? Who was she? What was her voice like? Was mine at all similar? What about her laugh? Was it short and insecure like mine, or was she totally uninhibited?

Babies cling so firmly to all those magical little things about their mothers. They are reassured by their mothers’ smiles. Their mothers’ love and the melodic flow of their mothers’ praises help them feel safe, comforted, but, most important, never alone. I had to imagine all that, pretend I had heard it. Was it part of my madness that I thought I could hear her whispering up here or thought I had caught a glimpse of her dressed in a shadow’s movement caused by the sun and clouds and especially the moon? Or was it all just my desperate need to know?

I could see the unhappiness on my grandparents’ faces whenever I had the courage to ask about my mother, and I especially could see the fear in my grandmother’s eyes. It was like asking about the devil. It was better not to ask, not to be curious, but what child would not want to know? It was what drove orphans to pursue their origins, for to know as much as you could about your parents meant you would know so much more about yourself.

It was in fact the way to find the answer to the haunting question we all ask about ourselves, perhaps all our lives. Who am I? And not just who am I to other people, but who am I to myself?

For me the answer was buried in the twisted and crooked way my history was entwined. To discover the answer, I had to unravel it.

At first it was all told to me in simple ways, like my grandmother explaining what a grandmother was really supposed to be and what she was now. Whether she intended to do it or not, she made it clear to me that even though she was doing what a mother should be doing, she could never fully fill a mother’s shoes. Of course, as soon as I understood, I wanted to know why I didn’t have a mother or a father with whom I lived just as other girls and boys my age did.

“The reason you don’t have a mother and a father is because people are supposed to get married first and plan when to have their children so they could take care of them properly,” she said. “Yours didn’t.”

She didn’t come right out and call me a mistake. She told me I was as unexpected as a sudden summer thunderstorm. I actually used to think I fell out of the sky, came floating down like a leaf from a tree to settle at their front door. Sometimes, I wished it was true, wished that I had been left on their doorstep. It was all so much easier to accept when you believed a stork brought you to your family. That way a baby was his or her own little person and arrived without any baggage, and especially without any dark past. Stork babies were truly like Adam and Eve, original, born with no past, only a future.

However, at an earlier age than most of the girls around me, I learned the so-called Facts of Life, and so the stork, like so many of the fantasies other girls were being told, was swept outside my door. It was too dangerous for me especially not to know the hard, cold realities as soon as possible. According to my grandmother, who still worked as a special-duty nurse at the hospital, teenage pregnancy was practically a raging plague, and after all, wasn’t that what happened in this very house? The chance of that happening again was greater for me because of who my mother was. No one came right out and said so, but I could hear it whispered in every dark corner. I could feel it. It was palpable in every fearful glance. As Karen Stoker’s daughter, I was more susceptible to weakness and lust than most girls my age would be. I must be aware of that at all times and therefore be extra cautious.

Maybe that was an even more important reason why I did everything I could to keep boys from noticing me. I was afraid it was true, afraid of myself. “Stay out of the water and you can’t drown,” I told myself. For a long time, it wasn’t all that difficult for me to do. Boys didn’t look at me with desire, only amusement.

Being she was a nurse, my grandmother was always good about explaining the mechanics of sex. She made it sound as impersonal as the workings of a car engine, maybe to keep me from being at all intrigued or interested. Until I reached puberty, her efforts were successful. I found her lectures dry and boring and wondered what all the excitement was about.

“However,” she told me in a veiled warning, “even if you explain it all clearly to your son or to your daughter, there’s nothing you can do if he or she permits his or her body to take control of his or her mind. There’s nothing you can do,” she said, her voice drifting off under the pressure of the heavy regret. I knew she felt like a policewoman whose son had become a bank robber. I didn’t know whether to hate him or not for causing me to be born. I saw him so rarely and had little opportunity to think of him as my father. I really had no clear understanding of how much of him was in me.

I winced every time I heard someone refer to another girl or boy my age to be so much like his or her father or mother that they were like two peas in a pod.

Whoever said it in my presence usually said it loud enough for me to hear. Of course, I suspected this person was thinking my mother and I were two peas in a pod and not my father and I. My grandparents had told me so little. How was I to know if it was true or not?

Actually, I had learned the most about my mother and the tragic events from my aunt Zipporah, who had been my mother’s best friend at the time of the tragedy, and against my grandmother’s wishes had given me those pictures of the two of them. It was from Aunt Zipporah that I learned that before anything terrible had occurred, she and my mother had turned the attic into their private imaginary world. I would never have known otherwise, because neither my grandmother nor my grandfather would talk about it and because my grandfather and my father had emptied it of all that had been in it and remodeled it. I suppose it was their attempt to erase the past. However, Aunt Zipporah helped me understand why and how it had been their playground before it had become a prison.

She described how they fantasized up here, pretending the sofa was a car taking them on cross-country trips. She told me about the old clothing they had found in old chests, and how they dressed in them and put on the heavy shoes, clumping about pretending to be this one or that one. They made up stories to fit the pictures of former residents they had discovered in dresser drawers, in boxes and cartons.

“We were surprised at how much the former residents had left behind. Your mother called the attic a ‘nest of orphans.’ She was so good at imagining what their lives had been like. She spun tales of love and deceit, loss and joy, adventure and romance on a magical loom. The attic walls are full of our laughter and pretended sobs and wails. For us it was way more fun than watching television or going to a movie.”

I clung to every word she used to describe my mother. I was truly like a starving person treasuring crumbs. The stories she told about the two of them filled me with such warmth and pleasure. I couldn’t help wishing that I had a friend that close who would do similar things with me, a friend whose parents weren’t afraid of her coming here to spend time with me and share intimate feelings and thoughts. How wonderful it must have been for both of them to have someone each could trust, have someone who brought her joy and happiness.

Aunt Zipporah described how inventive, imaginative and unpredictable my mother had been even outside of the attic, and how that had given her so much pleasure.

“If it weren’t for your mother, life in this small town would have been boring for me. We had moved up from a far more urban area close to New York City, where there was so much more to do, but your mother made sure that nothing was ever what it was in reality. Karen cast her imagination at homes, people, even dogs and cats and turned them into fantasies. People used to say we walked on air and bounced about as if we had swallowed helium. In those early days, they were always smiling at us, shaking their heads and laughing at our boundless energy. They enjoyed us.”

She said other girls were jealous of their relationship.

“They stared at us with half smiles, wishing we would let them into our world,” she told me, a half smile on her face as well.

It filled her with such pleasure to remember, but she was also so saddened by the way it had all turned out. When she relived all that, her smile would evaporate and be replaced with a pained expression that made it look like she was having a severe headache. I couldn’t help feeling that she had felt betrayed, that her trust and love were things she should have been more careful about spending, especially when you realize how her and my mother’s tale had ended.

Finishing high school here had been difficult for Aunt Zipporah afterward, but she had recuperated enough to do well and go on to college in New Paltz, where she had met and married Tyler James, a young man who had inherited his own café in the city where the state college was located. She earned her degree, but she didn’t go on to be a teacher as she had intended. Instead, she worked in their café, and over the past two summers, I spent time there working as a busgirl, clearing off tables and sometimes helping with the hostess duties. I was happier there because I was away from my mother’s history, which remained like some ugly stain, not only on me but also on the very streets and buildings.

Even people who were too new to the community or too young to have known my mother and my maternal grandmother, Darlene Pearson, knew the story. It was the most infamous tale in the community. The drugstore my mother’s stepfather owned, Pearsons Drug Store, was practically a historic landmark because of what had happened. Nothing different had been done to the front of it and very little to the inside, from what I was told.

Not long after I had been born, Darlene Pearson (I can think of her only as Darlene Pearson), my maternal grandmother, sold the store, and it had been sold again since. She moved away, or, as I had heard many times, she fled, literally packing up and driving off in the middle of the night. No one, not even my grandparents, knew where she had eventually gone. Her real estate agent had been sworn to secrecy and handled all the paperwork between herself and the buyer, the Harrison family, who owned the lumber and hardware company in Sandburg. As far as I knew, my grandparents had never received a phone call or any written inquiry from Darlene Pearson asking about me.

Neither she nor my real mother had anything to do with naming me, nor, as far as I knew, did my real father. When I asked why my mother had no interest, my grandmother told me she didn’t know I existed.

“How can she not know that?” I asked. “Surely, she knew she was pregnant and knew she had given birth to me.”

“I’m only telling you what I’ve been told by the doctors at the clinic. Your mother is not in her right mind. She has blocked out any memory of you. It’s better if we don’t talk about it. It makes me just as upset as it does you,” she said and snapped her hand in the air between us as if that would send all the questions and all the answers out of the house.

No matter what she told me, I couldn’t imagine not remembering you were pregnant and had given birth. She must be pretending she can’t remember, I thought. According to my aunt Zipporah, my mother was so good at pretending that I imagined she could even fool brilliant doctors.

My grandmother decided to call me Alice. When I once asked her why, she said, “Because maybe like Alice, you’ll fall into a Wonderland someday.”

Consequently, Alice in Wonderland was one of the first books I ever read and soon after, escaping into another world became my dream. I couldn’t help feeling that no one, not even my aunt Zipporah, was all that happy to see me in this one. Darlene Pearson was certainly not happy about it. It was the final straw, sending her fleeing into the night.

Of course, I wondered almost as much about my maternal grandmother as I did about my mother. How could she have no interest at all in her own flesh and blood? How could she not have at least some curiosity? Later, when I was older, it gave me pause to wonder if the details of my mother’s tragic story were true after all. Perhaps she wasn’t so crazy when she killed Harry Pearson and the things she had claimed he had done to her were really done to her. I didn’t know specific details, but I knew it had to do with sexual abuse. Perhaps Darlene Pearson was running away from that as much as running away from anything because she felt responsible, guilty since it happened in her home to her daughter.

Of course, I had a selfish reason to hope this was possible. If it had all happened as my mother had first alleged, I wouldn’t have evil to inherit. I’d be the daughter of a victim not a mad person, and people would owe me sympathy, not disdain. They could be cordial, not fearful. I’d have lots of friends. I’d be invited to parties and sleepovers, and the gloomy cloud that hovered always over my head would be blown away. I would walk in sunshine. I could smile and laugh and, most important, not be so afraid of the shadows that spilled out of the moonlight and edged farther and farther, closer and closer toward the Doral House and toward me. When they arrived, I’d be like Dr. Jekyll and turn into Mr. Hyde, unless I really was the victim’s daughter.

But without ever meeting my mother or my grandmother, how would I ever know what was true and what was not? It was truly as if I had no maternal family. I knew only the relatives on my father’s side, and even they were distant and impersonal. Because I saw him from time to time, I at least knew something about my father. I snuck peeks at his high school and college yearbooks, and there were all the pictures in my grandfather’s office, of course.

I knew my father was bright and handsome and had once been a very good athlete, a college baseball star, but he moved away after he achieved his law degree, and my contact with him became infrequent. I understood that my grandfather and my father had dreamed of opening their own law firm here in upstate New York someday but the events that led to my birth pretty much made that impossible. A so-called wise business decision was made and my father took the California state bar exam and put as much distance between himself and the past, which included me, as possible.

Not long after that, he had married Rachel Petersen, another attorney in the firm he had joined in Los Angeles, and she had given birth to twin boys, Justin and Austin, who were now five. They were my half brothers, of course, but to keep peace in his marriage and new family, my father and my grandparents, as well as Rachel, had decided that in front of the twins, they would treat me as if I were my grandparents’ child. Otherwise, they would be just too confused. Justin and Austin were growing up believing I was their aunt. They lived far enough away and were never exposed to the truth.

When I was older, I understood the fabrication was created more for Rachel than it was for the twins. My father’s wife didn’t want to think about him having had a child with a woman out of wedlock, a woman who had committed murder and had gone into a mental institution. Of course, none of their friends or business associates back in California had any idea. She was adamant about keeping the secret buried.

“I don’t ever want Jesse to think of you as his daughter,” Rachel told me on one of their recent visits when we were alone. “It’s better for all of us if we continue forever to pretend what happened never happened, better especially for my children.”

“I know. I just appeared magically,” I told her. “One day my mother had a headache and then I popped out of her head, just like Athena popped out of Zeus’s head.” I had just read the myth in English class.

She wasn’t looking at me when she had spoken, but her head sure snapped around when I replied. I had never taken that tone with her. Her eyes were wide with both anger and fear. My stepmother, which was who she really was even though she never acknowledged it, always was uncomfortable around me. I once overheard her tell my father that she thought I stared at her in a very unnatural way because of how I narrowed my eyes and stiffened my lips.

“I feel her resentment,” she told him.

“That’s silly, Rachel. How could she? She doesn’t understand all this.”

I was only about five then myself, not that it mattered to her. I could have been two. She wanted me to be unnatural; she wanted me to be weird.

“Oh yes, she does,” she insisted. “Yes, she does.”

I thought that if anyone believed I inherited evil, it was Rachel.

She was a tall, thin, dark brunette with hazel eyes and that light toast California complexion. I could see why she would be a successful attorney. She had a careful exactness about everything, as if she had a built-in editing machine to trim her dialogue so as never to waste words. No one had to wonder what she meant when she spoke. She was even that way with the twins, and especially with my father.

I wondered if they had fallen in love or simply fallen into marriage.

It was easy to see that he was at a disadvantage every time they visited us. I was sure that before they arrived, all sorts of promises had been made, stipulations, as she might refer to them. It wasn’t difficult for me to imagine what they were. In my mind, my father practically had them printed on his forehead or had agreed to them by signing in blood. Even before they arrived, I heard them whispered in the wind.

Don’t spend very much time alone with Alice, time without the boys, too.

Don’t show any more interest in her than you do in them.

Don’t permit them to call her anything but Aunt Alice and don’t let them spend too much time alone with her either.

Don’t ever take the twins up to the attic.

Don’t ever ask any questions about Karen Stoker or her mother in front of me or the boys.

And remember, we don’t stay too long and we must never, ever give Alice even the slightest reason to hope that she might come to live with us someday.

It occurred to me that my father would never stop paying for his sins. It also occurred to me that he deliberately married a woman who would see to that because he never wanted to stop punishing himself for disappointing his own parents.

At least I had a purpose. I made my father’s pain everlasting.

How would you like that to be your reason for being born?
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Tell Me Everything




I turned from the window when I heard voices and laughter, and the squeals of delight from the twins below. I was sure my grandfather had swept them both up in his arms and was bouncing them about, pretending to decide which one weighed more and then playfully squeezing their biceps to see who looked to be stronger. Against my grandmother’s wishes, he always teased them to make them competitive with each other. I knew he was afraid that Rachel was making them too docile; sometimes he went so far as to accuse them of being little spoiled princes without a castle or a kingdom.

“They’ll be at a disadvantage if they’re too soft,” he said when Rachel complained.

“They need to compete with other people, not each other,” Rachel countered. She wasn’t afraid to challenge anyone, which was a strength I admired in her and wished for myself, but I once overheard my grandfather tell my grandmother, “That woman never shows any weakness, never cries. She has no tear ducts.”

“You train at home for the wars to come,” Grandfather told Rachel. “And believe me, they will come.” He never backed away from an argument either.

Rachel got along better with my grandmother, which I thought was odd since both Rachel and my grandfather were attorneys. Anyone would think they would have more in common, more to share. Lately, however, I began to suspect he was not happy with the way she treated me. He was far more protective of me than my own father was.

But then again, except for the biological reasons, he might as well be my father. The twins could go on believing it forever, for all I cared.

Of course, I knew they were all coming during the spring holiday break. Their visit had been planned for months. I just didn’t know that there would be a bigger reason for their coming than just another family visit and that reason had to do with me. Although I heard them below, I didn’t rush right down to greet them. I liked the twins, but because of Rachel, and because of my father, I was always on pins and needles, afraid I might say something to them or do something that would bring a cascading waterfall of criticism and reprimand.

I knew that the arrival of my father and his family was supposed to be a time to celebrate and do fun things, but the truth was that as soon as I had heard they were coming to visit, I went into a deeper withdrawal and spent more time in the attic. Whenever they were here, I sought every opportunity I could to avoid spending time with them. I could tell that my grandmother, who was always more nervous when they came, wasn’t terribly unhappy about that, but my grandfather sensed it and usually insisted I was included in everything possible, sometimes when it wasn’t even necessary, simply to make a point.

“She has just as much right to be here as any of us,” he muttered.

To make sure further that I wasn’t ignored, he usually paraded whatever of my achievements he could, starting with my report card and then going to the latest pictures I had painted. When I was twelve, and he was told by the art teacher in school about my artistic ability, he immediately went out and bought materials and easels and then, without my grandmother’s blessing, turned the attic into a makeshift art studio for me, even improving the lighting.

“She spends too much time up there as it is, Michael,” my grandmother complained.

“Why waste the space? Besides, up there she can have the privacy an artist needs to create,” he insisted.

“Yes, we know too well about that sort of privacy and the creative things that went on up there,” she replied.

She was far less forgiving, but my grandfather ignored her and went ahead anyway. He even bought me an artist’s smock and a French artist’s hat. Sometimes, I thought he was more excited about it all than I was. I know that often I tried harder because of him, because I wanted to please him. I knew that he wanted me to be good and successful in anything I attempted as a way to ease his own conscience. Good came from bad. Parents, no matter what, blame themselves for the actions of their children.

I began with simple watercolors of the scenery around us and then one day decided to try to do a painting of the Doral House itself. Early on, I understood the difference between a photograph and a painting. I never simply tried to put a picture on a canvas. I let whatever was at work in me at the time turn the lines, add the shadows and the light. In the picture I did of the Doral House, I had a shadow in the attic window that was unmistakably in the shape of a girl looking out. My grandmother was very unnerved by it. She made sure I didn’t bring it down from the attic. She referred to the picture as proof as to why my grandfather shouldn’t have made the attic my studio.

“There’s just something about that attic,” she insisted, making it sound truly supernatural.

He thought that was ridiculous. However, I couldn’t help feeling my grandmother wasn’t all wrong. Whatever connection I felt with my mother, I felt more vividly up here. Something lingered. Something lived on in these attic walls.

“Alice!” I heard my grandfather calling to me. “Come on down. Everyone’s here.”

I took a deep breath as if whenever I left the attic and went downstairs, I was going under water. It was only up here that I could breathe and think freely. Did that make me more like my mother, too?

Despite my attempts to make things easier for my father by trying to remain as indifferent to him as I could, I couldn’t help but steal glances, wondering what it was of him I had inherited. My hair was more the light brown I saw in the pictures of my mother, but I had my father’s blue eyes. We both had high cheekbones, too. And we had the same-shaped ears.

Actually, I was more interested in knowing if he was at all curious about me. Did he ask my grandfather questions about me when they could talk to each other without Rachel knowing? Had he kept up on my schoolwork, my interests? Was he at all worried about me? Would he ever, ever take me aside to tell me about my mother and him, especially how it had all begun? In short, would he ever, even for fifteen minutes, be my father?

Rachel was taking the twins to their bedroom for a nap as I came down the stairway. The drive up from the airport had tired them out, and when they were tired, they were usually cranky and restless. Putting them to sleep was always her method of reprimanding them. They hated taking naps and whined and shrieked all the way down the hall, pausing only to look up at me as I descended. I knew they were hoping that my entrance would somehow put off their banishment, but Rachel was relentless about something whenever she had made up her mind to do it. She practically lifted them off their feet as she dragged them by the hand. I imagined she was a formidable advocate in any courtroom. For me she was precisely the sort of person I admired and disliked simultaneously.

And I knew she knew it, too.

“Hello, Alice,” she said. “I’ll be out after I put the two terrors to sleep for a while.”

I nodded and continued to the living room, where my father sat with my grandmother and my grandfather. For as long as I could remember, I was always shy about going to my father to give him a kiss, and he, especially in front of my grandmother, was as shy about kissing me as well. Our compromise was usually his hugging me hello and brushing my cheek with his lips. This time, he didn’t even do that. He remained sitting, smiled and said, “How you doing, Alice?”

“Okay.”

“You’re a few inches taller than you were the last time I was here.”

“She’s not at all taller,” my grandmother said. Despite the resemblances between my father and myself, she liked to emphasize and stress the ones between me and my mother, as if she was trying to convince herself I was cloned and her son didn’t have anything to do with the sinful mess that followed. Height was one of the characteristics I shared with my mother, and from what I could tell from the pictures, I was molding into a figure similar to hers as well.

“Well,” my father said, “she must be thinner then or something. She looks taller.”

“She’s lost any traces of baby fat; that’s for sure,” my grandfather said, smiling.

“Ridiculous,” my grandmother muttered. “A girl this age is not supposed to have any baby fat, Michael. She’s over sixteen.”

“Precisely. A young lady,” my grandfather replied, nodding. “Working on a new painting?” he asked quickly, knowing I had been up in the attic all day. “She’s doing some remarkable work,” he told my father, who flashed a smile.

How sad, I thought, to think that a smile was such a risk. I wondered if Rachel counted how many times he did smile at me while he was here, as well as how many times he touched me. She surely counted any kisses, lip brushes included.

“You’ll have to show everyone the one you did of the tree in the meadow. I swear. Every time I look at it, it seems to have changed. It’s almost alive on the canvas!” my grandfather said.

I could see from the expression on my grandmother’s face that she didn’t like to hear him talk about my art like that. She actually looked a little frightened, as if my art was some sort of witchcraft. Did she really believe my mother was speaking through me in my art? I wondered myself if that was at all possible.

“Well, you couldn’t have a better public relations man, Alice. I guess I’ll have to see it then,” my father said.

“See what?” Rachel asked, coming into the living room.

“Dad was just telling me about one of Alice’s new pictures and how wonderful he thinks it is.”

She smirked. “They put up a fuss, but the moment both hit the bed, they closed their eyes and were out,” she told my grandparents, as if nothing had been said about me. Then she turned to my father. “Are you taking me to the drugstore now, Jesse, or what?”

“We just got here,” he protested.

“I’d like to go while they’re asleep,” she said, “and I don’t want the store to close. I need my things.”

“Well, okay, I guess,” he said, rising. Was he reluctant to take her because he was taking her to what had once been my mother’s stepfather’s drugstore? Rachel was either unaware of it or simply didn’t care.

“They should sleep a while,” she told my grandmother, “but if they wake up…”

“Don’t worry about them. I’ll listen for them,” my grandmother said.

My father glanced at me.

“I’ll see your picture later, Alice.”

I shrugged and turned away until they left. For a moment it was as if all the air had gone out of the room with them.

“I’ll look in on the twins,” my grandmother said, rose and went off toward the guests’ bedrooms.

Why had I bothered coming down?

My grandfather was staring at me, a very thoughtful, if not painful, look on his face. He slapped his knees and rose.

“Come take a walk with me, Alice,” he said.

“A walk? Where?”

The Doral House was on a nearly deserted rural road with the next property being a good half mile or so east of us.

“Just a walk. It’s a rather nice day and you haven’t been out to enjoy any of it,” he said. “Come on. You’ll get an idea for a new painting perhaps. I do my best thinking when I’m just walking.”

I followed him out of the living room and then out of the house.

“I didn’t think we’d stay here this long,” he said, pausing on the porch and gazing at the road. He was still a very handsome, physically fit man and looked years younger than he was. He loved golf but had taken up racquet ball to keep his weight in check. He told me most of the attorneys he knew were overweight. “Too many free lunches,” he said. “And martinis.”

“Why not?” I asked.

“Oh, I don’t know. After both kids were off, Elaine talked about us moving to Monticello into one of those town houses. She’d be closer to the hospital and I’d be closer to the office and the courthouse, being that’s the county seat. We wouldn’t have to worry about maintenance.”

“Why didn’t you move then?”

“Can’t say. The idea just sort of drifted away, and she had done so much to improve the property. I suppose neither of us wanted to desert it.”

“But it has such bad memories,” I dared mention.

“Naw. You can’t blame the house. It’s just a house,” he said, smiling. “You haven’t seen any of those ghosts people think dwell here, have you?”

“No. I wouldn’t be afraid of them if I did,” I added, and he laughed.

“I bet you wouldn’t.”

I wouldn’t, I thought. Ghosts were probably as lonely as I was, trapped between two worlds.

He started down the walk to the driveway and then to the road. I followed along. He looked back and gestured with his head for me to catch up. I did, and we started to stroll down the street, walking along quietly. It was a nice day with the sort of sky that seems to be a faded blue, dabbed with starch white puffs of clouds that looked more like smoke from steam. When I was little, my grandfather called those clouds God’s breath, comparing them to the little puffs we saw of our own breath on very cold winter days and nights.

We continued walking. The warm breeze stirred the trees, causing the branches to shudder rather than rustle. A small black bird did a little dance on the road and then lifted off and into the forest to disappear in the pockets of darkness. Occasionally, I would see a deer on this road looking bewildered about the strip of macadam in the midst of its natural habitat. There were always lots of rabbits hurrying along as if they were late for a very important date. Once I saw a fox, and my grandfather swore he saw a bobcat. He was walking with his head down now, but he suddenly paused and took a deep breath before looking at me and smiling.

“I wasn’t just kidding back there about you losing your baby fat, Alice,” he said. “Sometimes, a girl—or a boy, for that matter—grows up overnight. At least it seems that way. Elaine’s afraid to see it happening. That’s natural for mothers and grandmothers, I suppose. She was the same with Zipporah.”

“Why?”

“Oh, I suppose they don’t want to see their children and grandchildren have to face all the problems they know come with it.”

“Like what?”

“Boys, for one thing,” he said, widening his smile. “Worrying about relationships, looks, the whole ball of wax, as they say. You ever hear the expression ‘Little kids, little problems, big kids, bigger problems’?”

“No. Where would I hear it?”

“Right. Where would you? Which is something I wanted to talk to you about, Alice.”

He continued walking.

“What is?”

“You should try to do more with your opportunities at school. You’re spending too much time alone. Join clubs, teams, whatever, anything that will help you get out more. Despite how protective and worried she seems sometimes, I’m sure your grandmother would like to see that, like to see you do more social activities. It’s not good to spend so much time by yourself at your age.”

I felt tears coming to my eyes. Did he think all this was my fault?

He glanced at me because I was so silent.

“I’m not complaining or criticizing you, honey. I just want you to be happier. You should do fun things kids your age are doing. I mean, I love your paintings and I think you might just make something of your art, but you want to also do things that enable you to be with other kids your age.”

“It’s not because I don’t want to,” I said, which was at least a half-truth.

“Oh?”

Surely he had noticed my isolation before this, I thought. This was just his way of investigating.

“The school is full of cliques. I don’t exactly fit in with most of them.”

“Nonsense. Tell me the truth. Have you turned down invitations to things, Alice, because…”

“No,” I said sharply.

“Well, sometimes you have to go halfway. It’s hard to find a perfect friend or friends. You have to forgive them for their failures. Why don’t you just join something? Isn’t there any club, activity that interests you besides your art? Once you’re in something, you’ll see how much easier it is to make friends, because you’ll have common interests.”

I didn’t say anything. We walked on.

“It’s just a suggestion,” he said. “I want you to be happier.”

He paused and looked out over a field of high, wild grass.

“I was thinking of buying this property once,” he said. “Developing some modest housing. It’s going to happen soon. People from New York are thinking more and more of this area for second homes. I might still do it. I’ve sent out some feelers through a real estate agent.”

He glanced at me.

I didn’t have much interest in any of that and he knew it. He’s just trying to change the subject, I thought.

“No one’s made fun of you lately, have they, Alice?” he asked sharply.

Last April there was a very bad incident. Two of the girls in my class, Peggy Okun and Mindy Taylor, were slipping nasty notes into my hall locker, asking things like, How can you sleep there? Do you hear the moans of Brandon Doral? (Brandon was supposedly murdered by his wife and buried on the property.) The worst note was, Who’s hiding in your attic now? Is your mother back?

I didn’t tell anyone about it, but one afternoon, after I had come home, one of the notes fell out of the math book in which I had put it, and my grandmother found it near the front door. She showed it to my grandfather and he went ballistic. I had to tell him it had been going on for some time. At his insistence, the principal put the dean of students on the case. Through observation, they discovered who had been doing it by catching them in the act. The hullabaloo it created was more disturbing for me than the notes had been. Both Mindy and Peggy were suspended for two days and then had a week’s detention, but all that did was bring them more sympathy and make me look more terrible.

“No,” I said.

“You’d tell me if they were, right?”

“Yes,” I said, but not with any enthusiasm. He knew I wouldn’t.

“Maybe we should have moved away,” he muttered. I didn’t think he meant for me to hear it.

He snapped out of his dark mood quickly, however, and talked about taking the family to a fun new restaurant in Middletown tomorrow night.

“Your grandmother made sure she had time off while Jesse and the kids are here.”

“Isn’t Aunt Zipporah coming to visit?”

“Oh, sure. She’ll be here tomorrow morning,” he said. “But Tyler will have to stay at the café. She’ll be with us for a couple of days.”

“That’s good,” I said. I so looked forward to seeing Aunt Zipporah, especially when my father and Rachel had come.

We turned back toward the house.

“Well,” my grandfather said, “I suppose I should seriously consider resurfacing the driveway. I’ve resisted all these years, but your grandmother says it’s embarrassing. I imagine the birds have been saying nasty things about us,” he joked. “I can’t think of anyone else who would care. The rabbits don’t seem to mind, right?”

I smiled. It was so much easier to be with him than it was to be with my grandmother. Why wasn’t he as worried about what I might have inherited and what I hadn’t as she was? I wondered. Did he see or know something I didn’t? Did he know the truth all these years?

“Can I ask you something, Grandpa?”

“Sure. Anything,” he said. “Just don’t ask me to be late for dinner.”

“I’m serious,” I said.

“Oh, no. When one of these Stein women gets serious, I’m in deep trouble.” He paused. “What is it, Alice?”

“Were you absolutely positive that the things my mother claimed Harry Pearson had done to her were never done to her?”

He glanced at the house as if he wanted to be absolutely positive we were too far from it for my grandmother to overhear the conversation.

“I really wish you wouldn’t be thinking about that so much, honey.”

“I can’t help it,” I said.

He nodded.

“Well, I’m sorry to say there was never any doubt that she was a very disturbed person.”

He looked like he was going to tell me more. I waited, holding my breath.

“Her story was quite fantastic, and there just wasn’t any concrete evidence to support any of it. Could it somehow still have been true? Well, I suppose we should never absolutely discount anything. It’s so long ago and so much damage has been done to the truth, whatever it is, that it’s impossible to make any firm conclusions that will satisfy you—or me, for that matter. It won’t change anything now.”

“It would for me,” I said.

“I meant for your mother.” He turned to me. His face darkened with the shadow of his deep thoughts. “I don’t know how you can do it or if you ever will, but somehow, I wish you could let it all go, Alice. Be your own person and put it away.”

“I don’t know who I am, Grandpa. I don’t know how to be my own person.”

“You will,” he said and put his arm around me to squeeze me to him. “Someday, you will. I’m confident.”

We saw the car my father and Rachel had rented coming down the road toward the house.

“Why does Rachel hate me?” I dared ask.

We watched my father turn into the driveway.

“She doesn’t hate you, Alice,” my grandfather said in a tired, frustrated voice. “She’s threatened by you. I think you’re old enough to understand. You’re a part of Jesse that she doesn’t want to admit exists. In time, she’ll get more comfortable with you, especially when you come into your own. Until then, treat her like thin ice. Don’t worry. I’ll always be there,” he added.

Even if my father isn’t, I wanted to add but didn’t.

“Hey,” my father called to us when he stepped out of the car. “You know how big the potholes are in this driveway already?”

“Really? I never noticed,” my grandfather said and winked at me.

I smiled, and we walked back to join them. Rachel walked faster into the house.

“Where you guys been?” my father asked.

“I took Alice over to look at the Bedik property. Still thinking about buying it all for development. As an artist, Alice could envision it all better than I can.”

My father looked at me.

“So what do you think, Alice?” he asked. “Is your grandfather crazy?”

“No.”

“And even if I were, she wouldn’t say so,” Grandpa told him. They laughed.

“I’d like to see that painting we were talking about before I left,” my father told me. “Where is it?”

“In the attic,” I said. He flashed a look at my grandfather and then at me, his eyes at first full of trepidation and then, suddenly, brightening with excitement.

“Okay. Let’s go take a look.”

He had never, ever been up there with me alone. My heart didn’t pound; it twittered and then filled me with an electric excitement that streamed down my body as we all headed for the front door.

Rachel had gone to put away whatever she had gotten at the drugstore. My grandmother was in the kitchen, and the twins were still fast asleep.

“I have to make a few calls,” my grandfather said. He glanced at me. I think he wanted to make it possible for my father to be alone with me.

My father nodded. He looked a little nervous but started up the stairway. I looked down the hallway to see if Rachel was coming back, and then I hurried up after him. When we reached the second landing and the short stairway to the attic door, he stepped aside to let me go first.

My eyes were practically glued to him when he came into the attic behind me. Of course, he knew how it had been changed, but still, coming up here had to have a special meaning for him. As he panned the room, I could almost see him turn back into the boy he had been years ago. Memories were surely flashing across his eyes in snapshot fashion. Self-conscious at how he was behaving, he quickly turned to me.

“Dad’s improved the lighting up here, I see.” He nodded at the rows of lights in the ceiling. “Where’s the new painting?”

I stepped up to an easel and uncovered the picture. He approached and studied it as if he were truly an art critic, nodding and smiling.

“I see what Dad means. It’s very good, Alice. You’ve really blended those colors well, and I love the sort of kinetic energy you have in the turn of the leaves. Is this any particular tree on the property?”

“Yes,” I said, moving toward the windows that faced the rear of the house.

He stepped alongside.

“See across the field to the left?”

“Oh yes.”

“When I’m up here for a while, looking out the window, concentrating, I see things that would ordinarily be missed,” I told him.

“Really? Like what?”

“Things,” I said. I took a breath. “Things I imagine my mother must have seen spending hours and hours alone, looking at the same scene.”

He was silent.

Had I violated some unwritten rule by mentioning her? Was this the end of our special time together?

“Actually,” he said, “I’d like to talk to you about all that.”

Was I hearing correctly? I dared not utter a word, a syllable, even breathe.

“Dad…and Mom are worried about you, Alice. It’s part of why I worked out this short holiday for Rachel, the boys and myself.”

“What is?”

“You,” he said.

“What do you mean, me?”

“You have to start thinking about your future. Even if you want to become an artist, you’ve got to expand. Any artist, writer, songwriter, anyone in the creative fields has to have real experiences from which he or she can draw to create.”

“Emily Dickinson didn’t,” I said. “She was like a hermit. She wrote poems on pillowcases.”

“But think of what she might have achieved if she had gone out among people, events, activities.”

“She’s in our English literature book. She’s that important to our literature. She didn’t need real experiences. She invented them, imagined them.”

“You’re a pretty smart girl, Alice, a lot smarter than I was at your age, I’m sure, but believe me, you have a great deal to give to other people and draw from other people. You’ve got to let yourself go. Join things. Dive into it.”

“That’s what Grandpa was just telling me,” I said. I nodded to myself. This is a conspiracy, all right.

“You should listen to him. He never gave me bad advice.”

The entire time we spoke to each other, my father and I looked out the window and not at each other. We rarely looked at each other directly.

“I know it’s been hard for you,” he continued. “You inherited a lot of baggage, but you have to step out of it.”

“Like you did?” I asked and turned to see his reaction.

For a moment his lips trembled and I thought he was going to be angry, but then his face softened and he nodded.

“Yes,” he said. “I was selfish, but you do selfish things to survive sometimes. What I owe you, I can’t even begin to pay back. Your grandparents stepped up to the plate on my behalf, pinched hit. They’ve done a better job than I could have. That’s for sure, but they’re both very worried about you, as I said, and it’s time I stepped in, too.”

“To do what?”

“Help you in any way I can, Alice.”

“Any way?”

“I’ll do whatever I can,” he said, which I knew meant whatever Rachel permitted. “I mean, I want to give you advice, guidance, be a sounding board. I hope it’s not too little too late, but…well, you see what I’m trying to say, don’t you?”

I turned away and looked out the window again. I did, but I wasn’t sure that what he was offering was anywhere nearly enough.

“Dad’s right,” he continued. “You have to let go of the darkness, Alice.”

“You want to help me do that?”

“Yes. Very much,” he said. “If I can.”

“Okay,” I said and slowly turned to look at him, blue eyes to blue eyes. “If you really mean that, then tell me everything,” I said.

“Everything?”

“Tell me exactly who she was and tell me what happened up here.”
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