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Prologue
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Most people don’t think about the way night falls around them. They go along their merry way and suddenly think, Oh, it’s dark outside. They are truly unaware of how the shadows thicken and begin to ooze toward each other, merging, melding, clasping their invisible hands together to unite and flow forward to surround us. They rarely notice that the birds have retreated to their quiet places within the inky corners of the forest, nesting calmly with patience and optimism. Birds don’t suffer through nightmares as I often do. They believe the sun will always return and the clouds will eventually be gone. All that they know, they have inherited. They do not separate their knowledge from themselves. It is who or what they are and they are comfortable with all of it. You can see their contentment and their confidence in the way they fly.


I envy them for that, for their comfort but mostly for their self-assurance, their wonderful trust in themselves and in the promises Nature makes, whether it is the promise of the seasons, the promise of the rain, or the promise of the sun itself. They glide and slice through their day, carving a world of beauty for themselves.


Mrs. Westington said that even though we are the more complex and the higher form of life for which all of this supposedly has been created, we still covet the simplicity that animals, that even insects enjoy. Their lives are so uncomplicated.


“They don’t need the guidance of the Ten Commandments in order to avoid sin,” she said.


“But,” I asked, “are they capable of real happiness or do they just plod along in a mechanical manner? Do they have ambitions? Do they dream and hope? Do birds, rabbits, foxes, and snakes smile? Do they really ever experience rapture, ecstasy, contentment?”


“Oh, I don’t know if they do or if it even matters. More important,” Mrs. Westington replied, “you should ask, do we? We have our moments, even our days,” she said, “but it doesn’t last. Before long, we’re envious of others or we’re upset with someone we love or we’re bored, disgusted, and disappointed. Notice the coming of night?” she asked when I’d mentioned my thought, punctuating her reply with her tiny, coughlike laugh. “Most of us don’t even notice the day, much less stop to smell the roses or look up at the stars in awe of their dazzling beauty. My husband was oblivious like that. He never stopped to enjoy what he had. He was always in pursuit of something more and it was never enough. I wonder if he found enough in the grave.”


Sometimes for hours, I listened to her ramble on, moving from one topic to the next, dropping her tidbits of wisdom with the grace and generosity of a loving mother feeding her newborns in the nest. She lectured authoritatively, like a professor in the school of hard knocks. When she got too despondent or waved a tattered flag of lifelong regrets, her loyal employee of fifty years, Trevor Washington, would just shake his head and say, “You c’mon now, Mrs. Westington. None of that doom and gloom talk or you’ll scare the poor girl outta here.”


Most of the time she ignored him or dismissed him with a short wave of her hand.


And the only other person who lived in the old vineyard home, her fourteen-year-old granddaughter, Echo, was deaf, and in many ways a birdlike creature herself, hovering in her private corners waiting for a song she would never hear sung.


Mrs. Westington had invited me to move in and live with them to help her with Echo and be Echo’s companion. Echo’s mother, Mrs. Westington’s daughter, Rhona, had left Echo here more than ten years ago and Echo was without any brother or sister, any friends or any parent. I couldn’t imagine a lonelier person than Echo, who had already been locked away within the four walls of silence.


“My daughter named her Echo when the doctor said her baby was deaf. ‘It’ll be like hearing yourself whenever you talk to her. It’s a perfect name for her,’ she told me when I complained,” Mrs. Westington said. “Truth is, I kinda like her name now.”


“It’s different. I like it, too,” I told her.


“I knew you would. I knew you would be a good friend to her, too. She should have a friend. Goodness knows, that poor girl longs for a real companion.”


What I soon realized, however, was that Mrs. Westington needed me as much as Echo did. She was brimful of wisdom and a lifetime of experiences she desperately had to share with someone she loved. I like that. I like the feeling of being important to someone and loved. Even when Daddy and Mama and my older sister, Brenda, and I were all still together, I didn’t feel as needed as I felt here in the old house and vineyard property in northern California.


A wrong turn onto a dead-end road brought me to this place and to these people. After my mother’s death, which wasn’t all that long after my father’s secret fatal illness, I had gone to live with Brenda and her lover, Celia. Both attended college in Memphis, where Brenda had won an athletic scholarship. Like my parents, I ignored any thoughts about Brenda’s being gay. I had no doubts that my parents knew it to be true but kept it locked in their hearts. I was afraid to ask any questions, afraid that the same questions might someday be asked of me, afraid that on the back of my neck I would feel the breeze of all that whispering.


My deep unhappiness after Mama’s passing and then a traumatic sexual incident with Celia sent me fleeing to my uncle Palaver, my mother’s brother, for emotional asylum. Before I came here to Mrs. Westington’s home, I had been living and traveling for months with my uncle. He was a magician and an excellent ventriloquist who mainly went from theater to theater in his motor home to perform. I soon realized that he suffered from serious alcoholism brought on by his own deep sorrow over the loss of his beloved companion, the African American woman called Destiny. She had been part of his act, but more important, a big part of his life.


One night after I had been with him a while, he died in the rear of his motor home, lying beside the replica of Destiny, a life-size doll he employed in his show after her passing. Even though I feared it would happen because I witnessed how much he drank and how often, it was still a horrible shock to find him dead in his bed, his arms around the naked doll. From the smile on his face, I was positive he died convinced he had found her again.


Mrs. Westington believed all this was meant to be, was fated, especially my arrival here, and I must say she persuaded me. I felt delivered, guided, and directed to this place. Mrs. Westington’s theory was that our loved ones who have passed away remain with us for a time and have an influence on our lives.


“They do their best to watch over us and lead us to happiness,” she said. “But only if they were good people,” she added. “How good they were determines how long they can be with us to protect us. That’s what the Bible really means when we read, ‘The sins of the father are visited on the heads of his sons.’ If he was a sinner, then his sons have no guardian angel, you see, and no one to protect and insulate them against the weight of all those sins and their consequences. In that sense, they suffer. Your mama and your papa must have been good people. They’re still watching over you.”


I liked that. I liked her interpretation of Scripture. However, Mrs. Westington was really not a Bible-thumping, religion-driven woman. In fact, she often went into tirades about the corruption of the clergy and the troubles in the world that religions visited on each other. She said it would take a tow truck to get her to church and she’d dig ditches with her heels all the way. She was very opinionated and very confident of all her opinions. When she went into one of her diatribes, she often made me laugh. Sometimes, she wanted to, but sometimes, I could see she was surprised herself at my smile.


“I’m serious, girl,” she’d say, and widen her eyes, often followed by a quick, hard tap with her cane. That long, old hickory stick with its pearl handle was something Trevor Washington had made for her. She told me he made it, “Two seconds after I began to wobble.”


“Oh, I know you’re serious, Mrs. Westington,” I told her, and she grunted with skepticism. “I do and I’m not laughing at you!” I insisted.


I didn’t want to upset her. She’d been so kind to me. She helped me with my uncle’s funeral arrangements and supported me during the whole ordeal. Brenda, now a professional athlete, was off to Germany for a basketball tournament the day after Uncle Palaver died. It all fell on my head. I knew she thought my problems were my own making. I shouldn’t have run away after she had found her girlfriend, Celia, with me, but that wasn’t my fault and I couldn’t stand the dark cloud of Brenda’s anger hovering over me. I couldn’t stomach the thought of living with her while she despised me. I felt like a lead weight on her ankles anyway. Having the responsibility for a young teenage sister just when she was developing her own promising athletic career was a burden she surely would rather unload.


Even so, even after all that, when Mrs. Westington had asked me to move in, I was nervous and undecided. After all, she, Trevor, and Echo were complete strangers to me and I had been on the property less than a day. I quickly saw, however, that when Mrs. Westington made up her mind about something, she went forward “whole hog,” as she would say, even though it was something she had not pondered long.


“No one should be impulsive and fall between the devil and the deep blue sea, but we don’t live long enough to waste time,” she lectured at dinner, where most of her lectures took place. “When you reach my age, you realize that even more. Your heart is like one of them parking meters. God puts a few coins in and you tick away, but that expired sign is climbing and old man Death is getting ready to give me a ticket. I can see his grumpy old face forming in the fog just outside the windows of my very soul.”


The expression on her face, the way she focused her eyes, put the jitters in me. It was as if Death was there at the table and she really did see him.


“How do you know Death is a man?” Trevor asked her with an impish smile in his eyes.


“I’ve been introduced to him enough times to know,” she snapped back at him. “And don’t you start giving me some of that superstitious nonsense your great-aunt stuck in your head, Trevor Washington, superstitions passed down from your Southern slave ancestors. You probably wasted a ton of salt all these years throwing a pinch here and a pinch there over your shoulder, and I know you won’t kill a spider. Don’t deny it!” she added quickly, and pointed her right forefinger at him.


“If it works, don’t complain,” he muttered undaunted. “I’ve seen you walk around a ladder to avoid going under it.”


“That’s because you leave the darn thing right in a person’s path.”


It was entertaining watching the two of them go at it. I felt sorry for Echo, who wasn’t able to hear. When I mastered signing, I often translated their loving bickering for her and she would laugh with me.


“Until you came here,” Mrs. Westington told me one day not long after I had moved in, “the sound of that girl’s laughter was as rare as a birdsong in winter.”


I quickly realized that in a home in which the young person was deaf, silence ruled the day. There was rarely any music and signing had replaced the sound of voices. Mrs. Westington had gotten into the habit of talking aloud to herself and for the first few days, I was confused by it. I wasn’t sure if she was speaking to me or to herself, or even to someone else who I hadn’t realized had entered. After a while she did it less and less if I was within earshot, but I suspected she still did it when she was alone and needed the comfort and society of only her own voice.


In the short time I had lived with Uncle Palaver and had traveled with him to help with his magic and ventriloquist’s road show, I had begun to understand how painful and frightening loneliness could be. It helped me appreciate why he had invented his life-size replica Destiny doll. She had real human hair, long eyelashes, full lips, and she was soft in places where a woman should be soft. He had kept Destiny’s clothing and shoes and he would dress the doll in them. He even sprayed the doll with Destiny’s perfume. Instead of talking to himself, he would talk to her, to the memory of her, to the illusion and image of her he cherished in his mind. He had died with that image in his eyes and a smile on his lips. I think now that he deliberately drank himself to death so that he could join her. Behind those dying eyes he saw her and saw himself holding her hand, hearing her voice, guiding him safely through the darkness to a world in which their love shone brightly.


Maybe the dead haunt us as well as guard us, I thought. They don’t haunt us like ghosts in an old house; they haunt us from within ourselves. We encourage it, even seek it. How many nights had I lain awake talking to Mama or Daddy and hearing them talk? Have respect for the dead, we’ve been taught. We should also have respect for the bereaved, for the suffering bereaved. And now I would have poor Uncle Palaver to mourn as well. I think the reason why I liked Mrs. Westington so much was she seemed to understand all this and even appreciate it.


“Your uncle was a truly troubled soul,” she told me when I described what it was like living with him in the motor home and seeing how he related to his doll. “The only peace he found was probably when he was in front of those audiences you described. It doesn’t surprise me he chose magic and illusion. It was a way out of this world, a way to stop the pain in his heart. Just don’t go thinking that’s the way to solve all your problems and follow in his footsteps, April. It’s as good as putting your head in the sand.”


Of course, I knew what she meant. I still had all of his magic paraphernalia. Nothing had been moved or touched, and when I moved in, besides my Mr. Panda teddy bear that my father had given me years ago, I brought in some of Uncle Palaver’s tricks with me. It gave me the feeling he was still there. Under his tutelage, I had mastered many of the illusions and tricks, and also had become an amateur ventriloquist myself. Eventually, I would use Destiny and perform for Echo and Tyler Monahan, her tutor, who would become mine as well.


When I had run away from Brenda, I had run away from school, too. I was not yet eighteen and I wanted to get my high school equivalency. I had no idea what I would do with my life, but I knew I was at a great disadvantage without the diploma. As Mrs. Westington would say, “You have fewer roads to travel and in this world you need to have every direction available to you.”


But this and much more was all to come at the end of the new journey I had begun.


Mrs. Westington said that even if you sit in one place your whole life, you still make many trips down many different roads.


“And the grave is just a way station, just a place to wait for the next train. It’s why I don’t visit cemeteries. The dead have all gone on their way, all the ones I loved. But they’ll always be here,” she said, gently tapping her long, boney right forefinger against her temple. “They’ll always be here. I hear their voices, even their footsteps.”


When she said things like that, we’d all be quiet, Trevor, me, and especially Echo, who saw our thoughtfulness and even though she was deaf, heard our silence.


The four of us looked out at that advancing night from the front porch. We were not like most people when it came to the approaching darkness.


We thought about it.





1


Amnesia
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Filtered through the sheer white cotton curtains, the sudden sun snapped my eyelids open. For a long moment, I lay there staring up at the center ceiling light fixture, an oversized silver blue lantern with four small bulbs. My thoughts and memories spun like milk and coffee that were stirred vigorously, all of it mixing into a cup of confusion.


Where was I? How did I get here? Had all that happened since Daddy deserted us been only a dream, a long, sticky nightmare against which I had struggled and battled into the morning? If that were only true, I thought. If I really had awakened to a second chance, how would I change my life? What would I do differently? I was afraid to think about any of it. What if I did something that would bring it all back?


It didn’t surprise me that I was plagued by indecision. Every significant choice I had made, especially recently, seemed to have taken me into deeper shadows, deeper bewilderment and pandemonium. I was dangerously close to becoming inert, terrified of moving in any direction.


Lying there and struggling to remember it all, I realized how much I wanted to become an amnesiac. Forgetting was so temptingly luxurious. Yes, how wonderful it would be if today really was the first day of my life, I thought. Daddy wouldn’t have died of a brain tumor he had kept secret from us. Mama wouldn’t have become so depressed she had to overdose on sleeping pills. My sister, Brenda, wouldn’t hate me for being unable to reject her girlfriend Celia’s advances, and I wouldn’t have had to watch Uncle Palaver drink himself to death. Surely that was enough to drive anyone willingly into a state of amnesia.


I took a deep breath and sat up slowly. My nightgown was a little snug under my arms. Mrs. Westington had insisted I use whatever of her daughter Rhona’s clothing I could fit into, which really wasn’t much more than this pink nightgown I now wore. The closet was filled with what looked like relatively unworn garments, pretty one-piece dresses, skirts, and blouses I could only dream of wearing. I was still a good twenty pounds overweight and hated the sight of myself undressed. The roll of fat around my waist made it look like I had swallowed a small inner tube. When I was younger, I used to wonder if I could poke myself with a pin and let the fat out as I could let the air out of a balloon. I came close to trying it.


Despite my weight, I did hold up every pretty garment Rhona had left behind and dream of what I would look like if I could actually fit into each. When I sifted through the closet, I realized Rhona had left a considerable wardrobe. A few skirts and blouses actually still had sales tags hanging on them. There were at least two-dozen pairs of shoes. However, when she had abandoned her responsibilities nearly ten years ago, she had left more than just her clothing and other material possessions behind. According to Mrs. Westington, Rhona had deserted her deaf daughter, Echo, without a good-bye, without a promise to return. She hadn’t even left a note for her to read someday explaining why she had left her!


“She gave that girl nothing but her name. When she left, it was as if that daughter of mine turned into a puff of smoke,” Mrs. Westington said, and snapped her fingers. She sat in her favorite chair and talked about Rhona. While she did, she fixed her eyes on the wall behind me as if she could see it all projected and running like a home movie.


“She was always unhappy, always complaining. She told me she had to get away and have some fun with her life. She couldn’t stomach being responsible for a child, especially a disabled one. One day she was gone, just like that. I should have expected it. She never cared a tinker’s damn about anything that wasn’t solely for her own pleasure. I swear that girl was born without a conscience. The good angels must have been on vacation when I gave birth. She was my daughter and I did what I could bringing her up, but you’d have to dig deeply into the well of stinginess to find someone more self-centered.”


Even though I’d been here in the old vineyard mansion barely three days, I could sense the pain in Mrs. Westington’s heart whenever she mentioned Rhona. She tried to put on a hard shell and pretend she couldn’t care much less about her daughter, but the way she shifted those dark gray eyes nervously and tightened her thin fingers around the pearl head of her brown walking stick at the slightest reference to Rhona told me she still suffered sharp pangs in her heart from the great disappointment. She couldn’t simply write her off and forget her as she claimed, waving her hand and declaring, “It’s as if she never was, far as I’m concerned. Never was.”


Trevor Washington said, “Asking a parent to deny her own child is like asking a flower to deny the rain. Mrs. Westington can pretend all she wants, but it can’t happen. Blood’s blood. It can’t be ignored no matter what you do.”


He whispered this to me after one of Mrs. Westington’s tirades about her ungrateful daughter, but I was positive Mrs. Westington had heard him. It didn’t take me long to see that she didn’t miss much going on around her, despite her age and fragile appearance.


I was surprised her loyal employee would say anything negative or critical about her to me, but right from the beginning, Trevor was willing to take me into his confidence. Perhaps he was desperate for company, desperate for someone who not only could hear but was willing to listen. After all, he had no family of his own and was working for an elderly lady and a deaf fourteen-year-old girl. Loneliness had found a home in his world, too.


Mrs. Westington told me about his tragedy. “He lost his young wife to a raging bone cancer that gobbled her up like some monster with metal teeth. That poor beautiful girl withered like one of his grapes on the vine and that tore his heart to shreds. There’s a line in the Bible that fits him,” she said. “ ‘If you should die, I will hate all womankind.’


“That in a nutshell is the story of Trevor Washington. The man married himself to this land and this family with the dedication of a monk. And I’m not flattered by it. I’m saddened by it,” she said.


“He has no other family?” I asked.


“He has some elderly aunts and some cousins, and his mother is still alive.”


“She is?”


“She’s ninety-three and lives in a nursing home in Phoenix, Arizona. He visits her regularly, but he says she’s in that limbo between life and death where she doesn’t remember anything, including him and his visits. Of course, he goes anyway.”


After Mrs. Westington’s husband died or as she says, “kicked the bucket,” she closed the vineyard. She knew Trevor had to manufacture most of the work he did, but she would never let him go. The old three-story house was large enough to require him to provide regular maintenance and I knew he had a pet project: farming a small portion of the once fruitful and vibrant vineyard, and then processing his harvest into Chardonnay wine. I understood that he grew enough grapes to produce 50 to a 150 cases of the Chardonnay that had built the Westingtons’ their small fortune. The remainder of the property was overgrown.


Although the house still had its original charm and style, all of the furnishings looked worn and tired. It was truly as if it had aged alongside Mrs. Westington. Frayed sofas, worn rugs, a cracked figurine on a rickety looking pedestal, all of it, like her, nevertheless still had character. Giving anything away or throwing anything out would be like deserting old friends. Right from the moment I set foot in the home, Mrs. Westington would nod at something and tell me its history and why it was still important to her. This was a present; that was something she had bought on a trip East or a vacation. I imagined she recited these anecdotes to anyone who entered so as to justify why someone with her bank account wouldn’t replenish, restore, or buy new and more fashionable things.


“Because people today treat their possessions with such disdain, they treat each other likewise,” she declared before I could even think of asking such questions. “People who have no respect for what their ancestors left them have no respect for themselves. You don’t get tired of things that had meaning,” she lectured.


However, the bedroom I was using had been Rhona’s and the furnishings were newer than most everything else in the house. I was sleeping in a beautiful white and pink canopy bed. The matching dresser, armoire, and vanity table had the same pink swirls in them and there was a soft, milk white area rug surrounding the bed. The only blemish was a deep yellow stain Mrs. Westington said was Rhona’s fault. She had spilled wine and not told anyone about it.


Curious about the daughter who had lived here and then run off, deserting her own flesh and blood, I did search the dresser drawers and the closet for clues, but I discovered nothing that would tell me why. I found packs of old cigarettes she had probably kept hidden and some grains of what I knew was pot. Mrs. Westington had taken down posters of rock stars and scantily clad male models and shoved all of it to the rear of the closet. I found some jewelry in the vanity table drawer, but none of it looked expensive. Most of the makeup was dried out and the colognes smelled too old to be used.


The most surprising thing I found was a dildo. I knew what it was because my sister’s lover, Celia, had one on the small night dresser next to her and Brenda’s bed. She called it Mr. Feelgood. Brenda would get furious with her if she talked about it in front of me, but nevertheless, she once had a birthday party for it and put it in the center of a cake. Of course, I wondered now if most women, heterosexual or homosexual, used them. I quickly put it back where I found it, buried under a pile of Playgirl magazines deep at the rear of Rhona’s closet.


I wondered why Mrs. Westington hadn’t gone through this room and at least had her cleaning lady, Lourdes, throw out some of this. Had she been living with the hope that her daughter would have a surge of remorse and return? Even after all these years? Mrs. Westington didn’t strike me as someone who permitted herself any illusions, but all of us, even someone like her, cling to that life preserver called hope.


As I became more awake, I remembered that today was the day Echo’s tutor, Tyler Monahan, was coming. Mrs. Westington told me he had been on a trip and had returned. He worked with Echo weekdays for five hours a day. Mrs. Westington explained that he had been a teacher in a school for the disabled in Los Angeles and had returned to the nearby town of Healdsburg to help his mother, Lee Monahan, with their chocolate wine sauce business after his father had died suddenly of heart failure. That was nearly two years ago. Up until then, Echo’s education had been basically catch as catch can, the instructors being those teachers at a relatively close school for disabled children. None of them were willing to devote as much time as Tyler Monahan did, or with any regularity, and Mrs. Westington was unwilling to have Echo attend the special school and sleep away from home.


Although she never came right out and said it, Mrs. Westington had lost her daughter to bad influences and she was afraid of something similar happening to Echo, who because of her disability, was perhaps more vulnerable. According to Mrs. Westington, whatever bad genes Rhona had inherited from her father, Echo could have also inherited, and then there was the mystery of who her father was, too.


“He couldn’t have been much,” Mrs. Westington insisted. “Not if he was with Rhona. He probably doesn’t even know he has a child, which is for the best, I’m sure.”


I really didn’t know how long I would remain here, but Mrs. Westington wanted me at least to stay long enough to have Tyler tutor me so I could pass the high school equivalency exam. She convinced me I was of some real help for her with Echo, which made me feel a little better about taking so much from her. Of course, I knew I had to develop the methods to communicate with Echo. In just the few days I had been here, I had already begun to learn a little signing on my own. Trevor was fairly good at it and so was Mrs. Westington, although she seemed to be able to communicate with Echo just as well through a look or a gesture. For example, even though Echo couldn’t hear it, if she saw Mrs. Westington tap her cane, Echo understood her grandmother wanted her to do something promptly.


What amazed me about Echo was how conscious she was of other people’s hearing ability. I realized it again this morning when not five minutes after I had awoken, I heard a knock on my bedroom door. I cried, “Come in.” The door didn’t open. I heard knocking again and I realized it was Echo, so I got out of bed and opened the door. She was standing there, already dressed, smiling at me and signing good morning. I signed back and combined some of my own gestures with words, telling her I would shower and dress quickly so we could go down to breakfast. She was very good at reading lips and understanding my little mime shows.


Right from the first time I set eyes on her, I thought she was a cute girl who had the potential to grow into a very attractive young woman. Her curly black hair had been poorly cut too short. It looked like a bowl had been placed around her head, so I suspected her grandmother had done it, but Echo had striking Kelly green eyes, a sweet, small nose that was turned up slightly, full lips, and a slightly cleft chin. She didn’t wear a bra. Maybe she didn’t even own one, but her breasts clearly looked firm and already quite shapely. She was developing a very nice figure, a figure I, obviously twenty or so pounds overweight, envied.


I turned and hurried to the bathroom to shower and dress. While she waited for me, she looked at some of the posters and pictures of Uncle Palaver I had lying about the vanity table. She was amused to see Mr. Panda on my bed. I wrote out his name for her and told her it had been a present from my father. She held it in her hands more lovingly and looked at it more intently then, because not only had she never gotten a present from her father, she didn’t know who he was and had never met him.


“Would you like to keep Mr. Panda in your room?” I asked her, and her eyes brightened. She nodded quickly. The teddy bear had always brought me comfort, I thought. Maybe it would do the same for her.


She wondered about some of my other things, especially Uncle Palaver’s, which I had brought in from the motor home the night of his funeral. I promised to show her more of them later. He had left instructions for cremation and the ceremony, attended only by me, Mrs. Westington, and Trevor Washington, was very short. On our way back, I asked her if she minded my bringing the Destiny doll into the house. I felt guilty leaving the doll in the motor home, sprawled on the bed upon which Uncle Palaver had died. Living with Uncle Palaver and watching him treat his doll so reverently had obviously left an impression on me.


“Not just yet,” Mrs. Westington replied. “It will take a while to get Echo to understand it all,” she suggested.


How could I disagree? I was still trying to understand it all myself.


Echo took Mr. Panda to her room. I dressed quickly and when she returned, we went down to breakfast together. Mrs. Westington, who was an early riser, had already eaten her breakfast, which consisted mainly of some pieces of orange, a bowl of oatmeal, and a cup of tea with honey. Echo and I squeezed fresh orange juice and Mrs. Westington put up some eggs to boil. Echo liked them soft and so did I. The table was set and there was sliced homemade bread as well as jams and butter, and fresh fruit.


“Tyler uses my husband’s old office for his tutoring,” Mrs. Westington suddenly blurted. With her cane she pointed at the clock over the refrigerator. “He’ll be here in less than a half hour, so don’t you two dillydally.”


She signed what she had said to me and Echo stopped smiling and looked serious.


“He doesn’t know anything about you yet,” Mrs. Westington told me. “But I’ll speak to him about helping you.”


“Maybe he won’t want to do it,” I said. I wasn’t disabled and he was a specialist in working with the disabled, although I had a self-image that was probably not much better than the image a disabled person had of herself.


“Maybe he won’t; maybe he will. Take a letter,” she added, which was her way of telling me to remember something. “If I could read the future, I sure as hell wouldn’t have made the mistakes I made. But you don’t cry over spilt milk, girl. You wipe it up and start over. If you dwell on the past, you’ll have no future,” she concluded, nodding at her own wisdom.


“I guess you’re right about that,” I said, recalling my first thoughts this morning.


She raised her eyebrows. “Oh, you think so, do you? Well, that’s hopeful. My granddad used to say, ‘Youth is wasted on the young. Wisdom wouldn’t be so bad if it didn’t come with age.’ Eat up,” she added, bringing us the eggs. “You want coffee or tea?”


“I’m fine with this,” I said, nodding at the milk.


Echo watched me crack my eggs open carefully from the small end down and then she did the same with her eggs, imitating my every move. My father used to do it this way. He was meticulous about it and it left an impression on me. I loved imitating things he did anyway.


Echo smiled and I caught Mrs. Westington gazing at her, a warming in her eyes and softening in her lips. She realized I was looking at her and quickly turned away, banging the pot in the sink as if she was upset with herself for being caught showing warm affection.


“That cleaning girl of mine comes today. I’m sure she’ll be as late as ever. No one pays much attention to time anymore,” she muttered. “How I wish I was younger and stronger so I could do my own housework again. Hateful thing, age. It makes you too dependant on the kindness of others and believe me, girl, you got to dig deeply into some people to find a drop of kindness in their hearts.”


She took so deep a breath, I thought she was going to keel over.


“Are you all right, Mrs. Westington?” I asked quickly.


“What? Oh, yeah fine, fine,” she said, but I was sure some arrow of pain had shot through her. “It’s my own fault jawing away like this. All talk and no cider,” she mumbled.


Echo seemed to sense Mrs. Westington’s moods from the way she held her head and shoulders. I saw how she reacted immediately, a look of worry spreading over her face. What would happen to her if something happened to Mrs. Westington? I wondered. Her mother was as good as dead to her and she didn’t know her father. Seeing her vulnerability caused me to recall my own when Mama had been so sick. It was terrifying for me and I had all my senses and an older sister. Mrs. Westington was Echo’s lifeline to the world, even the small and restricted world she had.


“Maybe now that I’m here, I can do the work, Mrs. Westington. I don’t mind. I used to help my mother with her house chores.”


“What? No, no. I wouldn’t take the work away from Lourdes. She needs the money, and besides, you’ll have other things to do. It will be enough if you look after your bedroom,” she said, and then leaned forward to look more clearly out the kitchen window. “Just look at that foolish man toiling away out there on those grapevines. You ever see such stubbornness? He thinks if he clings onto a piece of the past, he’ll get me wanting to start it all again. No matter how I tell him he’s wasting his time, he’s at it. Don’t know why I kept him around me all these years.”


I smiled to myself. Already I knew she would have a hard time surviving without Trevor Washington. When it came to him, she was all bark and no bite, although she would never admit it. I was sure it was the same for Trevor. Neither would admit how much he or she needed the other, but I could see they had grown used to each other’s ways. They bobbed and swayed to keep their world in balance, each easily adjusting to the other’s moods, twists, and turns.


“This bread’s delicious,” I said. I had smeared what looked like homemade blackberry jam over it.


“Better than that store bought stuff Trevor brings around from time to time,” Mrs. Westington said. “That man would eat dog food if I didn’t invite him to eat here with us.”


“I probably shouldn’t eat so much,” I said, pushing the plate away. I had already devoured two thick pieces. “I was supposed to be losing weight. I promised my uncle I would. He had a costume for me that I never could really fit into even though we both pretended I did.”


“Don’t you think about any of that now. It’s over and done with. You’ve been through enough grief and that eats away at you as it is. And don’t you go on one of them newfangled diets while you’re living here neither!” she warned, waving her cane. “People will say I starved you, and no one ever walked out of Loretta Westington’s house hungry.”


I laughed. “I doubt that will happen, Mrs. Westington. I doubt I will ever look starved.”


She just grunted. She’d known me less than a week, but she knew enough not to bet on my having the discipline to trim down. Was I fat because I hated myself or did I hate myself because I was fat? It was like being caught screaming at your own screaming in an echo chamber.


As soon as we both finished eating, I cleaned up our dishes and started to wash everything.


“Just leave it for Lourdes,” Mrs. Westington said. “I pay her too much as it is for what she does around here. Most of this house isn’t used. I could replace her with a new vacuum cleaner.”


She didn’t mean that, but for some reason, perhaps for many reasons, she was reluctant to say nice things about anyone or invest any faith in anyone. Maybe that was all related to her daughter and the way her daughter had treated her and her own daughter.


She turned to Echo and signed to her that she should get ready for her lessons. She didn’t have to repeat it. Echo’s face filled with brightness and expectation. She hurried off to get her books together, but mostly, I saw, to fix her hair the best she could and even sneak on a little lipstick. I didn’t think Mrs. Westington had any idea how Echo was developing a crush on her tutor. When she looked at Echo, she still saw the child and not the budding adolescent. She thought her only reason for interest in Tyler was educational.


“There’s proof that there are all sorts of hungers in this world,” she told me, nodding after Echo. “That girl’s starving for knowledge. You just watch her go at it, climbing over one obstacle after another.”


“I will,” I said, and then I went out to see exactly what Trevor was doing, since she had mentioned it.


He was standing in his section of grapevines, carefully plucking grapes and placing them in a basket. Even with the small section he had grown, this would take forever, I thought. He glanced at me and continued.


The September sky had a bit of a haze but the sun was raining down its rays intensely. Small beads of sweat were shining like tiny pearls on Trevor’s forehead. Age hadn’t diminished him much, I thought. He was still a big man who looked very powerful, with a full head of stark and thick white hair. However, despite the size of his hands and the thickness of his fingers, I noticed he worked with a surgeon’s accuracy and care.


“Good morning,” I said.


“Morning. Sleep a little better?”


Trevor was at breakfast the morning after Uncle Palaver’s funeral, and he had seen the tossing and turning I had gone through the night before scribbled all over my face and highlighted by my drooping eyelids.


“Yes, thank you.”


He paused and looked at me. “Know anything about grapes and wine?”


“Not much. I know there’s red and white,” I replied, and he laughed.


“Don’t forget rosé. These grapes are Chardonnay grapes for white wine, which was the Westington’s speciality. I didn’t know much more about wine than you do when I first set foot on the property. I had just lost my job at a lumber company and that very day Mr. Frank, Frank Westington, stopped in to place an order for some lumber. He overheard me being laid off and asked me if I wanted to come work for him. He wasn’t much older than I was, but he had just inherited all this and wanted to expand. He wasn’t even married yet. Married Mrs. Westington five years later. Asked me to be his best man, which didn’t please his younger brother, Arliss, much. By then they weren’t even friends, much less brothers,” he added, and plucked some more grapes.


“Why was that?”


“Oh, they got into a furious battle when their daddy left title to the house and property completely to Mr. Frank. His brother, Arliss, was a wasteful, lazy, and self-indulgent young man who thought everything was coming to him,” he said, and leaned toward me to add, “That’s who Rhona takes after, her uncle Arliss. Anyway, they were what Mrs. Westington called oil and water. Makes you wonder how they could have had the same daddy and mama.” He looked at the house and then he leaned toward me and in a loud whisper said, “Makes you wonder if their mama didn’t maybe look elsewhere once or twice. Sometimes, I thought the only thing they shared was a last name.”


I watched him return to picking the grapes. He had a way of doing it very quickly even though he handled each grape as if it were a valuable jewel. Later, I would hear him call the juice “liquid gold.”


“Isn’t there an easier way to harvest the grapes?”


“Easier? Sure. Better? No. I hand pick them and put them into small crates to protect them from being crushed in the field. Every step of this process is precious,” he emphasized.


“How come you only have this small patch going?”


He laughed and looked at the house. “She thinks it’s because she’s always yelling at me for wasting time on a dead cause, but the truth is the tight spacing encourages competition among the plants, yielding small clusters and berries, but more concentrated fruit. Here,” he said, offering me a grape. “Taste it.”


I did. “Sweet as honey. Like a fig or . . .”


“Ripe apple?”


“Yes,” I said.


He nodded. “Chardonnay is one of the few grapes that don’t require blending. It stands on its own.” He gestured at the small vineyard. “I cloned all these vines from the best Mr. Westington had.”


“Why didn’t Mrs. Westington want to continue the whole vineyard and the winery?”


“It wasn’t her passion. It was Mr. Frank’s and there wasn’t anyone to inherit it. Certainly not Mr. Arliss and surely not Rhona. She never did any chores around here and had no interest in wine except to drink it with her friends.”


“How come they had only one child?”


He continued to pluck the grapes without responding, so I thought he wasn’t going to answer. A breeze had picked up from the north and the cooler air felt refreshing. I saw Echo standing behind the screen door looking out at the driveway in anxious anticipation of Tyler Monahan’s pending arrival.


“They had another child,” Trevor suddenly replied. He worked as he spoke. “A son born after Rhona was born, but he was born with some defect in his brain stem and died a few days later. They did all they could. Mrs. Westington got so she denied the boy was ever born. Don’t mention it to her. She never even gave him a name. Wouldn’t do it. Mr. Frank named him after his father, Byron, but she didn’t acknowledge it and she didn’t attend the funeral or the burial. As far as I know, she never visited the grave either. After that, they had no more children. Closest I ever heard to why not was her saying once that she didn’t need to be told twice. Don’t you go mentioning any of this to her,” Trevor warned me, “or you’ll be one sorry young woman. Ain’t nobody who hates gossip more than she does, although she’ll do her fair share of it,” he said with a wink.


We both turned at the sound of an automobile coming up the driveway. It was a red convertible sports car. Tyler Monahan’s wavy long dark brown hair floated about his face, hiding his features. He parked in front of the house and got out quickly, a packet of books and notebooks under his arm. Echo immediately stepped out of the house to greet him, signing quickly. He signed back and almost entered the house without seeing me. He glanced our way and then he turned sharply and paused. I stared back at him almost as hard as he was staring at me. I knew from the picture of him and Echo in the living room that he had distinctly Asian characteristics. With a name like Monahan, his father had to be Irish, of course. The mixture of races had produced a strikingly handsome and interesting face.


“That’s her tutor,” Trevor muttered.


“Yes, I know,” I said.


Tyler looked about six feet tall. He was slim and very fit looking. He wore a light blue polo shirt and jeans with blue boat shoes. I thought he was going to wave at us, but instead, he brought his hand up to brush back his hair and then he turned and hurried up the steps to join Echo. They went into the house.


Trevor glanced from them to me and then back to his grapes. “His mother comes from Hong Kong,” he said, imagining my questions. “She’s a very independent woman, but family means a whole lot more to her than to most. No way he’d ever desert her like Rhona deserted Mrs. Westington and her own baby. However, Mrs. Westington ain’t very fond of her,” he paused to whisper. “Whenever she talks to her, she says the woman makes her feel like she suspects Mrs. Westington’s got her hand in her back pocket, like she’s going to steal away her son or something, as if she has secret plans to bring back the vineyard and needs his help. Stuff like that.”


“Speaking of help, would you like some?” I asked.


He laughed. “That’s something I ain’t heard much around here. Sure.” He reached down for a basket and fixed the cord that held it around my neck. “Frees up both your hands,” he said. “Be gentle with them and don’t just drop them hard into the basket, okay?”


“Okay,” I said, and began. I felt him watching me out of the corner of his eye. The grapes were like his babies.


“That’s good,” he said. He looked back at the house. “Don’t be surprised if she bawls you out for wasting your time.”


“It’s not a waste of time to me. I’d like to learn all about the wine-making process.”


He shook his head. “That’s something else I ain’t heard much around here,” he said.


“Does Echo ever help you?”


“No. I don’t want to cause no problems, although I often see her sitting off to the side wishing I would ask. She knows about the winery and the process. You can’t live here alongside me and not know it.” He winked. “Take a letter,” he said, and I laughed.


I nearly had half a basket picked when I heard the screen door open and then heard Mrs. Westington call for me. “Stop wasting time out there and come meet Tyler Monahan,” she shouted, tapping her cane. “You got more important things to do than waste your time with that foolish man, girl.”


“Go on,” Trevor said. “Before she skins me alive.”


I took off the basket cord and carefully set the basket down.


“That man,” Mrs. Westington said, glaring out at Trevor when I approached the steps. “He could talk a bee into stinging itself. Go on in and meet Tyler Monahan,” she ordered, and stepped away from the door.


I entered slowly and started down the hallway to what had been Mr. Westington’s office, but to my surprise, Tyler was waiting in the living room.


“In here,” I heard.


I stepped in. Echo wasn’t there. Tyler was standing by the window, his hands behind his back. He turned slowly and looked at me. I had no trouble understanding why Echo would have a deeply felt crush on him. A girl didn’t have to be lonely or isolated to swoon before so handsome a man. He had eyes like black pearls, a firm, full, masculine mouth, and skin like smooth butter. Brenda would call him buff, and although she had little interest in men, would admire him for the respect he obviously had for his own well-being and physical fitness. His narrow waist made his chest and shoulders look bigger than they were. I doubted he had two ounces of fat on him. He made me more conscious of my own weight problem. I embraced myself and waited for him to speak. He fixed his brilliant pearl black eyes on me, scrutinizing and making me feel even more self-conscious.


“Who are you?” he asked. It sounded more like a demand, especially in his deep, baritone voice.


“My name is April Taylor.” I didn’t know what else to tell him exactly.


“You’re not claiming to be a long, lost relative?”


“No. Mrs. Westington has asked me to stay here for a while and help her with Echo.”


Why was he cross-examining me like this?


“You don’t attend any school?”


“Not presently, no.”


“You just want to pass a high school equivalency exam?”


“Yes.”


He shook his head. “Why?”


I looked away. His policemanlike questioning brought hot tears to my eyes. I fought hard to keep them locked under my lids.


“It’s a very long and painful story,” I replied, not looking at him. “If it’s a problem, forget about it.”


“I didn’t say it’s a problem. We don’t know yet if it is or if it isn’t. It’s just weird, that’s all.”


“Yeah, well, maybe it is, but that’s the way it is right now,” I told him, and glared back at him.


“I’ll have to prepare some evaluation exams to see what you know and don’t know, where you are in the core subjects. It’s not something that can be done in a week or two. How long are you staying?”


“I’m not sure yet.”


“Well, if I did all this preparation and you left, it would be a colossal waste of my time.”


“I don’t see myself as a waste of anyone’s time.”


He considered me. We heard Mrs. Westington come back into the house.


“Just a minute,” he said, and went out to speak with her in the hallway. He spoke in a whisper, but loud enough for me to hear.


“I don’t understand this, Mrs. Westington. She’s not related, and from the little you’ve told me, it looks like you’ve taken in a complete stranger who wanders about the country in a motor home, some sort of a gypsy girl?”


“No, no. She’s nothing like that. She was living with her uncle just like I told you and he died on the road. She came here for help and she’s got no one else right now. She’ll be good for Echo.”


“How do you know that? She might be a terrible influence on her. Echo’s very vulnerable. She’s had very little contact with the outside world. This girl might be the worst example for her. She just left school to go on the road with her uncle. Who knows what sort of riffraff she associated with and what sort of things she’s done? She looks like . . .”


“Don’t worry about it, Tyler. When you reach my age,” Mrs. Westington replied, “you know who has goodness in her heart and who doesn’t. Believe me, you know who you should be trusting and who you shouldn’t. That poor girl’s been hauled over the coals. She needs a little tender loving care. As do we all.”


“I can’t guarantee any success with her. I have no idea what her mental abilities are, what preparation she already has, what her reading ability especially is and . . .”


“You just do the best you can, Tyler. I’ll pay you for it, of course.”


“You’re sure you want to do this? If she picks up and leaves after I’ve put in some time, you would have wasted money.”


“I’m sure.”


“I can’t afford to give her too much extra time. You know my mother needs me and complains about the time I spend over here as it is,” he warned. “And I don’t like taking any attention and time away from Echo.”


“Give it what you can, Tyler,” Mrs. Westington said, her voice filling with frustration and fatigue.


I heard nothing else and then he returned to the living room.


“Okay, I’ll bring some testing materials tomorrow so we can evaluate you,” he told me. “After that I’ll be able to see if there is any way of successfully dealing with you.”


“Thank you,” I said, even though “dealing with me” wasn’t exactly how I wanted it put.


“What kind of work were you doing with your uncle on the road?” he asked.


“I was helping him with his magic and ventriloquist act. He was a well-known magician. Maybe you’ve heard of him, the Amazing Palaver?”


“No, I never heard of him. I don’t follow road acts,” he said, twisting his mouth as if I had asked him about a stripper or something. “So you just ran off to live with him and put your high school education on hold?”


“Something like that,” I said.


“You left in the middle of a semester?”


“Yes.”


He looked at me and shook his head as if I was absolutely impossible to understand. Maybe I was.


“Okay. I’ve got to get to Echo.” He started out.


“Can I watch?” I asked.


“Watch? Watch what?” He had a way of grimacing that made me think he had something that tasted horrible on his lips.


“How you teach her. I’d like to see what you do so that maybe I could help, too, maybe help her with her work when you’re not here.”


He widened his smirk, drawing those almost too perfect lips deeply into their corners.


“I’m not sure I want you to do that. You could confuse her if you don’t teach her correctly and that could damage what I do and put her behind.”


“That’s why I’d better watch you, to see the right way to communicate with her,” I countered quickly.


“Do you know anything about signing, anything at all about how to communicate with a deaf person?”


“No. I mean, a tiny bit. I’ll learn,” I added quickly.


He thought a moment. “All right. You can come along, but just stay in the background, watch, and listen,” he decided with obvious reluctance and walked out. I hurried after him.


Was it me? Was there something about me that annoyed boys? Was I that distasteful, ugly, and fat?


Echo was sitting patiently in front of the desk. She smiled at me when I appeared behind Tyler. He moved his chair around deliberately so that she would have her back to me and then he began signing quickly, so quickly I couldn’t understand anything. Whatever he told her caused her to turn and look at me curiously. Then he tapped her knee and she turned back to him.


“We’re doing her math problems first this morning,” he announced. “Just sit on the sofa there and don’t do anything to distract her.”


I quickly sat and he opened a textbook, pointed to something on the page, and began. Most of his communication with her was through very quick signing that I couldn’t follow, so that pretty soon I felt totally left out. Finally Echo began working on problems and he sat back. He was staring at me so hard, I felt like I had food on my face.


“What?” I asked.


“I’d hate to learn that you are taking advantage of these people,” he said.


“I’ve only been here three days,” I said, fixing my eyes sharply on him the way my sister, Brenda, could fix her eyes on someone who challenged her, “but I, too, would hate to learn that anyone was taking advantage of them.”
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