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Coming Home

ALL ABOUT ME THE LARGE House Loomed Dark, mysterious, and lonely. The shadows whispered of secrets, of incidents best forgotten, and hinted of dangers, but said nothing at all about the safety and security I needed most. This was my mother’s home, my dead mother’s home. The longed-for home that had called to me when I livéd in that mountain shack in the Willies; called loud and sweet into my childish ears so I had been beguiled by thoughts of all the happiness waiting just for me, once I was here. Here in these rainbowed rooms of dreams fulfilled I’d find the golden pot of family love—the kind I’d never known. And around my neck I’d wear the pearls of culture, wisdom, and breeding that would keep me free from harm, from scorn, from contempt. And so like a bride I waited for all those wonderful things to appear and decorate me, but they didn’t come. As I sat there on her bed, the vibrations in her room aroused the troubled thoughts that always crowded into the darkest corners of my brain.

Why had my mother run away from a house like this?

Poor Granny had led me out into that cold, wintry night so many years ago, to visit a cemetery where she could tell me I wasn’t Sarah’s first child, and show me my mother’s grave. My mother, a beautiful runaway Boston girl named Leigh.

Poor Granny with her ignorant, innocent brain. What a trusting soul she’d been, believing her youngest son Luke would sooner or later prove himself worthy enough to lift up the scorned and ridiculed name of Casteel. “Scumbags,” I seemed to hear ringing like church bells in the darkness all around me, “no good, never will be no good, none of ’em . . .” and my hands rose to my head to shut out the sound.

Someday I’d make my granny proud, though she was dead. Someday when I had my string of degrees I’d go again to the Willies, to kneel at the foot of her grave, and I’d say all the words that would make Granny happier than she’d ever been in life. I didn’t doubt in the least that Granny up in heaven would smile down on me, and she’d know at last one Casteel had made it through high school, then college . . .

What an ignorant innocent / was to arrive with so much hope.

*  *  *

It had all happened so fast: the plane landing, my frenzied scramble to find my way through the crowded airport to the luggage carousel, all the worldly things I’d thought would be so easy, but they weren’t so easy. I was scared even after I found my two blue suitcases that seemed amazingly heavy. I looked around and floundered, filled with trepidation. What if my grandparents didn’t come? What if they had second thoughts about welcoming an unknown granddaughter into their secure, wealthy world? They had done without me this long, why not forever? And so I stood and waited, and as the minutes passed I became convinced they’d never show up.

Even when a strikingly handsome couple advanced toward me, wearing the richest clothes I’d ever seen, still I was nailed to the floor, unable to believe that maybe, after all, God was at last going to grant me something besides hardship.

The man was the first to smile, to look me over really carefully. A light sprang into his light blue eyes, bright, like a golden candle seen through a window on Christmas Eve. “Why, you must be Miss Heaven Leigh Casteel,” greeted the smiling blond man. “I would know you anywhere. You are your mother all over again, but for your dark hair.”

My heart jumped in response, then plunged. My curse, my dark hair. My father’s genes spoiling my future, again.

“Oh, please, please, Tony,” whispered the beautiful woman at his side, “don’t remind me of what I have lost . . .”

And there she was, the grandmother of my dreams. Ten times more beautiful than I had ever pictured. I had presumed the mother of my mother would be a sweet, gray-haired old lady. I’d never imagined any grandmother could look like this elegant beauty in a gray fur coat, high gray boots, and long gray gloves. Her hair was a sleek cap of pale shining gold, pulled back from her face to show a sculptured profile and unlined face. I didn’t doubt who she was, despite her amazing youth, for she was too much like the image I saw every day in the mirror. “Come. Come,” she said to me, motioning for her husband to sweep up my bags and hurry. “I hate public places. We can get to know each other in private.” My grandfather sprang into action, picking up my two bags, as she tugged on my arms, and soon I was hustled into a waiting limousine with a liveried chauffeur.

“Home,” said my grandfather to the chauffeur without even looking his way.

As I sat between the two of them, finally my grandmother smiled. Gently she drew me into her arms, and kissed me, and murmured words I couldn’t quite understand. “I’m sorry we have to be so abrupt about this, but we don’t have much time to spare,” said my grandmother. “Miles is heading straight for home, Heaven dear. We hope you don’t mind if we don’t show you around Boston today. And this handsome man next to you is Townsend Anthony Tatterton. I call him Tony. Some of his friends call him Townie to irritate him, but I suggest you don’t do that.”

As if I would.

“My name is Jillian,” she went on, still holding my hand firmly between both of hers, while I sat enthralled by her youth, by her beauty, by the sound of her soft, whispery voice that was so different from any I’d previously heard. “Tony and I plan to do everything we can to see that you enjoy your visit with us.”

Visit? I hadn’t come for a visit! I had come to stay! Forever stay! I had no other place to go! Had Pa told them I was coming only to visit them? What other lies had he put in their heads?

From one to the other I glanced, so afraid of embarrassing myself with tears I knew instinctively they’d find in bad taste. Why had I presumed that cultured city folks would want or need a hillbilly granddaughter like me? A lump came to choke my throat. And what about my college education? Who would pay for that if not them? I bit down on my tongue in order not to cry or say the wrong thing. Perhaps I could work my way through. I did know how to type . . .

And in their black limousine I sat for long moments completely stunned by the enormity of their misunderstanding.

Before I could recover from this shock, her husband began to speak in a low, husky voice, using words that were English, but strangely pronounced: “I think it best that you know from the beginning that I am not your biological grandfather. Jillian was married first to Cleave VanVoreen, who died about two years ago, and Cleave was the father of your mother, Leigh Diane VanVoreen.

Again stunned, I felt myself shrink. He was so much the kind of father I’d always wanted, a soft-spoken, kindly man. My disappointment was so devastating I couldn’t fully experience the joy I had once upon a time expected to feel when I knew my mother’s full name. I swallowed again, and bit down even harder on my tongue, letting go of the image of this fine, handsome man being of my own flesh and blood, and with great difficulty I tried to picture Cleave VanVoreen. What kind of name was VanVoreen? No one in the hills and hollers of West Virginia had been called anything as odd as VanVoreen.

“I feel very flattered that you look so disappointed to hear I am not your natural grandfather,” said this Tony, his smile small and pleased.

Puzzled by his voice, by his tone, I turned questioning eyes on my grandmother. For some reason she blushed, and the flood of color into her lovely face made her even more beautiful.

“Yes, Heaven dear, I am one of those shameful modern women who will not put up with a marriage that isn’t satisfying. My first husband didn’t deserve me. I loved him in the beginning of our marriage, when he gave me enough of himself. Unfortunately, that didn’t last long. He neglected me in favor of his business. Maybe you’ve heard of the VanVoreen Steamship Line. Cleave was inordinately proud of it. His silly boats and ships demanded all his attentions, so even his holidays and weekends were stolen from me. I grew lonely, just as your mother did . . .”

Tony interrupted: “Jillian, look at this girl, would you! Can you believe those eyes? Those incredible blue eyes, so like yours, so like Leigh’s!”

She leaned forward to flash him a cool, chastising look. “Of course she’s not Leigh, not exactly. It’s more than just her hair color, too. There’s something in her eyes . . . something that isn’t, well, as innocent.”

Oh! I had to be careful! I should think more about what my eyes might reveal. Never, never should they even guess what had happened between Cal Dennison and me. They would despise me if they knew, just as Logan Stonewall, my childhood sweetheart, despised me.

“Yes, you’re right, of course,” agreed Tony with a sigh. “No one is ever duplicated in every detail.”

Those two years and five months I spent in Candle-wick, just outside of Atlanta, with Kitty and Cal Dennison, had not given me the kind of sophistication I needed now, not as I had previously thought. Kitty had been thirty-seven when she died, and she’d considered her advanced age intolerable. And here was my grandmother, who had to be much older than Kitty, and she didn’t appear even as old as Kitty, and as far as I could see she had a strong hold on confidence. Truthfully, I’d never seen a grandmother who looked so young. And grandmothers in the hills came in very young ages, especially when they married at twelve, thirteen, or fourteen. I found myself speculating on just how old my grandmother was.

In February I’d be seventeen, but that was still months away. My mother had been only fourteen the day I was born; the same day she died. If she’d lived, she’d be thirty-one. Now I was rather well read, and from all the facts I’d learned about Boston blue-bloods, I knew they didn’t marry until they finished their educations. Husbands and babies weren’t considered essential to the lives of young Bostonian girls as they were back in West Virginia. This grandmother would have been at least twenty when she married the first time. That would put her in her fifties, at least. Imagine that. The same age as I remembered Granny best. Granny, with her long, thin white hair, her stooped shoulders with her dowager’s hump, her arthritic fingers and legs, her pitifully few garments drab and dark, her worn-out shoes.

Oh, Granny, and once you’d been as lovely as this woman.

My intense and unrelieved study of my youthful grandmother brought two small tears to shine in the corners her cornflower blue eyes so much like my own. Tears that lingered without falling.

Made brave by her small, unmoving tears, I found a voice: “Grandmother, what did my father tell you about me?” My question came out tremulously low and scared. Pa had told me he’d talked to my grandparents, that they would welcome me into their home. But what else had he told them? He’d always despised me, blamed me for killing his “Angel” wife. Had Pa told them everything? If so, they’d never learn to like me, much less love me. And I needed someone to love me for what I was—less than perfect.

Those shining blue eyes swung my way, totally void of expression. It bothered me how empty she could make her eyes, as if she knew how to turn all her emotions off and on. Despite those cool eyes and those tears that defied gravity, when she spoke her voice was sweet and warm; “Heaven dear, would you be a darling girl and not call me ‘Grandmother’? I try so hard to retain my youth, and I feel I have been successful in my endeavors, and being called ‘Grandmother’ in front of all my friends who think I am years younger than I actually am would defeat all my efforts. I’d be so humiliated to be caught in a lie. I confess I always lie about my age, sometimes even to doctors. So please don’t be hurt or offended if I ask that from now on you just call me . . . Jillian.”

Another shock, but I was growing used to them by now. “But . . . but . . .” I sputtered, “how are you going to explain who I am?—and where I come from?—and what I’m doing here?”

“Oh my dear, sweet dear, please don’t look so hurt! In private, maybe on rare occasions, you could call me . . . oh, no! On second thought that just won’t work. If I allow you . . . you’d forget and thoughtlessly call me ‘Grandmother.’ So I am right to start us off like this. You see, dear, it’s not real lying. Women have to do what they can to create their own mystique. I suggest you start right now lying about your own age. It’s never too soon. And I will simply introduce you as my niece, Heaven Leigh Casteel.”

It took me a few moments to take this in and to find the next question. “Do you have a sister whose surname is the same as mine, Casteel?”

“Why no, of course not,” she said with an efficient little laugh. “But both of my sisters have been married and divorced so many times no one could possibly remember all the names they’ve had. And you don’t have to embroider anything, do you? Just say you don’t want to talk about your background. And if someone is rude enough to persist, tell that hateful someone your dear daddy took you back to his hometown . . . what did you say the name was?”

“Winnerrow, Jill,” supplied Tony, crossing his legs and meticulously running his fingers down the sharp crease of his gray trouser leg.

Back in the Willies most women competed to become grandmothers at the earliest age possible! It was something to boast about, to be proud of. Why, my own granny had been a grandmother by the time she was twenty-eight, though that first grandson had not lived a full year. Yet, still . . . that granny at age fifty had looked eighty or more.

“All right, Aunt Jillian,” I said in another small voice.

“No, dear, not Aunt Jillian, just Jillian. I have never liked titles, mother, aunt, sister, or wife. My Christian name is enough.”

Beside me her husband chuckled. “You have never heard truer words, Heaven, and you may call me Tony.”

My startled eyes swung to him. He was grinning wickedly.

“She may call you ‘Grandfather’ if she wishes,” said Jillian coolly. “After all, darling, it does help for you to have family ties, doesn’t it?”

There were undercurrents flowing here I didn’t understand. From one to the other my head turned, so I paid very little attention to where our long car was headed until the highways broadened into freeways, and then I saw a sign that said we were heading north. Uneasy about my situation, once again I made my feeble attempt to find out what Pa had told them during his long-distance telephone call.

“Very little,” answered Tony, as Jillian bowed her head and seemed to sniffle, from a cold or from emotion, I couldn’t tell. Her lace handkerchief delicately touched her eyes from time to time. “Your father seemed a very pleasant fellow. He said you had just lost your mother, and grief had put you into deep depression, and naturally we wanted to do what we could to help. It has always pained us that your mother never kept in touch with us, or let us know where she was. About two months after she ran away, she did write us a postcard to say she was all right, but we never heard from her again. We tried our best to find her; even hired detectives. The postcard was so smeared it couldn’t be read, and the picture was of Atlanta, not Winnerrow, West Virginia.” He paused and covered my hand with his. “Dearest girl, we are both so very sorry to hear about your mother’s death. Your loss is our loss as well. If only we could have known of her condition before it was too late. There is so much we could have done to have made her last days happier. I think your father mentioned . . . cancer . . .”

Oh, oh!

How horrible for Pa to lie!

My mother had died less than five minutes after my birth, shortly after she named me. His lying deceit made my blood run cold and drain down to my ankles, leaving a hollow ache in my stomach so I felt sick. It wasn’t fair to give me lies on which to build a solid foundation for a happy future! But life had never been fair to me; why should I expect anything different now? Damn you, Pa, for not telling the truth! It had been Kitty Dennison who had died days ago! Kitty, the woman he had sold me to for five hundred bucks! Kitty, who had been so ruthlessly cruel with her scalding hot bath, her quick temper and ready blows before illness stole her strength.

Desperately, as I sat with my knees together, my hands nervously twisting on my lap and trying not to ball into fists, I rationalized that maybe this lie had been very clever of Pa.

If he had told them the truth, that my mother had died years and years ago, perhaps they would not have been as willing to help a hillbilly girl who had grown used to her deprived situation and accustomed to being motherless.

Then it was Jillian’s turn to comfort me. “Dearest Heaven, I am going to sit down with you one day very, very soon and ask you a million or more questions about my daughter,” she whispered hoarsely, choking up and forgetting to blot her tears. “At this moment I am just too upset and emotional to hear more. Indulge me, darling, please.”

“But I would like to know more now,” said Tony, squeezing my hand that he had again captured. “Your father said he called from Winnerrow, and that he and your mother lived there all their married lives. Did you like Winnerrow?”

At first my tongue refused to form words, but as the silence stretched and became uncomfortably thick, I finally found what wasn’t truly a lie, “Yes, I like Winnerrow well enough.”

“That’s good. We would so hate to think that Leigh and her child were unhappy.”

I allowed my eyes to meet his briefly before they fled again to stare almost blindly at the passing scenery. Then he was asking: “How did your mother meet your father?”

“Please, Tony!” cried Jillian, in what appeared to be great distress. “Didn’t I just say I am too upset to hear the details? My daughter is dead, and for years she didn’t write to me! Can I forget and forgive her for that? I waited and I waited for her to write and plead for forgiveness! She hurt me when she ran away! I cried for months! I hate to cry; you know that, Tony!” She sobbed rough and harsh, as if truly sobbing were new to her throat, then touched her eyes again with her lacy bit of cloth. “Leigh knew I was emotional and sensitive and I would suffer, but she didn’t care. She never loved me. It was Cleave she loved best. And in truth she helped to kill the father who couldn’t put himself back together once she was gone . . . so I have just made up my mind, I am not going to let grief for Leigh rob me of happiness and ruin the rest of my life with regrets!”

“Why, Jill, I never thought for one second you would let grief ruin your life. Besides, you have to remember Leigh had seventeen years of life with a man she adored, isn’t that so, Heaven?”

I continued to stare blindly out of the side windows. Oh dear God, how could I answer that without spoiling my chances? If they knew—and obviously they didn’t know, it might change their attitude toward me. “It looks like it might rain,” I said nervously, staring outside.

I pushed backward on the rich suede seat and tried to relax. Jillian had been part of my life for less than an hour, and already I guessed that she didn’t want to hear of anyone’s problems, neither mine nor my mother’s. I bit down harder on my lower lip, trying to keep from showing my emotions, and then, like the blessing white lies could sometimes be, my pride came back in full dress parade. I sat straighter. I swallowed my tears. I vanquished the throat lump. My shoulders stiffened. And to my utmost surprise, my voice came out, strong, honest, sincere:

“My mother and father met in Atlanta and fell deeply in love on first sight. Daddy rushed her to his parents in West Virginia so she’d have a decent house in which to stay that night. His home was not exactly in Winnerrow, more on the outskirts. They were married in a proper church ceremony, with flowers, witnesses, and a minister to say the words, and later they drove away to honeymoon in Miami. And when they came back Daddy had a new bathroom added to our house just to please my mother.”

Silence!

A dead silence that went on and on—didn’t they believe my lies?

“Why that was very nice, considerate,” murmured Tony, looking at me in the oddest way. “Something I never would have thought of, a new bathroom, but practical, very practical.”

Jillian sat with her head turned, as if she didn’t want to hear any of the details of her daughter’s married life. “How many people lived with your parents?” persisted Tony.

“Only Granny and Grandpa,” I said defensively. “They were crazy about my mother, so much they called her nothing but Angel. It was Angel this, and Angel that. She could do no wrong. You would have liked my granny. She died a few years ago, but Grandpa still lives with Pa.”

“And what day and month were you born?” quizzed Tony. He had long, strong fingers, and his nails shone.

“February the twenty-second,” I said, giving the right date but the wrong year—I gave the year Fanny had been born, one year after me. “She’d been married to Pa for more than a year,” I added, thinking that sounded better than a birth that came just eight months after marriage, which might have betrayed some frenzied need my parents had had for bedding down with each other . . .

And only when the words were out of my mouth did I realize just what I had done.

I had trapped myself. Now they thought I was only sixteen. Now I could never tell them about my half brothers Tom and Keith, and my half sisters, Fanny and Our Jane. And it had been my solemn intention to enlist the help of my mother’s parents so I could put my family back together again under one roof. Oh, God, forgive me for wanting to secure my own place first!

“Tony, I am tired. You know I have to rest between three and five if I am to appear fresh for that dinner party tonight.” A slightly troubled look shaded her expression before it quickly cleared. “Heaven dear, you won’t mind if Tony and I step out for a few hours tonight, will you? You’ll have a TV in your room, and there’s a wonderful library on the first floor with thousands of books.” She leaned to put a soft kiss on my cheek, smothering me with her perfume that already filled the enclosed space. “I would have canceled, but I completely forgot until this morning that you were due . . .”

Numbness tingled in my fingertips, perhaps because I had my fingers locked so tightly together. Already they were finding reasons for escaping me. No one in the hills would leave a guest alone in a strange house. “It’s all right,” I said weakly. “I feel a little tired myself.”

“There, you see, Tony, she doesn’t mind. I told you she wouldn’t. And I’ll make up for it, Heaven dear, really I will. Tomorrow I’ll take you riding. Do you know how to ride? If you don’t, I’ll teach you. I was born on a horse ranch and my first horse was a stallion . . .”

“Jillian, please! Your first horse was a timid little pony.”

“Oh, you are such a bore, Tony! Really, what difference does it make? It just sounds better to learn on a stallion than on a pony, but Scuttles was a dear, a sweet little dear.”

It didn’t seem so nice to be called “Heaven dear” now that I knew she called everyone and everything “dear.” And yet, when she smiled at me, and touched my cheek lightly with her gloved hand, I was so greedy for affection I trembled. I wanted more than anything for her to like me, eventually to love me, and I was going to try to make it happen fast, fast!

“Tell me that your mother was happy, that’s all I need to know,” whispered Jillian.

“She was happy until the day she died,” I whispered, not really lying. She had been happy, foolishly happy, according to Granny and Grandpa, despite all the hardships of a drafty, miserable shack in the hills, and a husband who couldn’t give her anything like what she was accustomed to.

“Then I don’t need to hear anything more,” crooned Jillian, putting her arm around me and pulling my head into the deep fur of her coat collar.

What would they say if they knew the truth about me and my family?

Would they just smile and think soon enough I’d be gone, and what difference did I make after all?

I couldn’t let them know the truth. They had to accept me as one of their own kind; I had to make them need me, and they didn’t yet know that they needed me. And I was not going to be scared and let them see my vulnerability.

Yet, they spoke a different kind of English than I did. I had to listen very carefully; even familiar words sounded strange in their pronunciation. But I was determined to see that I’d soon be accepted in their world, so different from all that I had known. I was smart, quick to learn, and I’d find a way sooner or later to find Keith and Our Jane.

The perfume I’d considered delicate at first was now inundating me with its heavy base of jasmine, making me feel giddy and totally unreal. Thoughts of my stepmother Sarah came fleetingly to mind. Oh, if Sarah could only once in her life have a bottle of Jillian’s perfume! A jar or box of Jillian’s silky face powder!

The rain that I had predicted earlier began with a soft drizzle, and in seconds sheets of water drummed on the blacktop. The driver slowed and seemed to take more care, as all three of us behind the glass barrier stopped talking and sat each with our own thoughts. Going home, going home, that’s all I had in mind. Going to where it’s better, prettier, where sooner or later I’ll feel truly welcomed.

My dream was happening too fast for me to drink in all the impressions. I wanted to save and savor all of this first ride to wherever they were taking me, and ponder the memories later, when I was alone. Tonight, alone in a strange house. Better thoughts came. Oh, wait until I write and tell Tom about my beautiful grandmother! He’ll never believe someone so old could look so young. And my sister Fanny would be so jealous! If only I could call Logan, who was only a few miles away, living in some big college dorm. But I had been gullible and naive enough to fall for Cal Dennison’s seduction. Logan didn’t want me now. He would no doubt hang up if I phoned him.

Then, as the driver made a right turn, Jillian began to ramble on and on about the plans she would soon make to entertain me. “And we always make Christmas a special event, we go all out, so to speak.”

Now I knew. She was telling me in her own way I could stay through Christmas. And it was only early October . . . but October had always been a bittersweet month: goodbye to summer and all the bright and happy things; wait now for winter, for all the cold and bleak and stark things.

Why was I thinking like this? Winter wouldn’t be cold and bleak in a fine rich house. There would be plenty of fuel oil, or coal or firewood, or electric heat, whatever, I’d be warm enough. By the time Christmas had come and gone, I’d have added so much fun to their lonely household, neither one would want me to go. No they wouldn’t. They’d need me . . . oh, God, let them need me!

Miles passed, and to lift my spirits and my confidence, suddenly a brilliant sun peeked through the dreary clouds. Trees in vivid autumn colors lit up, and I believed God was going to shine his light on me after all. Hope sprang into my heart. I was going to love New England. It looked so much like the Willies—only without the mountains and the shacks.

“We’ll soon be there,” said Tony, lightly touching my hand. “Turn your head to the right and look for a break in the tree line. The first glimpse of Farthinggale Manor is a sight to remember.”

A house with a name! Impressed, I turned to him and smiled. “Is it as grand as it sounds, is it?”

“Every bit as grand,” he answered somberly. “My home means a great deal to me. It was built by my great-great-great-grandfather, and every first son who takes it over improves it.”

Jillian snorted, as if contemptuous of his home. But I was excited, eager to be impressed. With great anticipation I leaned forward and watched for the break in the trees. It came soon after. The chauffeur made the turn onto a private road marked by high, wrought-iron gates that arched overhead and spelled out with ornate embellishments Farthinggale Manor.

I gasped just to see the gates, the imps and fairies and gnomes that peeked between the iron leaves.

“The Tattertons affectionately refer to our ancestral home as Far thy,” informed Tony with nostalgia in his voice. “I used to think when I was a boy there wasn’t a house anywhere in the world as fine as the one where I lived. Of course there are many that exceed Far thy, but not in my mind. When I was seven I was sent to Eton because my father thought the English know more about discipline than our private schools do. And in that he was right. In England I was always dreaming of coming home to Far thy. Whenever I felt homesick, which was most of the time, I’d close my eyes and pretend I could smell the balsam, fir, and pine trees, and more than anything, the briny scent of the sea. And I’d wake up aching, wanting to feel the damp, cool morning air on my face, wanting my home so badly it physically hurt. When I was ten my parents gave up Eton as a hopeless cause, or else I’d be forever homesick, and I was allowed to come back, and oh, that was a happy day.”

I could believe him. I’d never seen such a beautiful and huge house, made of gray stone so it sort of resembled a castle, and not unintentionally, I believed. The roof was red and soared, forming turrets and small, red bridges that assisted one in reaching portions of the high roof that would have been inaccessible otherwise.

Then Miles pulled the limo to a slow stop before the tall and wide steps that led to the arching front door. “Come,” called Tony, suddenly excited, “let me have the pleasure of introducing you to Farthy. I love to see the amazement on the faces of those who view it for the first time, for then I can see it freshly all over again myself.”

And with Jillian following less than enthusiastically behind us, we slowly ascended the wide stone stairs. Huge urns were beside the front door, holding graceful Japanese pine trees. I could hardly wait to see the inside. My mother’s home. Soon I’d be inside. Soon I’d see her rooms and her belongings. Oh, Mother, at last I’m home!
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Farthinggale Manor

INSIDE THAT HOUSE OF STONE, once my coat was off, I turned in slow circles, my breath caught, my eyes wide, staring, staring, and too late I realized it was bad manners to stare, country and gauche to be impressed by what others took for granted. Jillian looked at me with disapproval; Tony with pleasure. “Is it all that you thought it would be?” he asked.

Yes, it was more than I’d dared hope for! Yet I recognized it for what it was, the object of my mountain wistfulness, my dreamscape.

“I have to hurry, Heaven dear,” Jillian reminded, suddenly sounding very happy. “Look around as much as you like, and make yourself at home in the castle of the toy king. I’m sorry I can’t stay to witness your first impressions, but I have to hurry on so I can take my nap. Tony, show Heaven dear around your Far thy, then show her to her rooms.” She gave me a sweet, pleading smile that took some of the hurt from my heart because she was neglecting me already. “Dearest girl, forgive me for rushing away to tend to my incessant needs. However, you’ll see enough of me later on to grow bored with the sameness of what I am. Besides, you’ll find Tony ten times more interesting; he never needs to nap. His energy is boundless. He has no health or beauty regimen, and he dresses in a flash.” She gave him the strangest look, both of irritation and envy. “Somebody up there must like him.”

She was lighthearted now, as if her nap and beauty regimen and the promise of a dinner party later gave her more sustenance than I could ever bestow. Up the stairs she tripped, graceful, swift, not glancing back one time, while I stood staring up, completely in awe.

“Come, Heaven,” said Tony, offering his arm, “we’ll make the grand tour before going to your rooms, or do you need to wash up, or something?”

It took me a second or two to figure out what he meant, and then I blushed. “No, I’m fine.”

“Good. That means we have more time to spend with each other.”

At his side I viewed the enormous living room with its grand piano that he said his brother Troy used when he came. “. . . though I regret to say Troy finds little reason for coming to Farthy. He and my wife are not exactly friends, nor quite enemies. You’ll meet him sooner or later.”

“Where is he now?” I asked, more from politeness than anything else, for the rooms with their marble walls and floors were demanding most of my attention.

“I really can’t say. Troy comes and goes. He’s very bright, always has been. He graduated from college when he was eighteen, and since then he’s been rattling around the world.”

A college grad at eighteen? What kind of brain did this Troy have, anyway? Here I was at seventeen with another year in high school to go. And, unexpectedly, a strong resentment against this Troy, with all his blessings, rose in my chest, so I didn’t want to hear any more about him. I hoped I would never meet anyone so gifted that he’d make me feel like a dummy, when I’d always considered myself a good student.

“Troy is much younger than I am,” said Tony, looking at me with detachment. “When he was a little boy he was sick so much of the time I rather considered him a millstone around my neck. After our mother died, and later on our father, Troy thought of me as his father, not just his older brother.”

“Who painted the murals?” I asked, to move the subject away from his brother. On the walls and ceiling of the music room were exquisite murals depicting scenes from fairy tales—shadowed woods with sunlight drizzling through, winding paths leading into misty mountain ranges topped with castles. The domed ceiling arched overhead, causing me to tilt my head so I could stare upward. Oh, how wonderful to have a painted sky overhead with birds flying, and a man riding a magic carpet, and another mystical, airy castle half-hidden by clouds.

Tony chuckled. “I’m happy to see you so taken with the murals. They were Jillian’s idea. Your grandmother used to be a very famous illustrator for children’s books; that’s how I first met her. One day when I was twenty I came home from playing tennis, eager to shower and dress and get away before Troy saw me and demanded I not leave him alone . . . when up on a ladder were the shapeliest legs I’d ever seen, and when this gorgeous creature came down and I saw her face, she seemed unreal. It was Jillian, who had come with one of her decorator friends, and it was she who suggested the murals. ‘Storybook settings for the king of the toymakers,’ was the way she put it, and I fell for the idea hook, line, and sinker. Also it gave her a reason for coming back.”

“Why would she call you king of the toymakers?” I asked, full of puzzlement. A toy was a toy, though certainly the portrait doll of my mother had been more than just a toy.

Apparently I couldn’t have asked a question that pleased Tony more. “My darling child, did you come thinking I made ordinary toys of plastic? The Tattertons are king of the toymakers, for what we make is meant for collectors, for wealthy people who cannot grow up and forget their childhood when they had nothing to find under their Christmas trees, and never enjoyed a birthday party. And you would be truly surprised at the number of the rich and famous who weren’t given a chance to be children, so that now, in their middle or even old age, they must have what they always dreamed about. So they buy the instant antiques, the winning collectibles made by my craftsmen and artisans—the best in the world. When you step into a Tatterton Toy Shop, you step into fairyland. You step also into any time you desire, be it the past or the future. Oddly enough, the past intrigues my richest clients most. We have a five-year backlog of demands for stone castles built in scale, with the moats, the drawbridges, the bailiwick, the cook houses, the stables, the quarters for the knights and squires, the sheds for the cattle, sheep, pigs, chickens. Those who can afford it can set up their own kingdom, dukedom, or whatever, and people it with the appropriate servants, the peasants, the lords and the ladies. And we make games so difficult they keep the best minds intrigued for hours and hours. For the wealthy and famous after a while become so bored, Heaven, so everlastingly bored, and that’s when they turn to collecting, be it toys, paintings, or women. In the end, it is a curse, this ennui, for all who have so much they can find nothing new to purchase . . . and I try to fill the gap.”

“There are people who will pay hundreds of dollars for a toy chicken?” I asked, my voice full of awed amazement.

“There are people who will pay thousands to possess what no one else has. So all Tatterton collectibles are one of a kind, and that sort of detailed work is very costly.”

It scared, awed, and impressed me to know there were people in the world who had so much money to waste. What difference did it make if you owned the only swan made of ivory with ruby eyes, or the only pair of chickens carved of some semiprecious stone? A thousand starving kids in the Willies could be fed for a year on what one rich potentate paid for his one-of-a-kind chess set!

How did I talk to a man whose family had emigrated from Europe, bringing with them their skills, and right away had begun to increase their fortune tenfold? I was lost in such territory, so I turned to something more familiar.

I was captivated with the idea of Jillian painting. “Did she do these herself?” I asked with awe, very impressed.

“She made the original sketches, then turned them over to several young artists to complete. Though I have to admit she came every day to check on how they were developing, and once or twice I’d come in to see her with a paintbrush in her hand.” His soft voice turned dreamy. “Her hair was long and fell halfway down her back then. She seemed a child woman one minute, a worldly one the next. She had her own kind of beauty that was very rare, and of course she knew it. Jillian knows what beauty can do, and cannot do, and at twenty I was not very good about hiding my feelings.”

“Oh. How old was she then?” I asked innocently enough.

His laugh came short and hard, decidedly brittle. “She told me right from the beginning she was too old for me, but that only intrigued me more. I liked older women. They seemed to have more to offer than silly girls my own age, so when she said she was thirty, though I was a bit surprised, still I wanted to see her again and again. We fell in love, though she was married and had one child, your mother. But none of that prevented her from wanting to do all the fun things her husband never had time for.”

What a coincidence that Tony could be ten years younger than Jillian, just as Cal was ten years younger than his wife, Kitty Dennison.

“Imagine my surprise when one day I found out, after I had been married to her for six months, that my bride was forty and not thirty.”

He had married a woman twenty years older? “Who told you? Did she?”

“Jill, dear girl, seldom refers to anyone’s age. It was your mother Leigh who yelled that information in my face.”

It upset me to think my mother would betray her own mother in such an important way. “Didn’t my mother like her own mother?”

He patted my hand reassuringly, smiled broadly, and then strode off in another direction, beckoning for me to follow. “Of course Leigh loved Jillian. She was unhappy about her father . . . and she hated me for taking her mother away from him. However, like most young people, she soon adjusted to this house, and to me, and she and Troy became very good friends.”

I was listening with half a mind, part of me gawking at the luxuries in this marvelous house; I soon found out it had nine rooms downstairs, and two baths. Servants quarters were beyond the kitchen, which formed its own wing. The library was dark and baronial, with thousands of leather-bound books. Then there was Tony’s at-home office, which he displayed to me only briefly.

“I’m afraid I’m rather a tyrant about my office. I don’t like anyone in there unless I am present to invite them in. I don’t even like for the servants to dust when I am not there to supervise. You see, most housemaids consider my organized clutter messy, and right away they want to tidy my papers, return my open books to the shelves, and the first thing I know I can’t find anything. A horrendous amount of time can be wasted looking for what you want.”

Not for a minute could I picture this kind-looking man as a tyrant. Pa was the tyrant! Pa with his bellowing voice, his heavy fists, his quick temper, though still, when I thought of him now, tears came unbidden to sting my eyes. Once I had needed his love so much, and he’d given none at all to me, only a little to Tom and Fanny. And if he’d ever held Keith or Our Jane I had not seen him . . .

“You are a baffling girl, Heaven. One second you look radiant with happiness, and the next all the happiness has fled and you have tears in your eyes. Are you thinking of your mother? You must accept that she’s gone and take comfort in knowing that she had a happy life. Not all of us can say that.”

But such a little of it . . . though I didn’t express my thoughts. I had to tread warily until I’d gained a friend in this house, and as I looked at Tony, I suspected he’d be the one whom I’d see more than Jillian. At that moment I knew I was going to ask for his help, the moment I knew he liked me enough to give . . .

“You look tired. Come, let’s settle you in, so you can relax and rest up a bit.” And without further ado, we retraced our steps and soon were on the second floor. Dramatically he threw open two wide, double doors. “When I married Jillian I had two rooms redone for Leigh, who was twelve then. I wanted to flatter her, so I gave her feminine rooms that weren’t girlish. I hope you enjoy them . . .”

His head was turned in a way that kept me from reading his eyes.

The sunlight through the pale ivory sheers was misted and frail and gave the sitting room an unused, unreal quality. In comparison to the rooms I’d seen below, this one was small; still, it was twice as large as our entire cabin had been. The walls were covered in some delicate ivory silk fabric, woven through subtly with faint oriental designs of green, violet, and blue, and the two small sofas were covered with the same fabric, the accent pillows soft blue to match the Chinese rug on the floor. I tried to picture myself at ease in this room, cuddled down before that little fireplace, and failed completely. Rough clothes would snag fabric so fine. I’d have to be so particular not to fingerprint the walls, the sofa, the many lampshades. Then I half laughed. Here I wouldn’t be living in the hills and working in the garden and scrubbing the floor, as I had at the cabin and at Kitty and Cal Dennison’s house in Candlewick.

“Come, see your bedroom,” called Tony, moving on ahead of me. “I have to hurry and dress for that party Jillian doesn’t want to miss. You have to forgive her, Heaven. She did make the plans before she knew you were coming, and the woman throwing the party is her best friend and worst enemy.” He chucked me under the chin, amused at my expression, then headed for the door. “If you need anything, use the telephone there, and a maid will bring it up. If you’d rather eat in the dining room, call the kitchen downstairs and tell them that. The house is yours, enjoy.”

He was out the door and closing it before I could reply. I turned in circles, staring at the pretty double bed with four posters and an arching canopy of heavy lace. Blue and ivory. How these two rooms must have suited her. Her chaise was blue satin, while the other three chairs in her bedroom matched those in the sitting room. I wandered on into the dressing and bathroom area, thrilled by all the mirrors, the crystal chandeliers, the hidden lighting that lit up the huge walk-in closet spaces. Framed photographs lined the long dressing table. Soon I was sitting and staring at a pretty little girl sitting on her father’s knee.

The child had to be my mother! And that man my true grandfather! Excited and trembling I picked up the small silver frame.

At that very moment someone rapped softly on my bedroom door. “Who’s there?” I called.

“It is Beatrice Percy,” answered a stiff, female voice. “Mr. Tatterton sent me up to see if I could help you unpack and organize your things.” The door opened and into my bedroom stepped a tall woman in a black maid’s uniform. She smiled at me vaguely. “Everyone here calls me Percy. You may do that as well. I will be your personal maid while you are here. I have training that qualifies me to do your hair and give you manicures, and if you wish I will draw you a tub now.” She waited with an air of urgency.

“I usually bathe before going to bed, or shower first thing in the morning,” I said with embarrassment. I was not used to talking about intimate things with a strange woman.

“Mr. Tatterton ordered me to check on you.”

“Thank you, Percy, but I don’t need anything right now.”

“Is there anything that you cannot eat, or shouldn’t eat?”

“My appetite is very good—I can eat anything, and like most everything.” No, mine wasn’t a finicky appetite, or else I would have starved to death.

“Would you like dinner to be sent here?”

“Whatever makes it easier for you, Percy.”

Her frown came fast but slight, as if such an easygoing mistress unsettled her. “The servants are here to make life as comfortable as possible for those in this house. If you dine up here or in the dining room, we will be there to serve your needs.”

Thoughts of dining alone in that huge room downstairs, seated at that long table with all those empty chairs, washed me over with loneliness. “If you will bring me up something light about seven, that will be enough.”

“Yes, miss,” she said, appearing relieved she could do something for me, and then she was gone.

And I’d forgotten to ask her if she knew my mother!

Again I turned to complete my search of my mother’s rooms. It seemed to me that everything had been left as it had been the day she ran, though it had been freshly aired, vacuumed, and dusted. One by one I began picking up the silver-framed photographs, studying them closely, trying to find the side of my mother Granny and Grandpa had known nothing about. So many snapshots. How beautiful Jillian was, seated with her daughter, her devoted husband standing behind her. Faded and faint, a childishly written caption was on the rim of the photograph: “Daddy, Mommy, and me.”

A drawer revealed a fat photo album. Slowly, slowly I turned the heavy pages, staring at the snapshots of a girl growing up, growing prettier through the years. Birthday parties blossomed in full color, her fifth, sixth, seventh, on up to her thirteenth. Leigh Diane VanVoreen, over and over again it was written, as if she delighted in her name. Cleave VanVoreen, my daddy. Jillian VanVoreen, my mommy. Jennifer Longstone, my best friend. Winterhaven, soon to be my school. Joshua John Bennington, my first boyfriend. Maybe my last.

And already, long before I’d turned even half the pages, I was jealous of this beautiful blond girl and her wealthy parents and her fabulous clothes. She’d had trips to zoos and museums and even foreign countries, when I’d had only pictures of Yellowstone Park shown in worn-out, dirty copies of National Geographic or in school textbooks. A lump came in my throat to see Leigh with Daddy and Mommy on a steamship heading for some distant port. There she was, Leigh VanVoreen, frantically waving goodbye to someone who took her picture. More pictures of Leigh on board ship, swimming, or with Daddy teaching her to dance and Mommy taking pictures. In London before Big Ben, or watching the changing of the guard at Buckingham Palace.

Somewhere long before my mother changed from child to adolescent, I lost most of my pity for a girl who had died too young. She had experienced in her short life ten times more fun and excitement than I had known, or would likely know in twenty of my years yet to come. She’d had a real father in her most important years, a kind and gentle man from the look of his pictures, to tuck her into bed at night, to hear her prayers, to teach her what men were all about. How had I ever presumed to think that Cal Dennison had loved me? How could I presume now that Logan would ever want me again, when it was more than likely they’d see in me the same thing that Pa had.

No, no, I tried to tell myself. Not to love me had been Pa’s loss, not mine. I hadn’t been permanently damaged. Someday I’d make a good wife and mother. I wiped at my weak tears and told them never to come again. What good was self-pity? I’d never see Pa again. I didn’t want to see Pa again.

Again I studied the photographs. I had never known young girls could wear clothes so fine, when my fondest dreams at nine and ten and eleven had been to own something from the sale racks in Sears. And Kitty had taught me about the K Mart. I stared at photos of Leigh riding a shiny brown horse, her riding clothes showing off her blond fairness to perfection, and with her was Daddy. Always with her was Daddy.

I saw Leigh in school pictures, swimming at the beach, in private swimming pools, proud of her developing figure. Her posture told me she was proud, and all about her were admiring friends. Then, abruptly, Daddy disappeared from the pictures.

With Daddy gone, Leigh’s happy smiles also vanished. Darkness troubled her eyes now, and her lips lost their ability to smile. There was Mommy with a new man, a much younger and handsomer man. I knew immediately this very tanned and blond man was twenty-year-old Tony Tatterton. And strangely, the beautiful, radiant girl who had smiled with confident candor into the camera lens before could not manage even a faint, false smile. Now she could only stand slightly apart from her mother with her new man.

I quickly turned the last page. Oh, oh, oh! The second wedding of Jillian. My mother at twelve wearing a pink junior bridesmaid’s long dress, carrying a bouquet of sweetheart roses, and, standing slightly to her side, a very young boy who tried to smile, though Leigh VanVoreen made no effort at all.

The little boy had to be Tony’s brother Troy. A slight boy with a mop of dark hair, huge eyes that didn’t seem happy.

Tired now, drained emotionally, I wanted to escape all the knowledge that was coming at me so fast. My mother had not trusted or liked her stepfather! How could I confide in him now? Yet I had to stay and get that college degree that meant my whole future.

At the windows, I stood looking down at the circular drive that snaked about to become one long, winding road to the outside. I watched Jillian and Tony, wearing evening clothes, step into a beautiful new car that he drove. No limousine this time . . . because they didn’t want a chauffeur waiting for them?

Alone, so alone I felt when their car was out of sight.

What to do with myself until seven? I was hungry right now. Why hadn’t I told Percy that? What was wrong with me that I felt so shy and vulnerable, when I had determined to be strong? It was being shut up too long, in the plane, in the car, here, I told myself. And I went downstairs and pulled my blue coat from a closet that held half a dozen furs belonging to Jillian. Then I headed for the front door.
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Beyond the Maze

FAST AND FURIOUS I WALKED, not knowing where I was going, only that I was breathing deeply the “briny scent of the sea,” as Tony had put it. Several times I skipped backward so I could admire Farthy as seen on the ground from the outside. So many windows to clean! Such high and wide windows. And all that marble, how did they keep it clean? As I backed away, slowing my walk, I tried to see which windows were mine. Suddenly I collided with something, and quickly turning I confronted not a wall, but a hedge that was almost a wall it grew so tall, and went on and on. Fascinated by what I thought it might be, I followed it until I discovered, yes! An English maze. And with a certain childish delight I entered the maze, not for one moment thinking it could confound me. I’d find the way out. I’d always been good at puzzles. Why, in intelligence tests Tom and I had always known how to send our mice to the cheese, or our pirates to the treasure.

It was pretty in here, with the hedges growing as tall as ten feet, and making precise, right-angle turns, and it was so quiet! All the small chirpings of the garden birds sounded distant and faded. Even the plaintive shrieks of the sea gulls flying overhead were muffled, faraway. The house that had seemed so close was lost when I turned to check—where was it? The tall hedges shut off the warmth of the failing sun. Soon it was more than just briskly chill. My footsteps quickened. Perhaps I should have told Percy I was going outside. I glanced at my watch. Almost six-thirty. In half an hour someone would be bringing up my supper. Was I going to miss my first meal in my very own sitting room? And no doubt someone would light those logs already laid on kindling. It would be nice to sit before my very own fire, curled up in a fancy chair, nibbling on delicacies I’d probably never eat anywhere but here. I made another turn, and shortly met another dead end. I turned again. This time I’d take the right turn. But now that I’d turned in circles several times, I’d lost directions and couldn’t tell paths I’d already used. That’s when I pulled a tissue from my coat pocket, tore off a strip, and tied it to a hedge branch. There, we’d see how soon I was out now.

The sun in its descent to the horizon blazed the sky with vibrant colors, warning me that soon night would fall with a deeper blanket of cold. But what was this civilized Boston area compared to the wildness of the Willies? Only too soon I found out that a coat purchased in Atlanta was not meant for those living north of Boston!

Oh, come now, this was silly! I was wearing the best coat I’d ever owned, bought for me by Cal Dennison. It had a small, blue velvet collar that only a month ago I’d considered elegant.

Me, who used to roam the hills when I was two and three and was never lost, confounded by a silly maze, meant for fun! I shouldn’t panic. There had to be something I was doing wrong. For the third time I arrived at the pink strip of tissue blowing in the wind. I tried to concentrate . . . I pictured the maze, the place where I’d entered, but all the pathways between the high hedges looked alike, and I was almost afraid to leave the comfort of my torn tissue that at least told me where I’d been three times. As I stood there indecisively, straining my ears to hear the surf pounding on the shore, I heard not the ocean waves crashing on the rocks, but a steady tap-tap-tap. Somebody hammering. Humanity nearby. I let my ears guide me forward.

Night settled quickly, heavily, and mists of fog curled on the ground where cold air met the warmer earth and there was no wind that low to sweep it up and out. On and on I followed the sound of the hammering. Then, alarmingly, I heard a window close, bang! No more tapping! The silence stunned me with its frightening implications. I could wander around out here all night, and no one would know. Who would think to check in the garden maze? Oh, why had I walked backward? My mountain habit seemed stupid now.

Crossing my arms over my chest in Granny’s way, I made the next right turn, then the next right turn, never making another left turn until abruptly I was out! Not back where I’d begun, true enough, for I didn’t recognize anything, but somewhere better than inside the puzzle. It was too dark and foggy to see the house. Besides, before me lay a path of pale flagstones that faintly shimmered in the dark. I smelled the tall pines made faint by fog and dark, and then I saw a small stone cottage with a red slate roof crouched low and surrounded by a stand of pines. It so surprised me a small cry escaped my lips.

Oh, the fun of being rich! Of having money to waste! Such a cottage belonged in a Mother Goose book, not here. A knee-high picket fence that wouldn’t keep anything out wound its crooked way around the cottage, giving support to climbing roses that I could only barely see. In daylight all this would have been charming to discover, but at night my suspicions took wing, and I was frightened. I stood still and took stock of my situation. I could turn around and go back. I glanced over my shoulder to see that the fog had closed in, and I couldn’t even see the maze!

From the acrid scent of wood burning, smoke must be snaking upward. A gardener’s cottage, that’s what! An elderly man was inside with his wife, ready to sit down to a simple meal that would no doubt please my appetite more than gourmet dishes prepared in a kitchen Tony hadn’t bothered to show me.

The light from the windows didn’t stream outside and fall on the path to brighten my way. It was smothered light, anxious to disappear. I headed for those squares of windows before they, too, vanished in the fog.

At the cottage door I hesitated before I rapped.

Three or four times I banged on the solid door that hurt my hands to rap on, and still no one answered! Someone was in there! I knew someone was there. Impatient because whoever it was was ignoring me, and confident now that I was more or less an important member of the Tatterton family, I turned the latch and stepped inside a dim, firelit room.

It was very warm in the cottage. I stayed with my back toward the door and stared at the young man who sat with his back toward me. I could tell from the slender length of his legs, sheathed in tight black trousers, that he was tall. His shoulders were broad, his dark brown, unruly hair held hints of copper where it caught the glow from the fire. I stared at that hair, thinking it was the color of hair I’d always presumed Keith’s would be when he was a man. Thick, wavy hair that reached the nape of his neck and curled upward, barely brushing the white collar of his thin blouse that resembled an artist’s or poet’s smock, with very full sleeves.

He turned a bit, as if my prolonged stare made him aware of my presence. Now I could see his profile. I sucked in my breath. It wasn’t just that he was good looking. Pa was handsome in his strong, bestial, and brutal way, and Logan was classically handsome in his own stubborn way; this man was good looking in a different kind of way, a special way I’d not seen before, and behind my eyes an image of Logan rose to fill me with guilt. But Logan had run from me. He had left me alone in the cemetery, standing in the rain, not willing to understand that sometimes a girl of fifteen or sixteen didn’t know how to handle a man who had befriended her. Except by giving in, so he’d continue to be her friend.

But Logan was yesterday, and for all I knew I might never see him again. So I stared at this man, more than puzzled by the unexpected way my body responded just to the sight of him. Even without looking my way, he appealed to me immediately . . . as if he sent out his need to me . . . that it was telling me it would be my need too! It also warned me to tread slowly, to be careful, and keep my distance. I didn’t need or want a love affair at this stage of my life. I’d had enough of men forcing sex on me when I wasn’t ready for it. Yet I stood there trembling, wondering what I’d do when he turned full-faced, when just his profile excited me so much. Cynically I told myself that he’d be flawed when I saw all of him, and maybe that’s why he was taking such pains to keep most of his face hidden in shadows. On and on he sat, half-turned away. Even so, he radiated sensitivity, like an ideal romantic poet should—or did he seem more a wild antelope, posed and still, listening, alert, ready to flee if I moved too suddenly or too aggressively.

That was it, I decided. He was afraid of me! He didn’t want me here. A man like Tony would never have sat on and on. Tony would rise, smile, take over the situation. This had to be a servant, a gardener, a handyman.

From his very posture, the way he tilted his head a bit to the side, I knew he was waiting, perhaps even seeing me with peripheral vision. One of his dark, thick eyebrows quirked upward quizzically, and still he didn’t move. Well, just let him sit there and wonder, for it gave me a marvelous chance to study him.

Again he turned a little, his hammer posed to strike another blow, and now I saw more of his face, and the fact that his nostrils were quivering, flaring wider, even as I sensed he was breathing just as hard and fast as I was. Why didn’t he speak? What was wrong with him? Was he blind, deaf, what?

His lips began to curve upward into a smile as he brought down that tiny hammer and delicately pounded on a thin sheet of bright, silver metal—as if to remove from its shining surface small indentations. Tap-tap-tap went his tiny hammer.

I began to tremble, feeling threatened by his unwillingness even to say hello. Who was he to ignore me? What would Jillian do in my situation? Certainly she wouldn’t let this man intimidate her! But I was just a hillbilly scumbag Casteel, and as yet I hadn’t learned how to be arrogant. I managed a slight artificial cough. Even then he was in no hurry to turn around and make me feel welcome. I thought as I stood there that he was the most unusual looking and acting young man I’d ever seen.

“Excuse me,” I said in a low voice that tried to emulate Jillian’s whispery way. “I heard you hammering when I was lost in the maze. I’m not sure I can find the right path back to the main house, it’s so dark and foggy outside.”

“I know you are not Jillian,” he said without looking at me, “or you would be chattering on and on, telling me a thousand things I don’t need to know. And since you aren’t Jillian, you don’t belong here. I’m sorry, but I am busy, and have no time to entertain uninvited guests.”

It stunned me that he would so willingly drive me away—even before he checked to see who it was. What kind of man was he? Look at me! I wanted to scream. I’m not ugly, even if I am not Jillian! Turn your head and speak, for in a moment I’ll run and not care if we ever meet again! It was Logan I loved, not this stranger with his indifferent attitude! Logan who would one day forgive me for something I couldn’t have prevented from happening.

A frown put furrows in his forehead. “Please go. Just turn around and don’t say a word.”

“No, I’m not going until you tell me who you are!”

“Who are you to ask?”

“First you tell me who you are.”

“Please, you are wasting my time. Go away now and let me finish what I’m doing. These are private quarters, my quarters. Off limits to the servants of Farthinggale Manor. Now scat!” He threw me a quick, surveying glance that didn’t linger on any feature or point of my figure that other men stared at, before again I was presented with his back.

He took my breath away! It hurt to be scanned over, then tossed aside as if unworthy of simple good manners. Stupid me and my hillybilly pride! I’d always had too much pride. Pride that had made me suffer unnecessarily many a time, when it would have been so much easier just to let go of something that had no real value. And still that pride rose high and indignant as it always did when someone like him looked down on someone like me! I made myself dislike him. Nothing but a servant, that’s what. A hired hand put in a gardener’s cottage to repair ancient silverplate! And with the rush of that unlikely conclusion, I spat out in a totally un-Jillian way: “Are you a servant?” I stepped closer to force him to face me and really see me. “The gardener or one of his hired hands?”

His head was bowed to his work. “Please, you are in my home, I am not in yours. I don’t have to answer your questions. Who I am is not important to you. Just get out and leave me alone. You are not the first woman to say she’s lost her way in the maze, and they all end up here. There is a path that follows outside the maze that will lead you back to where the maze begins. A child could follow it—even in a fog.”

“You saw me coming!”

“I heard you coming.”

I don’t know what made me yell. “I’m not a servant here!” I flared in Pa’s and Fanny’s loud country way, startling even myself. “Farthinggale Manor is the home of my grand . . . my aunt and uncle, who asked me to come and stay.” And all the fears crouching in my mind told me to run, and run fast.

This time when he faced me it was fully, so I saw and felt the full impact of his masculinity as I’d never felt it radiate from any man before. His dark eyes were hidden in shadows as they looked me over, this time slowly taking in my face, my throat, my heaving bosom, waist, hips, legs, then back up again, slowly, slowly. And when his eyes had again reached my face, they paused to gaze at my lips before they looked long and deeply into my eyes. I felt drained before he moved his eyes, which had gone slightly unfocused. Oh! I was affecting him, I could tell; something he’d seen made his lips tighten, his hands clench. Turning from me, he picked up that damned little hammer again, as if to continue on and let nothing interfere with what he was doing! I cried out a second time, my voice Casteel loud, Casteel angry: “Stop! Why can’t you be civil to me? This is my first day here and my host and hostess have gone to a dinner party and left me alone with servants to entertain myself, and I don’t know what to do with myself. I need someone to talk to—and they didn’t tell me that anyone like you lived on the grounds.”

“Like me? What do you mean by that?”

“Young like you are. Who are you?”

“I know who you are,” he said, as if reluctant to speak at all. “I wish you hadn’t come. I didn’t plan for us to meet. But it’s not too late. Just walk out the door with both hands stretched forward, and in fifty steps you will collide with the hedge. Once you feel it before you, keep your right hand on the hedge, let it trail along as you walk to the left, and in no time at all you will be back at the big house. The library has a nice selection of books, if you like to read. And there’s a TV there if you don’t. And in the closet there are photograph albums on the third shelf from the bottom. They should amuse you. And if all else fails, the chef in the kitchen is very friendly and loves to talk. His name is Ryse Williams, but we all call him Rye Whiskey.”

“Who are you?” I shouted, furious with him.

“I really don’t see what difference it makes to you; however, since you keep insisting, my name is Troy Langdon Tatterton. Your ‘uncle’ is my older brother.”

“You have to be lying!” I cried. “They would have told me you were here, if you are who you say you are!”

“I don’t find it necessary to lie over trifles such as who I am. Perhaps they don’t even know I am here. After all, I am over twenty-one. I don’t send them advance notice when I come to my own cottage and workshop. Nor do I tell them when I go.”

I floundered. “But . . . but, why don’t you live in the big house?”

His smile shone briefly. “I have my reasons for liking it better here. Do I have to explain them to you?”

“But there are so many rooms in that house, and this place is so small,” I murmured, quite embarrassed now, so much so I hung my head and felt totally miserable. He was right, of course. I had made a jackass of myself. What right did I have to pry into his reasons?

This time he put his small hammer into a special niche on the wall where other tools were placed in neat order. His deep-set, serious eyes were sad, full of something I didn’t understand when they met mine. “What do you know about me?”

My knees folded and I sat automatically on a small sofa before the fire. He sighed when he saw me do this, as if he would have liked for me to walk out his door, but I didn’t want to believe he really wanted that. “I know only what your brother has told me. And that’s not too much. He said you are brilliant, and graduated from Harvard when you were eighteen.”

He got up from the table and came to sprawl in a chair across from mine and waved all that I’d said away as if it were annoying smoke that ruined the atmosphere. “I have done nothing important with my so-called brilliance, so I might as well have been born with an IQ of fifty.”

My lips gaped open to hear him say something so totally opposed to what I believed. When you had an education, you had the world by its tail! “But you graduated from one of the world’s best universities!”

At last I’d made him smile. “I see that you are impressed. I’m glad. Now my education has gained some value, at least seen through your eyes.”

He made me feel young, naive—a fool. “What do you do with your education except hammer on metal like any two-year-old?”

“Touché,” he said with a grin that made him twice as appealing, and God knows he already appealed to me enough.

I was ashamed to see how easily my physical side could vanquish my intelligence. My anger flared against him. “Is that all you’ve got to say?” I stormed. “In my own crude way I just tried to insult you.”

He didn’t even appear offended as he stood up and went back to the table and picked up that irresistible little hammer again. “Why don’t you tell me who I am?” I urged. “Give me my name, if you know so much.”

“In a moment, please,” he said politely. “I’ve got many tiny suits of armor to make for a very special collector who prizes this sort of thing.” He held up a bit of the silver shaped like an S. “These tiny bits will have holes at either end eventually, and when they are fitted one to the other with little bolts, the chain-link mail will move freely, allowing the wearer to be very active, unlike the suits of armor that came later.”
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