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Prologue

In my dream Trevor and I were running in opposite directions, but not deliberately. Panic had sent us fleeing, flying off like pieces of the earth thrust into outer space and not drawn toward anything specific. The shadows and whispers that were always there, but easily forgotten or ignored, had grown darker and louder all around us, even before I confronted the ugly truths. Whether I had imagined it or not, the shadows followed us; they were there when we awoke in the morning, and they leaked in under our closed doors and windows when we went to sleep. We were haunted, but pressed our eyes closed tightly and willed them not to be real. Eventually, in my dream, we found ourselves curled up in corners of the old house, hovering, alone.

But for me there was never any sanctuary in the old shadows that had been there for decades. They couldn’t be ignored. “No one ever thinks,” Mama once said, “that the shadows in a house are as much a part of it as the furniture. The sun and the moon cast them through the windows the same way, always.”

These shadows were thin and weak and sometimes looked like they were shimmering, as if the house itself was trembling. As Mama wished, I had come to believe this house was alive.

It spoke to us in so many ways. It had tried not to give up a tragic secret. I knew that it eventually would be telling me how sorry it was. Never once during its construction, its birth from rich, fresh, natural-smelling lumber, did it dream of becoming a shelter for something so ugly. Like someone despondent and depressed, it would have welcomed an all-consuming fire, suicide. But perhaps even that wouldn’t be satisfactory. Its ashes would still reek of sin.

To be sure, long before all this, both Trevor and I had nightmares, just like anyone else our age who had gone through what we had gone through, listening to the cries of other children, smaller and bigger, younger and older, haunted by the same fear of not being loved, I imagine. Maybe Trevor had more of them than I did. He really never willingly admitted to them. I suspected he had them because when we were little, I heard his whimpering, even his crying out for his mother. He remembered his far more than I remembered mine. For years, the bad dreams were mostly born from our pasts. Trevor was obviously left alone a lot. He hated that, even at the foster home. Eventually, my childhood nightmares and most of his were easily smothered and forgotten after the morning sun had burned them away. However, when its time had come, one particular nightmare began in Mama’s house. It began as what I first thought was an illusion, the mysterious cries. I could call it a hallucination, even though I could touch it and remember the feel of it on my fingertips.

I think I was always expecting it or something very much like it. As I was growing up, I tried to hide my suspicions from Trevor, but eventually, like water quickly freezing into a shape, it became too real to deny. I had no choice. I finally confronted it. Trevor admitted that he had done the same, long before me. Mama had wanted that.

But what she hadn’t wanted was how that nightmare came in crashing waves that quickly overtook us all. The longer I had stood there and looked, the deeper I had sunk into the pool of darkness that had for so many years kept it sacrosanct. Even after it was gone and we had both avoided drowning in it, I knew that didn’t mean it was over; it would never be over.

Trevor and I had been living with so much beautiful music and love, making it easier for me to ignore any trembling and fear that would come and go, the cold breezes that nudged me out of sleep or quickened my heartbeat when we were just reading and studying. I’d stop and listen harder, waiting in dreaded anticipation of the whispers.

Early on, I sensed that Trevor was more accustomed to the whispers and the darkness. But I always had believed that he had secrets that were uglier than mine, secrets so deep that I understood why he would rather leave them undisturbed like snakes coiled up in a corner, better ignored. Sometimes, however, when we were younger, Trevor might take my hand unexpectedly without looking at me, and then, as quickly as he had tightened his fingers around mine, he would realize what he had done, loosen his grip, and pretend it had never happened. It would do no good to ask him what had happened or why. He wouldn’t remember doing it, and my forcing him to remember would be cruel.

I instinctively knew not to question him or remind him of it, especially when we grew older. Dark childhood memories could be forced down by sweet nursery rhymes and happy tunes, presents and birthday cakes, and of course, layers and layers of prayers. But all this was only temporary. The memories would always rear their heads from time to time. Even as a child, I could sense the rage floating just below the surface of Trevor. Unlike him, I didn’t have such daunting recollections from the time before we were here. He had lived in his darker time long enough for those troubled times to start shaping who he was before I had set eyes on him. However, when Mama came, saw us, and chose us, we both thought we had been rescued, maybe he more than I.

I will confess that the smiles that shone upon us in our new home were always reassuring for me. As long as we were all together, I believed we were safe and protected. Rain, as it was for flowers and grass and trees, was full of promise. When it was cold, we were kept warm. And on hot summer days, there was relief at twilight. Tomorrow always meant something better, something good, was coming. It took more to convince me of this than it did him perhaps, but eventually I permitted myself to believe it, stepping into hope like someone easing herself into a warm, reassuring bath. I really believed that we had been successfully planted in a new garden. When you finally accept something and put your faith in it, you become helpless, vulnerable, and naked in the worst way.

“Have no hope,” Mama might say, “and you’ll have no disappointment. Don’t hope—plot, have a strategy. That’s how I found you. I had planned for it to happen. I knew I would take you away from them.”

Neither of us had ever felt any emotional connection to Fred or Shirley Wexler, who ran our group foster care home along with a nurse we called Nanny Too. We named her that probably because we were old enough to comprehend who she was and what she did at the home. She had told us she was a nurse and now she was our nanny, too. We eventually learned that she was the Wexlers’ real daughter, Joanna Birch Wexler, and when Mama Eden thought we were old enough to understand, she told us Nanny Too had been a nun for nearly ten years and had worked in a Catholic health clinic in El Salvador. “But she had to leave because she had broken some of the rules,” Mama said. “She was unmarried, of course, and you probably remember she looked like a female Ichabod Crane.

“Ooh,” she said, smiling and shaking herself the way you might shake off water after a downpour. “She’s gone, gone.”

We smiled at that. We wanted to shake off the visions and the sounds and vacuum up every recollection like dust just the way Mama was teaching us to do.

Both Trevor and I had been brought to the Wexlers when we were infants, Trevor older. Why neither of us had been adopted before Mama Eden found us was a mystery until Mama told us the Wexlers made money housing foster children. “They received a subsidy from the state, but they gave you the minimum of anything and everything. Their old tourist house that Fred Wexler had inherited enabled them to have as many as twelve children at one time. They were scroungers squeezing every penny out of the state the way you might squeeze an orange until it was nothing but pulp and skin.

“When someone came to consider adopting one of you, they often managed to discourage them, telling them untruths about you, your behavior and health, and the older you became, the more money they received to keep you. They’re closed down now, and who knows where your Nanny Too has ended up. Probably tormenting the elderly in some adult residence.”

We had little reason not to believe her then.

With the Wexlers taking so little personal interest in us, and our mysterious backgrounds, and their never mentioning anyone in our families, we had to adopt Mama’s and Big John’s folks as our own. Mama especially assured us we would digest every story she told about her family, inhale every memento, absorb every keepsake and souvenir, and make it part of who we were. We believed it because we needed it and wanted it so much, no doubt Trevor more than I. As Mama said, “Even a leaf remembers a branch; even a branch remembers a tree, and a tree remembers the seed that gave birth to it. Now you will have my seeds to remember and, most important, claim as your own.”

We took comfort in the family fairy tales she could express as easily as she breathed. Her words wove themselves around us into an impenetrable coat, an armor standing between us and the vultures of evil that floated around us, jealous birds with bloody eyes that Mama swore were always out there. Our home, our house, was our fortress, our refuge. Everything and anything around us in it had a family to recall and, in recalling, gave itself meaning and identity. As she had told us many times, where would we be—what would we be—without one? Of course, we who had been adopted had to now be the ones who adopted, adopted a family.

As we grew up, our house became a big classroom, a family museum. Practically everything in it had some historical meaning, a chronology that provided structure and significance, especially for Mama since it was her house. Sometimes her memories would seep into her smile. Almost anything old in the house could bring it out. She’d pick up a glass from the shelf above the kitchen counter and say, “This Waterford crystal glass is the glass my grandmother used to keep her dentures within reach when she went to sleep or just wanted to rest her gums. Don’t ever drink from it. The taste of her false teeth is in the glass itself.”

She so wanted us to envision her father sitting in his easy chair when she handed us his meerschaum pipe. Both of us gently pressed our fingers around it, smelled it, and looked at each other, anticipating the other to say something, do something that would convince Mama we did indeed see him.

If she wasn’t satisfied, she’d say, “It takes time. Don’t worry. It will happen.”

Neither of us was quite sure what exactly would happen, but I knew we had to believe that something significant would, and soon, or Mama might stop loving us. I think Trevor feared that more than I did. Although he never came out and said it, I was sure that he believed she might even think she had made a mistake and take us back to the Wexlers’, or another place like it.

Big John wasn’t as intent on or as willing to talk about his past. When we finally heard some of it, we understood why, but he never disagreed with Mama about what we needed in order to have meaning for ourselves. He often said he wished he had as much family as Mama’s family, the Petersens, did.

At night, very late, when it was quiet in the house, Trevor and I would wake and listen as hard as we could, hoping to hear the whispers and laughter Mama said we would. We couldn’t lie to each other; we couldn’t pretend we had, even though we were each afraid the other would and Mama’s love would abandon the one who hadn’t. Trevor was so much more afraid of that than I was. I never told him I knew that was so, and I never tried to find out why—why was Mama’s love so much more important to him than it was to me?

Once or twice, I thought I did hear someone sobbing. It sounded muffled, just the way it would be if it was stuck in a wall. Was that what Mama meant? I looked at Trevor. He had his eyes open, but he hadn’t turned to indicate he had heard anything. When it stopped, I was afraid to say I had heard it. He might think just what I feared: one of us would lie to get Mama to love that one more.

But Mama always seemed confident that we wouldn’t lie to her when it came to our family and ourselves especially. Ironically, she felt sorry for us because of that.

“The world is so much more difficult for people who cannot lie,” she had once said, more to herself than to us.

“Why?” I asked. Nanny Too had taught us it was terrible to lie, a sin for which you would burn in hell.

Mama Eden looked at me, clearly surprised I had heard her, but now she was forced to explain. Trevor looked at her expectantly, too. Her explanation didn’t help us then. We were both too young. I wasn’t sure it helped us even now.

“I hate logic and truth because there’s no escape from them, like there is from something you believe.”

We were both staring at her. These words were like clouds too high to touch and too quickly thinning and becoming air. She saw our confusion, but she just smiled, stroked our hair, petted us like our two cats, and, with the promise that we would understand it all one day, sent us off to play and forget our questions and our doubts.

For the longest time, for most of our younger years, forgetting frightening, confusing, and unpleasant things became easier to do, especially for me. I think Mama knew that it wasn’t as simple for Trevor. She knew things about him that I was afraid to know. To this day I think that was the real reason that Mama had the Cemetery for Unhappiness.

If something precious broke, she would take it out, bringing us along, and dig a grave. Then she would have one of us bury it, most often Trevor. She did this even with things you couldn’t see, like a nasty word or idea that either I, Big John, or, rarely, Trevor uttered. “We’ll bury that,” she’d declare. We would have to stop everything we were doing and dig a hole in her Cemetery for Unhappiness. We were to concentrate to see the nasty words smothered. Looking down, she’d repeat them and then cry, “Be gone!”

Maybe it was a good idea back then. Maybe it helped Trevor more than it helped me, but I know we both felt better and safer when we returned to the house with her. Big John never came with us when he was home. Only once or twice did he ever say anything critical about the cemetery, and when he did, Mama slapped her hands together like anyone would to kill a mosquito and then turned around and went back to the cemetery to bury what he had just said. So after a while, he knew to keep his thoughts as hidden as he could.

“Oh, Paula,” he might start to say, only to smile and quickly add, “Whatever makes you happier.”

Contented, she would forget that he even once had suggested she not have funerals in front of us for the unpleasant things, the ugly and fearful things, claiming it would give us terrible nightmares. Neither of us had breathed after Big John said that, so dramatically questioning what she was doing for us, until she nodded and led us out to the cemetery again to bury his very words. Her sigh of relief seemed to echo off the house. We both looked around to see if trees would shake or leaves would fall.

More often than not, we reacted that way, mirroring her mood. We smiled when she smiled, became angry when something made her angry, and felt sad when she became maudlin and stared at nothing. Trevor and I circled her moods like satellites with eyes watching the earth. Big John said we looked like we were attached. Mama liked that. Precious and loving words had to be cherished. When she told him so, he thought a moment and then said, “Maybe you should have a Garden of Happiness, then.”

She smiled; she liked that, too.

“Maybe I will,” she said.

There was so much to smile about, and there was so much laughter and music back then, that we were sure the garden would be greater than the cemetery. But Mama had her warnings about it.

“Happiness is like a beautiful flower, dazzling and wonderful for a while and then, unfortunately, fading. There should be only one season: spring. If I could keep you young forever, you would be safe. I’ll do my best.”

But, of course, she couldn’t keep us from growing and maturing. Despite how much magic and fantasy there was for us as children, we wanted to grow older. Maybe I wanted it more than Trevor did. I wanted to step out and into the world whizzing by us, a world we could only glance at or see through the window of television. Trevor was never as ambitious. Sometimes I envied him for being so contented, and sometimes I hated him for it.

But the tragedy that befell us didn’t come from stepping out. It came from stepping in, stepping deeper into ourselves and who we had become.

Eventually, the house had worked its magic. We didn’t have to lie; we could hear the whispers and the laughter and the crying. When we ran our fingers over his meerschaum pipe, we could see Grandfather. We sank deeper and deeper into Mama’s world.

And contrary to what she had hoped and we had expected, we desperately tried to flee from it, knowing in our hearts that there was really no escape.

In the end, when all truth came out of the shadows, I knew that we would take it with us wherever we went, whether we were still together or not.
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one

Mama Eden was whispering in the darkness with the low hall light smothered in the shadows behind her. Streaming through our bedroom windows, the moonlight turned her face into a silvery mask. Her eyes seemed like emerald-green marbles. Her lips were the shade of faded roses.

I could see her airy words turn into bubbles and float over us. There was always something magical about her. Her words often became wondrous things when she spoke. If she was angry, they’d become darts or rocks, and if she was happy, they were drops of honey.

The wind slithered through the cobweb-thin cracks in our window frames, as if Nature was whispering back to her tonight. I knew she thought I was asleep because Trevor was, and she was used to us doing the same things at the same time. Just that morning, Big John had said it was uncanny, “cryin’, laughin’, hungry, thirsty, one wantin’ to do what the other does all the time. Uncanny. You’d think they really were brother and sister—or even Siamese twins.”

We didn’t look alike, so I wasn’t sure why Big John said we were like twins. I had to look up the word uncanny and then think about it, because Mama Eden said she was not surprised and there was nothing uncanny about it. She even chastised him for choosing that word, stressing how normal we were.

“You don’t have to be a brother or sister to be tuned in to someone identical.”

He laughed. “You sure they gave you the right papers, Paula? Maybe I should look at them to check.” He laughed again, his big shoulders trembling.

There were always those seconds of silence during which Big John and I wondered if Mama would go along with his joke or turn angry. Trevor didn’t worry about it like I did. He always seemed more unafraid, almost indifferent to what went on between Mama and Big John, his mind elsewhere. But I held my breath.

“Stop that, John. I know they’re not blood related,” Mama Eden said, fortunately without anger. “Don’t you remember how much time I spent with the adoption agency? There wasn’t anything about them that I didn’t know. And I certainly wouldn’t listen to a word those Wexlers said, or their ugly daughter.”

She had looked at us, her face softer, her eyes calmer. “It’s only natural that they think and feel alike about most everything. Their souls came from the same fountain.”

“Fountain?” Big John rose and shook his head. “I’m not even going to ask,” he said, holding up his big hands, smiling, and walking away.

But the two of us looked at Mama expectantly, Trevor now as interested as I was. Fountain?

“Well, you should,” she shouted after him, and then, like a spring, collapsed back in her kitchenette chair. “You should want to know everything about them. Everything,” she whispered.

“What fountain, Mama?” I asked. I certainly wanted to know everything about us.

She scowled at her husband as he walked on to his den. I didn’t think she was going to answer my question, but she suddenly leaped to her feet and took Trevor and me by the hand to march us to the living room. She told us to sit on the sofa.

“Now, you two pay strict attention to every word I say,” she said. Then she hoisted her thin shoulders back so that she looked taller than five foot five and crossed her arms under her breasts.

Sometimes Mama looked like a wind could come along and carry her off. Big John could lift her over his head with one arm. She weighed barely one-oh-five. All her features were small, childlike, her hands barely bigger than mine. But sometimes, more often lately, she looked as solid as the old oak at the west corner of our property, her feet planted like thick tree roots when she spoke.

Whenever she hugged us both to her slim but surprisingly firm body, I felt her strength. Despite her being less than four or five inches taller than we were, she had to do so much more around the house when Big John was on the road. Her muscles might be small, but they were hard. She could split wood, carry heavy pots of soup or stew across the kitchen or into the dining room, vacuum upstairs and downstairs for hours, polish furniture until it rivaled bright jewelry, and tear beds apart to wash the sheets and blankets herself. Eventually, we were big enough to help with it all, but even then, she rarely took a moment extra to rest.

“My children,” she said when we did help, hugging us to her and then kissing us both on the forehead. “My family.”

She never said one without the other, but I always had the sense that she hugged Trevor just a little bit harder and longer than she hugged me. Maybe that was because he didn’t ask as many questions of her as I did. He did once tell me that I was more thoughtful than he was. “I’m more in a daze, Faith,” he admitted. Big John often told him that. Lately, I sensed he was annoyed by Trevor’s lackadaisical way of doing something he had told him to do or by having to repeat things to him.

“You can’t ignore me, and you can’t be lazy in this house,” he warned Trevor the last time he was home.

Mama came right to Trevor’s defense, embracing him and pulling him back against her, her arms around him.

“Trevor is not lazy,” she said. “You’re not here long enough to witness how much he does for us. He never disobeys me, and he rushes ahead to do a chore even before I think of it or tell him.”

Big John didn’t argue. He rarely argued with Mama now. She could push him and snap at him just like Nanny Too used to snap at us, but he was like an elephant that knew it had to be gentle. He was six foot four and probably weighed close to two hundred and forty pounds, with his broad shoulders and very muscular chest. I used to imagine the earth trembling beneath his feet when he walked.

Mama said Big John was close to ten pounds when he was born. She said his hands, thumb to thumb, could wrap around my waist almost twice when I was first brought here. I knew that was an exaggeration, but when I was very small, I’d sit on his lap and he’d bounce me up and down as if I was on a trampoline, his hands on my waist. Sometimes my feet would go as high as the top of his head. Mama would scream at him to stop. He had a deep voice, and when he laughed it seemed to echo in his chest.

He was far from ugly, but even though Mama said he was as handsome as Adonis, I would not say he was movie- or television-star good-looking. He had facial features to match his size, his nose prominent and a little crooked, his lips thick, and his black eyes startling like bright ebony, with bushy dark brown eyebrows, eyebrows Mama always had to trim. When I was little and sat on his lap, I was intrigued by the rough ridges in his skin and, unless Mama was after him to pay attention to his appearance, the stiff hairs in his nostrils and the curly ones in his ears. There were always a few growing on his earlobes, too. He was usually in need of a close shave and trimming whenever he returned from a two- or three-week truck journey. He admitted sleeping in his truck cab some nights merely because he was too lazy to find a good motel.

“It smells like it,” Mama would tell him, and he would growl like the bear he resembled with his powerful-looking forearms and shoulders.

In the early days, I remembered how he would rush out of the truck when he arrived to scoop Mama Eden up and cover her mouth with his, looking like he might suck her in. She laughed about it then. Now, with us older, she refused to let him do that, at least when he first arrived. “The children are watching,” she would say as soon as he made a move toward her.

We knew he kissed her like that in their bedroom upstairs. We could hear her small, kitten-like cries and Big John’s grunts. Mama Eden once said a strange thing about it, maybe more to herself than to us. “It is like holding your hands up to stop the rain when he comes at you. A waste of time and effort. Not that I mind it,” she added. “You can’t put a cover or a leash on passion.”

The last time Big John left for one of his delivery trips, we stood beside her when he drove off. Mama continued to stand there looking after him for a few more moments and said, “You’d think such a big man would have no problem making a healthy child inside me. No matter what was wrong with me, what had happened to me.”

Trevor looked at me, but neither of us said anything. What was wrong with her? What had happened to her? She went back inside that day without explaining, and neither Trevor nor I mentioned it to each other. Surely, whatever had happened had been buried in the Cemetery for Unhappiness.

Maybe, I thought when she had brought us into the living room to explain the fountain of the soul, she would tell us what it was now. My heart was thumping in anticipation.

She stared at us for a moment longer before she spoke, and then she did that odd thing I had been noticing more and more lately: she nodded as if someone had whispered in her ear.

“While you’re being born,” she began, “you’re dipped into the spiritual flow, and your soul is washed into you. That’s the fountain I mean. You’re soaked through and through with what is divine, what comes directly from God. I can look into your eyes and see your souls, pure and good. I know that as soon as you were born, you awoke with more surprise than you will ever have in your life. It’s like God struck a match and then, whoosh, magic, you’re born. Of course, you cried.”

“Why did we cry, Mama?” I asked.

“You were afraid.”

“Why were we afraid?”

Trevor squinted and sat back as if he was terrified of the answer, especially about us. Was she going to say something different about him? He did look like he was hoping Mama would not say any more. Despite how alike Big John said we were, I was really the one who asked most of the questions. Sometimes it seemed as if they were floating in the air around us, and I could just pluck one like one of the wild apples behind the house and cast it at Mama. Often she would glare at me first, as if she was checking to be sure whether it was really me asking or some devil speaking through me. She told us that could happen.

“I mean, how do you know we were afraid when we were born?” I asked, using basic logic to convince her it was I who was asking and not some evil spirit. “You weren’t there, right?”

She squinted. Sometimes I thought Mama didn’t want me to be so smart.

“I don’t have to be at every birth to know that. Everyone’s afraid to come out of the dark and into the light, Faith. Even Big John and I were when we were born. It’s only natural. I didn’t have to be there to know what is always true. There’s nothing different about you,” she snapped at me, even though that wasn’t what I meant. She brought her right forefinger inches from my face. “Don’t ever, ever think that. And never, never tell Trevor such a thing, no matter what your father says.”

She didn’t often refer to Big John as our father. It seemed she’d do that when she wanted us to fear something or be happy we were a family. She didn’t need him to discipline us. There was never a “wait until your father comes home.” By then it was too late, anyway.

Trevor’s eyes widened with surprise, and so did mine. What had Big John said about him? Whatever it was, clearly she didn’t want an iota of discussion about it.

Her green eyes looked like they would explode when she “fanned her anger,” as Big John would say. It was as if wrath was always smoldering inside her like the embers of firewood hours after the fire had gone out. You could blow on them and bring back a blaze.

“We’re like a sponge,” Trevor blurted with confidence, which surprised me. He said it as though Mama had told him this story about sponges without me, perhaps to help him feel better about himself.

She nodded. It wasn’t the first time I had this feeling, this terrible feeling that she might like him more than she liked me and told him secret things she would never tell me.

“Trevor’s right. You’re soaked like a sponge with your soul, and when you die, God squeezes you, and your soul pours out and into his hand. If you’re good, he puts you with those you loved and who loved you. If you’re bad, he drops you into the fire. Very good, Trevor. That was very smart. It’s good to be quiet until you know you have something wise to say.” She told him this but was looking at me.

I turned to Trevor. He had a soft, tight, contented smile on his lips. His light blue eyes were glazed with satisfaction as he looked up at her. She spread a compliment over him as she would spread icing on a cake, elaborating on it and building it into something greater with each stroke of his hair or pat on his hand.

“Okay,” she said, and then, as she often did, she added, “that’s that.” It was like slamming a door shut. “Now, go out and bury your father’s words in the Cemetery of Stupidity.”

We watched her walk off. There was no Cemetery of Stupidity, but I knew what she meant. Our world was filled with things that fell into either forget this or remember that. And it was practically a sin to forget which was which.

Afterward, when we were outside, I asked Trevor how he knew to say we were like sponges. “You never said that before.”

He shrugged, and, like most of the answers he gave me, it was no answer.

“How did you know?” I insisted this time, hovering over him.

“I just knew it,” he said, and returned to making arrows out of branches and bird feathers, just the way Big John had taught him. I stood there steaming like a bowl of hot soup, my arms crossed exactly how Mama Eden crossed hers. Trevor never looked up at me. The warm late-spring breeze helped raise my temperature. I felt like the tepid air was swirling only around me. It was even harder to breathe for a few moments. After my pout, I went to help him find bird feathers and never asked him to explain it again. That was how it was with mysteries in our house. They often just evaporated. As Mama often said, “Sometimes forgetting is a blessing.” Usually, she was looking at Trevor when she said that, but she always brought her scowl back to me, as if I was more influential and could get him to do or say something wrong.

That entire day had faded into the pages of one of Mama’s very old books that smelled like old clothes hanging in the attic.

Right now, I closed my eyes quickly when Mama came farther into our room, until she was practically standing right beside our bed. She was wearing her robin’s-egg-blue nightgown, a recent gift Big John had brought home from a trip south. I could smell the scent of her lilac soap. It seemed to rain down from her neck, the back of which had a line of peach fuzz that I knew Big John loved to brush his lips over. She had her shoulder-length light brown hair tied behind her head, just the way she would tie mine, which was close to the same color. Trevor’s was more like Big John’s, a reddish brown. Mama cut and trimmed all our hair, even Big John’s.

When she had first come into our room, she paused just inside the doorway. Her breathing was deep and heavy like it would be if she had run up the stairs to our bedroom. She probably had. Her shoulders rose and fell. She could be like that, impulsive, what Big John called “a hair trigger.” She’d be sitting somewhere in the house and suddenly get an idea that she just had to tell us immediately. She would jump up and walk quickly, gazing behind her every few seconds as if she thought there was something or someone behind her, chasing her. She’d even come after us in the woods and say something like, “I want to trim Trevor’s hair and trim your fingernails tonight, Faith. I’ll do it before you go to bed.”

Trevor would say, “Okay,” and go back to whatever he had been doing, but I would look at her and wait to see if there was something else. Why did she have to tell us this at that moment and with so much excitement? There was plenty of time before dinner. Were we going somewhere important tomorrow? More than Trevor did, I longed to go to a real school and be with other children our age. That hope lingered like the promise of Christmas. Be good, and it will come.

But usually she would say nothing else to suggest why what she had come to tell us was so urgent. She would turn and hurry back to whatever she was doing. I was anticipating something like that when she walked into our bedroom this night, expecting her to nudge us awake to tell us something we had to know before morning. It was more like she had to get it out of her system because it was gnawing at her inside, what Big John would describe as “like a beaver stripping tree bark.”

Sometimes I thought the panic came from her fear of forgetting something important but fragile. Tell it now, or it would shatter in her memory and be forgotten. She also believed that you did what you had to do now and never put it off.

“I’m no Scarlett O’Hara,” she would say, often to Big John when he would tell her, “Relax, tomorrow is another day.” It was something I didn’t understand until she let us watch the movie of Gone with the Wind, and we heard Scarlett O’Hara say, “Tara. Home. I’ll go home, and I’ll think of some way to get him back. After all, tomorrow is another day.”

The book was in our library, her library, but it wasn’t on our reading schedule yet. Because Mama had been a teacher, she kept her library just the way a library was kept in a public school, with fiction distinctly shelved away from nonfiction, every book in alphabetical order by the author’s name.

Seconds went by before she began her whispering again, standing above us now.

From the day we were brought here, Trevor and I slept in the same bed, a king-size with a dark maple half-moon headboard designed with embossed quarter-moons. We had oversize pillows that felt like they were swallowing up our heads. We had a beige comforter that always smelled fresh, as pungent as newly cut grass.

Big John Eden wanted us to have our own beds, even our own rooms, even though that meant we’d lose our classroom or have one of us be in the Forbidden Room. We heard them argue about it often, but Mama Eden was insistent that we stay together.

They had just had that same argument two days ago again in the kitchen. Big John was having a cup of coffee. He was going on another trip at the end of the week, and whenever he was leaving, he talked about things he wouldn’t talk about much when he was home. She told him that was like leaving a ticking time bomb and running off. Questions were left dangling.

Mama Eden was putting dishes back in the cabinet. I lingered in the hallway to watch them through the door. Sometimes when they talked about us, it was as if they were talking about someone else, two other children. Neither mentioned our names when they had arguments like this. We were either “them” or “the kids.”

“I want them never to feel like they are strangers to each other, ever,” she told him.

“But how could they, considering where they are and how they came here together?”

“Everyone changes when they get older. Children like that, coming from where they’ve come from, the horrible Wexler foster home, are expected to have nightmares about being alone, lost in this world, and who better to make the other feel okay than they themselves? Faith is a good companion for Trevor especially. You know how much more important that is for him, and I can’t do everything to make them feel happy and secure myself. The important thing is we’ve got to make them stronger so that they can take care of themselves,” Mama told him.

“How’s that make them stronger, sleeping in the same bed?”

“Well, just like us, John, it makes us feel closer, doesn’t it? You know what it’s like to wake up feeling all alone, especially until they truly feel they are waking up in their own home.”

“Yeah, but it’s really not just like us. It’s—”

“And that’s just part of it, John. We’re here now, but we won’t always be, and then they’ll have only each other, just like it was for me and for you, only it will be more difficult for them. It’s best they know that now. I don’t want them running to us with every little thing, especially as they get older. Fear will make them stronger because they’ll conquer it themselves with each other’s help,” she insisted.

“You, of all people, should know that, John Eden. You were an only child of an unwed mother who wasn’t there for you most of the time. You had to share your nightmares with imaginary friends. Well, they don’t need imaginary friends. They have us, but most important, they have each other. What a difference it would have made to either of us if I had a sister or you had a brother.”

He grimaced with the sour and painful memories. I knew that much about him, knew that his father had deserted him and his mother, and I knew it hurt him to hear it. His mother had died before we were brought here, and he had no uncles or aunts. It was why he was willing to accept Mama’s family as practically his own.

I pressed myself against the wall, thinking he was looking at me overhearing them. I was wearing a bright blue dress that often made me feel like a lit candle. Mama paused and pursed her lips. Despite what she had said so convincingly, she, like me, could see his skepticism.

“That doesn’t necessarily make you stronger about feeling alone. That wasn’t what happened with me,” Big John said, sounding more self-pitying. It was as if he returned to being a little boy for a few moments. “I never let myself feel orphaned or deserted, and when my mother was gone—”

“That’s my point. I want them to have your strength. They’re not alone, but they’ll always have more responsibilities than others their age, John,” she said, sounding more intense. “They might as well understand that as soon as they can. Their childhood won’t last as long as it does for the spoiled brats out there, just like it didn’t last for you with a mother like that.”

“I don’t know,” he said. “Why will they have more responsibilities than any others their age? It’s not like they’re going to have to take care of us soon or something. And we’re providing well for them.”

“They just will have to grow up faster. Didn’t you?”

“But—”

“I know what I’m talking about,” she snapped back at him. Her words lingered in the air like a sharp slap.

He shrugged, shaking his head. “It don’t feel right somehow. Since they got here, they’ve been sprouting like mushrooms in the grass. Fourteen- and an almost sixteen-year-old sleeping together. Why, when I was only twelve, I’d wake up and discover—”

She slapped her hands over her ears.

“Stop! I don’t want to hear it. You say whatever you think. Mushrooms? That’s what you call them? You leave it up to me to decide what feels right,” Mama said. “They’re more my responsibility than yours. You’re away more than half the time.”

She paused and turned fully on him. “You want to stay at home and I go back to work? You want to teach them? Feed them, clothe them? Well? Do you?”

He was silent, and then he stood, picked up a magazine he had been reading, and started out of the kitchen. I hurried into the living room, where Trevor had begun a one-thousand-piece puzzle of the human body, a female. Mama had sent away for it. She had insisted that studying ourselves was as important as, if not more important than, studying anything else.

“There are many ways to know who you are,” Mama had said during our science hour, “and knowing every part of yourself and what it does is one way.”

Trevor looked up when I entered. I had the feeling he had heard Mama and Big John arguing, but he didn’t mention it, and I didn’t tell him any of it, especially because of the way both Mama and Big John talked about him.

Most of the time, Big John would end an argument with a loud grunt. When he was still angry or unconvinced, his grunt would last longer. Mama Eden would say, “You make my heart thump with those noises.” And she would clutch her breast as if it was going to fall apart at her feet. Sometimes she’d even gasp.

“All right, all right,” he might say then. “You’re right, you’re right.”

All Mama had to do was tell him he was making her sick, and he’d shrink. And he’d never choose what she had suggested, of course; he never told her he would gladly stay home and not work. He was more than happy to leave the caring for us to her. I always felt that, to him, Trevor and I were more like toys he could play with and then put in a closet.

One thing he never did was come into our room to say good night to us or make sure we were all right. In fact, the only time I remembered him in our room was to fix something, like replace an electric socket or get a window to stop sticking when we had tried to open it.

It was certainly not that he didn’t want us or like us. He especially loved to tickle me and pretend to be a monster, chasing me through the house until Mama made him stop. And he loved grabbing Trevor by the ankles and swinging him around upside down. Trevor screamed, but he never cried. It was his fun-fair roller-coaster ride. Even Mama would laugh sometimes. And both of us, when we were smaller, would love crawling over him and trying to tickle him whenever he sprawled on the living-room floor. Mama said it was like Gulliver in the land of Lilliput, but we’d have to read Gulliver’s Travels to understand. She promised that we would.

Maybe for Big John, spending time with us in our room brought back some of his unhappy childhood memories. I easily could imagine how alone he had been, how often there had been silence because his mother had gone to work. Mama was right. If anyone had to have grown up faster than others his age, it was Big John. But I knew there were other reasons to keep out of our room: odors.

We had to admit that our room smelled different from the rest of the house, because Mama Eden cleaned it so often with disinfectants that sometimes made the insides of our noses tingle, and we’d want the windows open, even in the fall and for a few moments at least in the winter. Big John said she’d scrub the paint off the walls and thin out the plumbing because she was at it so often and so vigorously. He was always claiming that it left a bad taste in his mouth whenever he had been in and out of our room.

“I don’t know how those kids take it,” he’d say.

“You’d live in squalor if it wasn’t for me,” she’d tell him. “Why, that truck cab of yours must have diseases fighting each other by now. If you took care of that half as well as you take care of what it looks like…”

When he was home, he did spend hours polishing out stains and dents and touching up the red-painted cab. Even the tires were clean and shiny before he set out again. Any chrome looked brand-new. Windows glistened. But Mama was right; he didn’t do much more than gather up the wrappers and bags he had tossed in the cab. Once in a while, she would go out and spray some scent in it, claiming the odor crawled right up to the house and under the door.

Eventually, he’d laugh and agree and promise to do more. But he never did. Trevor liked to go into his truck as soon as he was home and sit behind the steering wheel. He’d pretend to turn it, even though he could barely see over the wheel. It was a late-model semi-tractor-trailer truck with eighteen wheels. Big John owned it and had his own company because he liked his independence. Big block letters on both sides read EDEN TRUCKING. The cab was so high up that Big John had to lift Trevor to get him into the seat.

Trevor said he liked the odors of cigar and Quik Stop sandwiches, candy, beer, and soda. It made him feel like he had been on one of Big John’s trips, something he longed to do. He was always the one with the most questions about Big John’s latest ride. Big John was good at describing his journeys, filling the story with descriptions of different people, cars, and the scenery he passed, including tunnels and bridges.

And he had what Trevor would think were adventures, too. He had seen terrible road accidents, fights, even the police chasing and capturing someone on the road ahead, guns drawn just like in a movie. He’d add gestures and action, performing what he had seen. For Trevor, more than for me, it was as good as watching television, not that we were allowed to watch all that much until Big John was home and we had to do what every family did, watch television together, though only what Mama approved. Otherwise, we had too many chores and lots of homework.

Either I or Trevor would fall asleep soon after dinner, especially in the winter when night came so early. We’d have to read for an hour. I was always worried we were getting sick, especially when one of us sneezed or coughed. Mama Eden wasn’t fond of doctors and medicine. She didn’t believe in vaccinations. When Big John suggested she should take us to get one for something or other, she would tell him that since we were not exposed, we had natural immunities. “I’m keeping them healthy,” she said indignantly. “They get all the vitamins they need and good food, and I keep them clean. Whatever they had before is enough.”

“No one said you weren’t,” Big John said. “I’m just saying they’re kids and—”

“They are not neglected children like most of them out there. Who knows better than I do, having been in a classroom with dozens of them sneezing and coughing on each other? Most were very susceptible to catching colds or whatever the others brought with them from home. Why, I remember—”

“Okay, okay.” He put his big hands up in surrender. He knew she could go on for hours describing how terrible her teaching experience was. She blamed something called peer pressure for all the children’s dirty and nasty ways. “Rotten apples do spoil the barrel,” she never stopped reminding him.

She didn’t have to do that much to convince him. Big John didn’t like school. He had never gone to college. He had been driving trucks and working ever since he was eighteen. When it came to how Mama said things were in schools, especially now, he’d usually say, “I’ll take your word for it.”

However, I couldn’t help feeling that lately, Mama Eden seemed more concerned about us than usual. Maybe she was having second thoughts about our sleeping in the same bed for reasons other than Big John’s. If one of us caught something, the other surely would. She was in our bedroom in the evening more often, standing over us just as she was now. If I didn’t look like I was asleep, she would stop whispering, turn, and leave, and I wanted to hear her whispers.

Most of the time now, when she did speak softly in the shadows of my and Trevor’s bedroom, she sounded like she was praying for us to do something in the future to make her happy. I couldn’t understand what exactly she wanted us to do to please her. She was weaving her favorite two words, love and family, into sentences about light and darkness, hope and promises, but I didn’t hear anything specifically different from what we were already doing.

As I listened to her tonight, I tried to peek at her. Now that she was so close, I could see she wasn’t looking at us; she was looking up, maybe at God. When she lowered her head, I closed my eyes tightly. I felt her hand on my hair. She was touching me so softly it was like a breeze, and then, after she had touched Trevor, she started out.

The moon was behind a cloud now. Our room was darker. I looked out at the stars, which had become a little more visible. There were no streetlights near us, and the lights outside our house weren’t strong enough to wash out the sky. Our real oak-wood blinds were pulled way up so that the morning sunlight would urge us to wake. Mama Eden liked for us to be up early. “Wasting time is wasting life,” she chanted often. Sometimes she added, “And I don’t want a moment of yours lost. You can never find it again.”

Trevor had looked confused, even a little frightened, when we were younger and she would say that, but I explained it to him. She didn’t mean we’d die soon or too early. She had said what she had said about wasting time because she loved us and wanted us to be happy forever and ever.

“How do you know how many moments you have to live?” he asked me. He had found a dead bird on the side of the house, and when he had told Big John, Big John had said, “It just ran out of gas, like a truck.”

“You don’t know. That’s why she’s telling us not to waste one.”

“But how do you know which have been wasted?”

I don’t think my answers satisfied him, especially after what Big John had said, but I wasn’t going to ask Mama to explain it again, in more detail. She might frighten him more, and besides, she didn’t like explaining what she thought was as clear as day. She’d accuse us of being like the children she taught in public school, lost in a daze and not paying proper attention.

I looked over at Trevor now, deep in sleep. His lips twitched. I wondered if he was dreaming of something to eat or drink or remembering something unpleasant that had occurred when he was an infant. Strands of his hair lay over his forehead. His eyebrows were light, so light that sometimes in the sunshine, he looked like he didn’t have any. Mama was always talking about how creamy his complexion was. She even said he was “perfect, clearly shaped by God.”

She said nice things about me from time to time, too, but it was more like she had just remembered to say them. When she talked about Trevor, it was as if she was telling someone, even though there was no one there but us. I could hear the pride in her voice and see how deep her smile would go inside her. Maybe she believed Trevor needed the compliments more than I did. She did know everything about us, things she wouldn’t ever tell us, no matter how old we were.

“You don’t need to know,” she would say if I asked a question about myself or Trevor before we were at the Wexlers’ foster home. “I’ve buried all that for you both in the Cemetery for Unhappiness before I brought you here.”

Which mound was ours? Now, however, I was even more curious.

My eyes were still wide open when I lay back against my pillow again. I felt warm and protected, especially when we went to bed, and I was sure Trevor felt the same way. Almost from the first day we were brought here, we felt safe enough to close our eyes as soon as we were in bed. That wasn’t always true while living at the Wexlers’ foster home.

But suddenly, for reasons I could not understand or explain, lately I began to fear closing my eyes. There was something about our life and our home that wasn’t safe. I had no idea what it was and not an inkling of an idea how to explain my feelings to Trevor.

Ironically, I felt confident that in time I would be able to do that, explain it to him.

Or worse… I wouldn’t have to.

He would know already.

He would have known long before I did.

He would simply have never wanted to tell me, never wanted me to know.

I like to believe that was simply because he wanted to protect me and keep me believing we really lived in the Garden of Happiness.



OEBPS/e9781982156398/fonts/EBGaramond-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982156398/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Prologue


		Chapter One


		Chapter Two


		Chapter Three


		Chapter Four


		Chapter Five


		Chapter Six


		Chapter Seven


		Chapter Eight


		Chapter Nine


		Chapter Ten


		Chapter Eleven


		Chapter Twelve


		Chapter Thirteen


		Chapter Fourteen


		Chapter Fifteen


		Epilogue


		About the Author


		Copyright







Guide



		Cover


		Start of Content


		Title Page


		Prologue


		Epilogue


		About the Author


		Copyright








		IV


		V


		VII


		VIII


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		245


		246


		247


		248


		249


		250


		251


		252


		253


		254


		255


		256


		257


		258


		259


		260


		261


		262


		263


		264


		265


		266


		267


		268


		269


		270


		271


		272


		273


		274


		275


		276


		277


		278


		279


		280


		281


		282


		283


		284


		285


		286


		287


		288


		289


		290


		291


		292


		293


		294


		295


		296


		297


		298


		299


		300


		301


		302


		303


		304


		305


		306


		307


		308


		309


		310


		311


		312








OEBPS/e9781982156398/fonts/Charm-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982156398/fonts/EBGaramond-BoldItalic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982156398/fonts/EBGaramond-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982156398/images/common01.jpg





OEBPS/e9781982156398/images/9781982156398.jpg
V.C
ANDRE

#1 NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING
FLOWERS IN THE ATTIC AND





OEBPS/e9781982156398/images/title.jpg
Eden’s Children

V.C. ANDREWS®

G

Gallery Books
New York London Toronto Sydney New Delhi





OEBPS/e9781982156398/fonts/EBGaramond-Italic.ttf


