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Prologue
 . 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 kinds 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 our 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 "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 lifesize 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, honey 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.


I Amnesia
 . 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 eves 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. Westing-ton 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 noes 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: fanning 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. Westiagton 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. Westinton, 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 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 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. Westing- ton?" 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 rapes 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 done 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 rose. 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 acing?"
 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 rile 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 g-rave 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 ann. 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 eve. 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. Westinton'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 our 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 selfconscious.
 "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 low 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 siring 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,"
 He seemed to like my reply and softened his eyes.
 "What about your parents? Why would they let you leave school and travel around the country in a motor home?"
 "They're both dead."
 "You have no one, no other immediate family?"
 "I have an older sister but she is a professional basketball player and off on a tour in Europe. After my uncle's death. I was going to go live with a cousin I hardly know, but Mrs. We stington wouldn't hear of it."
 "What did your uncle die of?"
 "He suffered from alcoholism." I reluctantly revealed. 
 "So you traveled about with a drunk?"
 "It wasn't like that. He drank privately. Alcoholism is a sickness."
 "Do you drink, too?"
 "No," I said, practically shouting. He looked skeptical. "I don't. and after I've seen what it can do to someone. I doubt I'll ever get anywhere close to that, and before you ask. I don't do drugs either."
 He grimaced skeptically. "How can you just drive in here and move in with people you don't know?"
 I took a deep breath. Why was this so important to him?
 "Mrs. Westington was kind enough to care about me. I really am trying to be as much of a help to her and to Echo as I can be."
 He stared, considering me, his face although handsome, cold and unrevealing,
 "Well, I suppose if you're going to be here a while you really should learn how to sign. I'll help you with that, too. when I can." he said. relenting. "You have the ASL book here. right?"
 "Yes, I've begun to study it. Thank you for agreeing to help me."
 "It's for her," he countered quickly, nodding at Echo. She certainly doesn't need an added burden."
 What a strange young man. I thought. He could sound friendly one moment and unfriendly the next.
 "I don't intend to be any sort of added burden nor will I make her life any more difficult.-' I said.
 "Good intentions are not always enough.'
 "Maybe they're not, but they're a good start," I shot back at him.
 He nodded, finally offering a small smile. 'Okay. Perhaps you won't be as difficult a case as I thought. Who knows? I might even enjoy tutoring you. I might enjoy the challenge."
 Did I dare smile back? Was he being sincere or sarcastic when he called me a challenge? How hard it had become to trust anyone's smile. I thought. Sometimes a smile was just another mask hiding the truth.
 Neither of us had realized that while we were talking. Echo had been reading his lips. She signed something quickly and he signed back. Then they both looked at me and laughed.
 "What's so funny?" I asked.
 "She said she could be your tutor, too, by helping you learn "
 "And what did you tell her that made her laugh?"
 "I told her I doubted you were as good a listener as she was." 
 "Oh, that's very funny," I said.
 "Exactly," he said. shrugging. "It's very funny."
 He reported our conversation to Echo and they both laughed again. I stared at them a moment and then I laughed as well. I wasn't going to let him think he had hurt my feelings in any way. I wouldn't give him the satisfaction. That pleased Echo and he even smiled.
 "I'm glad you have a sense of humor at least,' he said. And I thought perhaps we would be all right.
 Perhaps.


2 Silent Conversations
 . I sat as quietly as I could and continued to observe how Tyler used different methods to communicate his instructions and comments to Echo. At times, he relied more on lipreading than the signing. He would speak slowly and exaggerate the formation of his lips. Only as an absolute last resort did he write something and have her read it.

While she worked quietly on problems, he wrote things in his notebook or sifted through textbooks to mark places he wanted her to read. He looked my way occasionally but said nothing. Perhaps he was hoping I would soon get bored and leave, but his patience with her and her obvious determination to please him intrigued me. At times they communicated with each other as if there were invisible wires between them. The movement of an eyebrow, the twist of a lip, or even a small nod was quickly translated and understood. It made me consider how often we speak to each other through posture and gesture. Words were almost unnecessary between them anyway, lipreading or not.
 Finally however, he reached that point in his schedule when he worked on her speech. I saw that previously he had given her a list of words to practice and now asked her to take it out of her notebook and begin.

She looked back at me and he tapped her on the arm to 'act her to pay strict attention to him. He lifted her hand and placed her fingers on his own neck. Then he nodded at her and she began. When she spoke, he either shook his head or nodded. If he shook his head, he repeated the word and then had her do it again and again. The intensity of concentration was impressive. She not only reacted to the vibrations in his throat, but the tiniest movement in his lips.

Finally, Mrs. Westington appeared in the doorway to announce that lunch was ready.
 "Thank you," Tyler said, and told Echo. He also complimented her on her work. She smiled with pride when she turned to me.
 "Are deaf people more sensitive to people's expressions,gestures."  I asked him as he rose from his seat. He looked at me as if I had made a discovery it normally took years to make.
 "Yes," he said. "When you lose one sense, you compensate with the others. Blind people depend more on hearing. Deaf people on seeing. feeling. I even have her listening to music."
 "How?"
 "By having her place her hand on the speaker so she can sense the beat, the bass. You'll see. She can actually identify tunes."
 "You're very good with her," I told him as we started out. "I can see why she's learning so well with you."
 As if he was distrustful of all compliments, he searched my face before replying. "She's a very bright girl and that makes it easier, believe me. She also has an unrelenting determination to bridge that gap between herself and other people. If she had been given instruction properly during the earlier ages when she should have been instructed, she would be far ahead by now."
 I wasn't deaf. but I could read his gestures and demeanor clearly. He spoke down to me as if he were sitting on some high throne of authority and intelligence, and I were some lowly commoner there to pay him respect.
 "She should be in a more regular classroom situation," he continued. "I worry about her not having interaction with other young people her age."
 "I think that is Mrs. Westington's concern. That's why she wants me here."
 He didn't look convinced. In fact, he shook his head and smirked. "That's hardly a substitution. First of all, you're not really her age."
 "She's fourteen. right? I'm only seventeen."
 He stopped in the hallway, drew his head back, and lifted his chin. "You're not seriously suggesting a girl of fourteen has much in common with a girl of seventeen, are you? Especially a girl like you."
 "What do you mean, a girl like me?"
 "You've been on your own. Who knows what you've seen and done on the road and before? Your level of sophistication is generations away from her. C'mon, you aren't out of school that long that you have forgotten the differences between a ninth grader and an eleventh grader, especially when it comes to girls. Girls," he lectured. "'move up the social ladder much faster than boys." He nodded toward Echo, who was walking on ahead of us. "She's like a boy, a boy in elementary school at best. You should be very careful about what you say to her, what you show her," he added sharply.
 I nodded, but his words and the cold way in which he spoke to me made me feel more and more like an intruder. I fell behind him as we entered the dining room. Mrs. Westington had put out a nice spread of cold cuts, cheeses, breads, and a jug of homemade lemonade. There were homemade cookies as well. I watched as Echo and Tyler signed between them, holding their private little chat. Then Tyler pointed to things on the table and had her pronounce them. If she didn't do it clearly, he put her hand on his neck and repeated it, making her repeat it until she pronounced the word better.
 Mrs. Westington stood by watching and listening with a smile on her thin lips. I slipped into a chair, conscious of doing anything that might distract Echo from Tyler and his constant tutoring. His way was to make everything they did together, every situation and activity , part of the learning experience. The world was her classroom. No bells rung in her school to end the session or the day, but Tyler was right about her-- she had an insatiable appetite for learning,
 "Echo has improved so much since Tyler came to teach her," Mrs. Westington told me.
 I glanced at him, but he was busy fixing himself a sandwich and dipping into the cole slaw and potato salad.
 "I'm sure she has," I said. "He'll do wonders for you as well," she said.
 Tyler looked up sharply. "Let's wait and see how she does on the evaluations. Mrs. Westington. As I told you before. I have no idea what kind of a student she was when she was in school."
 "Oh, she must have been a good student. She'll do well." Mrs. Westington insisted.
 Tyler ignored her, and me, for that matter. He and Echo continued their private conversations. I felt like someone who didn't know she was invisible and wondered why no one paid any attention to her. I could see that even Mrs. Westington wasn't able to follow their signing that well. They moved their hands and fingers with lightning speed. It brought back memories of Uncle Palaver humorously imitating a southerner trying to understand a New Yorker who spoke so quickly. Mrs. Westington nodded at me and shrugged to indicate she was lost when it came to following them. She returned to the kitchen.
 "How long does it take to communicate that well with someone who can't hear?" I asked him.
 "It takes as long as it takes," he replied dryly. "Obviously, it depends on your ability to learn yourself and, as I have said repeatedly. I have no idea what you're capable of doing and what you aren't capable of doing. It might take you weeks or you might not get proficient at it for months or maybe you'll never succeed at it. School and learning have obviously not been a priority in your life. Why should it suddenly be now?"
 I felt the heat that accompanied my rising blood travel up my neck and into my face. "You don't know what has and what hasn't been a priority in my life."
 He shrugged. "No. I don't. That's the point."
 "Well, perhaps you'll know very soon then." I replied, and ate my sandwich. I had intended to avoid the bread and cookies, but his arrogance and his aloofness riled me up and I ate more out of frustration. He watched me reach greedily for the food. I thought he looked so smug in his evaluation of me and his expectations. He thinks I'm just some fat, lazy girl taking advantage of these people, I concluded. I couldn't say why what he thought was so important to me all of a sudden, but as much as I hated to admit it to myself, it did.
 I didn't return with them to the office to watch him finish his lessons with Echo. Instead. I located the book on signing and went up to my bedroom to read it and practice before a mirror, determined to impress him the next time I saw him. I was up there so long and concentrating so hard. I didn't realize how much time had gone by nor did I hear him leave. A little while after he had. Echo came looking for me. I had left the bedroom door open and suddenly realized she was there watching me go at it in front of the mirror. I heard her laugh.
 "Oh," I said. turning. "I didn't hear you come in."
 How silly that sounded. I didn't hear her? Lucky Tyler wasn't present. He would surely make me feel like some sort of an idiot.
 She came over to me and began to help me with some of the signs, moving my fingers so they would be more accurate in depicting words and phrases. I worked with her for a while, looking into the mirror at the both of us as we practiced. She had sweet lips and tiny freckles under the crests of her cheeks. Her face was tightening and shaping. Those high cheekbones will make her stunning one day. I thought, and looked at my own bloated cheeks. My face should be in the dictionary next to pIump, I thought.
 Echo assumed I was growing bored. She began to look again at some of Uncle Palaver's magic tricks. The ones I had brought in were collected in the corner by the windows. I showed her the self-tying handkerchief, the cut and restored string, and the coin through an elbow. It all delighted her and she asked me to do each one again. Finally, I communicated the idea that she should learn them herself. I thought she would enjoy performing them for her grandmother and especially for Tyler Monahan. She didn't seem to understand when I explained and when I referred to Mr. Monahan, even when I pronounced his name slowly so she could read it on my lips.
 Why was it so easy for her to read his lips and not mint?
 I flipped through the book and found the sign for tutor: both T hands with the palms facing were to be placed against my temples and then moved forward and back several times. It said to add the sign for individual. which was to open my palms and trace my body down to my hips. She finally understood and laughed. Then she signed back. but I didn't
 understand. Frustrated, she wrote on the pad on my table: "I call him Ty. not Mr. Monahan."
 Oh, so that's it. I thought.
 "He wants me to call him that." she wrote. and smiled proudly.
 Having a more personal relationship with him was obviously very important to her.
 I watched her look about the room and then reverently touch things that had been her mother's. Even something as ordinary and simple as a hairbrush intrigued and fascinated her. She fingered a strand of hair in the bristles and I wondered what the separation had really been like for her even at that young age. She couldn't recall her mother's voice, but I was sure she could recall the scent of her hair, the image of her face, and the warmth of her touch. After all. I knew what it was like to lose your mother and cling to such memories. Sometimes, the sound of similar laughter, the familiar scent of a perfume or even some familiar gesture brought back a movie fill of sweet
 remembrances.
 Gazing about the room through Echo's eyes. I suddenly realized that there were no pictures of Rhona, either by herself, with Mrs. Westington, or with boyfriends or girlfriends. Surely there had been some. Where were they? Had Mrs. Westington removed them in a fit of anger? Did Echo have any pictures of her mother in her room? I thumbed through the ASL book on signing and located the word for photograph. If I avoided writing things out and forced myself to use sign language. I would learn it much faster.
 To say photograph the right C hand was to be held in front of the face with the thumb edge near the face and the palm facing left. The hand was to be brought sharply around to the open left hand and struck firmly against the left palm, which was held facing forward with the fingers pointing straight up. I pointed to the brush and then did the sign again.
 She understood immediately and reached for my hand to lead me out of the bedroom down the hallway to her room. I scooped up the ASL book on sin language and followed her. Although it was smaller than the room I was in, it had a similar canopy bed and matching dressers. I saw she had placed Mr. Panda on her bed exactly as I had the teddy bear placed on mine, between the two pillows. I smiled and nodded my approval.
 There was a school desk in the left corner with books and notebooks on it. I saw a few dolls on shelves and some treasured souvenirs from places she probably had visited either with her mother or with Mrs. Westington. I didn't see any pictures of her mother on the shelves, dressers, or her desk, but she opened the bottom drawer in one of her dressers, cleared away the socks, and produced a four-by-eight photograph of a pretty, dark-haired woman in an abbreviated two-piece bathing suit holding a beach ball on some beach and posing like a model.
 Echo handed it to me and distinctly pronounced the word "moths,"
 "Mother," I repeated. Did I dare take her hand and put it on my neck to get her to say it better? Not yet. I thought. Maybe I'd do something wrong.
 I gazed at the picture. "She's very pretty." I said, and then realized I wasn't facing her when I had said it. Immediately. I thumbed through the ASL book and found the sign for very pretty. I put the fingers of my right hand over my right thumb, held it just under my mouth, and then made a counterclockwise circle, ending in the same position, and pointed to the picture.
 That brought a smile to her lips. I thumbed through the book again and then I put my two outstretched forefingers together, pointed to her and to the picture, and did it again, telling her she was like her mother. I meant just as pretty.
 She shook her head. I nodded emphatically, but she shook her head again, this time just as
 emphatically as I had nodded, and then she cried, "No," and looked like she was going to burst into tears.
 I hadn't meant she was like her, but just that she looked like her. Had she misunderstood?
 "You look like her." I repeated, and she continued to shake her head. Language is so complicated and signing so imperfect. I thought. This could be very frustrating. From what well of tolerance did Tyler Monahan draw the patience? I was sure what he did took years and years of training. Perhaps I wasn't up to this and he was right. I would grow tired and disgusted and leave sooner than I planned. I sat there, musing about it, considering my options. How long could I last out there on my own? What would I do to earn money? Would I go back to live with Brenda?
 "What's going on in here?" I heard, and turned to the doorway to see Mrs. Westington standing there. "I called for you to come down."
 "Oh. I'm sour, I didn't hear you."
 Echo quickly took the photo from me and buried it again in her dresser drawer. I could see from the look in her eyes that she didn't want her grandmother to know she had that picture.
 "What are you two doing?"
 "Oh, nothing much," I said, standing. "She was showing me her room and I was practicing signing with her." I held up the ASL book.
 Nevertheless, she looked suspicious, probably because Echo looked so frightened. Why wouldn't Mrs. Westington permit her to have pictures of her own mother? That was silly. I thought, but also thought I should keep my opinion to myself when it came to Rhona.
 "Yes, well, she's been in all day. That's why I was calling for you. You should get her to go out and get some air. I always worry that the child doesn't get enough sunshine."
"Okay. Wait, let me tell her," I said, and looked into the book.
 I grasped my downward opened right hand and drew it up and out of my left hand's grasp. As I did so. I brought the right fingers together and then made the 0 sign with my left facing the right.
 She smiled and nodded.
 "Very good," Mrs. Westington said.
 I reached for Echo's hand and we started out of the room.
 "There's a little lake in back," Mrs. Westington called to me as we continued. "She likes looking at the frogs and such. A fresh stream feeds it and sometimes there are trout. It's rare. but Trevor's pulled out a few and cooked 'em. She'll show you. There's a rowboat, too, if you want to go for a ride. She can swim, so don't worry about that. Trevor taught her. Wouldn't take her in the boat until she learned. An ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure. Take a letter."
 I nodded and we went downstairs and out. Echo had been very eager to get away. Now that we were outside. I thought about the fact that she couldn't hear any birds. It came to mind because a large crow was cawing loudly off to the right while it perched on the branch of an old oak tree. To my surprise. however. Echo pulled an my arm and pointed to the crow while she imitated its cry. It made me laugh.
 "How did you know the sound?" I asked. She just stared at me.
 I started to thumb through the book. Now I truly felt like some visitor to a foreign country, hurrying to find the right words. I put together a how and know and she nodded, understanding,
 "Ty," she said, then put her right hand softly to her throat and repeated the crow's call.
 "So, you've gone for walks with Ty and he's taught you about nature, too? That's nice," I said. She didn't read my lips and I didn't sign anything. I was really speaking my thoughts. "He's making you aware of much more than just math, science, social studies. and English. No wonder you have a crush on him. I wonder if he's aware of it. To me, he looks like he'd be oblivious to that sort of thing."
 Beside a deaf person. I could safely voice my thoughts. I could talk to myself aloud, rattle on and on, and not worry that she would tell him anything I had said.
 She wasn't quiet. however. As we walked, she tugged on my hand frequently and pointed out things. One was the inside of a dead tree where bees had created a hive. I never would have seen it if she hadn't shown it to me. She was like a tour guide, anxious that I not miss a thing, whether it be birds, squirrels, rabbits, or the frame of an old hammock on the rear patio. Everything excited her in her small world. Her hands went everywhere, her fingers moving quickly.
 I have to learn this signing thoroughly and quickly. I thought. The faster I did so, the less lonely she would be, and in fact, the less I would be as well. More important perhaps. Tyler Monahan wouldn't have as firm control over both of us.
 We paused at the lake, where there was a small dock and a rowboat tied to it. I gathered from her words and her signing that she had come here often when she was little, sometimes with her mother, and many times with Trevor Washington, who took her fishing. She had learned to pronounce his name very well, with only a little exaggeration with the vowels, so it came out "Tre... voooor."
 Then she acted out a little scene with lots of grimacing that was meant to tell me that she didn't like catching anything because she felt sorry for the fish immediately after hooking it. Reading her gestures and expressions was like unraveling one riddle after another for me, each one giving me more and more insight into what her life had been like with primarily only her grandmother and Trevor for companions.
 She sat on the dock with her feet dangling over and just above the water. I sat beside her and we were quiet, both watching the insects circling in a frenzy. Occasionally we would see a fish pop to the surface to feast on something. The surface of the water was their dining table. I thought.
The sun had fallen just below the tree line in the west so that the shadows deepened and sprawled slowly and lazily over the pond, which was really quite large. To the left it went around a bend of trees.
I thought it was the golden moment of the day, when everything paused for a while to enjoy the mere fact of its existence, the fact that it had lived through another wonderful twenty-four hours or so. I certainly felt that way.
I indicated the rowboat and she nodded excitedly. We got into it carefully and I asked her if she wanted to row. She was anxious to do so. She did very well, too. As we glided along. I closed my eyes and thought about how peaceful it was here, and how easy to be contented, even if only for a short while. Inside, my body felt like it was winding down, relaxing and loosening. I think I actually drifted asleep for a few minutes, because when I opened my eyes. I realized we were already around the bend. I 
hadn't meant for us to go that far and so I sat up quickly and indicated that she should turn around. She shook her head and pointed to the far shore. Obviously, she wanted to show me something.
 She rowed with determination. I gazed over her shoulder and searched for anything significant. All I
saw was a large rock. She brought the boat close to it and reached out with her hand to guide us right up against it. Then she smiled at me and nodded at the rock.
 "Ty and me," she said. She pronounced it almost perfectly and patted the rock.
 "Ty and you? What are you talking about?" I stood up carefully and made my way to her side to look at the rock.
 There, carved with a pocketknife or something, was a heart, and inside it was clearly scraped "Ty and Me." I stared at it and then looked at her.
 "Who did this?" I asked her. I mimed carving into the rock. "Who?"
 "Ty," she said.
 Maybe he was trying to demonstrate something. I thought. But what? Carving a heart? A young girl's emotions are not toys. He was just arrogant enough to have done something like this.
 I felt her eyes on me. She began to sign and gesture. At first I didn't understand what she wanted to know. She became more emphatic and I soon realized she was asking me if I had or ever had a boyfriend. She made me laugh with her gestures to show holding hands, kissing, and then putting her hands together and tilting her head as she flicked her eyelids.
 "Yes. yes. I understand,'" I said, glanced at the carved heart, and then sat across from her. A boyfriend? What should I tell her?
 I thought about Peter Smoke. the Indian boy I had met while I was going to school in Memphis. He had been my instructor in chess club and had taught me a lot about his Indian beliefs, especially the medicine wheel. We had started to have a romantic relationship. He was really the closest I had come to having a real boyfriend, but when he misinterpreted my intentions, it hadn't ended well. He's probably forgotten all about me by now, I thought. It was certainly not a relationship I could claim.
 I shook my head, "No, no boyfriend. I'm afraid."
 She looked surprised but also suspicious. Was I telling her the truth? Why not? she wanted to know, as if every girl my age had to have been or always was in a romance.
 "Because I'm too fat," I said. She shook her head, not understanding. so I bloated my cheeks and held my arms out beside my hips.
 She looked thoughtful and then smiled and pointed to herself. "Ty," she said.
 I started to shake my head and made some silly attempt to explain he was too old for her. "He can't be your boyfriend." I insisted, shaking my head harder.
 She laughed and pointed to the rock again. "Ty and me," she said.
 I continued to shake my head.
 And then she pursed her lips and mimed embracing him, closed her eyes, and made the sound of a kiss.
 "He kissed you?" I asked, pointing at her. She nodded.
 "No, he didn't. Not like that," I told her, but she nodded more emphatically, her eyes wide. She pointed at the rock and went through the mime of kissing again. I picked up the ASE book and thumbed the pages to find the word here.
 Your two hands were to be held out, palms up, and you moved the right to the right and the left to the left, back and forth.
 She nodded. "Yes, yes," she said, and repeated the signing. She pointed down, made a rowing gesture, and then signed the kiss again.
It was clear to me what she was saying: "He kissed me right here at the rock after he drew this heart and put our names in it."
 Did that all happen as she described? Was it possible? He was the one who had told Mrs. Westington, Echo was too vulnerable and I could be a bad influence. He had seemed to be sincerely protective of her and yet how could he justify carving this in the rock and then kissing her like that? Was he taking advantage of her?
 I tilted my head skeptically, but she kept nodding. Then she embraced herself and turned from side to side. Perhaps he had only comforted her. I thought, and she had misinterpreted it. Perhaps she was very sad and he had tried to reassure her.
 "Ty?" I asked, and imitated her motion. She nodded, then rose and stepped closer to me. kneeling down in the boat. "What?" I said.
 She took my right hand and brought it to her stomach. "What are you saying? I don't understand."
 Smiling, she slowly ran my hand up and over her breasts. I pulled it back quickly, the firmness of her nipple sending an electric shock up my arm. Visions of my sister's girlfriend touching me, wanting me to touch her, came surging out of my memory and over my eyes.
 "NO!" I cried, shaking my head emphatically. "That's not nice."
 She tilted her head and looked up at me. Then she shrugged and returned to her bench seat. Instinctively. I looked back in the direction of the house to see if Mrs. Westington or perhaps Trevor had witnessed what had just occurred.
 "Back," I indicated. "Go back. Echo." I gestured vigorously, almost in a panic.
 She started to row, looking as if she might burst into tears.
 "You don't just do that with a boy," I tried to explain. "It leads to other things."
 How stupid I sound, I thought, me giving advice to a young, deaf girl.
 She stared, her face soaked in confusion, I returned to my ASL book and as quickly as I could, put together some thoughts. She paused and watched me. The word for body was easy. I placed my hand against my chest and then removed it and placed it a bit lower. I pointed to her. And then I told her that her body was sacred, precious, and should be protected.
 With a troubled face, she watched me put together words and sentences to tell her she was too young to do these things yet. I told her girls her age, my age, could have babies and then what would we do?
 I could see I wasn't doing that good a job of explaining why I was so upset with her. so I promised I would sit down and write more of an explanation later.
 As she turned the rowboat. I gazed back at the rock and then thought about what she had told me. What did it all mean? Was this really something Tyler Monahan had done and if it were so, shouldn't Mrs. Westington know about it? She was so proud and appreciative of all he had done with Echo. Here I am, after only three days, telling her something that would destroy it all.
 Echo continued to look at me sadly as she rowed. She's so innocent. I thought. Maybe I was coming on too strong. I smiled back at her so she wouldn't feel bad. I told her everything would be all right and I was not angry at her. Her face brightened again. As soon as we reached the dock and stepped out of the rowboat. I indicated we should continue our walk on around the property, but what she had shown me and had told me through her gestures and few words continued to haunt me. Would I dare ask Tyler Monahan about it?
 When we came to the motor home, parked off to the side behind the house. I stopped and stared at the bright letters painted on the side: The Amazing Palaver. It spread such a layer of heaviness over my heart. I was actually anxious for it to be taken away. We were waiting for the attorney to tell us how we should deal with it, as well as all of Uncle Palaver's other possessions. All these legal actions had to be woven through the convoluted halls of justice. I imagined I was lost in some file cabinet in some judge's office.
 Echo was full of curiosity. She tugged at my arm. Her hands were moving a mile a minute. I laughed at her exuberance. What she really wanted was to go inside the motor home. She had been told about my living in it with Uncle Palaver and traveling about to perform. I was sure she wondered how someone could live in it as he or she would live in a home. I was hesitant, but she was begging. I was reluctant to go in there and stir my own emotions and memories, but I didn't have the heart to refuse her, especially after how I had reacted to what she had done at the pond.
 I opened the motor home door and we stepped up and into it. She went immediately to the driver's seat to toy with the steering wheel. She was like any other teenager. I thought, intrigued with the idea of driving, especially something as big as this. She turned the wheel, imagining herself on the highway. Finally, she rose and went into the living room.
 I hadn't done anything with the vehicle since we had arrived. Just looking at the things Uncle Palaver had left out before he had died saddened me. Now that I was inside with her. I felt embarrassed about the mess. I started to clean up and soon, she was helping. We washed the glasses and plates and silverware and put it all in the cabinets. Then I showed her where I had slept and she wanted to climb up and try lying on the bunk. It struck her funny and we both laughed. She pretended to be asleep and be comfortable.
 Wouldn't it be wonderful if we could just drive off together and live on some magical road that took us only to happy. joyful places? I thought. I'd become Uncle Palaver and she would see the world. How easy it was to dream. Fantasy was catching, infectious, especially in here where I had harbored so many fantasies of my own.
 I continued to straighten up the inside of the vehicle, picking up papers, closing up the garbage. For a few moments, it was as if Uncle Palaver was still alive and he and I were back on the road, parked in some lot, preparing for another show. I actually missed that life, as short as it had been. I went into a reverie, recalling some of the places and events, the crowds that had given him such applause. I didn't realize I was crying tither, until the tears dripped off my chin. It snapped me out of it, but when I looked about. Echo wasn't with me. Where was she?
 I turned and saw her at the rear of the motor home. She was standing there with her hands over her ears as though someone was screaming. It confused me for a moment until I realized she was standing in Uncle Palaver's doorway and she was looking in at the Destiny doll.
 "Echo! Came away from there!" I shouted, but of course she couldn't hear me. I hurried to her and tugged her arm.
 Her face was frill of confusion, fear, and astonishment. The doll was so lifelike that I was sure for a few moments at least, she thought she was looking at a real woman naked. She shook her head. Why was she lying in the bed like that? Why hadn't she been covered or dressed? How would I begin to explain?
 She didn't wait she turned away and quickly hurried out of the motor home. I gazed in at Destiny. I should have left this door locked. I thought, or thrown something over her. How could I have forgotten? Her glassy eyes seemed to focus on me accusingly. I had left her here, deserted her. She had been so precious to Uncle Palaver and I had left her.
 I sighed and closed the door. By the time I stepped out of the motor home. Echo was around the house, hurrying to go back inside, fleeing from what surely had been a most shocking sight. Mrs. Westington is going to be upset with me. I thought. She didn't want me to expose Echo to the doll just yet. She'll surely want me to leave now. Once Tyler Monahan heard about it, he would say. "See. I told you she'd be a bad influence," Mrs. Westington would have no other choice but to ask me to leave.
 Resolved to it. I headed back to the house.
 Apparently, however. Echo hadn't stopped to tell her grandmother what she had just seen. Instead, she had gone directly up to her room. Mrs. 
 Westington stepped out of the kitchen when I entered.
 "Did you two have a nice walk and go rowing on the pond?" "Yes, Ma'am," I said.
 "I know it's terrible that I don't get that child out and about more. Maybe now that you're here, we'll do it. I'll have Trevor take us for a ride this weekend. We'll go to a nice restaurant for lunch and shop. I need some things myself. I have a roast chicken cooking. Hope you have an appetite."
 "That's been my problem. I always have an appetite." I said.
 "Well thank your lucky stars you do. A good appetite means a healthy soul. Where's Echo?"
 "She came in ahead of me. I guess she went on up to her room."
 "Oh, did she? Well, maybe she's a little tired. Tyler works her hard and long when he's at it. He just loves that girl. He's determined to bring her up to speed. I'm sure he will. He'll do the same for you." she added.
 Maybe. I thought, maybe not. but I smiled and nodded.
 "I'll just go and wash up and come down to help you," I said.
 "No rush now. I'm fine. I've been feeding people for quite a long time without much help."
 She stared at me. It was on the tip of my tongue to confess, to tell her what had just happened. but I didn't do it.
 "You look like the cat's got your tongue. Anything wrong?"
 My chance to come clean. I thought. but I didn't do it. I didn't want to risk losing her and this home. I shook my head and hurried up the stairs.
 You're a coward. April Taylor. I told myself, You run away from everything, even yourself.
 I went directly to Echo's room. The door was open. When I looked in. I saw her hovered over the novel Tyler had given her to read. I sat beside her and she looked up at me. Her face was still a little peaked from her fright and her hands were trembling. I took them into mine, squeezed them gently to comfort her, and smiled at her. Then I reached for a pen and some paper.
 Here we go. I thought, and began to write about my uncle, his dear assistant. Destiny, and the doll. I gave it to her in small doses, explaining why my uncle had the doll made and what its purpose was in the show.
 She continued to look skeptical and wrote. "But isn't it a real lady?"
 Again and again, I told her no but she still looked skeptical. I apologized for not warning her about Destiny. I explained how I hadn't gone into the motor home since I had gotten my things out of it and some of the magic tricks, and how I had forgotten about her in the bedroom. Again. I emphasized how the doll was part of the magic show. helped do tricks, and was used like a puppet, a ventriloquist's doll. Being deaf, her knowledge of that was nil and I had a difficult time explaining it.
 Nevertheless. I promised to show how the doll worked someday and that seemed to calm her, although she still looked quite confused.
 Exhausted. I went to my room and prepared for dinner. As soon as I was downstairs. Trevor caught me in the hallway while Mrs. Westington was in the kitchen. He pulled me aside to whisper.
 "Something happen with Echo?" he asked, "I saw her running into the house earlier."
 I told him what had occurred and I also told him quickly that I hadn't revealed it to Mrs. Westington.
 "Oh, that doll," he said. I recalled how he had reacted when he saw Destiny for the first time the day I had driven up to the house,
 "I don't think Mrs. Westington is going to be happy about it," I said. "It was my fault. I had better explain."
 "For now, let it be." he advised.
 Mrs. Westington saw us whispering and looked at us suspiciously, but she didn't ask any questions.
 At dinner Trevor and I talked more about the winery, how it had been so successful and why his grapes were so special. He went into a long lecture about methods of cultivating. Mrs. Westington put on a touchy face and complained about his wasting my time now and not just his own, but I could see she enjoyed my enthusiasm. Echo struggled to be part of our conversation, but neither I nor Trevor 
 remembered to explain everything as we went along. I. of course, had a limited ability with signing. Every once in a while, I did what I could to keep her in the discussion, and then I suddenly got a great idea from watching her struggle to keep up with us.
 However, I thought it was a terrific idea. but Tyler Monahan thought it further proved that I was too weird to be around Echo.
 When he arrived the next day. I greeted him with, "I want to learn like a deaf person."
 He froze in the hallway and pulled in the corners of his mouth. Then he tilted his head and said, "What?"
"I thought if I was deaf. I would be forced to learn how to communicate through signing. It would put the same pressure on me that a person really deaf has on her, and perhaps I'll learn faster."
 "Oh, is that so? And how do you intend on becoming deaf, pop your eardrums or something?"
 "Wax," I said.
 "Wax?"
 "Yes, I'm going to fill my ears with wax. My uncle Palaver was once part of a circus act that required him to assist the man who
 was shot out of a cannon. He told me he filled his ears with melted wax to keep himself from going deaf and he couldn't hear a thing and that they had to tap him on the shoulder to get his attention."
 Tyler shook his head. "Let me understand this. You not only want me to tutor you for the high school equivalency exam. You want me to do it through signing, lipreading, and all the other techniques I use on Echo?"
 "Exactly," I said.
 "You're crazier than I thought," he replied. I smiled. "It won't work," he insisted.
 "We'll see:" I said. I had spent hours and hours the night before on the ASL book even after Echo and I had practiced for hours. I wasn't proficient yet. but I had come a long way and I was determined he would have a better impression of me and my abilities.
 "Look, if you think I'm going to waste my time just to amuse you. you're"
 "I'll be right back." I interrupted before he could warn and threaten me, and I went upstairs and filled my ears with the candle wax I had already melted and prepared in a cup. I tested myself by banging a brush on the vanity counter and then by running water. It was very difficult to hear anything. With the ASL book under my arm. I returned to the office, where Tyler was already instructing Echo. He looked up suspiciously, and then he produced a packet of tests he obviously wanted me to take.
 "This will help me evaluate you." he said. I knew he had said it, but I responded with the signing for "I can't hear you."
 He squinted and I turned my head so he could see the wax in my ears. Then he raised his eyes to the ceiling. I saw an impish light come into his eves. When he looked at me again, he signed. "Let's have breakfast."
 I shook my head at him and signed back, "We already ate breakfast."
 His eyes widened with surprise. I stepped forward and indicated the tests. For me?" I signed.
 He nodded. I took them and sat. "What do I start with?" I signed. "Math," he signed back.
 "I hate math." I told him.
 "Then that's what you should start with," he replied, signing quickly, almost too quickly. "What is your favorite subject?" he asked. I got thrown by the word favorite for a moment and then figured it out.
 "English," I said.
 He nodded gently, his eyes bright with his surprise and admiration for what I had already achieved.
 Echo had been watching us the whole time. She started to smile, looked at Tyler, who was staring at me now with a lot more respect, and then she looked back at me.
 Her smile slowly weakened until it was gone. She looked at Tyler and then at me again. I think she was afraid my initials might get carved into that heart scratched into the rock.
 And maybe she thought that was the reason I had warned her against being too intimate with him or any boy?
 Of course. I told myself it wasn't.
 I looked at Tyler Monahan flipping through the pages of a book. He was a handsome young man, so self-assured.
 Maybe what I had seen in Echo's eyes was really in my own, I thought.
 And if a young, innocent girl could see it so clearly, he surely would.


3 Distractions
 . The tests Tyler gave me took hours and although I wouldn't admit it to him, the wax in my ears made them very itchy inside. Every once in a while, I caught him looking at me with some suspicion in his eyes. I was sure that in his mind I was simply pulling off a stunt to win Mrs. Westington's affections even more, When I saw Mrs. Westington in the door to announce lunch. I signed back at her that I was going to skip lunch and continue doing the tests. She looked confused and turned to Tyler. He told her about the wax in my ears and she came over to me quickly to look.

"I want to learn like Echo learns." I explained when she opened her mouth in amazement. "I want to be dependent upon the same means she is. It will help me develop the ability to communicate with her faster and better."

She looked at Tyler. who shrugged, lifted his arms, and shook his head with a look that said. "I don't understand her.' They went off to lunch, but Mrs. Westington wouldn't hear of me not eating anything. She brought in a turkey sandwich and a glass of lemonade and put it on the desk. I thanked her. I could see her go off muttering to herself.

I was so involved in the tests. I didn't notice how much time had gone by without Tyler and Echo returning to the office.

Either hoping to defeat me or trying to get me to give up on my own, he had presented me with a great deal of work that included math problems, science questions, social studies questions, and pages and pages of grammar exams. By the time I was finished, it was nearly time for him to leave for the day. I closed the test booklet and looked about, puzzled, but before I got up to leave. Tyler appeared without Echo. I looked at him curiously. He seemed very upset.
 "What's wrong?" I asked. "Where's Echo? Something the matter with her?"
 "You'd better scrape that wax out of your ears
 right now." he wrote on a pad.
 "Why?"
 "I want to talk to you about what you told
 Echo." he added. "And also about what you showed
 her." Of course I knew he meant Destiny.
 I asked him where Echo was and he told me she 
 was upstairs in her room working on some 
 assignments he had given her.
 "I'll be waiting for you outside." he told me. He 
 tried to keep his emotions under a tight, firm face, but
 his rage swirled about in the dark pools of his eyes. I went into the bathroom and began to remove 
 the wax using hot water and a toothpick very
 carefully. I didn't get it all out. but I knew Tyler was
 waiting impatiently for me on the front porch. "Let's take a walk," he said sharply the moment
 I appeared. He charged dawn the steps.
 Trevor was continuing his harvesting of his
 grapes and watched us walk off toward the pond. We 
 went quite a way before Tyler spoke and when he did, 
 he nearly shouted. blurting. "I knew you were going
 to create more problems and make things more 
 difficult for me, as if it wasn't hard enough for me as 
 it is. I just knew it!"
 "What's that supposed to mean?What
 problems?"
 He kept walking, paused, changed direction, 
 and continued like someone caught in a great state of 
 confusion.
 "Can you please stand still and tell me what this
 is all about? What problems have I caused you?" Finally, he stopped and turned to me. "You wanted to help her with her schoolwork," he said, shaking her head. "You wanted to learn how to communicate with her quickly. You put on this whole show about simulating a deaf person's condition so you'd be forced to learn like she does. You did some job on Mrs. Westington when you told her your sad, sad store. Poor April Taylor, an orphan dumped on their doorstep,'" he said, mimicking someone who felt
 terrible for inc.
 "What did I do to get you so upset?" I 
 screamed.
 "What did you do? I'll tell you what you did. 
 First chance you get, what do you talk about with
 Echo? Her math problems? No. English homework?
 No. Social studies? No. What then? Boyfriends, 
 kissing, petting, making babies! Her brain is so full of 
 that stuff, she can't concentrate on anything I tell her 
 to do. And she's asking me questions that would
 embarrass a prostitute!"
 "I didn't tell her anything a girl her age 
 shouldn't know, things girls younger than her know," "Who told you to tell her anything?"
 "Why do you want to keep her so socially
 innocent and ignorant?" I fired back, my eyes small
 with accusations. "Why would you want that?" Instead of answering, he ignored me and
 continued with his assault. "And then you show her 
 that... naked doll, a life-size, naked doll with... with
 pubic hair? How could you do that?" he asked, 
 grimacing. "Did you get some sort of sick pleasure out
 of watching how she reacted?"
 "You don't understand what happened.'" "Right. I don't understand. At least you're smart
 enough to realize that. My advice to you is to just pick
 up and leave. Get into that motor home, drive off. and
 go live with one of your own relatives, the first ones
 who'll take you in."
 "Oh, you're such a goody-goody, so protective 
 of poor Echo, so worried I would corrupt her, while 
 you go and carve your initials in a heart in that rock
 with her and get her to think you're going to be her 
 boyfriend."
 "Rock?"
 "For your information, she showed me how you
 touched her, too! In places you shouldn't have! I've 
 been thinking about telling Mrs. Westington. only I 
 didn't want to start a whole mess after being here so
 short a time. If anyone has created unnecessary
 problems, it's you, not me. Tyler Monahan!" His face brightened as the blood rushed into his cheeks. "What rock? What sort of touching? What are you talking about?" he demanded, stepping up to me, 
 his chest swelling, his hands on his hips.
 I nodded at the pond. "The rock that sticks up
 on the other side of the pond. She brought me there 
 and showed it to me. After that she showed me how
 and where you touched her."
 He stared at me, his black pearl eyes losing,
 some of their rage. Then he gazed out at the pond and
 turned back to me. "You're lying."
 "Oh. I'm lying. What are you going to do, claim
 it's my imagination? Maybe we can't bring Mrs. 
 Westington out there. but I could tell Trevor to go
 look if you need it confirmed."
 "Show it to me." he said.
 "Why, you don't know where it is?" 
 "For your information. I don't."
 I hesitated. Could he be telling the truth or did
 he just want to get me into that boat? I began to
 imagine all sorts of things. If I got into that rowboat
 with him, he might try to drown me.
 "Just as I thought." he said at my continued
 hesitation. He folded his arms under his chest and
 stood back firmly. "You're making it up. You're sick, 
 as sick as the uncle who had that doll in his motor 
 home."
 "No, you're the one who's sick," I said, "I'll
 prove it, too," I added, and marched down to the dock. 
 Now he was the one hesitating. "Well, are you coming
 to see what I know or are you going to run back into
 the house and tell Mrs. Westington a bunch of lies?" After a moment, he unfolded his arms and
 walked down to the dock. I got into the rowboat first. 
 He looked back at the house and then he got into it. "I'll row," I said. "I don't want you to strain
 yourself."
 He squeezed his forehead and narrowed his
 eves as I set out, my eyes fixed firmly on him. "For your information, not that I care. I didn't
 realize Echo understood half of what I told her about
 boys and making babies. I was planning on writing
 out most of it tonight. She's nearly fifteen years old
 and she should know a great deal more about her own
 body and sex and everything, only who is going to
 teach it to her. Mrs. Westington? I doubt it. You? I 
 don't see any books on health education."
 "That's not what I'm here for."
 "Yeah," I said. smirking. "That's not what
 you're here for. Oh. no."
 "It isn't and I already told you. I thought she should be in an environment with other g-irls her own age. Not that you couldn't teach her about sex from
 firsthand experiences. I'm sure."
 "Oh, you're so damn smug. You think you
 know everything about everybody."
 He didn't respond. He turned away and looked
 out over the pond.
 "What are you trying to do, think of some 
 clever Chinese proverb?"
 He started to swell with anger and then he just
 shook his head.
 I rowed hard and quickly, bringing us up beside 
 the rock. Then I reached out, stopped the rowboat, and
 looked at him. "Here it is. Like you didn't know." He rose, wobbling a bit, and crossed to where I 
 had indicated on the rock. He studied it a moment and
 then surprised me by laughing,
 "What's so funny?" How could he laugh? "It's pretty easy to figure out that I didn't do
 this." 
 "Oh, really? And why is it so easy. Mr. Big
 Shot?"
 'It's easy because it says 'Ty and me.' I don't
 think I would have written 'Ty and me,' even though
 you believe I'm too much in love with myself. Also, look at how crudely this heart is drawn. It's not carved so much as scratched. Anyway, why would I put something indelibly into this rock for anyone to see if
 I was trying to be surreptitious?"
 "Sur what?"
 "Sneaky, hidden. Pass a high school
 equivalency exam," he muttered.
 I squeezed my eyebrows together and studied
 the heart in the rock. Of course he was right about it
 saying "Ty and me." Why hadn't I realized it? He sat and folded his hands over his lap. I 
 returned to my seat and for a moment neither of us
 spoke. The boat rocked gently in the breeze and my
 pounding heart slowed down,
 "Look," he said in a much calmer tone of voice. 
 "what we have here is an adolescent fantasy. It's not
 uncommon or even unexpected, especially with a girl
 so isolated. Don't you think I'm aware of all that? I do
 the best I can. That's why I want to bring her up to a 
 level where she could enter a structured school
 environment quickly and have more normal
 experiences."
 "That's all I want for her as well," I said. "It's hardly normal to bring her to that motor 
 home and show her a nude sex doll.'
 "It's not a sex doll and I didn't show it to her. 
 She wanted to go into the motor home to see it and I 
 forgot about my uncle's doll."
 "Naked on a bed? That's just so sick. You're 
 uncle must have been so perverted beside being a 
 drunk,"
 "He was not! You're so arrogant. You don't
 know what you're talking about."
 "Maybe I don't. but I wonder if you do either. I 
 can only imagine what it was like for you to be living
 under those circumstances and traveling about with
 someone like that."
 "Nothing ugly happened!" I cried, and then I 
 really did begin to cry. "He taught me magic tricks
 and I helped him with his act. He was my only close 
 relative. He loved me and he was alone. too. I had
 nowhere else to go!"
 As inscrutable as Tyler tried to be with me, his
 face couldn't help but soften with some compassion. "Look. I admit I don't know your whole story.
 All I know is what I've been told by Mrs. Westington
 and what Echo described to me earlier. I'm sorry if 
 Fin jumping to too many conclusions, but you're 
 guilty of the same sort of impulsive judgments," he 
 said, nodding at the rock.
 I flicked the tears off my cheeks. Then I took a 
 deep breath. This was a big mess. I wasn't here a week
 and already there was great turmoil. Does it just
 follow me wherever I go? Will it always?
 "Well, what do we do now?" I asked him. "Declare a truce," he said. "You want me to
 row us back?"
 "No, I can do it," I said, grabbing the oars
 before he could. He shrugged and then leaned back. "I don't mind being spoiled." "Very funny." He looked at me with somewhat more trusting
 eves. "Did you complete the evaluation exams?" "Yes."
 "I'll pick them up and go over them tonight. I 
 don't give the equivalency exam, you know. You have 
 to schedule that at the public school. I'll help you
 arrange for it when I think you're ready, if you're ever 
 ready."
 "I'll be ready."
 "So, if you don't mind telling me, why didn't
 you remain living with your sister? Even though she's
 off on tournaments, you could have stayed with her. 
 She would be considered your legal guardian. I'm
 sure, and at least you could have remained in school
 and had something of a normal life."
 I continued to row,
 "Why did you run away to live with your 
 uncle?"
 I hesitated to say anything. I continued to row, 
 with him staring at me.
 "You don't have to tell me anything." he added
 in a tone of voice that meant precisely the opposite. "I couldn't get along with her roommate!" I 
 exclaimed. 
 "Oh? Why not?"
 "She was too demanding."
 "Demanding? In what way?"
 "In a sexual way, if you have to know." I said. 
 "And my sister was upset about it. I knew that
 somehow it would end up being my fault."
 "What do you mean exactly? What did she do?" 
 he asked, his face full of interest and curiosity now. "I don't want to go into detail, Tyler. She 
 wanted to have sexual relations with me."
 "Really? Did she just ask or what?"
 "No, she did more than just ask. I said I don't
 like talking about it. It was very, very disturbing at the 
 time and it's painful to think about it now."
 He nodded. thinking. 'Why would your sister be
 angry at you for something like that? You would think
 she..." He thought again and then he nodded softly. 
 "Oh," he said. "You mean your sister and this other 
 woman were
 "Yes."
 "Man. you did have a screwed up family. A
 lesbian sister, an uncle in love with a doll, and who
 knows what else."
 "My family wasn't screwed up! Not everyone 
 marches to the same drummer. I'd think you'd 
 understand that, being you're so intelligent." He shrugged. "What about you? Are you a
 lesbian?" he asked with as much emotion a doctor 
 might show when he asked if I had an ache in my tar. 
 "Is that why your sister's lover made a pass at you?" "I don't think so," I said, "Just because one 
 person in your family is gay, it doesn't mean you have 
 to be."
 "So why do you say you don't think so? Don't
 you know for sure? Are you attracted more to girls
 than boys?"
 "I'd rather not talk about all that."
 "Well, have you had boyfriends?" he pursued. "It's not really any of your business," I said. He didn't look angry about my reaction. He just looked pensive, again like some doctor reviewing symptoms. I rowed on, biting down on my lower lip and sucking back my tears. Talking about it only brought back my painful separation from Brenda and
 the only family I knew,
 "How did your parents die? An accident?" "No, my father had an inoperable brain tumor 
 and my mother fell into a deep depression and
 overdosed on sleeping pills."
 "Wow. I guess Mrs. Westington was right. You
 have been dragged over the coals."
 "I'm not looking for any sympathy," I said. I 
 wanted to add "especially from you," but I held that
 back.
 "That's good. Old Chinese proverb say 'He who
 feels sorry for himself can demand an apology from
 no one.' "
 "What's that mean?" I asked. grimacing. He shrugged. "I'm not sure. I got it in a fortune 
 cookie." He held his expression for a moment and
 then he burst out laughing, The expression of surprise 
 on my face made him laugh harder.
 Finally. I started to laugh myself. I was
 laughing through tears and it was like sunshine on a 
 rainy day.
 "Do me a favor,' he said when we docked the 
 rowboat. "What?"
 "Show me that doll. I'm curious about it and
 how Echo described it."
 I looked at him suspiciously.
 "I just want to see how a doll could upset her so
 much and understand how you and your uncle used it
 in the show. If makes you uncomfortable to do it. I 
 understand."
 "No, it's all right," I said. "I shouldn't have left
 Destiny like that anyway."
 "Destiny? The doll has a name?" 
 "Yes. That was her real name." 
 "Real name? I don't get it."
 "She was a real person. I'll show you pictures
 of her in the motor home."
 "So a doll was made of a real person. Why?" "You'll understand when you see it and the
 other things," I said.
 "Everything all right?" Trevor called to us from
 the small vineyard as we walked toward the motor 
 home. I knew he was really calling only to me. "Yes, thank you. Trevor," I shouted back. Tyler waved to him but said nothing, and
 Trevor didn't wave back. He barely nodded. "As Mrs. Westington would say, the jury's still 
 out as far as his opinion of me," he said as we 
 continued. "That's all right. It's good that he's so
 protective of them." He glanced at me. "Looks like 
 he's getting to be just as protective of you."
 "Believe me, I don't mind." I said. "I haven't
 had anyone protective of me for a long, long time." "I guess not," he said, and then paused when we 
 reached the motor home. "There's a car. too." "Yes, that was my car. Uncle Palaver hitched it
 on after I found him."
 He studied me and the way I was looking at the 
 vehicle. "It's hard for you to go in there, I bet." "Yes."
 "We don't have to do it. It's really not that
 important"
 "No. I've got to do something with Destiny. 
 Now is as good a time as any. C'mon," I said, and led
 him to the door. "Have you ever been in one of these 
 before?"
 "No," he replied. After we went up the steps, 
 opened the door, and entered, he said. "Pretty neat." "Yes. This part can be expanded after the motor 
 home is parked."
 I led him down to Uncle Palaver's bedroom. He stood gaping at the Destiny doll, I hurried to the dresser that contained her clothes and began to dress
 the doll.
 "There's a picture of them together, the real
 Destiny and my uncle." I said, nodding at the framed
 picture on the wall to his right. He looked at it and
 then back at the doll.
 It was embarrassing for me to put on her 
 panties and her bra with him watching, but it was how
 Uncle Palaver had dressed her. I worked as quickly as 
 I could.
 "That is one lifelike doll. Can I touch it?" he 
 asked. I nodded and watched him touch Destiny's arm. 
 "Feels just like real skin. And those breasts and
 nipples. Who made it, a plastic surgeon?"
 "I don't know."
 "There are even fingernails and hairs. No 
 wonder the kid was so confused. Why did your uncle
 have this made?"
 "My uncle was very much in love with Destiny
 and it was so painful for him to lose her. He found
 someone who would do all this detail,"
 "Even pubic hair. You didn't need that much
 detail for the show, did you?"
 "No, but it didn't hurt that she looked this real." I turned the doll over and undid the cabinet that held the batteries. "These have to be replaced," I said, 
 taking the dead ones out.
 "What can you make it do?"
 "Using the transmitter. we. I mean I. can move 
 her arms and legs, hands and fingers. Her head and
 even her eyes shift. But the most important thing is
 her mouth. We, my uncle mainly, could do an exciting
 ventriloquist act with her making her mouth move. 
 Her comments related to the tricks and he had tricks
 he could do that often would involve the doll holding
 something. There are other things, too, things he used
 in his act."
 "This must have been very expensive to create." "I don't know," I said, completing the dressing
 of Destiny by zipping up the skirt and buttoning the 
 blouse. "He never told me how much she cost to
 make. I don't think the money mattered to him." "Well, at least now I can understand why Echo
 still believes it's a real person lying there."
 "After she saw this, she ran out. I followed her 
 into the house and spent time with her, writing out an
 explanation as best I could."
 "She just told me about the doll and how she 
 had discovered it. Her description made it all sound
 quite kinky and strange."
 "I'm sure it did."
 "We'll have to show it to her again and
 explain."
 "Mrs. Westington might not like it," I said. 
 "She didn't want me to show it to her. I'm sure she 
 wanted me to leave all that out"
 "So she doesn't know she's seen it?" "I didn't tell her when I should have," I
 confessed.
 "Hmm, well, maybe that's for the best right
 now. I'll speak to her about it later. when I think it's 
 okay. I'll make sure she knows you didn't mean
 anything bad.."
 "Thank you," I said.
 He nodded, still unable to keep his eyes off
 Destiny. Finally, he realized it.
 "Let's go get your exam papers. I've got to be 
 heading home. I'm already a good half hour late and
 my mother gets very upset."
 "What do you do for her?"
 "It's for us, our business. I oversee the 
 manufacturing of our chocolate wine sauce and
 manage the retail outlet. I mean, we have enough
 help, but we like to keep control over everything. I'll
 bring some around for you to taste," he offered. "I'd like that."
 After I dressed Destiny. I carried her out and
 put her in Uncle Palaver's chair. Then I went back and
 closed the bedroom door.
 "What are you going to do with all this?" "I'm just waiting for our attorney to let me 
 know. I imagine we'll sell the motor home quickly. I 
 won't sell the car, of course. That's mine. I need to
 discuss it all with my sister. too."
 "Where is she right now?"
 "She's still in Europe. She should be calling me 
 soon."
 "That's good," he said. He glanced back at
 Destiny and shook his head. "Man. . .that does look
 real. Even the teeth look like real teeth."
 "Yes," I said. "I admit she does look alive." I 
 still had trouble calling Destiny "it."
 We left the motor home and returned to the 
 house. Trevor had finished his harvesting in the 
 vineyard for the day and was not around,
 "For now," Tyler said before we entered the 
 house. "I wouldn't say anything to Echo about what
 you've learned and all concerning the rock, et cetera." "I won't. She'll be too embarrassed. But what
 are you going to do about it, about her crush on you?" "As I said, hopefully convince Mrs. Westington
 to register her in the school soon. Once she meets
 other people, other teachers, she'll be fine. I can't tutor 
 her too much longer anyway. My mother needs me 
 more at the plant and store. She's not well herself and
 she has been trying to get me to stop doing this." "Oh. I'm sorry."
 "Don't mention it to Mrs. Westington yet. I 
 don't want to upset or frighten her about it."
 "I won't." I told him.
 We went inside and he retrieved my exam
 papers, glancing quickly at them.
 "Urn, not so bad. We'll see. I'll be back
 tomorrow, same time," he said.
 "Thank you. I'm sorry about before,' I said. 
 "Accusing you of things and all that."
 "No, it's not your fault. It's not anyone's fault or 
 at least any of our faults. If Echo had a decent mother, 
 this might have all turned out differently for her and
 for Mrs. Westington."
 "Someone once told me you have to deal with
 the hand you're given," I said.
 He smiled. "Sounds to me like an old Chinese 
 proverb."
 My laughter followed him out. For a moment I 
 just stood there in the foyer. Then I heard Mrs. 
 Westington tap her cane. I turned and saw her peering
 at me from the doorway of the kitchen.
 "Well now, this is the latest that boy's stayed
 here. He's going to catch hell and walk the plank
 when he gets home." She smiled. "I guess you're 
 getting along then."
 "We'll see. Mrs. Westington. I did the best I can
 on the tests."
 "That's all anyone can do, the best she can. 
 Come on in here and let me show you the right way to
 prepare a meat loaf. One of these days, you'll be 
 winning a man through his stomach," she added, and
 disappeared into the kitchen,
 Would I? I wondered. Would I ever have any
 semblance of a normal life? Any real relationships? Working beside Mrs. Westington in her kitchen
 recalled the many times I worked beside my mother. 
 Just as Mama had told me about her life as a child. 
 Mrs. Westington told me about working in the kitchen
 beside her own mother. The affection and the love 
 between her and her mother was as palpable to me as 
 the affection and love I had shared with mine. I 
 enjoyed hearing her stories, but when she talked about happier times with her family, she reminded me of my own and that brought tears to my eyes and a heaviness to my heart. When would nice things, happy things, stand on their own for me and not resurrect memories that only brought back pain? Would it be like this for 
 me forever and ever?
 I hid my sadness from Mrs. Westington and
 together we prepared the dinner. She let me set the 
 table and then I went to freshen up.
 If Echo was still upset about confronting the 
 Destiny doll, she didn't show it at dinner. nor had she 
 mentioned it to Mrs. Westington, Trevor Washington, 
 on the other hand, looked suspicious and troubled to
 me whenever he glanced my way. When he invited
 me to look at the wine-processing equipment and
 storage facility after dinner. I quickly accepted. "Can't you think of a better way to waste her 
 time?" Mrs. Westington quipped.
 "No. Ma'am." he said, and winked at me. Echo wanted to go along as well. With an
 impish smile on his face. Trevor invited Mrs. 
 Westington to join us.
 "Might jolt your memory a bit. Mrs. 
 Westington," he added.
 "If I ever want my memory jolted. I'll put my hand in an electric socket," she told him, and he 
 laughed.
 Although she complained about it. I could see 
 her look of satisfaction when Echo and I followed
 Trevor out to the plant.
 "As I told you. Echo knows a lot more about
 the wine-making process than Mrs. Westington
 thinks," Trevor told me. "She's too full of curiosity to
 be ignored,"
 The building the plant was housed in was
 immaculate. I could see how proud of it Trevor was. "After we separate the stems from the grape 
 berries." he began. "the skins are broken to free the 
 juice. The mixture of juice, skins, seeds, and pulp is
 called must."
 We followed him about as he explained. Every 
 once in a while. I glanced at Echo and saw she was
 doing an odd thing. She was signing to herself, 
 thinking aloud, and what she was doing was repeating
 what Trevor was telling me, but repeating it from
 memory.
 Tyler's right about her. I thought. She is very
 bright and she's not being permitted to develop as she 
 should. She's like a bird kept in too small a cage to
 exercise her ability to fly. Do I dare try to convince Mrs. Westington of this, convince her to put Echo in a real school? Once she entered, there would be no reason for me to stay. It was selfish to think that. but I 
 couldn't help it.
 "And as you can see here,' Trevor went on. 
 "yeast converts sugar to alcohol and carbon dioxide. 
 The clear white is separated from spent yeast cells and
 other solids after fermenting. White wine should be 
 fermented at cooler temperatures than red and white 
 wines are consumed when they are relatively young
 so they retain fresh and fruity aromas and flavors." He looked at me. I had been watching Echo. 
 "I'm giving a test on this later." he said.
 "Oh. I'm sorry. Trevor. I really did hear 
 everything you said."
 Here.," he said, walking to a stack of cases and
 pulling a bottle out of the top one. "I'll give you a taste 
 of a finished product."
 He uncorked it and then poured a little in a 
 glass. He did the same for Echo. I was surprised. "If s all right. Mrs. Westington lets her have a 
 little now and then."
 We both tasted it. I hadn't drunk much wine in
 my life, but I thought it tasted very good and told him
 so.
 "Yeah, well, there was a time when pride in all
 this was waving over this property like a flag." he said
 sadly. He glanced at Echo and then turned back to me. 
 "Everything all right between you and that tutor 
 fellow?"
 "Yes," I said.
 "You just be careful about how much you
 invest in him," he warned.
 "Invest? What do you mean? Invest of what?" "Of yourself," he said. "A good relationship, 
 like this wine, needs a hospitable environment and
 time to age properly."
 I smiled. "Okay."
 "I got no right to advise anyone about
 relationships with other people. Been living like a 
 hermit too many years, but sometimes, what's true and
 right is as clear as the liquid gold."
 I agreed with him and thanked him for his
 concern. Afterward. I again worked with Echo on
 signing. She had endless energy when it came to her 
 need and desire to communicate. I was happy that she 
 was distracted and involved so much in our work that
 she didn't ask me any more questions about Destiny, 
 boyfriends, or sex. She appeared to have forgotten my
 promise to write it out and I didn't remind her. I didn't want to hear any more about her love for Tyler or 
 what she perceived as his love for her.
 Mrs. Westington was sitting in her chair and
 knitting while we worked anyway. She looked very
 pleased with how well Echo and I were getting along. 
 Was this a good time to bring up her need to be in a 
 real school environment? I was gathering the courage 
 to do so when the phone rang.
 "Now, it better not be one of those people 
 trying to sell me something," she complained, and
 went to the phone in the kitchen. A little more than
 ten minutes later, she returned, her face ashen, but her 
 lips trembling red with anger. I wondered if it had
 been Tyler telling her how his mother wanted him to
 stop tutoring Echo. She gazed at Echo, who was busy 
 correcting the way I held my arm and fingers for the 
 word day.
 "Something wrong. Mrs. Westington?" I asked. She took a deep breath, closing her eyes and
 pulling back her shoulders. "That," she said. "was my
 daughter. After all these years, my daughter." "Rhona? How is she?" I asked.
 "How is she? I'll tell you how she is. She's in a 
 Mexican jail because she was caught crossing the 
 border with drugs in her car, so they confiscated her car and she's in a pretty kettle of fish. My first reaction is not to give a picayune and let her fry in her 
 own fire."
 She settled in her chair, looking stunned. "Of 
 course, her father would rant and rave and then make 
 sure she was taken care of, and if I did any less, he'd
 probably rise from the grave. She's the way she is
 because he spoiled her spared the rod and spoiled the 
 child.
 "Well. I can't very well leave her down there. I 
 know what sort of things go on in those places and
 even she doesn't deserve that. Maybe she does," she 
 added after a moment. "but I don't have cold enough
 of a heart to let it happen. I called my attorney and got
 him on it. He'll pay off whoever has to be paid off to
 get her out. Where she'll go and what she'll do is
 anyone's guess, but don't be surprised if she shows up
 outside this door finally. The only reason someone 
 like her comes home is because no one else will take 
 her in,"
 "You took me in," I reminded her.
"That's a different story. You're a legitimate 
 person in need. No matter what I do to help her, she'll
 only go bad again and again. She's the rotten apple 
 who spoils the bunch, believe me.
 "Oh well, maybe she won't come here. Maybe 
 she'll use what I gave her to go on another fling. It's
 like paying off the devil to keep him from your door. I 
 can't imagine what would have happened to that poor
 child if she had not deserted her." she added, nodding
 at Echo, who fortunately wasn't paying any attention
 to what was being discussed. "She'd have dragged her 
 through the muck."
 "I'm sorry about all your trouble. Mrs. 
 Westington."
 "Yeah, well, grin and bear it, my grandmother 
 would say." She sighed. "I'm suddenly very tired
 myself."
 She started to rise and I could see she had
 suffered an emotional shock that added age to her old
 bones instantly. I got up quickly to help her. "Thank you. dear. You two go on to bed. I'll
 just clean up a bit," she said. "It's not good to lay
 down your head when it's so full of agitation. You'll
 spin around like a top for hours. Of course, she said, 
 smiling at me. "you already know all that."
 I watched her amble off and then I turned to
 Echo, who was staring up at me, concerned. She 
 quickly signed, asking if her grandmother was sick. "Just tired," I signed back. The words and the gestures came like a true second language. I smiled at how quickly I had drawn them out of the well of knowledge I had just acquired over the past few days. Echo smiled as well. She could see how happy I was
 about it.
 I reached out for her. She took my hand and we 
 went upstairs together, she to surely dream about
 Tyler. I wouldn't be all that surprised to find him
 wandering about in my night musings as well I 
 thought.
 He returned right on time the following day. 
 Worried about my test results. I held my breath when
 I saw him drive up. I was finishing up the grape 
 harvest with Trevor. Tyler looked my way and waved
 emphatically, beckoning me to meet him.
 "Go on," Trevor said. "You won't be no good to
 me itching to get over there as soon as you can." I handed him my basket of grapes and hurried
 to join Tyler as he approached the house.
 "All right," he said. "I'll confess I thought you'd
 do very poorly on all this, but you really surprised me. 
 You must have been a decent student."
 "Decent but not terrific."
 "Good enough," he insisted. "I think we can get
 you past the high school equivalency all right." He indicated a bag of books. "These are yours. We'll start on it right away. There's a bottle of our chocolate 
 wine sauce in there for you to taste as well," "Thanks," I said, taking it all.
 We heard Echo call to him and turned to see 
 she had come out on the porch.
 "How is she?" he asked. "Any more talk
 about...?"
 "She hasn't said a word about any of it. 
 especially Destiny. I think it's still frightening to her." "Don't worry about it. I have some ideas about
 how to handle all this. For now, let's forget about all
 that and get to work."
 One of the first things he did when he entered
 the house was seek out Mrs. Westington to tell her 
 how well I did on the evaluation tests.
 "You don't have to tell me. I knew that girl was
 good material." she told him.
 I was surprised at how much work Tyler had
 already done in regard to my test preparations. He had
 developed a structured series of lessons in every
 subject.
 "We'll work it as close to the actual school
 experience as we can." he explained. "You'll read the 
 work, do the exercises, and then we'll go over them
 together to be sure you understand it all."
 Echo watched us, clearly annoyed about the 
 time he was devoting to me. She interrupted us
 continually with questions we both knew she didn't
 have to ask. He exchanged a knowing look with me 
 and directed himself more to her.
 "I'm glad you're not filling your ears with wax
 today," he whispered. "Although, I'll admit now, it
 wasn't a terrible idea. In fact," he confessed. "we did
 similar things in school to prepare for teaching the 
 disabled."
 It felt good to get compliments from him. My
 self-respect was like a crumbled house of cards. It
 would take a lot of patience and glue to build it up
 again. I bore down on the assignments, motivated
 more than ever to do well. Time flew by. Mrs.
 Westington called us to lunch and at lunch Tyler was
 more chatty, directing himself to me now almost as
 much as he did to Echo. He asked me questions about
 Memphis, about my earlier life, and about the shows
 Uncle Palaver and I did on the road. Wisely, he 
 included Echo in everything, relating my answers to
 her. I could see she was torn between wanting me as a 
 friend and wanting all of Tyler's attention as well. We returned to our work, but halfway through
 the afternoon. Tyler surprised me with a bag. "What's this?" I asked, and looked in to see the 
 batteries I would need to install in Destiny.
 "I thought it might be a good idea to visit the 
 motor home and show Echo how you get the doll to
 perform."
 "Really?"
 "Sure," he said. "That's the fastest way to get
 her to understand."
 "Shouldn't we tell Mrs. Westington first?" "We'll do it after so she doesn't worry about it," 
 he said. "For now it will be our little secret. I'm
 curious about it myself. I want to see how good you
 are as a performer."
 "I wasn't the performer. It was my uncle." "But you said you were part of the show and
 knew how to do same of the tricks. That will help
 relax Echo. too."
 "Okay." I said, although if there was one thing I 
 had already learned in my short lifetime, it was that 
 keeping secrets from people you loved and respected
 was a recipe for trouble.
 "Good. Let's go."
 "Now?" I asked.
 "It's as good a time as any and everyone deserves a break from work, especially if you consider 
 how intensely we go at it," he said.
 He turned to Echo and signed quickly, 
 explaining what he wanted us to do. She looked
 pleased.
 "What did you tell her?" I asked.
 "Just that you were going to put on a show for 
 us in the motor home and surprise us."
 This was all happening so fast and seemed too 
 good to be true. The three of us getting along so well
 was a hope and a dream. Shell-shocked from one 
 disappointment after another. I was still nervous and
 skeptical. How radically Tyler's attitude toward me 
 had changed.
 "Are you sure it's all right?" I asked, desperate 
 for more and more assurance.
 "Don't worry." he added. "She trusts me." Yes. 
 I thought, she does.
 But should 1?


4 Magic Show
 . Mrs. Westington was asleep in her easy chair when we left the house to a to Uncle Palaver's motor home. Trevor Washington was on the roof of the winery plant doing some repairs. I didn't think he saw us because he was concentrating hard on his work. Echo looked nervous as we approached the vehicle. but Tyler continually reassured her, telling her we were going to have fun.

When we entered the motor home. Echo stood off to the rear and stared at Destiny, now seated in Uncle Palaver's chair facing the sofa. Turning it over. I lifted the blouse in the back to show her the battery compartment. She drew closer gingerly and watched as I inserted the new ones. She was even more curious now and sat on the sofa to wait for me to complete the installation and preparations.

Tyler sat beside her. "We're ready for our magic show," he said.
 I wasn't sure what I should do first. Without Uncle Palaver, it felt strange to do anything involving Destiny. It was almost as if I believed she wouldn't perform for me the way she had performed for him. but I thought of the easiest trick I knew using her. I straightened her up on the seat, or at least, that was what it looked like I was doing.
 "Do you have a quarter on you?" I asked Tyler. He dug into his pocket and produced one.
 "Okay," I said. "My uncle would ask Destiny for a quarter and she would shake her head. no. He would then ask someone in the audience and..."
 "Don't tell us about it. Do it just as your uncle did it," Tyler said.
 Echo's eyes were wide, looking from him to me to the Destiny doll.
 "Okay. Destiny, would you have a quarter I can borrow?"
 Tyler signed what I said so Echo would understand. Using the transmitter in my pocket. I triggered her head to shake a no and as rusty as I was, threw my voice through her to say it as well.
 Echo jumped in her seat when Destiny opened her mouth. Tyler took her hand and assured her it was just a trick. She sat back, but she didn't relax. Her eyes were glued to Destiny.
 "That's pretty good." Tyler said. "You made her voice so different. even I was thrown for a moment."
 "Uncle Palaver was so good at that, sometimes he drank a glass of water while throwing his voice. Don't ask me how."
 I took his quarter and then placed it in my palm and showed it to Echo. This part of the trick was easy for me. I had practiced it and practiced it so many times while Uncle Palaver and I rode for hours from one destination to another. I told Echo to put out her hand and open it. Then I put the quarter into her palm and closed her fingers around it.
 "Don't open your hand." I said. I signed "'don't open" to be sure she understood, otherwise the trick would be ruined.
 Then I turned to Destiny. "Are you sure you have no quarter for me?" I asked her, with Tyler signing to Echo. Destiny shook her head again and I triggered her right arm to come up slowly and then opened her hand. Echo held on to Tyler, but he was just as mesmerized as she was by Destiny's lifelike movements. They both leaned to see that there was a quarter in her hand. The next part was simple. I opened Echo's hand and there was no quarter in hers.
 "Holy smokes, how did you do that?" Tyler asked, very much impressed.
 "A real magician never tells," I said.
 The truth was when I had straightened up Destiny in the chair. I had placed the quarter in her hand and closed it. When I had put it in Echo's hand. I had plucked it out as I closed her fingers. I had that quarter hidden in my own hand.
 "Uncle Palaver would have a finny dialogue with her now, accusing her of hoarding money. She'd deny it and then he would reach under her chin and lo and behold," I said, opening my hand to reveal the other quarter. "he'd find another,'
 Echo laughed and clapped her hands in delight.
 Tyler nodded, looking very impressed. "You're fast," he said. "I'm not going to play cards with you. That's for sure." He looked sincerely impressed with me, which encouraged me to continue.
 "This is a magic quarter," I announced, holding up one of the quarters. Tyler told Echo.
 I was ready to perform the simple straight pin and quarter trick. I had already placed the straight pin in my hand, hidden between my first two fingers. I showed him his quarter again and he turned it over and studied it a moment before handing it back. "Just an ordinary quarter?" I asked,
 "So?"
 I placed the coin over the straight pin and after I pretended to run my other hand magically over the coin. I then raised the coin to a standing position, raising the straight pin along with it. It looked perfectly balanced on its edge. It was simply leaning against the straight pin. Keeping the pressure on the pin balanced the coin and made it seem as if it stood in midair.
 Echo clapped her hands in delight. I told her to wave her hand over the quarter the way I did. She did so hesitantly and, when I released the pressure on the pin, the coin began a slow falling back onto my fingers. I then handed the quarter back to Tyler.
 "Thanks for use of your magical coin. Mr. Monahan." Destiny said, nodding her head. He looked from me to her and laughed.
 "You're terrific."
 "It's all very basic stuff," I said. "My uncle was something to watch. People would swear he performed miracles. He really was on television, too. you know."
 "I bet." He looked around the motor home and then at Destiny. He turned to Echo and signed. "See. I told you it would be fun. April is a very good magician, isn't she?"
 She nodded and smiled at me.
 "I guess now we can tell Mrs. Westington everything." Tyler said. "She'll understand and she won't be upset, especially after she hears from Echo about the doll and your magic show."
 "Yes, you're right," I said. He was clever to have us do all this first. I was angry, at myself for suspecting him of any other motives.
 He looked at Destiny. "Are you going to sell her, too, when the attorney says it's all right to do so?"
 "Oh, no, I can't do that." I replied quickly.
 "It might be hard explaining that doll to everyone when you cart her about in your car," he said. "Especially when they see how realistically created she is."
"I don't care. I can't give her away or sell her to anyone," I said, surprised myself at how much panic was in my voice when I said it.
 "It's just a doll. April."
"I know, but it was my uncle Palaver's most cherished possession. It has meaning no one else can appreciate."
 He thought a moment and nodded. "Okay. Let's see if Mrs. Westington will let you bring her into the house."
 "It's not that important yet," I said. "When I
have to sell off the motor home. I'll think about her. As silly as it might sound to you," I added, looking at Destiny, "this is the only home she has ever known."
 He looked at me with a slight smile on his face and then he nodded. I was sure my reactions amused him.
 Afterward, we walked back to the house to continue our lessons.
 "Where have you been?" Mrs. Westington asked. When we entered, it woke her.
 "We'll let Echo tell you," Tyler said, and told her to do so.
 She began excitedly. Most of it Mrs. Westington didn't understand or follow, but she did get the main idea.
 "You put on a show for them?" she asked inc. "Using thatdoll?"
 "As best I could." I said.
 "When I heard April's story. I thought it would be the best way to explain that doll to Echo," Tyler added. "She saw it in action and understood its real purpose."
 "Hmm," Mrs. Westington said. "Well. I guess it all worked out for the best then. You can bring it into the house whenever you want." she told me.
 I thanked her and we all returned to our work until it was Tyler's time to go home. Echo was always very disappointed when the clock struck that hour. To get her off her sadness, he gave her one more thing to do, asking her to have it ready for him when next he returned and making it sound like it was very important to him. That was enough to get her started immediately. He could ask her to dig a ditch all night and she would do it for him. I thought. He kept talking to me about my own assignments and preparation for the high school equivalency exam. so I walked out with him.
 "I'm glad this is turning out better than I had expected," he said. There was almost nothing else he could have said that would have made me feel as good. "I only hope I can be here long enough to help you."
 After we left the house. I walked with him to his car. The late afternoon sun was threading its rays through the tops of the trees that surrounded the pond. A light, golden laver like the icing on a cake made the water glimmer,
 "It looks like a pond of Chardonnay," I said, nodding at the water.
 Tyler laughed. "I guess Trevor Washington and his winery are having an influence on you."
 "It is interesting. I imagine this was once a very beautiful vineyard."
 "Probably. My mother remembers it in its heyday. I don't." He got into his sports car and looked up at me before starting the engine. "Aren't you bored here? There's not much for you to do except prepare for your exam and help Trevor. They don't even have cable television. Their set is still attached to an old- fashioned antenna."
 "I haven't had time to think about it," I said. "with my uncle's death and all that followed."
 "Yes. I guess that's true." He started the engine. "'Well, maybe one night. I'll show you around the area.."
 "Really?"
 He shrugged. "See you. Spend some more time on those algebraic equations."
 I watched him drive off. He waved just before turning at the bottom of the driveway, the sound of his car engine reverberating over the street and dying away like thunder in the distance. It was then that I realized my heart was thumping, and it was then that I vowed to myself I would go on a serious diet and begin to once again do the exercises Brenda had once designed for me.
 It was as if thinking about her brought her back. As soon as I entered the house. Mrs. Westington told me Brenda was on the telephone, calling me from Europe. I hurried to take, the receiver.
 "Why are you still there?' she demanded as soon as I said hello. "Why didn't you go to Cousin Pete's? I called him and he said he knew nothing about you or Uncle Palaver's death. You never even called him. I felt so stupid."
 "Mrs. Westington invited me to stay here and help her with her granddaughter, who's deaf and lives here alone. She's nearly fifteen, but she's very immature. She's hired her granddaughter's tutor to coach me for the high school equivalency exam as well and I'm helping with the small vineyard and wine-making," I said, all in one breath. Brenda was so quiet, I thought we had lost the connection. "Did you hear me?"
 "Yes, but if you had gone to live with Cousin Pete, you could be in a regular school. April. I don't understand how you could simply take up with strangers like that."
 "Once you meet Mrs. Westington, you'll understand. This is a big house. It was once a famous thriving vineyard and winery
 "I've got another few weeks in Europe and then I'm coming back to live in Seattle," she said over my words, as if they had no importance.
 "Seattle?"
 "Yes. I was calling to tell you I've been offered a position on a professional basketball team in Seattle and I've taken it. Now that I know you're still there. I'll keep in touch. I'm going to stopover in San Francisco for a few hours. and I don't think you're far from there. right?" 
 "No. I'm not."
 "Then we'll meet and talk about all this then. April. let you know my exact schedule. Afterward. I'll be on the road with the team a treat deal, but you can come to live with me once I'm set up in Seattle."
 "Just you?" I asked.
 "For now" she replied honestly.
 "Well talk when you're in San Francisco," I said,
 "Are you really all right?"
 "Yes."
 "Okay. I'll call you." she promised. "Take care of yourself." 
 "You, too."
 I couldn't help crying softly. Just hearing her voice brought back so much so quickly it took my breath away. Mrs. Westington saw me wiping away the tears.
 "Why don't you go up and take a little rest. Take a warm bath and relax. I know that boy overworked you."
 "No, he didn't." I said.
 She raised her eyebrows at how quickly I had come to Tyler's defense. It embarrassed me. too.
 "I mean, he's just trying to get me to make up for all this time lost. I didn't do any schoolwork when I was on the road with my uncle."
 "Uh-huh," she said. She tried to hide a smile from me and went to busy herself with dinner preparations. I hurried out and up to my room. My head was swirling with confusion. Yes. I would like to be with Brenda again. I thought. She was my only family, despite what had occurred, but the life she proposed for me sounded so tentative and so lonely, and not so much different from the way it had been in Memphis. Surely it wouldn't be long before she'd find someone, a new companion. and I would be shoved to the back of the bus again. I longed to be independent, despite my age. I didn't want her to be my legal guardian. If someone like Tyler Monahan proposed to me, I'd accept in a heartbeat.
 Was that even a remote possibility or was I just as immature as Echo when it came to my fantasies?
 I gazed at myself in the mirror. Was I such a lost cause? Couldn't I lose weight, make myself attractive, have a young man seriously consider me, fall in love with me? Wasn't I capable of loving a man? In a true sense, I suppose if I wanted to be honest. I would admit that I wasn't much more sophisticated about it all than Echo was. If Tyler Monahan only knew the truth about me when it came to my experiences with boys. I thought, he'd be quite surprised.
 I returned to the closet, where Rhona's pretty and sexy clothing hung like a tantalizing promise, daring me to turn it into a reality. I vowed then and there to get up earlier every morning and jog just as Brenda used to do. I had to develop an attitude. I had to hate the body I was in and swear to myself I would get out of it. Brenda once told me to conjure up a vision of myself as I would like to see myself and whenever I looked into a mirror. I should be unsatisfied until I saw that vision reflected back.
 "Focus," she urged, "Become a monomaniac. Think only of that goal and twist and turn everything to service it. Focus, focus, focus," she chanted at me.
 I know it annoyed and even disgusted her that I could never do it. I would try to do it for a while and then drift back to my self-destructive ways.
 "You're a lost cause," she would tell me. "Don't ask me for anymore help or advice. I don't like wasting my time and energy on someone who really doesn't care about helping herself."
 I couldn't call it tough love because her face was really filled with disdain. The tough was there but not the love, and it was no act for my benefit. I often thought she wished I wasn't related to her, and in school I saw the way she would ignore me, pretending I wasn't around. If she didn't see or hear from me all that day, it wouldn't bother her a bit. In fact, she preferred it. She had a joke she used often. "We had a different mailman when April was born."
 Her attitude about me often made me wonder if Daddy had the same thoughts when he looked at me. I was caught in a maddening cycle. The more depressed I became about myself, the more I abused myself, and the abuse continued to make me distasteful to myself.
 It's got to end, I thought. I need self-discipline. To punctuate my conclusions. I dropped to the floor and began to go through a battery of exercises Brenda had once designed for me: leg lifts, sit-ups, trunk twists, even jogging in place until my heart was pounding and I was sweating so much, my body was slippery. Then I took a shower, instead of a bath, and scrubbed at my rolls of fat so hard, someone would think I was trying to shave them off.
 Tired, but surprisingly happy about it. I dressed and went down to dinner, determined to push away the delicious but fattening foods Mrs. Westington had prepared. She would be upset. but I would stand my ground. She was sure to see the determination in my face and retreat.
 However, instead of being upset with me. Mrs. Westington had an amused look on her face when I limited my portion of mashed potatoes to a teaspoon and I took no bread and butter. I ate only the chicken and vegetables and drank a glass of water. Once in a while I caught her and Trevor exchanging glances. I absolutely refused to eat any dessert, especially her homemade blackberry pie with a scoop of vanilla ice cream. I was dying to have it, but I slammed down the lid hard on my gluttony,
 "Aren't you feeling all right, dear?" Mrs. Westington asked me. "You're not eating very much."
 "I'm fine, I have to lose weight." I said. "My sister reminded me when we spoke," I added, even though she hadn't.
 "Oh. Well, your sister is looking after your best interests. I'm sure," she said. I thought I saw her wink at Trevor.
 Echo appeared to be mimicking my eating, however, and that did annoy Mrs. Westington. I quickly signed to her that I had to lose weight. She didn't. She remembered I had told her I had no boyfriend because I was too fat.
 "You want a boyfriend now?" she asked me through her "No." I told her. "I just want to like myself."
 She looked skeptical and then she ate normally.
 That night, after dinner, while Echo was doing her homework, I returned to the motor home by myself. I stepped in quietly, flicked on the light switch, and closed the door behind me. Then I went into the living room and sat on the sofa across from Destiny. Now that Mrs. Westington had given me permission to do so. I decided I would take her into the house and up to my room after all. I couldn't help thinking she was lonely, but maybe I was just projecting my own loneliness. Any day now, our attorney would be calling to tell me to get the motor home ready for auction anyway. I'd have to come here and pack away all that was inside, the linens, dishes, books, and mementos that had belonged to Uncle Palaver. I had to decide what of that I wanted to keep and what I wanted to give away or sell.
 To me it looked like Destiny was sitting there anticipating something very dramatic would be done with her. I imagined the doll missing Uncle Palaver. I was thinking like a little girl who talked to her doll as if the doll were alive. As children we could pretend and no one would think it was anything but cute, but at a certain age, all make-believe had to stop abruptly or else we'd be considered abnormal. And yet we all talk to ourselves as if there were someone else there, as if we were two people, chastising ourselves for doing something stupid, complimenting ourselves for doing something good. We need to talk to ourselves, don't we? I thought. The doll just made it easier in a real way.
 "It's time to go," I told Destiny. "Time to leave. Uncle Palaver's never coming back. We're alone in the world, you and I. We have only each other now. I can't imagine Brenda liking my bringing you into her home. but I promise. I won't go anywhere without you,"
 I fought the temptation to throw my voice and have Destiny reply to me just the way Uncle Palaver often did. If I did that. I would surely scare myself. I thought, and sighed deeply. I looked around. I really had to beg-in organizing things in here. Maybe tomorrow I'd ask Trevor to give me some of the cartons he had for the cases of wine and I, would label everything after I had packed it away.
 I looked at my watch. Carrying Destiny back to the house and up the stairs to my bedroom would be quite a sight. I wanted Echo to be asleep and even Mrs. Westington to be in her room. I'll just wait, I thought. I was going to turn on the little television set and rose to do so, when I heard a gentle tapping at the motor home door.
 It surprised me.
 "Who could that be?" I asked Destiny.
 I rose and opened the door to see Tyler Monahan standing there.
 "Hi," he said.
 "What are you doing back here?" I asked.
 He showed me a videotape. "I thought you could use this. It's a tape I forgot I had, a tape of sign instruction. It will make it easier and quicker for you to learn," he said.
 "Oh. Thanks." I didn't move and he didn't move. "How did you know I was here?"
 "I asked for you at the house and Mrs. Westington said she thought you had gone out for a walk. I saw the lights on in the mobile home."
 "How did you get away from work?"
 "We're closed for inventory. I forgot," he said. He started to look annoyed at my questions and then gazed past me. "What are you doing here anyway?"
 "I've got to get started on packing. I was just thinking about everything. The call could come any day to put the motor home up for auction and I'll have to get everything personal out of it."
 He nodded and just stood there. I realized how silly it was talking to each other over the small stairway.
 "Come on in if you want." I said. I backed away and he came in, closing the door behind him. He glanced at Destiny.
 "I still can't let over that doll. You do wonders with it," he said, then looked about. I meant to ask you where you slept when you traveled with your uncle. On the sofa?"
 "No, up there." I said, nodding at the bunk above the driver's seat.
 "Oh. I guess you couldn't toss and turn too much," he said, looking up at it.
 "I'm not a light sleeper. but I never fell out. Would you like something to drink? I know we still have some sodas in the refrigerator." I went to it and looked. "Cokes and ginger ales."
 "No, that's all right, thanks," he said. He placed the videotape on the coffee table and looked again at Destiny. "It's funny, but it seems like her eyes move with you as you move about."
 "I know.-
 "I never saw anything like it. Those lips look soft."
 "They are. As you saw, she's soft wherever she is supposed to be." I said.
 He looked like he wanted to see for himself, but I didn't give him permission to touch her. He hovered about her, looking at her ears, her fingers.
 "She has pierced ears. too?"
 "Yes. Occasionally, Uncle Palaver put earrings on her, depending upon the outfits, the show. You can take her pulse if you want," I said. It had always intrigued me.
 "What? Take her pulse? You're kidding."
 I shook my head and he brought his fingers to her wrist slowly. His eyes widened.
 "How..."
 "Something electrical run by the batteries to simulate a heartbeat. Stagehands used to get a real kick out of it, but they couldn't touch her when Uncle Palaver was around."
 "What was the point of having that?"
 I didn't answer. I knew the point. The more she resembled the real Destiny, the happier Uncle Palaver could be. I wouldn't even begin to tell him other things, like when he gave her a bath or brushed her teeth, things I had seen him do, but never mentioned to him or asked him about for fear of embarrassing him. In those earlier days when I was with him. I had one fear and that was I would upset him too much and he would send me back to Brenda or leave me on some street corner in some village.
 Tyler sat on the sofa and shook his head at Destiny. Then he looked up at me as though lie just remembered I was there. too.
 "So where did you live before you went to live with your sister in Memphis?" he asked.
 "A small community called Hickory about ninety miles from Memphis. My father was an attorney there. Where did you go to college?' "California State. Northridge," he said. "Did you always want to do this kind of work?" "No."
 "What made you go into it then?"
 "My mother has a sister who had a child born deaf. My uncle was embarrassed by him,"
 "Why?"
 "He saw him as an indication of his own personal, manly failure. He had produced an imperfect child. He did nothing to help the boy, refused to spend money on special instructors or a special school. He had only the most basic help. My uncle even forbade my aunt from practicing signing with him, especially in front of other people. I remember thinking the child was like agbird with a broken wing, never able to fly. He was growing up wild, sort of like Helen Keller, in a way. You know about her?"
 "Sure."
 "Anyway, as a hobby almost. I studied signing and whenever I could, whenever my uncle wasn't around. I practiced it with my nephew and slowly began to teach him things. My aunt knew I was doing it, but said nothing, hoping my uncle would never find out. My nephew was almost as hungry for knowledge as Echo is and learned rapidly. His mental
 development improved almost geometrically and he slowly began to develop social skills as well. By the time my uncle found out what I was doing, his son had become an honor roll student. It all took him by surprise and he could do nothing but accept the compliments. I knew then that I had a special gift for this and this was what I wanted to do with my life."
 "What a wonderful story. How lucky you art."
 "Yes," he said. He looked pensive and then a bit sad. I thought that was because he missed the work he had done.
 "Couldn't your mother have found someone else to help her and leave you working at the school in Los Angeles?" I asked.
 "No," he said sharply. "It's a family business, She needs me." 
 "It can't be more important than what you were doing."
 He looked up at me. His eyes told me he agreed, but he shook his head. "Family," he said. "is more important."
 "It seems selfish to me," I told him, refusing to be quiet about it.
 He looked away. "I didn't exactly tell you the truth about Echo." he said after a moment of silence, during which I thought he was just going to get up and leave because I was so opinionated.
 "What do you mean?"
 "I mean. I told you the truth about the rock, but she pushes herself on me in ways."
 "Pushes herself?"
 "Physically, deliberately pressing her breasts against me, that sort of thing. I stop her, of course, but she's getting more and more aggressive about it and she is becoming a woman. It makes me 
 uncomfortable."
 "She's going to be very pretty." I said.
 "Yes. This is why I have to stop tutoring her and why I was so upset when Mrs. Westington brought you into their home to be her companion."
 "Why? What did I have to do with it?"
 "I thought it would prevent her even longer from permitting Echo to go to school. You're nice and you'd probably be a good companion, but it's not what she needs."
 "Oh. You're probably right about that," I admitted.
 "I won't leave before I help you," he promised. "You should get a high school diploma. You can't do much in this world without that at least and you might want to go on with your education."
 "I don't know what I want. I just know I don't want to be me," I said, and he raised his eyebrows.
 "Why would you say that?"
 "Why? Look at me! Beside what's happened to me and my family. I'm not someone anyone would care about. I'm just a blob with eyes and a mouth."
 "That's not true. Just lose some weight. Big, deal. You have a very pretty face." he said.
 "Thank you, but I'm not fishing for a 
 compliment."
 "I'm not biting on the hook," he replied quickly, and we both laughed.
 He looked about the motor home again. "What a great little clubhouse this would make. huh?"
 "I suppose."
 "Well, until it gets carted off, maybe we'll use it. It could be our classroom once in a while,"
 "Really?"
 "Why not?"
 "Okay. Oh. I have to get the generator charged, run the engine." 
 "I'll help you organize things and pack, too, if you like."
 "Thank you, but what about your mother and the time you're already spending here and..."
 "Don't worry about that." He looked at Destiny again and then turned to me. "Did your uncle dress her in a costume for the show?"
 "Oh, yes." I rose and went to the closet. "Here are two," I said, showing him. They belonged to the real Destiny."
 "So the doll is exactly her height, weight, measurements. everything?"
 "As far as I know. yes." I said.
 He stared at her and nodded. Then he looked up at me. "Did you have a costume in the show?"
 "I did but my weight went up and down so much that I wore it only when I had lost weight. Now, as you can see, I've gained it all back."
 "Let's see the costume you wore.'
 I squinted and felt the folds form in my forehead. "It's nothing," I said.
 "Come on," he urged. "Don't be bashful,"
 I turned to the closet, hung up Destiny's outfits, and took out mine. He rose and took it from my hands to hold up in front of me.
 "Doesn't look like you can't fit in it" 
 "I can't. My bulging waist will show."
 It really wasn't much more than an abbreviated one-piece bathing suit in bright colors. The back was open almost below my waist. The bodice had cups that lifted my breasts and made them look even larger, deepening my cleavage. There were secret pockets where I kept coins and other things used in some of the tricks Uncle Palaver performed.
 "Put it on. Let me see."
 "No. I'll be embarrassed.'"
 "Destiny," he said, turning to the doll. "Should she do it? What do you think? There," he said quickly. "She nodded."
 "Oh, she did not."
 "I saw her do it. Go ahead. Put it on."
 I thought about it a moment and then walked back into Uncle Palaver's bedroom to change into it. I didn't look great, but I didn't look as bad as I thought I would. When I stepped out, Tyler turned and widened his eves,
 "You look very good," he said. I was sucking in my stomach. "Turn around."
 I did and he whistled.
 "My legs look like they belong on a baby elephant."
 "They're not that bad. You don't have to lose all that much. April. and I'm not simply trying to make you feel good. You've known me long enough to know I'm brutally honest when I have to be."
 I stared at him, not knowing what to say. He stepped up to me, pouring his eves into mine. He brought his lips closer and closer. I was afraid to move, afraid I was dreaming and I would wake up. His kiss was so soft. I wasn't sure it had even occurred. He put his hands on my waist and gently pulled me into him before he kissed me again, this time holding his lips on mine while he moved his hands up to the straps of my costume and slowly pealed them off my shoulders and down my arm.
 Was this really happening? I asked myself. Was I going to let it happen?
 He didn't say anything. He stepped back slightly and continued to lower my costume. My breasts fell free. He stared at me a moment and then he touched my nipples as if he were examining them first. He kissed me again, but he did nothing more. It was as if he wasn't sure what came next or if he should do anything more.
 I looked up at him, anticipating. He looked like he had just snapped out of a coma.
 "I'm sorry," he said, his lips trembling. In fact, his whole face looked like it was in an earthquake. "I'm sorry. I... I have to get home."
 He turned and hurried out of the motor home. I stood frozen and confused, not only at what he had done, but how quickly my own heart had begun to pound and how excited I had become. I wanted him to do more. Why didn't he try? I felt like I was drowning in disappointment.
 My eyes fell to Destiny. I didn't remember turning her head my way, but that's the way it was. He must have done it while I was changing. I thought.
 I had to sit and get myself calmed down before I took off the costume and put on my clothes. I decided to leave the videotape in the motor home to watch it there, and for now. because I was still trembling and confused. I decided to leave Destiny where she was.
 I started back to the house in the darkness, my mind still reeling in confusion. Should I be happy about what had happened? Did my body turn him off finally? Should I be sad? Were the feelings I felt different from the feelings I had felt when Celia had touched me?
 How would I ever fall asleep tonight? I paused for a moment and looked to the rear of the house where Trevor Washington had his own private quarters. His television set spilled a glow over the side of the house and onto the small patch of grass. How lonely his life was, I thought. How was he able to contend with that loneliness? Was his work enough? It hadn't been for Uncle Palaver. Trevor seemed so contented, accepting. Would I end up like that, alone into my senior years?
 Rather than feel elated and excited by what had just occurred between me and Tyler in the motor home. I now felt frightened. I'll be rejected all my life. I thought. Why was I born?
 Mrs. Westington had gone to bed and I imagined Echo was asleep. I stopped by her room and looked in and saw her in her bed, her eyes closed. Was she dreaming of Tyler? It occurred to me that in the darkness, she was truly alone. She couldn't hear me and she couldn't see me. I could stand by her bed and tell her things she would never know. Despite how terrible I felt about myself. I felt sorrier for her. I stood by her bed and looked down at her sleeping so softly.
 "You've never heard the sound of your own name and your own voice," I told her. "It is truly as if you have been locked away in your own body. I'm sorry for you. Echo. I really am."
 She continued sleeping and breathing regularly. "Who's worse off?" I asked her. "You or me?"
 I went to my room and prepared for bed. For a while after I had crawled into my bed. I just lay there staring up at the darkness wondering if Mrs. Westington was right about my parents watching over me from the great beyond. What did they see, feel? What could they do to help me, if I could do so little, it seemed, to help myself?
 We're all disabled in this house. I thought. Maybe that was why I was so comfortable living here. why I was so quick to accept Mrs. Westington's invitation. She was cutoff from her only child and struggling with her granddaughter. Echo was so dependent upon everyone around her, in danger of being cut off and left to drift. Trevor worked on a patch of a vineyard to cling to what had given him meaning in his life. His survival was so tightly entwined with those grapes. They would die with him and he would die without them.
 And then there was me, a tiny voice trapped in a body it despised. I closed my eyes and dreamed I was a snake anxious to slither out of its skin.
 I was tired when I woke up. I knew I had spent the night tossing and turning, twisting out of the grip of one nightmare after another. I barely had the energy to get up and get dressed, much less go for the morning jog I had planned to take daily. If Brenda was here, she'd be shaking her head and muttering about me. I thought. At least. I ate little at breakfast, which displeased Mrs. Westington.
 "You're taking this weight thing too far," she said. "A body needs nourishment."
 I ate a little more just to satisfy her. She tapped her cane in frustration.
 "We don't really need enemies," she said. "We do plenty of damage to ourselves without them, thank you. Take a letter,"
 Echo ate slowly, her eyes shifting constantly from her grandmother to me. She's deaf. I thought, but she senses people's moods and feelings with a sensitivity that might be greater than the sensitivity of people who hear. 
 "Are you all right?" she signed.
 I nodded and gave her my best smile, but her eves told me she could see right through it, maybe down to my very dark and lonely soul.
 I couldn't help being nervous about Tyler's arrival. He was returning for his final lessons of the week. Weekends, he had told me, were particularly busy in his retail outlet and he had to spend most of the day in the store. They sold more than just the wine sauce they made. There were jams and honey and all sorts of wine-related kitchen and dishware items, as well as souvenirs and books about the valley. He'd revealed that Echo had never been to his store.
 When he arrived, he looked at me without any sign in his expression that he felt either good or bad about what had occurred in the motor home. In fact, he didn't act in any way differently from how he had acted previously. It was truly as if nothing had happened between us and it had all been my imagination. He had never come to the motor home. I actually planned on returning to see if the videotape was there so I could confirm it had all not been an invention of my desperate imagination.
 He went directly to the assignments. In fact, for most of the day, the only things we discussed were associated with the work. I had difficulty with some of the math and he concentrated on it until he was satisfied I understood. At lunch, he began a discussion with Mrs. Westington about Echo's future and he used me to support his points. It was clear to me the time when he was going to leave was drawing closer and closer.
 "She's doing fine. Mrs. Westington, but she's not getting a fully rounded education as she would if she were in a classroom with other girls and boys her age. April is really the first companion she's had anywhere near her age, but April will be the first to tell you, she should be with more young people.'"
 He looked at me and I nodded.
 "It's true. Mrs. Westington. She needs to build self-confidence for her social interactions later on in life."
 "Everyone's always rushing to grow up in this world today," Mrs. Westington said. "Take a letter. You young people don't realize what you have when you're young. You're so anxious to get older and take on all those responsibilities. She's got time for all that."
 "It's worse to drop someone into the adult world without preparation," Tyler insisted. "She won't know how to meet and greet strangers. She won't--"
 "Oh, fiddlesticks," Mrs. Westington said. She became very uncomfortable.
 He saw it and stopped talking about it until she left the room. Then he turned to me immediately. Finally. I thought, finally he's going to talk about what had happened between us. I was waiting for either an apology or an explanation for his running out like that. Instead, he continued to talk about Echo,
 "Mrs. Westington's not a young woman. If that girl gets left alone in this world, she'll be practically a social invalid. You know what her mother is like. Even if they find her and tell her what's happened, she'd probably put Echo into an institution. Keep working on Mrs. Westington," he said. ''She likes you very much and will listen more to you. perhaps."
 I promised I would. I waited for him to talk about us, but he did what he always did when he ended the day's session: he gave Echo something to do that would distract her from his leaving. I followed him out, my arms folded, my head down, my heart thumping so hard. I was sure he could hear it or feel the vibrations that traveled from it, down through my legs and into the floor of the porch itself.
 He stepped off the porch, glanced back at me, and headed toward the pond. I hurried after him. It was a cloudy day and it looked like raindrops were hanging at the bellies of the darker clouds, minutes away from dropping. The wind had come up from the west and trees were nodding, the leaves rustling. A ripple moved over the surface of the water.
 He paused and turned to me. Finally. finally we were going to have a special, intimate conversation.
 "I didn't want to say this in front of Mrs. Westington, of course. but I think you should let her know that you're not going to stay here indefinitely. As I told you last night, she'll use you as a reason not to permit Echo from leaving, just as she's used me, and as I stressed last night, my time here is coming to an end soon. Once you pass your equivalency exam, you'll think about moving on, too, won't you?"
 "I guess." I said. Tears were coming into my eyes. How could he simply ignore what had happened, pretend it never had happened? And here was stupid, gullible me actually expecting so much more, expecting him to ask me out on a date.
 "You should. You can't have much of a future lingering here unless you want to work beside Trevor Washington in a miniature vineyard."
 I became suspicious. Why would any boy ignore what had happened between us?
 "You don't have a girlfriend here, do you?"
 "No," he said. "Between my work here and all that I have to do at our store and plant. I haven't had much time to socialize since I returned.'"
 "Did you have a girlfriend back in Los Angeles? Is she coming here?"
 "I had no one special." he said quickly. "We're not talking about me," he added a little sharply. "We're talking about them and about you." His tone and cutting words were equivalent to a slap in the face.
 "You're right," I said. "I might leave soon, sooner than anyone thinks."
 "Oh?"
 "My sister is returning to the States soon. She's taken a position with a professional basketball team in Seattle," I told him. "I might go back to living with her."
 "What about her lover?"
 "They're not together anymore."
 "Oh." He thought a moment. My response had given him pause. "Well, then that might work out for you."
 "I'll see. We're going to meet when she stops in San Francisco."
 "Good. Well. I'm happy we had this little talk." he said. "Stay on that math. It's your weakest area."
 He turned toward his car. The first drops began, splashing over my face.
 "You'd better hurry up inside. Going to be a downpour!" he called back. He started to run and got into his car.
 I stood there, permitting the rain to fall on me. He beeped his horn and started away. I watched him go and then, perhaps to drive away my
 disappointment more than lose any weight, I started to run after his car, ignoring the rain and not really being able to tell the difference between it and my own tears anyway.
 Maybe. I thought. I should just keep on running. Or maybe. I should go back, pack my things, and leave in my car right now. Our attorney can look after the motor home. Just like Mrs. Westington's daughter. Rhona. I'd disappear like a puff of smoke. That's all I really was anyway, just a puff of smoke. Yes. I should leave. I thought.
 The only real companion I had was a doll anyway.


5 Before and After
 . When I returned to the house. I was literally soaked to the skin and quite exhausted. I stood in the entry-way holding my side and catching my breath. Sometimes, when I watched Brenda train and go through her exercises. I thought she was punishing her body for disappointing her during the most recent game or contest. I couldn't imagine how she could enjoy driving herself into pain and fatigue, but right now. I felt good punishing myself, perhaps for being so naive and so hopeful.

"What are you doing?" Mrs. Westington cried when she set eyes on me. "How did you get so wet? That's a cold rain out there. girl. Let's get you into a hot bath right away before you come down with pneumonia."

Echo came up beside her and stared at me. confused. She signed, "What happened?"
 I signed back that I had gone running and got caught in the rain. I slipped off my sneakers and pealed off my soaked socks.
 "Give me that," Mrs. Westington ordered. I handed her the socks. "Go on up and get out of those wet clothes. Start running the tub. Lardy dee."
 Like a puppy at my heels. Echo followed me upstairs. I mumbled to myself with her behind me.
 "You don't have to worry about me stealing your boyfriend. Echo. He couldn't care less whether I stayed or left this place. All he seems to care about is his mother and their business."
 As soon as I got to my bedroom. I began to strip off my clothes. Echo stepped into the bathroom to run the tub for me. She signed to me quickly, telling me to hurry up before I got sick.
 "I won't get sick," I said. I'm not made of paper and even if I did get sick and die, it wouldn't make all that much difference to anyone."
 She didn't understand all that I had said, but she understood enough from my dark expression of unhappiness to look confused. "What's wrong?" she signed.
 "What's wrong? What's wrong? Look at me!" I told her.
 She tilted her head and shook it to indicate she still didn't understand my outburst. I was standing there in my bra and panties.
 "Why should I look at you?" she asked. "What should I see?" She raised her hands.
 Of course. I thought, how could she possibly understand the frustrations I felt? She lived like a girl in a plastic bubble. Her only real windows on the world were the novels she read, the little bit of television she watched without hearing a thing, and whatever Mrs. Westington, Trevor. or Tyler told her. None of them could tell her about a young girl's disappointments in herself and in the people she trusted. She had yet to understand her own
 disappointments, especially the full meaning of what her own mother had done to her.
 She stood there looking so unaware, so innocent, so lost to reality. I thought, I should be giving her lessons in real life whenever I could.
 "Take off your clothes," I ordered, "Go on, do it."
 She stared at me, looked at the bath, and then shrugged and began to undress. When she was down to her panties. I took her hand and pulled her abruptly next to me. Standing side by side, we looked at ourselves in the full-length mirror on the back of the bathroom door. There I was with my tree trunk thighs and no waist standing in contrast to this beautifully developing young girl with curves and soft places I dreamed of being. We could be models for a before and after advertisement.
 "See?" I signed, and seized the roll of fat around my waist and patted my bulging belly. "Sec?"
 She still looked confused. I put my hand on her waist and on her belly. I pointed at her budding, perky breasts. "You're already pretty," I told her. "I'll never be."
 She insisted I would and I told her not to worry about me.
 "Just worry about yourself. I'm not worth anyone worrying over." She looked like she was going to cry. "It's all right. It's okay." I signed. "I don't care anymore."
 I really didn't care anymore. I took off my bra and panties and stepped into the hot tub. She came over and spilled in some bubbly bath powder. I lowered myself into the water, tempted to just keep going until my head was underneath so I could keep it there and end my agony. Echo stepped around the tub, took a washcloth, and began to wash the back of my neck and my back for me. Despite my desire to feel bad and suffer, it did feel good. The hot bath, the delicate scent of the bath powder, and her soft touch relaxed me.
 "I'm sorry I'm being so miserable," I muttered with my back to her. "but I can't help it. The love of your life kissed me last night. He did a little more and I thought maybe I could have a boyfriend, but he opened his eyes and I guess what he saw disgusted him so much he ran for his life. He's probably had nightmares about it and is trying to forget that it ever really happened.'
 She heard nothing, of course. She washed down my shoulders. I closed my eyes and sat forward. She was doing a good job of massaging my neck. I continued to relax and just drift. I remembered when I was a little girl. I used to do this for my mother. She would moan with exaggerated pleasure. I was so serious, concerned I would miss a spot on her back or her neck. Why can't I return to that? Why can't I be a little girl forever and ever and not worry about being pretty or too fat and never finding love?
 If only there was this time machine that you could activate when you were absolutely positive you were the happiest you could be and your family was the happiest they could be. You would push a button and time would stand still, freeze forever and ever. Na one would grow older and nothing would ever change.
 Other girls my age were probably fantasizing about boys or becoming movie stars or sinning stars, but here I was fantasizing about being a little girl again. Something's very wrong with me. I thought. I'm a lost cause and I'm not even a lost cause for anyone else. There was no one else. I'm a lost cause for myself.
 I lowered my head to my hands.
 Echo leaned in to dip the washcloth into the bath water, and when she did, her breasts grazed over my back. A myriad of sexual imagery flowed over my eyes-- Celia caressing me and bringing her lips to my neck. Peter Smoke's kiss and touch. Uncle Palaver, naked beside his naked Destiny. Tyler lowering my costume and touching my nipples. I moaned, longing for the warmth of a loving embrace, anyone's loving embrace.
 I reached up and held Echo's hand for a moment. She remained leaning over me. confused. I was sure. I was about to bring it to my lips, to run her hand over my cheeks.
 "What in blazes is that girl doing?" I heard Mrs. Westington say. I let go of Echo's hand quickly and looked up to see Mrs. Westington standing in the bathroom doorway, a cup of piping hot herbal tea in her hands. She signed at Echo, asking her why she was almost naked.
 "She just didn't want to get her clothing wet." I said quickly.
 "Get your clothes on!" she ordered Echo. She put down the teacup and tapped her cane. She signed as well, saving, "Get dressed."
 Echo moved quickly to her clothing. Mrs. Westington watched her and shook her head.
 "I'm sorry," I said. "I didn't ask her to wash my back. She wanted to do it." That wasn't a lie, I thought. It just wasn't the whole truth.
 "That child has no modesty. Never did. She used to run around naked when she was five and six and even seven. I'd find she took off her clothes because this itched her or that bothered her. Just lucky we live out here with only a few birds and rabbits.
 People would think I was raising a wild animal. Anyway, I have some tea and honey here for vou. Drink it before it gets too cool," she told me, and handed the cup to me.
 "Thank you," I said.
 Echo stood by looking remorseful.
 "Go on," Mrs, Westington told her, and waved her hand at the door. She signed and spoke. "Leave April to finish her bath, get dressed and into bed before she gets sick." She punctuated it with another tap of her cane.
 Echo glanced at me and with her head down, left the room. I felt sorry for her. It was my fault. I couldn't move a foot right or a foot left without causing someone trouble.
 "I swear," Mrs. Westington said, looking down at me sitting in the tub. "the older I get, the more I'm amazed at the things people do to themselves. You don't know enough to come in out of the cold rain. I swear.'
 How was I going to explain it? I sipped the tea instead and looked down, afraid now that she would say_ , "You're too much trouble. You should leave."
 She said nothing more. however. She left me sipping the tea as I sat in the tub. After a few more minutes. I put it down, stepped out of the water, and dried myself quickly. I wasn't getting sick. but I felt tired and emotionally drained. I shouldn't have done what I had done with Echo. I thought. There was no reason to make her feel bad about my own problems. Perhaps I wouldn't be as good for her as Mrs. Westington had hoped I would be. Tyler was right. I'm not a proper companion. Maybe I really should be out of here as soon as possible. Even if I was afraid of living with Brenda again. I had little other choice but to leave. I belonged nowhere. That's why I was so content traveling from place to place with Uncle Palaver. Home was wherever we were that moment. We were two lost souls, drifting so that we didn't stay in one place long enough to see what other people had and then feel sorry for ourselves.
 I crawled into bed. wishing I was crawling into my own coffin. I'd reach up and close the lid on myself. When I finally fell asleep, the darkness in my heart was as deep as the darkness outside.
 Hours later. I was woken by the movement of the mattress and the lifting of my blanket. For a moment, I thought I was still dreaming or perhaps one of the loving dead souls, perhaps my parents, had come to me to reassure me, but when I turned. I realized it was Echo crawling into my bed to lie beside me. I quickly sat up and turned on the lamp on the night table.
 "What's wrong?" I asked, seeing the terrible twisted expression on her face.
 "I had a bad dream," she signed back. She then put both her hands side by side, the fingers together, facing her heart, opening and closing them quickly over her heart. With the expression on her face. I remembered that meant she was frightened. She continued the sign until I put my hand out to stop her.
 I looked at my door. Had Mrs. Westington heard her come into my room? Would she burst in on us at any moment, confused and upset? I thought I should quickly tell Echo to return to her own bed before we were both in trouble, but one more look at her face told me I couldn't just throw her out. She did look terrified.
 "What was your dream?" I asked.
 She shook her head. She didn't want to talk about it. but I could feel her trembling still. I wondered if she had ever crawled in beside Mrs. Westington after she had a bad dream. I couldn't imagine it. Mrs. Westington was too afraid to show affection. She didn't even like me catching her looking at Echo and smiling to herself. How alone and frightened Echo must have been all her young life to never have anyone to comfort her. How many, many times I recalled snuggling up beside my own mother or between her and my father when I was little. At least I always had that.
 What was I going to tell her now? That it wasn't right for her to be in my bed? How would she understand that, and why wasn't it right for her to do it anyway? Didn't girlfriends sleep together in one or the other's bed? I was never close enough with any of my school friends to be invited over and do so. but I knew others did.
 "Okay." I told her. 'You can stay with me, but you have to go back to your room as soon as it's morning."
 She nodded and cuddled closer, putting her arm over my waist and bringing her head to my pillow. I kept my back to her. Many mornings I had looked in on Brenda and Celia and seen them so entwined, still asleep, clinging to each other as if their nights were free falls through the darkness. Sometimes. Celia's lips were still touching Brenda's neck, Her mouth was slightly open with her lips looking as if they were caught forever in an endless kiss. I had never been that close to my sister and I couldn't help but be jealous.
 I could feel Echo's body soften and relax in the comfort of being beside me. I lay there with my eyes open, intrigued with the way my own body was reacting to the feel of her breasts against my back, her leg touching mine, her breath on my neck. She moaned almost as soon as she fell asleep and then drew herself even closer to me. My body tingled and a wave of warm, erotic excitement traveled up my legs and settled in the pocket of my sex. It frightened and yet intrigued me. Should I be having these feelings? Do all girls who sleep together experience them? Does it mean anything?
 I tried to move away from her, but she held on firmly in her sleep. Images in a slow, syrupy way began to flow under my closed eyelids. I felt Tyler's fingers on my nipples again. I saw myself beside Echo gazing in the mirror at our bodies. The excitement began to grow stronger inside me. This wasn't the first time I had experienced this, but with Echo beside me. I was embarrassed by my own oncoming sexual crescendo. I tried to hold my breath, to slow my heart, to think of something else, but it was relentless, my heart now like a parade drum pounding a march to accompany the promenade of sexual images. She had pressed herself closer to me and when she moved. I suddenly thought she might be having an erotic experience as well.
 What about that? I wondered, She was old enough now. She had her period. She read about people being in love. She surely had sexual fantasies about Tyler. Although she had wanted to talk about all this. I had been avoiding it. How could I. with my little experience, give her any sensible advice anyway? I was still unsure about myself.
 Many times I was tempted to ask Brenda how she first knew she was a lesbian. When she found herself attracted to another woman, did she know if she was bisexual or simply attracted to a friend? Did she know what she was from a very early age? I knew she never had a conversation about it with our mother and certainly not with our father. Was there someone with whom she would have such a discussion? I couldn't remember anyone with whom Brenda was that close. She certainly wasn't close to any other relative. Maybe she had formal discussions with the school nurse.
 After I had discovered what she was and whom she loved, I read about lesbianism whenever I could. I knew that some women, just like some men, didn't discover these things about themselves until they were in their forties or fifties, and all that time, they had been living heterosexual lives. Some were even married. What a shocking revelation that must have been for their partners! Could such a thing happen to me? Would I find some young man. think I was in love, marry him, and then discover I was just like Brenda? What if I had children? What happens then? Do they hate me, find themselves embarrassed at the sight or the mere mention of me? What sort of fate was that?
 Right now. I wasn't really worried about such an event, of course I didn't think I'd ever have a partner, male or female. The only one who would be shocked by my discoveries about myself would be me.
 All these thoughts and feelings blossomed out of Echo's merely coming to my bed to get some comfort. She was years younger emotionally than her chronological age. She was like an eight-year-old when it came to something like this. But even adults get terrible nightmares and reach for someone in the night to reassure them. Mama once told me even Daddy had stunning nightmares and looked for the comfort of her embrace.
 "We're all children at heart in one way or another." She explained when she had to reassure me after a terrible dream. "Don't be ashamed."
 Ashamed? It was far too late for that. My nights are going to be filled with endless nightmares. I thought, and I'd have no one to embrace but myself. Maybe that was why I couldn't help enjoying the fact that Echo had come to me for such comfort, despite the way I was reacting to her body pressed against mine. It was all pure and good, truly innocent, wasn't it?
 Pull yourself away and end it, a voice inside me urged. You're not capable of innocence.
 Relax, another voice persuaded. Let it come and let it pass. Don't deny yourself any pleasure. Fate certainly doesn't deny you any pain.
 I'm not sure Echo was aware of what happened to me next, but once again I couldn't stop myself. When it was over. I held my breath and listened to see if she had awoken. She was still breathing softly, regularly. I curled my body tighter and squeezed the pillow against my face so firmly. I almost smothered myself. All I wanted to do was sleep and forget, drive these troubling thoughts and questions into the darkness. For so many of us, sleep is truly a mercy. Finally, it was granted to me.
 I woke when I felt a hand on my forehead. Mrs. Westington was standing there looking at me. The first thing I thought was she has found Echo in my bed with me and is very angy, but when I turned and looked. I discovered Echo was gone. I stared at the empty place beside me. Was she here or did I fantasize it? Neither answer would make me feel any better. I thought.
 "Well, you don't feel like you have any fever," Mrs. Westington said "How are you feeling, dear? I worried about you all night."
 "I'm okay," I said. "Thank you.
 "I can't imagine you running in that weather, especially wearing what you were wearing. Well, you're lucky. No sore throat?"
 "No."
 "That's good. You be more careful from now on. Young people think they're immortal. Take a letter. The Grim Reaper enjoys collecting the souls of children the most. But no more dark talk," she quickly vowed. "Since you're fine, we'll go ahead with our plans to go shopping. Right after breakfast. Trevor will drive us in the old station wagon." she said. "He's up early this morning cleaning it out. It's filthy from his silly vineyard. We'll go to one of those malls," she continued. "I want you to help me pick out some new clothing for Echo. She's growing out of everything, and it's long overdue she get herself a couple of bras. I realized that last night. She needs some new shoes. too. Can you do that?"
 "Of course. I'd be happy to help,' I said. "Not that I'm any sort of expert when it comes to clothing."
 "None of you young people are that. What children wear these days would make Casanova blush. Torn jeans, blouses you can see right through, panties that are no bigger than rubber bands, rings in belly buttons and noses. I don't want her in any of that," she said. "We'll go to good stores,"
 "Okay," I said. but I didn't know what she meant by good stores. She had probably not done too much shopping recently. She's sure to be shocked by what's in fashion. I thought.
 She looked at me. "You sure you're feeling okay?"
 "Yes. I'm fine." I couldn't help wondering about Echo. Was she still upset. afraid?
 "You look down in the dumps this morning. I want you to pick out something nice for yourself, too, when we get to the mall. Some pretty new dress or blouse and skirt, maybe, and new shoes, as well," she said.
 "You don't need to do that for me. Mrs. Westington. You've done enough."
 "What I don't need is for someone to tell me what I need and don't need to do." she retorted, pulling her shoulders up. 'I got money buried in cans all over this place. If I don't spend it. I'll forget where it is."
 "No, you won't," I said. laughing.
 "Now, that's better. A smile puts sunshine into your face. Plant one there and happiness will bloom.'
 "Okay, Mrs. Westington," I said. If someone as old as she was with what she's been through could still be jolly. I had no right to sing the blues in her home. I thought.
 "Well now, get dressed," she said. "You can bet Echo didn't forget about our shopping excursion. She's already dressed and downstairs,'.
 "She is?"
 "She's out there helping Trevor clean up the station wagon, in fact."
 Up and dressed? I thought. When did she leave my room? Did I really imagine it all?
 I got out of bed, washed and dressed as quickly as I could. When I stepped into the dining room. I found Echo and Trevor seated and eating breakfast. Echo looked up at me and smiled, signing about our trip and telling me we were going to have lunch in a restaurant. I looked at Trevor and at Mrs. Westington. I wanted to ask Echo about her having a nightmare and coming to my bed. but I was afraid to do so in front of them. When we're alone I'll ask her. I thought, and left it at that.

Echo's excitement recalled my memories of my trips with my parents and Brenda when I was much younger. At fifteen I was already hanging out in malls and making trips on my own, of course, but before that, every family excursion was an adventure, a holiday, no matter how short.

After Echo and I helped clear the table and do the breakfast dishes, we got into the station wagon. Her excitement was so infectious she made me feel like it was my first trip away from home as well. Because of her confinement at the vineyard. Echo's face was filled with wonder at almost everything she saw. It brought home Tyler's concern that she be permitted to go to a school where she would be with other kids her age and have most of the experiences a zirl her age should have. She had a thirst for Imowledge, for information, and was moving quickly ahead in her schoolwork, but she was, as Tyler described, socially retarded.

"You stay close to April," Mrs. Westington warned her when we reached the mall. 'Don't you go wandering off. She could do that," she told me. She gets fascinated with something and forgets where she is."

"She needs to be out and about more. Mrs. Westington," I said gently. "She's too old to be on any sort of leash."

"Yes, well, that's what we'll do now, now that you're here with us." she told me.
 But I won't be all that much longer. I thought to myself. I didn't like reminding her. but I could see that I had to leave soon. Brenda would be coming home and making plans for us, for me. I had to get on with my life, whatever life that would be.
 At the mall I helped pick out some new clothes for Echo, clothing I knew was in style for girls her age. As I anticipated. Mrs. Westington was critical of almost everything, but reluctantly relented when she saw how pleased Echo was with the selections. We bought her bras and new panties, socks and new nightgowns as well. While we shopped. Trevor went off to get himself some things in the hardware store he said he needed.
 At Mrs Westington's continued insistence. I finally relented and chose a new black skirt and a blouse. I hated having to buy anything in the sizes I needed now but I remembered Brenda once saying to wear black because it hides your weight the best. It had been a long time since I had bought anything for myself, actually. The last time was just before my mother had died and my mother never admitted to me or perhaps even to herself that I was a little tank. She hated when I chose things in black.
 Echo's attention went from the clothing to the kids moving through the mall. She was fascinated by both the girls and the boys and asked me questions continually about them. How old were they? What did they do in the mall? Do they all know each other? We saw them in the music stores listening to their favorite artists on earphones. Of course. Echo wanted to know what they were doing and I explained that supposedly that was how they decided whether or not to buy an album.
 "Most just go there to hang out and listen and don't even buy anything," I told her.
 She looked at them again, watching how they shared what they heard, and for a moment I thought of a poor homeless girl standing outside a restaurant gazing in at people enjoying wonderful dinners. It was a world she wasn't to know, but a world she envied. I felt so sorry for her and for a while. I stopped feeling so sorry for myself. After all. I could fix my problems. She couldn't. She could only learn how to live with hers.
 Suddenly, surprising us both. Tyler Monahan stepped around a large display in the music store. Echo's face lit up. Mrs. Westington didn't notice him because she had met another elderly lady whom she knew and they were having a long catch up
 conversation.
 Tyler turned in our direction. The first question that came to my mind was how could he be here? I thought he was desperately needed at his mother's retail outlet on weekends. There was no doubt in my mind that he had seen us, but he didn't wave or smile or walk toward us. He turned instead and hurriedly headed out of the store. Echo panicked at the realization he was not going to greet us. As clearly as she could pronounce it, she shouted his name.
 I knew he had heard. Other people near him had turned in our direction, but he kept walking away. Echo looked at me with desperation.
 "We'll be right back. Mrs. Westington," I called to her. She glanced at us, but her friend kept talking,
 "Don't get lost!" she cried.
 I took Echo's hand and we started after Tyler. He was walking very quickly and not looking back. I started to shout for him again when he stopped at a woman's shoe store just as an Asian woman stepped out. I stopped walking. He spoke with her and she turned our way.
 His mother was a good three to four inches shorter than he was. She had her hair cut stylishly short and she wore what looked to me to be an elegant light blue desimer suit. We were too far away to see much more detail, but I was sure. I saw her shake her head slightly. She then turned abruptly in the opposite direction. Tyler glanced back at us. I thought he was finally going to acknowledge us and greet us, but his mother called to him and he spun around quickly and hurried to join her.
 "Ty!" Echo shouted.
 They rounded the corner and were gone. Echo looked at me, her face full of confusion.
 "He must have had to get right back to his store," I signed and spoke. I didn't do all that good a job of signing the ideas, but she understood enough.
 She looked after him again. How cruel. I thought, no matter what he thought of me or what his reasons could be. He couldn't help but see how excited Echo was at the sight of him. Even if he really did have to get back to their business, why wouldn't he take a few minutes out to explain that at least? What, did his mother have a leash around his neck or something? It made me furious.
 This is all going to end badly, I thought. I just have to have a heart to heart conversation with Mrs. Westington. I turned Echo around, but she kept looking back hopefully as we returned to the part of the mall where her grandmother had been talking to an old friend. Trevor Washington had already joined her when we arrived.
 "Where did you two go?" she asked.
 I glanced at Trevor, hoping he hadn't seen us, and then I told her I just wanted to show Echo the Nature store.
 "Oh, well maybe we should go there and get her something," she suggested.
 "Actually, we're both hungry," I claimed.
 "Oh?" She looked at Echo. I knew she could see the unhappiness in her face. I had been with her a short time and already I knew how to read her moods and feelings. Mrs. Westington looked at me as well. I'm not good at lying or covering things up either. I thought. She knew it, but she played along.
 "Okay, let's go have something to eat," she said.
 We went to a restaurant in the mall. I ordered a salad. Echo was still upset about Tyler, but the excitement of eating in a restaurant overtook that for the moment. She wanted a cheeseburger and a Coke, which was something she never had at the house, of course. Afterward, we bought her a chocolate frozen yogurt. I could see that if I didn't order one as well, she'd be upset. so I did, but when neither of them were looking. I dumped it in a garbage can. Buying myself new clothes reinforced my determination to diet. I'm going to shed pounds. I vowed. I didn't need Brenda on my back or Tyler Monahan's attention to get me to do it. either.
 Laden down with packages and bags, we returned to the station wagon,
 "You wanna drive?" Trevor asked me. It took me by surprise, but I could see Echo thought it was amusing and even exciting. I looked at Mrs. Westington.
 "The man's getting lazy," she said, glaring at him. "Just don't go speeding," she warned.
 As we headed home, our route took us through Healdsburg and we went by what Trevor told me was Tyler Monahan's retail outlet. I slowed down, tempted to pull over and have us all go in. He couldn't ignore us then. I thought.
 "Maybe we should stop by and say hello," I suggested. "I'd like to see their store."
 "It's nothing," Mrs. Westington said quickly. "It's just another shop with overly priced things for tourists. Ed never buy anything there."
 I drove on, glancing in the rearview mirror at Echo, who sat staring out. How confusing the world was to her, trapped in silences she couldn't
 understand. We who could hear and hear well had difficulty with silences as it was. No matter how well I could sign, no matter how well she could read my lips, there were so many things lost between us. Interpret Tyler
 Monahan's look and silence for her? I couldn't do it for myself.
 I knew when we arrived home. Mrs. 
 Westington would interrogate me about Echo's sadness, but as it turned out, she didn't have a chance. There was another surprise awaiting her, awaiting us all.
 When we turned up the driveway, we saw an old van that looked like it had been tie-dyed, a leftover from the sixties flower people days. One of the rear lights was battered and broken. The bumper was tied on with wires and the rear windows were so caked and clouded with dirt and grime, no one could possibly look out of them.
 "Who's this now?" Mrs. Westington asked as we pulled alongside the van.
 There was no one standing outside and from what we could see, no one in the van.
 "I hope it's not someone coming to sample wine or buy one of your cases." she told Trevor. "Word gets out there's a restricted amount of a wine around here and everyone starts inquiring. Nothing sells like hard to get," she remarked.
 "I haven't told a new soul about our wine. I just have my regular customers and there's not enough of our wine to expand the sales."
 "Not our wine. Your wine. Mr. Vineyard," she told him. He started to laugh.
 The sight of the strange van brought some life back into Echo's face. We were all very curious. When we stepped out of the station wagon, we peered into the van and saw what looked like makeshift beds in the rear. The front seat and passenger seat were torn, the stuffing pouring out. There were empty beer bottles scattered about and wrappers from food as well as some clothing. On the dashboard was a paper plate with what looked to be the remnants of a pizza.
 "It must be driven by hogs," Mrs. Westington said. She looked about. "Where are these people? Why are they on my property? Maybe we should call the police immediately." she told Trevor.
 He nodded and started toward the front steps and then stopped, holding up his hand.
 "What?" Mrs. Westington asked.
 He turned slowly to us. "The door's been opened. It wasn't closed completely." he said.
 "Good grief. we're being burglarized!" Mrs. Westington cried, and pulled Echo to her. "Stay back, girl," she told me. and I retreated a few steps.
 Trevor went to the corner of the house and got a thick-handled rake he had there.
 "Be careful," Mrs. Westington said. "Maybe we should just drive down to the nearest phone."
"I'm fine," he said. "Stay back."
 He walked up the stairs slowly and then carefully opened the door and peered in. listening. When he turned back to us, he looked confused.
 "Whoever's in there has the television on," he said in a loud whisper.
 "Make themselves at home, why don't they?" Mrs. Westington said.
 Trevor held his arm out to remind us to keep back and then he entered the house. We waited, listening, but my thumping heart was so loud in my ears. I didn't think I'd hear a thing. It seemed like minutes but was only seconds.
 "Who the hell are you?" we heard him shout. I stepped back. terrified. Mrs. Westington embraced Echo tighter. She was totally confused and as frightened as I was. We heard a man's voice and then Trevor cried. "Well, I'll be damned!"
 A few moments later, he appeared in the doorway. Before he could say a word, a woman wearing a red, white, and blue bandanna came out from behind him. There was a tattoo of a blue dahlia on her right cheek and a string, of what looked like small seashells around her neck, falling down the valley between her ample breasts. She wore what looked like an Arab woman's black robe. She was barefoot. Her hair was long and stringy, the strands raining down limply over her ears to her neck.
 Before she even spoke, I knew who she was. "Hi. Mom," she said.
 I guess it's a day for disappointments and nightmares. I thought. Now Mrs. Westington was about to have one of her own.
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 "Well, ain't this a pretty kettle of fish," Mrs. Westington said. She glanced at Echo and then relaxed her embrace. "You probably don't remember who that is. Echo. It almost takes a divining rod for me to determine her identity, but that there is your mother or what passes for her," she said.
 "Now let's not start out on the wrong foot. Mom," Rhona said.
 "We've been on the wrong foot for some time, Rhona. Too late to get off that." Mrs. Westington said.
 "Hi, Echo." Rhona said. "I wouldn't have recognized you. You've grown so. Don't you want to give me a kiss and a hug?" She held out her arms.
 Echo stared up at her, unmoving, her hand tightly clasping Mrs. Westighton's. Did her own mother forget her daughter was deaf?
 A tall, thin man with a grubby beard stepped up beside Rhona. He was wearing a white button down shirt that looked like it had last been washed ten years ago and a pair of torn, ragged jeans with black sandals. His toes were so dirty, it was hard to tell where they were and where the straps of the sandals were. The strands of his dull brown hair resembled broken springs shooting off in every direction. When he smiled, his thin lips practically disappeared, producing a dull slice above his slightly protruding cleft chin. His neck looked like it needed a good scrubbing.
 "This is Skeeter." Rhona said, lowering her arms.
 "Hi there," he said, saluting quickly at Mrs. Westington. I glanced at her. She looked like she had just swallowed some sour milk. "You have a very nice house and great property. Love this old door. Oak, isn't it?"
 "Skeeter? Didn't your parents give you a real name?" she asked.
 I laughed to myself. Mrs. Westington wasn't one to hold back her thoughts and criticisms, even when she faced a complete stranger.
 "Well, my real name is Sanford Bickers. but I never saw myself as a Sanford."
 "Everyone knows him as Skeeter. Mom. No one knows him as Sanford."
 "Then you two have something in common. You're both running away from yourselves," Mrs. 
 "I never knew you to be inhospitable. Ma," Rhona said.
 Mrs. Westington looked at her askance.
 "You're happy to see me at least, aren't you. Trevor?" Rhona asked him, her voice sweet and syrupy.
 Trevor's eyes shifted quickly to Mrs. 
 Westington and then he looked away.
 "All right. Rhona." Mrs. Westington said sharply. "to what do we owe the pleasure of this visit by you and Mr. Skeeter?"
 "I've just been through hell. Mom. Skeeter helped me a great deal, I would have thought you would be a little more considerate since you knew what I've been through," Rhona whined.
 "I'm sorry to say it. Rhona, but I doubt very much you're through with hell," Mrs. Westington said. She turned to Echo and me. "Let's get our things inside and up to your rooms, girls," she told me. I signed quickly to Echo, who was just standing there and gaping at Rhona.
 "Who is she?' Rhona asked, nodding at me.
 "This is April Taylor. She's been helping me with Echo. You can thank her properly later," Mrs. 
 "Is she staying in my room? I see it's being used."
 "Your room? You gave up that room and a lot more years ago, Rhona."
 "Well, where are Skeeter and I going to stay?"
 "Who says you're staying?" Mrs. Westington retorted, and urged Echo and me to get our things again. I moved quickly, taking it all out of the station wagon. I glanced at Rhona, who had folded her arms petulantly under her breasts and stepped to the side, glaring at her mother. Skeeter kept a small smile on his face. They watched us enter the house and then followed.
 "Now listen to me. Mom." Rhona began. "Please."
 Ignoring her. Mrs. Westington turned to Trevor and nodded at the living room. "Would you be so kind as to turn that television set off. Trevor? We don't need the noise right now. Seems we have enough static already."
 "Yes, ma'am," he said, glanced at Rhona, and then went into the living room to do it.
 "Go on up. April. Help Echo put her things away. please.'
 "Okay," I said. I looked at Rhona again. Her eyes were inflamed with indignation and resentment and it looked like it was all directed at me, as if I were the cause of all her lifelong problems.
Trevor stepped back into the hallway. "I've got something waiting on me back at the winery." he told Mrs. Westington, nodded at Rhona, and hurried out.
 I gestured to Echo for us to go up the stairs.
 "Wait a minute." Rhona said, reaching for Echo, who couldn't take her eyes off her. "Don't you want to say hello to your mother. Echo? Give her a proper greeting?"
 "You forget the little signing you knew?" Mrs. Westington asked her.
 "She knows what I'm saying."
 "I doubt that," Mrs. Westinton told her. "I'm not deaf and I don't know what you're saying,"
 Rhona held out her arms, again expecting Echo to come to her for an embrace. Echo looked at Mrs. Westington and then she turned and started up the stairs with her boxes and bags.
 "Echo! Echo, you listen to me."
 "Lardy Dee. Did you forget the child is deaf?" Mrs. Westington asked her. "She doesn't recognize you. probably. She was barely out of infancy when you deserted her.'
 "Look, Mom. I came here because I need you to help us and since you helped me get past my recent troubles. I thought you would have a different attitude, especially when you hear and see how I would like to make things right and to do the right things from now on."
 "Mending fences, are you?"
 "Yes."
 "Turning a new leaf, are you?"
 "Yes, Mom," she said in a tired voice. "With Mr. Skeeter?"
 "Can we sit down and talk like two adults. please?" Rhona pleaded.
 "Two? Are you saying Mr. Skeeter or you ain't adult?" 
 "Mom?"
 "I'll make some tea," Mrs. Westington relented. You can use the guest room at the end of the hall upstairs. It's clean. My girl cleans it once a week no matter if anyone uses it or not, so don't mess it up so it looks like that pig pen you're driving out there. Put on some decent clothing, clean yourselves up so you're both fit to be in the same room with decent people, come down to the living room and get you get down to brass tacks."
 "Brass tacks?" Skeeter asked, smiling widely and looking at Rhona.
 "Mom has a colorful way of speaking. We already brought our things to that room, seeing mine was messed up."
 "Messed up? It's twice as neat as your best day in it."
 "Okay, Main. Just come on," she told Skeeter, and headed for the stairs.
 I had been climbing slowly so as to hear their conversation. I sped up behind Echo and continued toward her room with her to help her put away her new things. I could see she was quite stunned with her mother's unexpected appearance.
 "That's my mother." she signed to me as soon as we entered her room and she had put her bags and boxes down on the bed.
 "I know."
 "She looks different," she told me.
 "People change. You haven't seen her in a long time," I said. "Let's put your things away."
 I began to hang up clothes for her and she began to put things in her dresser drawers. She was full of questions, of course. Her hands were moving too quickly for me to follow, so she began to write. "Is my mother staying here now?" 
 "I don't know."
 "Who is that man? Is he my father?"
 Again. I wrote. "I don't know. I don't think he's your father. however. I think she met him long after you were born. Echo."
 "I don't like him." she wrote. and I laughed.
 "I don't think your grandmother is particularly fond of him either."
 She thought a moment and then wrote. "Why didn't Tyler say hello to us?"
 "He was in a big rush. As I explained to you, something must have happened at their business," I told her. She thought about my answer and for the moment that seemed to suffice.
 I was going to ask her about her nightmare last night and her coming to my bed, but on second thought. I decided she had been through enough turmoil already today. It could wait for a time when we had a quiet moment together. I told her I was going to put my new things away.
-When I entered my room. I found Rhona there, rifling through her closet, tossing garments onto the bed. She turned as soon as she realized I was standing there,
 "These are my things," she said. "I'm not taking anything that belongs to you."
 "I know."
 She stared at me a moment and then turned to me completely, her hands on her hips. "Who are you anyway? How come you're living here?" she demanded.
 I began to explain, describing how I arrived at the vineyard after Uncle Palaver's death. I told her who he had been and what we had done together.
 "So that's why there's a motor home and a car back there. My mother just took you in?"
 "Yes." I said.
 "What about the rest of your own family?" I told her about Brenda, about my parents. "This is ridiculous. Now she's turning this place into an orphanage," she said. Her eyes narrowed with suspicion again. "Did you touch any of my things, my clothing?"
 "Your mother wanted me to wear one of the nightgowns, but other than that, I..."
 "I don't know why I even asked. You couldn't possibly fit into anything of mine anyway. but I assure you I don't intend to let you just take over my possessions," she warned. "My advice to you is to find another elderly old lady to take advantage of."
 "I am not taking advantage of anyone."
 "Right. I've been on the road myself, you know. I know what's what. I'm sure it wasn't hard for you to pull the wool over the eyes of an old lady and a deaf girl, and Trevor Washington's head isn't exactly filled with lightbulbs."
 She scooped up a pile of her clothing and started out of the room. She paused at the doorway and turned to me, her face flushed with fury. "Now that I'm back. I can assure you that you're not going to stay here." she said. "I intend to take back custody of my daughter and get what's rightfully mine. If you know what's good for you, you'll just get out now before there is any more unpleasantness."
 She walked out of the room. My heart was pounding and tears had come to my eyes. I put away the clothes Mrs. Westington had bought for me and then I sat by the window, looking toward the motor home and thinking. I did have some money, Uncle Palaver's cash still in the motor home. I could leave. Brenda was probably right. I should just return to a regular high school and graduate. The equivalency exam wasn't going to work out anyway with Tyler behaving as he was. Mrs. Westington would say "the writing's on the wall.' He'll be giving notice any day now and be gone. I should be gone along with him.
 And then I thought how deserted and alone both Echo and Mrs. Westington were going to feel. Would Rhona and that man remain here? I had no right to interfere, of course. but I didn't have to be a fortuneteller to see what Echo's future would be like if Rhona did take custody of her again and Mrs. Westington was unable to prevent it. Who knows where Rhona would put Echo? How lost and alone she would be. No. I thought. Mrs. Westington needs an ally now more than ever and Echo needs a friend. Trevor Washington, as devoted to her and Echo as he was, wasn't enough. It seemed to me I had to stay. It would be totally ungrateful for me to just up and leave right now when they needed me the most.
 I heard Rhona in the hallway talking to Echo. She was probably returning to the bedroom for more of her things, and she had stopped at Echo's room.
 "I really can't get over how you've grown," I heard her say. "And fortunately for you, you look more like me than your father, whoever he was." She followed that with a thin laugh.
 I stepped up to the doorway and saw her enter Echo's room. The door to the west bedroom was open and Skeeter came out of the bathroom with a towel wrapped around his waist. I saw he had the tattoo of what looked like a dragon wrapped around a mermaid across his chest. He paused and looked out, catching me looking at him. Then he turned and unwrapped the towel from his waist, exposing his rear end, which looked like it had tattoos on each side of his buttocks as well. I stepped back into my bedroom quickly.
 Rhona came in behind me and walked directly to the closet again. She picked out some other garments, sifted through the boxes of shoes, and then went to the dresser drawers. She didn't look at me at all.
 "I can fit into all of this. I haven't gained a pound since I left here," she muttered. "I don't know how some women get so plump and lose all their appeal to men. Being fat makes you asexual, you know," she added, finally turning to me. "Skeeter came up with that in one of his poems. 'Your sex sank into your fat like a foot in quicksand.' Men don't like fat women, of course, and even women who like women wouldn't look at them. So where are you? In lard limbo, that's where. How old are you anyway?" she asked. "Were you always overweight?"
 "I don't think it's necessary for you to know any more about me."
 "You're right about that, since you'll be going now that I've returned."
 "I'll go when Mrs. Westington tells me to go."
 She will, don't worry." She saw my new black skirt and plucked it off the hanger. Then she held it up in front of herself. "I could get in this with you. I think." She laughed and tossed it at me. "Pack," she said.
 Tears came to my eyes, but I drove them back. Brenda would make mush out of her. I thought, and stepped forward.
 "I said I'd leave when Mrs. Westington asks me to leave."
 "My mother is an old lady. She waited too long to have me and now she's too old for all this."
 "She didn't wait long enough," I fired back at her. "She should have waited for menopause."
 "Oh, you're a wise guy. too." She piled some undergarments together and smiled. "Did you see how Echo looked at me? It won't be long. She'll want me with her, want to be with me. It's only natural. Skeeter happens to know how to use deaf people's signing language. too. He was a street performer, a mime. He's very educated even though he hasn't been to college. Hers smarter than most college graduates anyway. He'll have Mother eating out of his hand soon. You'll see. He's a charmer."
 "Yeah, I could see it the moment I set eyes on his filthy hair and clothing. Won me right over." I said dryly. Brenda would have loved that one.
 "Skeeter is like a chameleon. He can adjust to whatever he has to in order to succeed."
 "Yeah, he looks very successful."
 "He happens to be. You can't judge a book by its cover."
 "What cover? I'd say he's down to his last pages, chewed and stained."
 She glared at me a moment and then she laughed, shook her head. gathered her thing, and left the bedroom. I stood there, trembling, but keeping it under control and undetected. Then I went to see how Echo was, she was sitting on her bed, staring down at the photograph of her mother she had shown me. She looked up at me when I stepped near her. Her eyes were glazed over with tears. She smiled. however,
 "My mother has come home," she signed. My heart sank.
 Rhona was right to be confident. I had forgotten how desperately we all need our mothers, no matter how terrible they seem to be to us. It wasn't that difficult to imagine a young Echo searching the house for her mother after she had left, waiting at the doorway for her to return, looking for her at the sight of any approaching car, waiting for her in the night. Neither I nor her grandmother could ever imagine the dreams she had, the silent prayers of hope she had recited to herself and maybe still did.
 And I had no idea what sort of promises Rhona had just made to her. I didn't know what to say. I smiled weakly and she took back the picture and this time, instead of putting it under her clothing in a drawer, she put it on the dresser top in front of and against another picture of herself. She was obviously no longer afraid of her grandmother knowing she had the picture and getting angry about it.
 For now. however, she wanted to talk about Tyler again, about the mall and the kids she had seen. Since she now knew I could drive, she wanted to know if I would take her in the car to see Tyler's store. He had promised to do that one day but had not. I didn't have any trouble imagining why. She thought it would be a wonderful surprise if we just walked into the store.
 I couldn't say I wouldn't want to do that. but I hesitated to make any promises. Too often in my life promises turned out to be as far away as rainbows, beautiful for a moment and then gone. They might not be forgotten, but they were gone.
 "We'll see," I told her. She was still trusting enough to take that as a promise, nevertheless.
 I looked up when I heard footsteps in the hallway. Both Rhona and Skeeter stopped at Echo's doorway. Skeeter had his hair brushed and tied back in a ponytail and was now cleanly shaven. He was wearing a relatively clean looking dark blue shirt and a pair of slacks that were wrinkled, but were nicer than his jeans, of course. He wore slightly scuffed black shoes and socks and some sort of turquoise wristband.
 Rhona had put on one of her old "new" dresses, a light pink one-piece tied at the waist. She had washed off the tattoo on her cheek and had her hair brushed back neatly and pinned, clearly showing a pair of gold teardrop earrings. I noticed she was wearing one of the newer pair of flats that matched her dress.
 "What are you doing in her room?" Rhona asked in a demanding tone of voice.
 "We're practicing communication skills." I said. 
 "Is that all you're practicing?" Skeeter asked. "What's that mean?"
 He laughed. "C'mon, Rhona. We have more important things to do right now,"
 Rhona started away and then stopped. "Wait a minute," she told him, and walked into the room right to the dresser. She looked at the picture of herself, picked it up, and smiled at Echo, who was staring up at her like an idolizing rock fan at her favorite performer.
 "What's that?" Skeeter asked, coming in. too.
 "It's me when I was just eighteen." She showed it to him. "I don't look much different. do I?"
 "Not that I can tell,' he said, which was just what she wanted to hear.
 She knelt down and looked at Echo. "I'm glad you kept this, sweetheart." she told her, and then she embraced her and kissed her cheek.
 Slowly. Echo brought her hand to her cheek as if she wanted to be sure she had really just felt a kiss from her mother. Rhona laughed, put the picture back on the dresser, turned to me with a sly, confident smile on her face, and then walked out of the room with Skeeter.
 When I looked back at Echo. I saw she was crying and I knew it was possible to break a child's heart many, many times. She had too much hope to be cynical and distrusting or rather, she had too great a need to believe and be loved.
 I talked her into going out for a walk with me and we started down the stairs. I paused when we reached the bottom because I could clearly hear the conversation among Rhona. Skeeter. and Mrs. Westington in the living room. I gestured for us to be silent and we stood there, me listening. Echo appeared to understand I was eavesdropping. She lowered herself slowly to the last step on the stairway and waited patiently.
 "We just need this chance. Ma," I heard Rhona say. "The money we need is not a big deal to you, but to us it will mean a whole new start, and that's what you would like for me, isn't it? A new start?"
 "If it was a real start that had any chance of making sense. I'd be for it. yes."
 "This is a real start. Mrs. Westington," Skeeter said. "I've been working construction on and off for twenty or so years now. I know the business."
 "You know it from a laborer's point of view, not an entrepreneur's point of view, and as my husband would say, that's a horse of a different color,"
 "He wouldn't say that. Ma." Rhona told her. "He'd be willing to stake us."
 "As a home developer? Please, spare me," Mrs Westington said.
 "We've been studying how to do this for some time now. You buy an old property no one really wants, so you get it for a song." Skeeter said. "Sometimes, you can find a foreclosure. too. Then you go in there and you rip it up and rebuild it with the best materials and modern appliances and you can literally double or even triple your investment. You'll end up making money on this deal, not losing it. Mrs. Westington. And at the same time, you'll be helping Rhona get a foundation upon which to build a new life for her and her daughter."
 "Her daughter? You leave that girl here for nearly ten years with nary a phone call, a letter, and then you return with this fantasy and expect all that has washed under the bridge to be forgotten?"
 "I know I was a bad mother. but--"
 "Bad mother? First you have to be any sort of a mother to be good or bad. You abandoned ship, girl, and you never cared to know if the ship sank or not."
 "I was too young to have a child," Rhona whined, "I wasn't mature enough or responsible enough, but that's all changed now. Ma."
 "The only change I see is you put on some weight."
 "I did not! I just compared myself to the picture Echo has of me when I was eighteen and even Skeeter says he can't see any difference."
 "What picture?"
 "The one she has on her dresser. She hasn't forgotten me. She still loves and needs me."
 Mrs. Westington was quiet. Echo's secret was a little betrayal in her eyes. I was sure, but she had to understand and not be upset about it.
 "I'll think about it," she relented.
 "Thanks. Ma. That's all we hoped you would do."
 "I doubt that. If you're going to stay here a while, you check your lies at the door. girl."
 "I'm sorry, Ma. I'll behave. I promise. Skeeter and I will start looking for a good potential property right away, won't we. Skeeter,"
 "Tomorrow morning, first thing." he said.
 "I said I'd think about it. I didn't say I would do it," Mrs. We reminded them.
 "Some of the money you have belongs to me anyway. Ma. Daddy wouldn't have just left me out of it all. I'm sure."
 "Oh, are you? Well. I have some terrible news for you. Rhona. You never took any interest in this place, in the winery and in our business, but the truth of it was I was the one in charge of all that. Your father was a good talker, loved to be out there in the fields with Trevor, but when it came to finances, he was lazy and indifferent. He even came to me for his daily spending money. I was the one who set up the will and the estate with my lawyers and my accountant and he signed everything I told him to sign, so don't think for a moment you can come here threatening me with legal actions of any kind. You'll be sorrily disappointed."
 "I'm not threatening you. Ma. I'm grateful for what you just did for us. I mean me, and what happened to me woke me up. That's why I decided it was time for me to take on my responsibilities and why I returned."
 "We'll see," Mrs. Westington said.
 "I see that there is still some wine being made here."'
 "That's not me; it's Trevor's doing and I don't approve of the waste of time. It's a hobby for him, more than anything else." she admitted. "We don't make any real money on it, so don't get your hopes up about it."
 "oh, we're not looking to do anything with the winery. I just thought it would be interesting for Skeeter to see. right. Skeeter?"
 "Absolutely. I love good wine."
 "yes, I imaine you're a real sommelier," Mrs. Westington said. 
 "What?"
 "Never mind. I'm tired and need some rest," Mrs. Westington said. "We took Echo shopping at a mall today to get her some clothes and other things she needed, things children normally have mothers for."
 "You've done wonders with her. Ma. Don't think I don't appreciate it."
 "I didn't do anything for you."
 "She's so big," Rhona continued, ignoring her, "She's becoming beautiful. too. She looks a lot like you did when you were her age."
 "You know what I think of false flattery,
 "I mean it. Ma. I'll show you some pictures of my mother when she was young and you decide. Skeeter. Are the albums still in Dad's old office?"
 "I'm surprised you remember where anything is in this house," Mrs. Westington said, her voice sounding tired. defeated.
"I'm different. Ma. You'll see."
 "That's true. I'll see." Mrs. Westington concluded.
 I waited just a moment or two too long before I turned to Echo to signal we were leaving. Rhona stepped out and saw me in the hallway. She smiled coldly.
 "Spying on us, were you?"
 "No. We're on our way out for a walk." I said quickly.
 "Sure. you were. I know you. I know your kind, and do you want to know why I know you?" she asked, stepping toward me.I'll tell you why. Because once I was just like you, a parasite. Cmon. Skeeter," she said, turning to him before I could respond or react. "Let's get our other stuff out of the van. We're moving in."
 They stepped forward and then she saw Echo at the stairway. "Oh. Echo, sweetie," she cried. "Skeeter, ask her if she wants to help us bring in our things?"
 "I'm not sure I remember it all that well. Rhona. Let's see," he said, and started to sign. He was able to say, "You want to carry..." He started fumbling for other words, but Echo was smart enough to realize what he meant. She looked at Rhona, who was smiling at her and holding her hand, and she nodded quickly.
 "Great," Rhona said, putting her arm around her. "Come with us. You don't want to waste your time on a walk with her."
 Rhona looked back at me triumphantly as she took Echo out the door with her, her arm around her shoulders,
 "You don't want to mess with her," Skeeter told me as he followed. "She can be a viper."
 I watched them leave and then I looked in on Mrs. Westin ton, She was in her soft chair, her head back, her eyes closed. asleep. She looked years older to me. It was all foreboding. frightening. I hurried out the rear door of the house and then around toward the motor home. In more than one way now, it had become my true sanctuary. I knew I'd be comfortable in there beside Destiny.
 As soon as I entered. I sat across from the doll and just as Uncle Palaver would do. I started a conversation.
 "You can't imagine what a horrid thing has happened. Destiny. Rhona has returned with her socalled boyfriend and she's trying to win Echo away from Mrs. Westington and force Mrs. Westington to give her money, money she'll surely waste. I don't know what I can do about it."
 "You can stop whining for one thing." I heard. I looked up. Did I just do that, think it and throw my voice through Destiny? It was more like something Brenda would say. You don't let someone like Rhona push you around, she would surely tell me. She's really a coward at heart. Stand up to her and she'll back away so fast, it will leave a back draft.
 "Yes," I told Destiny. "I bet she really is a cowardly person. I'm not sure about Skeeter. He's not much better. but I think he's a sly, conniving sort of person. He's probably egging her on in all this. I saw how big his eyes were when he saw the house and the property. I should talk with Trevor," I continued. "He should know what just happened.'
 To me it looked like Destiny was smiling. Those soft lips were pulling in a little.
 "We'll make them disappear," she said. One way or another."
 She didn't really say it, of course. I had thrown my voice through her again, but it was comforting. I must surely be having a feeling close to what Uncle Palaver felt when he carried on his conversations with the doll. For now, the illusion was enough. I didn't feel as alone. Did that make me terrible, weird, strange, or was it just normal for someone as frightened and alone as I was, as Uncle Palaver had been?
 I gazed back at the house through the motor home window and saw Trevor Washington's light on in his apartment at the rear. I hadn't thought of him until now. Why was he so eager to get away when Rhonda and Skeeter showed up? I thought about it for a moment and then I rose, looked down at Destiny, who. As Tyler had said, seemed to follow your every move, and then I left the motor home and walked to Trevor's apartment entrance. I knocked and a moment later, he opened the door. To me he looked more tired and troubled than I had ever seen him.
 "I hope you don't mind," I said. "but I wanted to tell you what Rhona said to me and what she's threatening to do."
 His eves widened, "What she said to you, huh?"
""Yes."
 "Come on in," he said, stepping back.
 All he had was what would be known as a studio apartment, a living room with a pull-out bed and a small kitchen. There was a table barely big enough for two. Had he lived in this little place all these years and not been unhappy?
 "It ain't much," he said, seeing how I looked around at everything. "Just a place to rest my tired bones every night." He turned off his small television set. "You want something to drink? I got some soda, some juice. whatever."
 "No. I'm fine, thank you."
 "Well, take a seat," he said, nodding at the small sofa. He sat in his well-worn big cushion chair.
 I saw the picture of a pretty African American woman on the dresser.
 "That was your wife?"
 "Charlie Mae, yes," he said. "Angels decided she was more than I deserved, She's gone, but I know she's still here," he said. I didn't need an explanation. "So, tell me about Miss Rhona. What poison came off that tongue?"
 "She wants me out. She says she's going to take back custody of Echo and she's pretending to be a loving mother now. She and that man Skeeter want Mrs. Westington to give them money to buy old houses for him to fix up and sell."
 "Oh, so that's their game. Might as well go over to the toilet, drop it in, and flush." he said.
 "I think that's what Mrs, Westington thinks, too. but I'm worried Rhona and Skeeter will use Echo to blackmail her."
 "No doubt." he said, nodding. "Rhona knows howto blackmail people real well."
 "Oh?"
 "She's probably going to tell you one day soon, so I might as well tell you myself," he said. "She wanted money to run off with and of course. Mrs. Westington wouldn't give her a penny, so she come to me."
 "Why would you give her any money?"
 "I wouldn't, but she sat right where you're sitting now and began to unbutton her blouse. She didn't wear a bra. Half the time, she didn't wear panties, neither. I don't know how many men she brought up here at night, but the list is probably a good half of the male population.
 "Anyhow, she threatened to claim I tried to rape her. To make her point, she dug her own fingernails into her shoulder and tore down the skin right to her breast. She didn't wince. She sat there smiling and tearing her skin and her blouse. She said she wasn't going to run to her mother. either. She was going to get into her car and drive right to town and go to the police on me. I had no doubt she would do it.
 "Anyway. I gave her all the money I had here, which was considerable because I didn't do much investing. She knew I had it. My guess was she spied on me through the windows and saw me counting it or something. She knew my hiding spots and she probably would have stolen it if she could get in. but I never forgot to lock the door and windows.
 "The way I saw it, it was good riddance anyway. She was aggravating Mrs. Westington to death with her antics. I thought, of all the possible investments I could have made, this one was the best because it rid us of Rhona.
 "Of course, I felt sorry for Echo. She was a mite of a thing and didn't know how bad Rhona was. I justified it by telling myself the child was better off without her. But I know a child never can forget or disown her own mother and be happy about it. And then there was my guilt over making it possible for Rhona to leave Mrs. Westington like that.
 "One day, she turned to me and with those eyes of hers burning into me the way she can make them burn, she asked me where I thought Rhona got the money to take off like she had. I had little chance of gettting away with any sort of a lie. so I upped and told her the whole story. Of course, she bawled me out for it, but she also admitted she understood why I would be afraid. 'My daughter's an expert when it comes to lying and cheating,' she said. 'She could make John the Baptist look like a serial rapist.'
 "Still, I felt bad about keeping everything secret all that time. Grapes are sure a helluva lot easier to raise than children." he concluded.
 "Well, what should I do now? Should I leave?"
 "That's up to you, of course. but I think Mrs. Westington would rather you stayed on. She's quite a bit older than she was when Rhona ran off, but she's still got lots of Grit. I'll do whatever I can, too.
 "I won't kid you about it,' he added. "Rhona's pretty resourceful. I don't know where you've been and what you've seen in your short life. April, but you're about to learn how low-down someone can get. When that girl gets buried, there'll be black weeds sprouting all around her grave and every animal in the world will steer clear. Birds won't even fly over the tombstone."
 I nodded. "I'm not going to run away," I said. "I've done enough of that."
 "Maybe so. Echo's sure found a friend in you." "Thanks. Trevor," I said. rising,
 "Nothing to thank me for,"
 "Yes there is. Thanks for trusting me with the painful truth." He smiled.
 I walked to the door. "We're not getting pushed around anymore." I vowed.
 "Yes. ma'am. If you say so," he told me, and I walked out.
 Where did I get all the courage? I wondered. I looked at the motor home. The light was on. Had I left it on? I guess so. I thought. I'd better go turn it off. The batteries are weak enough as it is.
 I hurried back, opened the door, and started up the short stairway only to stop dead in my tracks. My mouth hung open stupidly.
 Sitting where I had been sitting, across from Destiny, was Tyler Monahan.
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.
 "What are you doing in here?" I asked. "When I drove up. I saw the light on and

thought you were in here." he said. "I was just about to leave to see if you were in the house. I was hoping to see you without Echo knowing I was here.'

"Why do you want to see me now? You weren't very interested in seeing me earlier," I said, unable to keep the note of anger out of my voice.
 "I know, I felt bad about what happened today. I felt bad about it all, actually," he said.
 "You should. Echo was heartbroken and
 couldn't understand why you would simply ignore 
 her." I wanted to add, "and so was I." but I didn't. "That's why I came here. I wanted to talk to you
 about... about it all," he said. He did look repentant. I retreated a step to close the door and then I 
 walked into the motor home and sat just to the right of 
 Destiny. It occurred to me that we were both staring
 directly at him. From the way he looked from her to
 me and smiled. I could see he was thinking about it. 
 too. "What's so funny?"
 "You and the doll have the same expression on
 your faces," he said.
 "What's that supposed to mean? I'm just another 
 doll in your eyes?"
 "No, no, nothing like that." He looked very
 nervous. "Whose van is that out front?"
 "That's Mrs. Westinaton's daughter. Rhona, and
 her boyfriend. Skeeter,"
 "Really? You mean, after all these years. Echo's
 mother has returned to her home and family?" "If you want to call it that. She didn't return
 because she missed her daughter. They want to get
 their hands on Mrs. Westington's money."
 He nodded. "Nevertheless, she's come home," 
 he said. "I think it was Robert Frost who wrote 'Home 
 is the place where when you go there, they have to
 take you in.'"
 "I don't think Mrs. Westington is anxious to do
 that."
 "Yes. but she will," he said confidently. "It's
 easier for a child to run away than for a mother to turn
 her out or him out, for that matter."
 He was probably right. That inevitable outcome 
 depressed me. but I didn't see as I could do much
 about it.
 "Why didn't you at least wave to us in the mall today?" I asked, returning to the reason for his 
 appearance. "And don't claim you didn't see us." "I saw you." "So?"
 "I've already told you how upset my mother's
 been at how much time I spend here, spend on Echo. 
 She doesn't know anything about you and what work
 I've been doing with you."
 "So? I still don't really understand why she's so
 upset about your working with Echo. You're doing
 what you were trained to do, what you were educated
 to do. Isn't she proud of that?"
 "She would rather I help out in our business
 right now. She thinks Mrs. Westington should be 
 sending Echo to a special school and I shouldn't be 
 taking on all this responsibility. She thinks I'm too
 involved with their family matters."
 "Well. Mrs. Westington will send her to a 
 school. eventually." I raised my hands and smirked. 
 "This is your excuse for not saying hello, for ignoring
 us?"
 "I just didn't want to create any more tension. It
 wasn't the right time to introduce you and Echo to her. 
 She thinks Echo was brought to the mall deliberately
 to see me. She thought you were all following me.' "What? That's ridiculous. How would we know you were there? As I recall, you said you had to work in the store and you wouldn't have time for us on the 
 weekend."
 "My mother's not thinking straight about this at 
 the moment. It'll be all right, once I finish here. which
 I have to do very soon, actually sooner than I had
 planned."
 "It'll be all right? Is that what you think? I'm
 happy for you." "I just meant--"
 "Look. Tyler, this all sounds stupid to me. 
 You're not a child. Just stand up to her."
 "It's not a matter of that. It's a matter of
 respect," he said.
 "Right." I looked down at the control for 
 Destiny and slipped it into my hand. "What do you
 think. Destiny?" I asked the doll, and threw my voice 
 to have her speak
 "We have a mama's boy here," Destiny said. "Very funny. An obedient son is not a mama's
 boy. April. My mother comes from a different world
 and she hasn't lost her tradition and her sense of what
 she was taught is right and is wrong. It's how I was
 brought up," he explained. "Our first duty is to our 
 parents. We don't desert them because they're old or 
 sick and we respect their wisdom,"
 "You should be telling Echo all this, not me. -
 Why come to me with these explanations and excuses. 
 anyway?" I asked.
 He looked away and then he sat forward, his
 head down. "It's not only what happened in the mall. 
 I'm ashamed about how I behaved here with you. I 
 shouldn't have done what I did."
 "I didn't mind it," I confessed with a 
 nonchalance that brought his eves up sharply. "Look. I 
 know exactly what happened here. Tyler. You don't
 even have to try to explain it or make up something." "You do?"
 "You just looked at me and got disgusted. I told
 you I didn't want to get into that costume. I knew what
 I would look like in it."
 "Oh no, it wasn't you at all."
 "What?"
 "I mean, it wasn't solely because of you. It's
 me," he said. "You were very honest about yourself 
 and told me some intimate things. I appreciate that, 
 but it makes me feel deceitful."
 "Deceitful? Why?"
 "I haven't told you the truth about myself, 
 April. The truth is not only don't I have a girlfriend
 here or in Los Angeles. I've never had a girlfriend. 
 I've never been out on a real date, in fact."
 I squinted, skeptical. "You've never been on a 
 date? This is what you want me to believe?" "I'm not lying. You have your personal and
 emotional problems and I have mine."
 I thought a moment and it was as if a lightbulb
 went on in my head. You don't mean... are you saying
 you're gay?"
 Was this why he was so interested in why I had
 left Brenda and run to Uncle Palaver, why he pursued
 me for details about Celia?
 "I guess I'm saving I don't know. I'm not sure if 
 I'm gay or just afraid. insecure. It's how I am. how I've 
 always been. Sometimes, I think I'm asexual, like an
 amoeba."
 "Well, as you asked me, are you attracted to
 boys or aren't you? Are you more comfortable being
 with boys?" I repeated like a prosecutor.
 "No. but I know I'm not as aggressive or as
 interested in girls as I should be, as other men my age
 are, as in fact my friends were when I was in high
 school and in college. They tried to include me in
 everything, parties, trips, but eventually they gave up
 on rile and so did most of the girls,"
 I studied him. Who would ever think a man as good-looking as he was would have trouble with women? On the other hand, his look was different and there were probably many girls and women who thought of him as Asiatic and therefore not for them. Maybe this was why he had a complex, felt insecure. Suddenly, instead of being angry at him. I was feeling sorry for him and I was thinking he and I were more 
 alike than he might think.
 "You were never close with any girl, ever?" "No, not really. I mean. I studied with them, 
 things like that, but when it came to socializing, going
 out on dates. I went into retreat. There was a girl once 
 who I knew liked me very much. She tried to develop
 a romance between us. but I didn't respond the way I 
 should have and she just became angry at me, the way
 you were. I'm sure, Anyway. I decided I would come 
 here to tell you about it so you wouldn't feel that it
 was your fault. I came to apologize,I'll fix it with
 Echo. too. I'll have to prepare her for my ending the 
 tutoring."
 "She won't understand. No matter what you tell
 her, she's going to think it's her fault somehow and
 she's going to be heartbroken."
 "I hope you'll help me with her and prevent
 that. She thinks of you now as her best friend in the 
 world."
 I sighed deeply and shook my head. "I know, 
 and I regret it now."
 "Why?"
 "I don't know how much longer be here. Tyler. 
 Rhona is determined to get me out. She's already
 threatened me."
 "What does Mrs. Westingon say about that?" "She doesn't know how bad things could get
 and I don't know if I will be able to stay around here 
 any longer anyway. I promised Trevor I would try, but
 it's really not my business or my right to come 
 between a mother and her daughter. Anyway. I have 
 my own troubles."
 "I'm sorry to hear that," he said.
 "Is it really important to you that I stay?" "Yes, important for Echo especially. Will you?" "We'll see. As I told Trevor. I'll try."
 "I'll help you if I can," he promised. "It could
 be that Rhona will get quickly discouraged once she 
 sees how big a responsibility Echo is and take off 
 again anyway,"
 "I don't know as I would count too heavily on
 that. Tyler. As you have pointed out. Mrs. Westington
 is not a young woman. I think Rhona came here because she realizes it and wants to be sure she has control of everything, the property, the money. If Mrs. Westington should leave it all to Echo. Rhona will have a mother's authority. What could I possibly do to
 help or prevent any of that? What can you do?" "Well, don't make any quick decisions about
 it," he said. "I'll return on Monday. Please."
 I looked at him. He really did seem to want me 
 to stay. Was it only to make things easier for him or 
 was there some interest in me, enough to keep him
 thinking about me?
 "I tell you what," I said. "I'll promise to stay as 
 long as you do." He thought a moment and then
 nodded. "Okay."
 "Is that a firm promise?"
 "Yes."
 "Destiny, do you believe him?" 
 "Give him the test," I made her say. 
 Tyler laughed, "What test?"
 "Test of truth." I said. I stood up and went to
 the cabinet under the television set to let a deck of 
 cards. Then I handed it to him. "Pick a card and
 whisper what you've chosen into Destiny's ear." "What?"
 "Just do it."
 He started to pluck one out of the deck. "No, this is the honor system. Don't pull it out. 
 Just pick it and tell her."
 "Tell her?"
 "That's right. Whisper it in her ear. Go on." I took the deck back and went into the kitchen. 
 He laughed, rose, and whispered into Destiny's ear.
 Then I returned and knelt down to put my ear to her 
 lips. Her lips moved and then I turned and plucked a 
 card from the deck. "Was this it?"
 He looked from the card to Destiny to me, 
 "How could you do that?"
 "A good magician..."
 "Never tells, but you've got to tell me or I'll go
 crazy."
 "It's better you believe it was simply magic," I 
 said, and started away, but he grabbed my wrist and
 pulled me back so roughly I nearly fell over him. "In a minute I'll give you magic you won't
 forget, if you don't talk."
 "I must warn you. I'm trained to endure all sorts
 of torture to keep the great secrets." I said.
 He stood up. "Is that so?" He smiled and then
 he started to tickle me and I squirmed to get away. He 
 held on and we both fell back on the sofa. He held me down and started to blow in my ear. I screamed and
 he stopped. "Are you going to talk?"
 I shook my head.
 Then he poked the tip of his tongue into my ear 
 and I squealed.
 He held himself inches from my face. We were 
 both very silent. I'm not like Brenda. I thought. I'm
 not. I want him to kiss me. I really do. I raised my lips
 toward his. He didn't move and then he brought his to
 mine.
 "I'm a stumbling fool when it comes to this." he 
 said.
 "So am I." I whispered, and he kissed me again. 
 I moved more to the left to make room for him on the 
 sofa. It occurred to me as he slid down beside me that
 we were truly like two young teenagers making an 
 initial foray into the sexual jungle. A man his age 
 really should have more sophistication. I thought. He 
 wasn't lying to me about his inexperience and lack of 
 romantic involvement. Could I be the first girl he's
 ever gone this far with?
 He fingered the buttons on my blouse 
 awkwardly. Should I help him? I wondered, Would he 
 be embarrassed, insulted, and once again turn away
 from me? I waited with my eyes closed until he finally had it all done. Then I let him lift me so he could take off my blouse and begin to fumble now with the fastener of my bra. It was easier and in moments, he had my breast cupped in his hand, his lips to my nipple. I moaned and sank back on the sofa. He started to undo the button of my jeans and gently pull them down. I felt his fingers move under the elastic of my panties and then I let him lift my legs to
 slide my panties lower and lower.
 "I do like you. April," he said. 'I do. I do." he 
 chanted. I heard him undoing his pants. I am going to
 do this. I thought, almost solely to prove to myself I 
 wanted it as much as I was proving it to him and
 letting him prove himself to me.
 And then I turned slightly to my right and
 looked at Destiny. "Wait," I said. but I said it through
 her. "Wait."
 Tyler stopped, a confused smile on his face. 
 "What?" 
 "Are you prepared? Are you ready for this?" My lips didn't move. He turned and looked at 
 Destiny and then back at me. "What are you doing?" "She's right," I said. "We have to be careful. I 
 don't want to get pregnant. That would be horrible 
 right now. Are you prepared?"
 He thought a moment and shook his head. "Then let's wait until you are. Tyler. Please," I 
 said.
 He nodded and sat back with a dazed look on
 his face. I saw his eyebrows rise and fall with the ebb
 and flow of his thoughts as he gazed at Destiny. The 
 foggy look lifted away from his face and left behind
 his thoughtful, more intelligent expression. He turned
 to me.
 "You're right, of course, but why did you throw
 your voice through the doll to say it?" He smiled at 
 me, but it was a smile of confusion and even a little 
 annoyance.
 "I don't know. I just... it seemed to be what she 
 would say." 
 "She? She? It's a doll. April."
 "I meant, what she would say if she were really
 sitting there.' "You think we would do this in front of 
 someone?"
 "You know what I mean. Tyler."
 He thought and then he glanced at Destiny and
 buckled up his pants. I started to dress as well. "Tell me this. Did you enjoy being with a male, 
 with me?" he asked.
 "Of course I did. I wouldn't have gone this far if I didn't, and you already know I was upset and disappointed the first time because you ran out." I told
 him.
 That seemed to satisfy him. "I'd better get
 home," he said. rising.
 "Can you come back tomorrow?"
 "I don't know. I have chores to do at our plant." "On Sunday?"
 "I can do what I have to do better when there's
 no one else there. I'll try. I'll call you." he said. "We 
 could meet here again, but it would be better..." "If Echo didn't know. I know." I said. "Until I had a chance to explain things to her 
 and make sure she was all right."
 "Okay."
 He glanced at Destiny and then he looked at me 
 and smiled, "C'mon, tell me how you did that card
 trick. I promise I'll never tell another living soul." "Why do you want to ruin the magic?" "I find my magic in reality, not in illusion," he 
 replied. "It's healthier."
 He's right. I thought.
 "All right. I'll tell vou. Hand me the control," I 
 said, pointing to it on the seat beside Destiny. He did. 
 "There's a tape recorder inside Destiny's head. I just push this button on the control," I said, showing it to him. "Destiny's ear is the microphone. When you whispered the card in her ear, it was recorded and I just played it back through her mouth by pushing the 
 button again."
 "Wow," he said, looking at Destiny. "What else 
 can this doll do?"
 "That's for me to know and you to find out. For 
 one thing, she just stopped us from going too far 
 without protection."
 "Yeah, right," he said, shaking his head. "She 
 stopped us. I gotta go before I end up throwing my
 voice through her, too." He stepped forward and
 kissed me quickly on the lips. I watched him go down
 the short stairway and out the door.
 I turned to Destiny. "Should I be happy or sad?" 
 I asked her. She said nothing, of course.
 It was too soon to know.
 I turned off the lights this time and left the 
 motor home. Before going any farther. I stopped and
 looked at my car. It had been so long since I had
 driven it. Maybe I'll take Echo for a ride tomorrow. I 
 thought. Maybe we'll look Tyler's mother in the face 
 so she can't ignore our existence or at least Echo's. 
 Tyler might be upset about it, but maybe his mother would see how sweet Echo is and she wouldn't be so against Tyler's helping her. Once in a while, it's good to think positively and be optimistic, whether it has a 
 chance to come true or not.
 Once in a while.
 When I rounded the corner of the house. I 
 immediately saw the van was gone. I was relieved at
 that. I wasn't looking forward to confronting Rhona so
 quickly again. The house was very quiet when I 
 stepped in, but then I heard the rattle of a pan in the 
 kitchen and I headed for it.
 It wasn't hard to see Mrs. Westington was
 upset. "Where is everyone?" I asked.
 She stopped working, took a breath, and turned
 to me. "My daughter has decided to take her daughter 
 to a restaurant for dinner tonight. She says it's about
 time they got to know each other. Can you imagine?
 It's about time? Ten years? There's enough water 
 under that bridge to fill an ocean. But," she said after 
 another deep sigh, "I guess a child always has a right
 and a need to know her mother, even if that mother is
 as irresponsible and as selfish as Rhona."
 She looked at me as if she just realized she
 wasn't talking to herself aloud.
 "I've prepared a nice chicken salad for the two of us. Do you want a baked potato as well? It won't
 take long."
 "No, the salad is quite enough for me." "Determined to lose weight now, are you?" "Yes. I am," I said. I wondered if I should say
 any more about Rhona, about her wanting me out. I
 decided for now I would just ignore it and see what I 
 could do to help Tyler with Echo. "Let me help with
 the table," I said, but she told me everything was
 already done.
 "I had to keep myself busy so I wouldn't be
 nervous about Echo going off with Rhona in that junk
 heap."
 I helped her bring the food into the dining room
 and we sat at the table, just the two of us. I watched
 her nibble at her food. Lifting a fork seemed to be a 
 treat effort for her.
 To me it seemed as if a strange thing had
 happened with Rhona's return: Mrs. Westington, 
 instead of finding any pleasure and hope in this
 reunion, grew older instantly because of it. Rhona was
 like a dark storm aggravating Mrs. Westington's
 arthritis, invading her very bones. She moved slower, 
 looked much more fatigued and simply overwhelmed. I was sure that for a time early on in her marriage and life with Mr. Westington, the world was joyful and bright. The vineyard prospered. They had friends and parties. Their home and property glistened with success. Her beauty was nourished by the happiness and she blossomed, Before Rhona became their problem child. there were waves and waves of laughter rolling over this house and family. Neighbors and other people who knew them or of them were envious. Many wondered why it was some people were so successful and so lucky. Why weren't they as 
 blessed as the Westingtons?
 And then Mrs. Westington's life took a dark
 turn. The death of their newborn, the battle with her 
 brother-in-law, the growing discipline problems with
 a rebellious Rhona, and eventually Mr. Westington's
 death sent her spiraling down a long, seemingly
 endless hole of pain and disappointment. The burdens
 grew. Echo was enough of a responsibility and a 
 weight for young, healthy parents, much less an older 
 woman, a widow deserted by her daughter.
 Nevertheless, her spirit was too strong, her 
 determination too fixed, to permit her to surrender. 
 She made do with what she had and she continued, 
 assuming the role of mother again, but this time far 
 more protective than she had been with Rhona. In a real sense Echo suffered for her mother's sins because she was being stifled, kept in this cocoon her grandmother had lovingly woven around her. Mrs. Westington saw hope and promise in Tyler Monahan's successes with Echo, and I. in my small way, looked like I would contribute in the areas that were still deficient. She truly believed I had been brought here not for myself so much as for her granddaughter's best
 interests. There was new hope.
 And then Rhona returned and the prospects of 
 what she had brought along with her-- not only in
 Skeeter, but in her new determination to get what she 
 believed was hers. Including control of Echo-- was a 
 new weight on the frail shoulders of this heroic old
 lady I quickly had come to love.
 More than ever. I was determined to help her. "I guess," she said. "I might just have to give 
 them the money."
 "She doesn't have the legal right to make 
 demands on you," I offered.
 "I don't have faith in the courts. I've seen too
 much injustice signed, sealed, and delivered by greedy
 lawyers. Rhona gets one of them legal criminals
 working for her and we could be knocked into a 
 cocked hat. An old lady, who's already lived long past her due date with the Grim Reaper, and an old black
 man won't suffice as a substitute family."
 "But you have!" I insisted. "You've been more 
 than a grandmother. You've been a real mother and
 you're providing for her and you've protected and
 taken care of her."
 "I couldn't have done otherwise. No one would
 have expected less, but it's not enough to guarantee 
 they'd agree with us. Na. we'll have to face the music 
 one way or the other eventually. I'm afraid. Best we 
 can hope for is putting it off as long as we can. 
 Maybe, just maybe she's grown up some. too." I looked down. I was happy she included me by
 saving "we," but I had no false hope about Rhona 
 having changed for the better. Just the little I had seen
 of her had already sickened me. I didn't have the heart
 to disagree. however.
 "You just make sure Echo is okay." she 
 continued. "If you see something bad happening, 
 come right to me. Don't be afraid and don't hesitate. 
 I'm happier than ever that I have you here to do all
 this with me."
 I nodded, tears building in my eyes.
 "You're a sweet child," she said. "Your parents
 were lucky folks and I'm sure you were lucky to have them. too. But you see how unjust things are with their being gone too early? We can't depend on the right things always happening on their own. We have to do our best to ensure they do and that's all we can
 do. I think you already know all that."
 "Yes, Ma'am."
 "Eat up. I know you won't have any of my
 homemade apple pie,.'
 "Maybe just a small piece." I said. relenting. "I don't put all that much sugar in it like starebought pies." 
 "I know, Thank you."
 She smiled and we finished eating silently, both
 of us lost for a while in the hopes and the dreams that
 gave us reason to go on.
 I enjoyed the pie, helped clean up, and then
 went up to my room. As the hours marched by and I 
 didn't hear Rhona. Skeeter. and Echo return. I knew
 Mrs. Westinaton was probably growing, more and
 more agitated. I hadn't heard her come up to bed
 either. so I went downstairs and found her dozing in
 her chair in the living room with the television set on
 but the audio almost too low to hear. The moment I 
 entered, her eyes snapped open.
 "Are they back?"
 "No, not yet." I said. She looked at the clock. It
 was close to eleven.
 "Where could they have taken that child this
 late?"
 I had no answer, but I saw she wasn't about to
 get up and go to sleep, so I sat on the sofa.
 "You don't have to wait up with me. April." "It's all right. I won't fall asleep knowing you're 
 down here worried."
 "If my daughter had one ounce of your 
 decency, I wouldn't be worried."
 I wondered if I should reveal what Tyler had
 told me about his having to stop tutoring Echo very
 soon. It seemed like a flood of bad news. Maybe wait
 a little longer. I thought. Maybe he would change his
 mind anyway.
 I gazed at the television.
 "You can make that louder or change the 
 channel if you want. Half the time I fall asleep
 watching it. My eyes get tired and most of what I see 
 seems silly."
 I reached for the remote just as the headlights
 of the van ran a ray of light over the walls. We both
 turned to look out the windows.
 "Finally." she said. rising.
 We both went to the doorway of the living
 room. We could hear Rhona's loud peal of laughter. 
 Skeeter was making some strange sound, imitating
 something that resembled an elephant. The door 
 opened and they entered with Echo, who looked like 
 she had been asleep, probably in the van. Her eyes
 were droopy and she barely had enough energy to
 smile when she saw us.
 "Where have you been with her?" Mrs. 
 Westington demanded immediately.
 Even though a good five or six feet separated us
 from them. I could smell the odor of whiskey, Skeeter 
 swayed a little. holding on to his dumb grin. Rhona 
 wavered, her hands on Echo's shoulders.
 "What are you getting yourself in an uproar 
 about. Ma? We just stopped at one of old hangouts
 and I met same of my old friends, friends I haven't
 seen for ten years."
 "And what did Echo do all that time you were 
 in a bar? Don't tell me you took her in. too." "No. She stayed in the van and actually took a 
 nap on our bedding,"
 "You let that girl sleep on that lice-infested
 filthy old mattress you had in that van?"
 "Don't exaggerate, Ma. It just looks dirty. It's
 not. It's old." 
 "And well used," Skeeter added with a laugh. "Yes, well used,' Rhona agreed.
 "Come here," Mrs. Westinton beckoned to
 Echo. She moved quickly to her and Mrs. Westington
 looked through her hair. "She'll need a good bath and
 shampoo."
 "That's disgusting, Ma. We're not dirty slobs." "Until someone invents a better way to describe 
 you two, I'll stick with that." Mrs Westington said. 
 "This is no hour to bring home this girl. She has to let
 her sleep."
 "It's Saturday night, for chrissakes," Rhona
 said. "Are you still living in those dark ages?" "I'm still a responsible person, if that's what you
 mean. yes."
 "I don't expect to frustrate the girl the way you
 frustrated me. Ma. Here I was locked up in this house 
 while my friends were out there having fun all the 
 time. You have to trust the people you love and not
 expect they'll do something terrible all the time." "In your case. Rhona, you exceeded my
 expectations," Mrs. Westington said, and turned Echo
 toward the stairs. She signed and told her she would
 help her take a bath and get to bed.
 Rhona and Skeeter watched them start up the 
 stairs and then Rhona turned and glared viciously at 
 me.
 "Did you work her up into this mood?" she 
 asked.
 "I just came down myself, surprised you
 weren't back yet."
 "Oh, so you let her know you were surprised. 
 Very convenient. I'm warning you. I'm not going to let
 you turn her against us." Rhona said, stepping toward
 me.
 "I don't have to do that. You do it so well
 yourself," I replied and, even though I was trembling, 
 glared back at her and then turned and followed Mrs. 
 Westington and Echo up the stairs.
 "Bitch," I heard Rhona call after me. 
 "Easy," Skeeter told her.
 I glanced back and saw him whispering in her 
 ear. She nodded and smiled and then they turned and
 went into the living, room. I looked in on Mrs. 
 Westington and Echo, who was already in the bathtub, 
 the water runnin g.
 "Come here," she said, bringing me over to the 
 tub. "Just look."
 She pulled some strands of Echo's hair apart
 and I could see the bugs.
 "This is what wants to turn a new leaf and be a 
 mother. Lord, give me the strength." She poured the 
 shampoo into Echo's hair and began to scrub. "I can do that for you. Mrs Westington. Please. 
 Let me," I said.
 She thought a moment and then stepped back. I 
 shampooed Echo's hair and rinsed it with the shower 
 hose. Mrs. Westington stood by with a towel and
 wrapped her as soon as she stepped up and out of the 
 tub.
 "Let's get this child to bed," she said. She told
 me where to find her pajamas. Echo put them on and
 Zot into bed. She still looked confused. dazed. Mrs. 
 Westington arranged her blanket and gave her a kiss. 
 "I'm going to sleep," she told me. She started out. "Are you all right?" I signed to Echo. Through her fatigue, she smiled and then
 brought her hands out from under the blanket to tell
 me.
 "I had dinner with my mother. And she said she 
 was sorry she left me," Echo told me. "She said she 
 would never leave me again. Never."
 Her happiness not only disappointed me, it
 frightened me. She was being set up for a great fall. I was positive, but I dared not contradict her or Rhona 
 directly.
 "People say things sometimes and forget," I 
 told her.
 "No," she said, and shook her head vehemently. 
 "She won't forget. She promised."
 All I could do was smile and nod. I kissed her 
 on the forehead and told her to sleep tight. She nodded
 and hugged Mr. Panda to her.
 When I stepped out into the hallway. I could
 hear Rhona's and Skeeter's laughter below. They had
 put on some music, not caring how loud it was and if 
 it would disturb me or Mrs. Westington. I thought I 
 heard the sound of something being knocked over, 
 too. Their laughter stopped and then I heard Rhona 
 moan. Skeeter laughed and Rhona cried out
 passionately. They're probably making love right on
 the living room floor. I thought, For a moment I was
 tempted to go look. I went into my room instead and
 closed the door.
 I stood there in the darkness. trembling. How
 horrid all this had become. How sorry I felt for Mrs. 
 Westington. I was sure she would be having a 
 troubled sleep tonight.
 "Uncle Palaver," I whispered, "you taught me how to make coins and cards disappear. You even showed me how you could make me disappear after I crawled into your magic box on the stage. But you forgot to show me how to make a horrid person
 disappear."
 That's a bit of magic I'll have to learn on my
 own. I thought, and went to bed dreaming that
 somehow, maybe through Destiny, I would find the 
 way.


8 Caught Naked
 . Rhona and Skeeter didn't come down for breakfast. They made lots of noise going up the stairway very late at night, completely inconsiderate of Mrs. Westinton and me, especially me. I heard Skeeter growl at my door, in fact, because he woke me and then I heard them both laughing. If Mrs. Westington heard anything, she didn't mention it. In the morning Echo kept looking for her mother to came down and even asked me if I thought she should go up to see if she was awake.

"They went to bed very late." I told her. "Let them sleep." Let them sleep forever. I thought. Maybe that was mean. but I couldn't help it.

Just as I sat down to have breakfast with Echo and Mrs. Westington, the phone rang. She told me it was Tyler Monahan calling for inc. Echo didn't know it was Tyler and I wasn't about to tell her.

"How are things today?" Tyler asked. I told him what had happened the night before with Echo and how upset Mrs. Westington had been and still was.

"I guess this wouldn't be a good time to bring up my leaving." he said.
 "No. it wouldn't. Tyler."
 "Can you meet me tonight in your motor home 
 after Echo goes to sleep?" he asked, confirming his promise to return. Excitement trickled through me like a low voltage shock. I knew why he wanted to meet, of course, and it wasn't to improve my academic skills for the equivalency exam.

"I suppose,:" I said.
 "And could we turn that doll around?" I laughed. "You're the one who keeps saying it's

just a doll. Tyler."
 "That's not just a doll," he said. "Okay. I'll put
 her in the bedroom."
 "No, maybe leave her out of the bedroom.
 That's the one place I don't want her to be," he said. I 
 could feel myself blush. "One other thing. I think it
 might be better if I parked on the road and walked to
 the motor home. No need to let anyone else there 
 know I'm around."
 "Okay," I said. although I wasn't comfortable 
 with us sneaking about the property. Was he trying to
 keep all this secret from the people here or from his
 mother?
 "I'll be there about nine-thirty, waiting for you," 
 he said.
 Mrs. Westington looked curious about the 
 phone call, but she didn't ask me anything after I hung
 up and I didn't volunteer anything. It's better to say
 nothing rather than lie. I thought, and returned to the 
 breakfast table to join Echo. Trevor hadn't shown up
 for dinner the night before and had not come to
 breakfast either. I imagined he just didn't want to see 
 much of Rhona. As it turned out, he wouldn't have 
 risked it this particular morning. She and Skeeter 
 didn't come downstairs until nearly noon.
 When they finally appeared, they were both
 dressed to go out, Rhona wearing one of her old 
 dresses and a light blue leather jacket I had wished
 would fit me. and Skeeter in a relatively clean-looking
 pair of jeans, a blue shirt, and a jean jacket with all
 sorts of emblems with silly things written on them
 like Down with Milk. Mrs. Westington was in the 
 kitchen. Echo and I were in the living room reading
 and working on some of her English grammar 
 problems in preparation for her tutoring session the 
 next day..
 "Don't bother making any breakfast for us. 
 Ma," Rhona called to Mrs. Westington from the 
 hallway. "Skeeter and I are going to eat at the Mars Hotel in Healdsburg and then look at some properties we found out about last night. We'll see you later. 
 Maybe Echo wants to go," she added.
 "That girl needs to do her homework for 
 tomorrow's lessons,"
 Mrs. Westington replied quickly.
 "Oh. Well, we don't want to interrupt that now, 
 do we. Skeeter?"
 "Absolutely not, Maybe we'll take her to a 
 movie or something tonight."
 "A movie? How do you expect her to enjoy a 
 movie if she can't hear a word?"
 "People used to go to silent movies. Ma," 
 Rhona said. "You probably did," she added, and they
 both laughed.
 "Silent movies were made differently." I 
 offered from the doorway of the living room. "They 
 had written words and the actors performed
 differently."
 "Who said that?" she cried, pretending it was a 
 voice from out of the blue. She turned and looked at 
 inc. "Oh, you're still here?" She turned her back on me 
 and then marched to the front door. "C'mon. Skeeter, 
 we have work to do," she called back to him. He smiled licentiously at me and moved his tongue over his lower lip. Then he laughed and joined her at the door. They both laughed at something he whispered and then they walked out. I looked back at Echo. She hadn't realized they had come down and I 
 wasn't about to tell her.
 A short while after they had left. Trevor came 
 in to see how things were and Mrs. Westington gave 
 him an earful about the night before. He listened, 
 shook his head sympathetically, and urged her not to
 let herself get too upset. She told him all about their 
 request for money and why.
 "I got a very bad feeling about those two," he 
 told me when Mrs. Westington went upstairs. "I don't
 think they're here for the real estate business prospects
 they claim. Before they left yesterday, two men drove 
 up and spoke with that Skeeter fellow, and both
 looked like they had been dragged out of a swamp. 
 My guess is they need money, but not to buy old
 houses to fix up. They have serious debts with bad
 people."
 "What are we going to do?" I asked him. "Nothing right now. All I got to go on is a
 feeling, but you watch and wait long enough and the 
 rat comes out."
 "To me it already has." I said.
 He nodded and went out to the winery. 
 Meanwhile. Echo, impatient now, went looking for 
 her mother and discovered she was gone. A look of 
 panic came over her when she found out they had left. 
 Her hands were flying about like small birds trying to
 draw diagrams in the air. 'Where were they? When did
 they leave? When were they coming back?"
 "They have business here and had an
 appointment," I told her.
 Maybe I was passing on a lie as Trevor thought, 
 but I didn't want her worrying. I saw she couldn't
 concentrate on our work. She was constantly thinking
 about her mother, looking alit the window for her and
 Skeeter's return, so I asked Mrs. Westington if it
 would be all right to take Echo for a ride. "We'll
 return to the mall," I told her. "I need some other 
 things and Echo enjoyed it so."
 She thought a moment and nodded. "It would
 be good to keep her mind off you know who," she 
 said, reading my mind. "And I know you're 
 responsible and trustworthy enough to look after her." When I told Echo, she was bright and happy
 again. This would actually be the first trip she had
 ever taken without her grandmother and Trevor 
 Washington. I unhooked my car from Uncle Palaver's motor home and brought it around to the front of the 
 house.
 "Where you headed?" Trevor asked. I told him
 and explained why.
 "Can't blame the girl. I guess," he said. "After 
 you lose someone you love or someone who loves
 you, you'd forgive them all their sins and
 imperfections if you could have them back. You'd
 even make a deal with the devil."
 "That's who Echo would have to speak to about
 her mother," I told him, and he laughed.
 "Have a good time," he said, and returned to his
 favorite work. I realized it was work that kept him in
 close contact with the best memories of his life. It was
 truly a labor of love, and despite all the complaining
 Mrs. Westington voiced about it, she was happy for 
 him, maybe even envious. I wished I could find a way
 to reconnect with my good memories, too, reconnect
 without all the baggage of sadness that accompanied
 them.
 I honked the horn and Mrs. Westington brought
 Echo out. She had helped her choose one of her new
 skirt and blouse outfits and she did look pretty. It was
 a partly sunny day with high brisk winds smearing the 
 clouds over the blue sky so that they thinned out and spread like tattered white cloth toward the southwest. Sunlight brought a brightness to her face the way it
 would open a flower.
 Echo got into the car. She was very excited
 now, the short trip truly a major adventure in her eyes
 because it was just the two of us. She watched me 
 drive and then told me Tyler had promised that soon
 he would teach her how to drive so she could be ready
 for her driving test when she was of age. She showed
 me some of the signing related to driving that he had
 already taught her, such as the signs for right and left
 turn, speeding up and slowing down. -Wasn't it wrong
 to make such promises to her knowing he was
 inevitably going to leave much sooner than she ever 
 imagined he would? I made a mental note to ask him
 about that later.
 By the time we arrived at the mall, school had
 ended for the day and many of the students were 
 already gathering at their favorite mall stores, pizza 
 hangouts, and the arcade. I took Echo directly to the 
 shoe store first to buy myself a new pair of running
 shoes. I remembered all the things Brenda had told me 
 about good running shoes and sought them out, 
 Afterward. I bought Echo a bread pretzel and a soda 
 and just had a diet soda myself. She was intrigued by the other girls her age and couldn't take her eyes off them while they flirted with boys and giggled. The worst wallflower wasn't as outside of teenage society as poor Echo was. I thought. I should know. I had
 been one.
 Once again, she was fascinated by the kids in
 the music store listening to music and riffling through
 CDs. To my surprise she wanted to go in. I had no
 idea what we would do there. but I agreed. She went
 to the racks and, watching how the others were doing
 it, began to sift through them, picking one out and
 reading about the artist or the band as if she was really
 thinking of buying it. I stood by smiling to myself 
 until, imitating the others, she put a CD on a player 
 and then put a pair of earphones on herself, too. How
 sad. I thought. If my heart were made of glass, it
 would have shattered in my chest.
 When I tried to sign to her, she turned her back
 on me quickly so the others couldn't see and discover 
 she was deaf. She nearly pulled it off, too, but she 
 caught the eye of a boy about a year or so older than
 she was and he sauntered over to her. He smiled at her 
 and began to talk about the music she was playing. I 
 could see her desperately trying to read his lips, but
 her fear of speaking poorly and his slightly turned head made it impossible for her to go on with her fantasy much longer. I saw the confusion in his face and so did she. She turned to me quickly in 
 desperation and I had no idea what to do or say. Instead. I moved in quickly and took the 
 earphones off. stepping between her and the boy. "What are you listening to?" I asked her, and
 put on the earphones. I grimaced. "You think this is
 good?" I asked the boy.
 He glanced at Echo and then at me, his face 
 filling with annoyance.
 "I wasn't talking to you." he said. "I was talking
 to her." He then sidestepped to ignore me and asked
 Echo who she was and where she went to school. He 
 wanted to know why he hadn't seen her before. Was
 she a new student?
 I tried to prompt her, but she was too nervous to
 pick up the signals and he immediately caught her 
 looking at me instead of at him.
 "What the hell's going on?" he asked, his
 suspicions building.
 "Nothing. Bug off," I said. I signed to Echo that
 we should leave quickly.
 He caught my hand movements and his eyes
 widened.
 "What are you doing?" He looked at her and
 then at me. She can't hear?"
 "That's right, smart ass." I said.
 "Then why was she... what are you, both nuts?" 
 He shook his head and backed away as if we could
 infect him with some strange new disease.
 I hurriedly put away the CD and seized Echo's
 arm to turn her toward the door. The boy was already
 describing us to his friends, who all looked our way. I 
 heard their laughter. Echo looked back and saw their 
 faces of ridicule. Her face quickly fell into an
 expression of total embarrassment. For her it was truly
 as if she had been caught naked. I tried to walk us
 down the mall corridor faster, but it was too late. The 
 small group of teenagers decided we were to be their 
 entertainment for the afternoon. We were too unusual
 to be ignored and a great alternative to their ordinary
 mall activities. They charged out of the music store 
 behind us, a small clump of kids, laughing and
 hooting, which only attracted more attention and more 
 of their friends.
 No matter where we went, they tagged along, 
 anxious to catch me signing to Echo, who by this time 
 was so frightened and confused, she was trembling. I 
 searched desperately for the nearest exit and directed her to it, hoping that when they saw we were leaving, they would get bored and return to their own interests. But they were probably bored with themselves. I thought, for they weren't discouraged. By now there were nearly twenty or so of them following us and the scene was attracting everyone's attention, store clerks, adult customers, and security guards. Like nails to a 
 magnet, other teenagers joined the moving mob. Because we left the mall from a different exit. I 
 was momentarily confused about where I had parked. 
 I started in one direction and then another. Echo now
 clinging to my arm with a sickening desperation. We 
 couldn't shake off the hooting and jeering kids. One of 
 the younger, bolder girls behind us ran to catch up and
 stepped in front of us.
 "Why was she listening to music if she's deaf?" 
 she asked with a wide grin on her face. She practically
 screamed the question so the others would hear. I tried
 to ignore her, but she followed alongside and repeated
 the question, punctuating it with a louder "Huh?
 Well? Huh?"
 Finally. I stopped and turned on her. The others
 drew closer. "You're a very cruel person, you know
 that," I said.
 "Cruel? You're weird. Why did you bring her to
 a music store?"
 "Because she's never been to one!" I screamed
 at her. She took a step back. "She's your age and she's
 never heard music. She didn't even see a music store
 until recently and she wishes with all her heart she 
 could be like you and be like them." I said. Gesturing
 at the group behind us. "She was pretending, all right?
 She was just pretending that she didn't have any
 disabilities at all."
 "I still think that's stupid," the girl replied, 
 angry now that I had made her retreat,
 "That's because you're stupid. Its a shoe that fits
 and fits well," I said. "Now just leave us alone. Go
 back to your own deafness."
 "Huh? My own deafness? What's that supposed
 to mean?" 
 "Figure it out," I said, and moved Echo
 forward,
 "You're weird! Nuts! Freaks!" the girl shouted
 after us. A chorus of "Freaks" followed.
 For the first time. I thought Echo was better off
 being deaf.
 I couldn't wait to get us back into my car and
 drive off. I had a fear they would get into cars and
 follow us. but I didn't see any automobiles rushing out after us. so I finally relaxed. Echo looked as if she had retreated into a very private, dark place. She was curled up in her seat, her head down. I had no idea where I should take her now. I simply continued driving until we reached Healdsburg. I drove into the town and, seeing an arts and crafts fair in the square, pulled into a parking spot and asked Echo if she would like to walk about the booths and see the things people were selling. She looked very timid and still frightened, but I urged her to go, hoping to show her good things and wipe away the bad experience we just had. Hesitantly, she got out of the car with me and we began walking through the square looking at the pottery, the paintings, and the handcrafted jewelry. I 
 stopped when I saw a collection of dream catchers. It brought back memories of Peter Smoke. the 
 Indian boy I had met in school when I lived with
 Brenda in Memphis. He had given me a dream
 catcher. but I had left it behind when I fled Brenda's
 home.
 "What is it?" Echo wanted to know.
 I couldn't think of all the signs for the words I 
 needed. so I borrowed a pen from the handicraft artist
 and wrote it all out on a slip of paper for her, just the 
 way I remembered :Peter Smoke had told me about it. The Indians believe that the night air is filled
 with dreams both good and bad. The dream catcher, 
 when hung over or near your bed swinging freely in 
 the air, catches the dreams as they flow by. The good
 dreams know how to pass through the dream catcher, 
 slipping through the outer-holes and sliding down the 
 soft feathers so gently that many times the sleeper 
 does not know that he orshe is dreaming. The bad
 dreams, not knowing the way, get tangled in the 
 dream catcher and perish as soon as the sun comes up
 the morning.
 She read the note and smiled with incredulity. 
 "Really? Does it work?" she wanted to knaow. I 
 nodded and then I bought her one.
 "We'll hang it over your bed and you won't
 have any more nightmares," I told her.
 She blushed. I imagined she was thinking about
 the night she crawled in beside me. I thought about it, 
 too. Was there any difference between the sexual
 excitement I had felt then and the excitement I had
 felt with Tyler? There were still questions about
 myself I desperately needed to answer, and I knew I 
 wouldn't find the answers in books or magazines or 
 even talking with more experienced women. These 
 were answers that had to be discovered by myself 
 within myself.
 We continued through the arts and crafts
 festival, pausing to watch an artist create a sculpture 
 out of clay, another painting someone's caricature, and
 another showing how she had woven beautiful
 blankets. There was a booth where you could have 
 your picture taken and put on a mug. Echo thought
 that was terrific. so I had both our pictures taken and
 put on mugs.
 "We'll drink from them tonight," I told her 
 when they were completed.
 She was smiling widely again, laughing and
 enjoying herself. Thank goodness for the fair. I 
 thought as we reached the other side of the displays. I 
 was turning her so we could make our way back when
 I caught sight of Skeeter and Rhona coming out of a 
 tavern at the corner of a side street. Afraid Echo
 would see them or they would see us, I quickly moved
 to block her from view, When I glanced back. I saw 
 that two dark-haired men, both stout and rough
 looking, had followed Rhona and Skeeter and were 
 now facing Skeeter and speaking to him with large, 
 threatening gestures. They were backing him up, one 
 stabbing him repeatedly with his finger in Skeeter's
 shoulder. I hurried us along the path of booths. telling Echo we had better get home before her grandmother 
 got worried.
 As soon as we were home. Echo couldn't wait
 to tell her grandmother about the fair. She mentioned
 nothing about the mall and neither did I. She went, 
 instead, into a long explanation about the dream
 catcher and the mugs.
 "It's very nice of you to buy all that for her," 
 Mrs. Westington told me. "Let me reimburse you." "No, please. They're my gifts to her." "That's very nice of you."
 The house was filled with the wonderful
 aromas of all the food she had been making while we 
 were away.
 "Something smells delicious," I said. "I decided to think of this as a form of 
 Thanksgiving," she said. "Maybe if I change my
 attitude, things will be better. Maybe, just maybe, that
 girl's been turned around enough to set her eyes on a 
 decent life for herself here. I fixed a turkey, my
 special garlic mashed potatoes, cranberries, and
 asparagus, which used to be Rhona's favorite 
 vegetable. I took out one of the pies I had frozen as
 well, the apple. We'll put some ice cream on it. too. 
 Rhona used to love that."
 She explained it all to Echo and then she asked
 us to help set the table. I saw that Trevor was
 definitely going to be at this dinner, which made me 
 happy. Echo considered it all to be a big party, a 
 celebration and confirmation that her mother was back
 for good. I decided not to say anything about what I 
 had seen back at Healdsburg. I really didn't know 
 what it was all about anyway, and for the time being I 
 saw no reason not to hitch a ride on Mrs. Westington's
 train of hope. I was just so happy she could get herself 
 to be optimistic after all that had happened.
 To Mrs. Westington's deep disappointment, 
 however, Rhona and Skeeter did not return, nor did
 they call to say when they would be back. Trevor, 
 dressed in what were obviously some of his nicest
 clothing, arrived at dinnertime. He saw from the look
 on my face that all was not well,
 "Just sit yourself down. Trevor," Mrs. 
 Westington told him. "We won't be waiting dinner on
 anyone who doesn't have the decency to call." Nevertheless. I saw how she procrastinated and
 tried to delay the actual start of the meal. Finally, at
 nearly seven-thirty with no word from Rhona, she 
 decided to begin, and Echo and I helped her bring out
 the food. Rhona and Skeeter's empty place settings were difficult to ignore. Hoping to change the mood. 
 Trevor raved about the food and so did I.
 "I'm past the age where I need compliments," 
 Mrs. Westinton said.
 "You need compliments till the day you die." 
 Trevor countered. "Everyone needs a pat on the back
 now and then."
 "Well. I won't hear of it," she said. "And I don't
 need to be treated like a disappointed child. I was a 
 fool to harbor any expectations and waste my energy." "You mean, you didn't do this dinner for me,
 April, and Echo?" Trevor teased.
 She gave him a look that could sink a battleship
 and he roared with laughter.
 "I have a madman on my property," she told
 me.
 Actually. I thought Mrs. Westington was more 
 depressed because of Echo's disappointment than
 because of her own.
 Such an elaborate and joyous family dinner as 
 the one Echo had envisioned with her mother present
 was probably a dream. She nibbled on her food and
 had to be continually pressed to eat more.
 "I wish that girl wouldn't have come back," 
 Mrs. Westington finally muttered. "She's only made 
 matters worse by giving the child hope.'
 After dinner Mrs. Westington permitted Echo
 to do more of the cleanup than usual. Trevor waited in
 the living room to challenge Echo to a game of 
 checkers, something they often played in the evening. 
 She played, but she kept looking toward the windows, 
 hoping for headlights to indicate her mother's arrival. 
 It didn't happen and she finally grew tired enough to
 go upstairs to bed. The sadness brought on fatigue as
 well. Trevor and I looked at each other. Now that I 
 had the chance. I told him what I had witnessed in
 Healdsburg.
 "There's the distinct possibility they're gone," 
 he whispered. "Run away."
 "I hope so," I said. Looking at Echo's face. I felt
 cruel for saying it, but every instinct in me told me 
 that I wasn't wrong to have that hope.
 I followed Echo up because I saw in Mrs. 
 Westington's face that she would like me to do so to
 be sure Echo didn't burst into tears and cry herself to
 sleep. One of the most moving things I saw and
 probably would ever see was when I stood off to the 
 side and watched Echo signing her bedtime prayer. 
 She did it slowly enough for me to understand she 
 was praying more for her mother than for herself. After she crawled into bed. I hung her dream
 catcher and she smiled. Of course, she wanted to
 know why her mother had not come home.
 I explained that to be fair to her, she didn't
 know her grandmother had made such a wonderful
 dinner.
 "If she had called, she would have known," she 
 correctly reminded me.
 I nodded and, struggling for some excuse, came 
 up with the idea that she probably had met many of 
 her old friends again and wanted to renew her 
 friendships and catch up on the news. For now. Echo
 accepted that. She gazed up at the dream catcher again
 and closed her eyes with an expression of comfort and
 self-assurance on her face. She hugged Mr. Panda.
 too. I watched her for a while and then I went
 downstairs. Trevor had zone to his own quarters. Mrs. 
 Westington was alone. She was listening to music and
 knitting.
 "I do it just to keep the arthritis at bay," she told
 me. There was still a half hour to go before I would
 meet Tyler at the motor home. so I sat with her. She 
 was quiet, but then she suddenly put the knitting down
 and turned to me. "I know I'm not long for this world, 
 April. My daughter's unexpected visit has brought
 home clearly what that means."
 "Now, Mrs. Westington..."
 "No, no false hopes, no promises, no head in
 the sand any longer. I can't have Echo left in the lurch
 and I certainly can't have her at the mercy of her 
 selfish mother. I want to talk to Tyler about getting
 Echo placed in one of those schools quickly and then
 I'm going to talk to my lawyer about future custody, 
 the money I have in trust, all of it. I'd like you to help
 me with it all."
 "Of course I will," I said.
 "Thank you." She lifted the knitting and fixed
 her eyes on me. "So don't go thinking about picking
 up and leaving," she added.
 I laughed. Either I wore my heart on my sleeve 
 and had a face that was made of glass with my
 thoughts printed on the inside or she was just a good
 mind reader.
 "Like I told you," she said. "your coming here 
 was meant to be."
 "Maybe so," I said, thinking about everything. 
 especially Tyler parking his car in the shadows on the 
 road and making his way through the darkness to meet
 me in the motor home.
 "If you want, turn on the televison."
 "No. I'm fine,I'm going over to the motor 
 home," I said. "I still have things to pack. I'll be 
 getting rid of it any day now."
 That was no lie.
 She nodded and then stopped knitting. "You
 never did bring that doll into the house."
 "No, but I guess I will, if it's still all right." "Considering what else has been brought here," 
 she said. smirking, "there's no reason not to. I'd much
 rather have that doll around than that Mr. Skeeter," "Yes," I said. smiling. "So would I."
 I left her knitting, but sinking deeper and
 deeper into her own thoughts and worries. They were 
 written in the darkening lines on her face and I was
 truly very concerned about her.
 When I stepped outside. I saw that a heavily
 overcast sky had thickened the darkness. There was
 just enough of a glow from the house lights to outline 
 the way to the motor home. Tyler had chosen a good
 night to arrive unseen. I thought. I saw that he hadn't
 put on any lights in the motor home either, but as I 
 drew closer. I did see he had lit one of the candles we 
 had in the kitchen. The light flickered in the windows. 
 He was being so careful. A veil of secrecy had been
 cast like a net over the motor home and both of us. It made what we were about to do seem even more 
 forbidden.
 I opened the door slowly and entered, closing it
 softly behind me. I realized I was tiptoeing. too. When
I looked into the living room. I saw Destiny
 silhouetted in the shadows. but I didn't see Tyler. For 
 a moment I had the chilling idea that Destiny had lit
 the candle.
 "Tyler?"
 "Back here," I heard. He was in Uncle Palaver's
 bedroom. "You could have put on the lights," I said. "I thought you had to conserve the batteries." "Yes. I suppose."
 I took the candle and made my way back and
 found him lying on the bed, his hands behind his
 head.
 "Hey," he said. "Hey."
 "I see Rhona's van isn't there. Did they leave for 
 good?"
 "We don't kniow. They didn't call or return for 
 dinner. I took Echo for a ride earlier to the mall and
 then to the fair in Healdsburg."
 You were there today? We had some of our 
 product for sale at one of the booths."
 "Yes, and while I was there I saw Rhona and Skeeter come out of a tavern. Two men looked like they were threatening him. Maybe because of that, they ran off. When I got back here. I found Mrs. Westington had prepared a big dinner as a sort of 
 celebration."
 "Why? Celebrating what?"
 "She was hoping that somehow Rhona would
 change if she made her feel more at home. I guess. 
 She's very, very depressed now. She wants to talk to
 you about getting Echo into the school and then she 
 wants to set things up with her attorney, trusts, stuff 
 like that. She's thinks the Grim Reaper has been
 peering in her window."
 "Well. I hope not, but she's wise to want to do
 all that. I'll help with the school."
 He sat up. "What does this mean? You're going
 to leave?"
 "Not until it's all arranged. I promised her." "Good," he said. "Well, in an ironic way. Rhona 
 did us all a favor. She convinced Mrs. Westington to
 do the right things with Echo and I won't have to quit
 tutoring to force her to do it. That will make my
 mother happy, too."
 "That's nice," I said dryly, still not appreciating
 why his mother was so against his tutoring a deaf 
 child, since that was his life's work.
 "You okay? You want to put on the lights?" "No, this is fine," I said. Actually, it made me 
 feel better to be more in the darkness than the light
 when it came to being with him like this.
 "Destiny eyed me coming in," he said. I could
 see his smile. "But I told her I had your permission
 and she relaxed."
 "Right," I said. laughing.
 He patted the bed. "You okay with this? Being
 in here?" he asked when I hesitated.
 "Yes. It's fine," I said, and sat.
 "I thought about you a lot today," he said. "Did
 you?"
"Yes. Actually. I couldn't get you out of my
 mind and couldn't wait to get here."
 "Where did you tell your mother You were
 going tonight?" 
 "Just out, Don't worry about it," he said sharply. I wanted to ask him if he didn't think he was a 
 little old to be sneaking around his mother. but I didn't
 want to ruin the moment or get him angry.
 "Echo's so upset about her mother," I told him.
 "It's heartbreaking to see.'
 "We'll help her later." he said. "Let's not think about all that now." He reached out for my hand and to tarn me more toward him. "Let's just think about this." He brought his lips to mine and we kissed. It was a long, lingering kiss, almost too long. I had to
 take a deep breath.
 "Sorry." he said. "I'm a little overanxious." "It's okay."
 He kissed me again, softer, and then he held me 
 for a moment, brushing his lips over my cheek and
 then down to my neck. I moaned softly and lay back. I 
 let him start undressing mee. He wasn't as awkward
 about it this time and he paused periodically to kiss
 inc again on the lips, the neck, and then my naked
 breasts,
 "One second," he said, rose, and went to the 
 bedroom door. "I'm not taking any chances on that
 doll." he told me, and closed the door.
 I laughed. In the shadows he undressed and
 then he prepared and returned to me. I'm going to
 make love. I thought, I'm going to make love with a 
 man willingly. It was funny, but before we began. I 
 couldn't help wondering if Brenda had ever tried to be 
 with a man and if that was when she'd been convinced
 she'd rather be with a woman.
 There was no doubt in my mind that this was Tyler's first time. too. Once again, he was somewhat awkward and clumsy, not sure of whether or not he was hurting me or not. He got excited quickly and it all seemed to be over before it had really begun. I felt terribly disappointed. He realized it and kept
 apologizing.
 "Just wait," he said. "Give me a few minutes. 
 I'll be better. It will be better."
 I didn't know what to say. I wasn't that sure
 about how it was supposed to be anyway. He lay next
 to me, talking, telling me about how much he had
 looked forward to tonight and being with me. but I 
 couldn't help feeling he was trying desperately to keep
 me interested in him and in us.
 "You must think I'm such a fool," he said. He 
 sounded very angry now and I wasn't sure he was
 directing all that anger at himself.
 "No, it's all right."
 "Sure."
 "Really," I said. "I'm fine."
 "Maybe we should have the doll in here," he 
 suddenly suggested.
 "What?"
 "I don't know. Maybe it adds something." "That's a silly idea. Tyler. Really."
 "I'll be right back." he said. rising. He went into
 the bathroom and a few minutes later, he returned. 
 "Let's do it by the book this time," he said.
 Had he really studied up on it, read a book on
 lovemaking with directions and diagrams?
 He sprawled over me, this time not bothering so
 much to kiss me. Instead, he lifted my legs and fit
 himself comfortably in between them.
 "I'll be better," he said. "I'll be better." He entered me slower and then we began to
 make love quite differently, with less of a frantic 
 sense. I closed my eyes and he leaned down to kiss
 me.
 "Yes," he said. "Yes, this is better. Tell me. Tell
 me," he insisted, as if he had to be reassured. "It's better," I said quickly. And it was. I wasn't afraid so much of being like Brenda as
 I was of not knowing if I was or if I wasn't. My fear 
 was I would be in some sort of sexual limbo, never 
 attracted to anyone, never attractive to anyone. Celia, in an intimate moment, once told me she 
 had been with men in her youth. "I was just never able 
 to develop any sort of romantic relationship with any
 and after a while. I saw them as human dildos," she 
 added. It was early on during my time with her and Brenda. and I was actually embarrassed to hear these things. I certainly didn't know what to say. She followed it with her short but melodic little laugh and never spoke of it again. I said nothing about it to
 Brenda.
 I thought about it now, however, and wondered
 if what Tyler and I had just done meant we would
 have a romantic relationship. Even though it had been
 better the second time, so much of what happened
 seemed mechanical. He sat back on the bed, still
 naked, and said nothing. In the glimmer light of the 
 candle. I thought he looked very content with himself. 
 He was almost gloating.
 "Neither of us are ever going to forget this," he 
 said. "for the rest of our lives. I read somewhere that
 sexual experiences are the most permanently and
 deeply embedded memories a person can have. I can't
 imagine someone saying he can't remember having
 been with this woman or that or when, can you?" "I guess not," I said.
 "Anyway. I'm glad I came up here tonight." That was the closest he came to saying anything
 romantic even though he might have planned to say
 more because a moment later, we heard a rap on the 
 bedroom window. I turned and looked to see Rhona's and Skeeter's laughing faces and somewhere within
 my chest, my heart bobbed like an apple in a pot. "Jesus!" Tyler cried. He hurriedly covered
 himself, but a moment later, their faces were gone. "Who the hell was that? Was that Rhona and
 her boyfriend?" 
 "Yes," I said, and quickly began to dress
 myself. "They must have seen the candlelight
 flickering in the window."
 "Damn," he muttered, hurrying to get his
 clothes on. too. "Who knows how much they saw?
 Who knows how long they were standing there?" "What's the difference what they saw and
 didn't? I don't care about them," I told him.
 "Yes, but they could talk, gossip about us," he 
 said. "Damn."
 Was he worried about me, us, or that his mother 
 might find out he had snuck up here to be with me? I 
 wondered,
 "Take it easy," I said.
 He shoved on his shoes and zipped up his pants. 
 "I'd better go." he said. hurrying. "I'll see you
 tomorrow morning."
 He opened the bedroom door and started for the 
 front, practically charging out of the motor home. "Tyler!" I called to him.
 He paused in the dark. "Yes?"
 "You could at least say goodnight before you
 run out of here." 
 "Oh. Right. Sorry. Good night," he offered, 
 glanced at Destiny. and left.
 I blew out the candle.
 I was suddenly more comfortable in total
 darkness.


9 Dream Catcher
 . I delayed returning to the house. Despite what I had told Tyler about not caring what Rhona and Skeeter thought, I wanted to avoid them and their gleeful dirty smiles for as long as possible. What I didn't anticipate, however, was their eagerness to tell

Mrs. Westington what they had just seen. She was still up and waiting for them in the living room. I imagined to bawl them out for not calling or letting her la-low what they were doing. But if that was what she wanted to do, she never got the chance to voice her complaint, or if she began, Rhona quickly interrupted and used me to change the subject.

When I finally walked in. Mrs. Westington was still seated in her chair. They had gone up to bed. She raised her eyes and turned to me. It took only one look at her face to see and understand what they had done.

"Did Rhona tell me the truth just now? Were you with Tyler Monahan over at your uncle's motor home tonight?"
 "Yes." I said, my eyes down.
"Was it a coincidence or did you and he plan to meet there?" 
 "We planned it," I said.
 "I see. Well, you both have a right to do what

you want," she said. "As far as I knew, you were going over there to organize your things. I knew nothing about Tyler and Rhona was happy to see the surprise on my face. I just don't like it looking like something dirty or sneaky."

I felt so terrible adding to the weight of her troubles and worries.
 "I'm sorry. I didn't mean it to be either. Tyler was more concerned about anyone knowing than I was," I added, and immediately felt like a tattletale trying to let herself out of trouble by blaming most of it on someone who was with her at the time.
 "Uh-huh. Knowing his mother, that doesn't surprise me." she said. She sighed deeply and stood. "I was hoping there would be trust between us."
 "There is. I'm sorry." I said, this time nearly shedding tears.
 "Rhona just loves jumping all over something like this, not that she has a right to poke an accusing finger at anyone else ever. You just can't give her the opportunity. She was always like that, eager to point to someone else's weaknesses or troubles as a way of diminishing her own. I didn't bring her up that way. She inherited it from some ancestor who was probably hanged as a witch in Salem or more probably one of those who hanged poor women who were accused. I was never like most mothers. lying to herself about her own child. Never trust her, no matter what she tells you. April.'
 "I know."
 "Well, we'd best go to sleep. Contrary to what I had hoped, it looks like we'll be needing all our strength for the days to come." she said. "Good night."
 "Good night and I'm really sorry this
 happened."
 She lifted her hand but continued on. I watched her walk out of the living room. She climbed the stairs as if she was climbing Mount Everest, Without even knowing her that well, I hated Rhona more than I had ever hated anyone for what she had done. but I hated myself even more tonight for giving her the opportunity to add to Mrs. Westington's grief and worry.
 I barely slept, anticipating the coming of morning and whatever else Rhona and Skeeter would do. My conscience was like a hammer pounding at me, pointing out that after all Mrs. Westington had done and wanted to do for me. I had only made her lift and Echo's life more difficult. A number of times during the night. I actually thought to get up, get dressed, take my things, and sneak off before morning came. I truly felt like I didn't belong anywhere. Finally, maybe only an hour or so before the sunlight washed way the darkness. I fell into an exhaustion and slept.
 Echo shook me awake to tell me her mother had come home. She had peaked through the slightly open bedroom door and seen her in bed.
 "And the dream catcher worked!" she declared with excitement in her face as she signed, "I didn't have any nightmares."
 I should have bought one for myself, too, I thought, but said nothing. I told her how happy I was for her. Full of new energy and hope, she urged me to hurry along while she went on to help her 
 grandmother with breakfast. I moved like a zombie, but got washed and dressed and went downstairs. Mrs. Westington still looked troubled and tired to me, but neither of us said anything more about the events from the night before. What should have been a wondrous, memorable experience for me had become 
 troublesome and embarrassing. Would I ever have a satisfying romantic experience?
 After breakfast I waited outside to greet Tyler before he entered the house so I could warn him about what had happened. With all her work to be done spread out on the desk. Echo was in the office eagerly waiting for him. Trevor had gone to buy some supplies he needed at the lumber company. and Rhona and Skeeter were sleeping late as usual. The moment I saw Tyler's sports car turn into the driveway, I hurried to meet him.
 "What?" he said, seeing the look on my face. I told him what Rhona had done and how Mrs. Westington was disappointed in our sneaking around the property.
 "I'm sure she made me look disgusting to Mrs. Westington," he said, as if he were the only one in the motor home. "I was afraid that would happen," he added, walking toward the house. "I almost didn't come back to tutor,"
 "Didn't come back to tutor? Why not? Echo has nothing to do with what you and I did last night and what happened because of it."
 He paused at the steps and turned to me. "Let's pretend it didn't happen." he said.
 "What?"
 "It's better if we do that." He continued up the steps to the front door. "Better if we put it out of mind."
 "But... you said we'd never forget,"
 He turned. "We won't, but we don't have to acknowledge it in front of anyone else. This way it's just our word against Rhona's."
 "But I already told Mrs. Westington the truth." 
 "All of it?" he asked, his face twisting with shock.
 "Not in detail. but I didn't say it wasn't true that you and I met at the motor home. How could I do that?"
 He thought for a moment. "Just don't talk about it," he said. "No matter what."
 "Don't talk about it? You mean with you as well?"
 "Right. Just the way you wouldn't talk about anything else that never happened."
 He entered the house and left me standing in my own cold numbness. Just the way you wouldn't talk about anything else that never happened? What did that mean, that whatever had been between us was over already? Was he ashamed of it? What about all that stuff he told me about thinking about me all day and how he couldn't get me out of his mind? He said he was so looking forward to being with me. All that had made me feel so good. How could I pretend it never happened? How could he? When we looked at each other now, would we look at each other the way we did before last night? Had nothing changed between us even after the most intimate act?
 I hurried in after him. I knew Mrs. Westington wouldn't bring up anything about it with him. She was far too much of a lady. She greeted him the same way she did every time he had arrived and he acted the same. too. He went right to the office to begin his work with Echo. Mrs. Westington exchanged a quick look with me that more or less said. "Let sleeping dogs lie." and then returned to the kitchen to prepare a salad for lunch. She was roasting a chicken.
 However, the peace we hoped to keep in the house was broken almost the moment after Rhona and Skeeter came down. I heard Rhona cry. "Where are the lovers this morning?" She followed it with a laugh. "Still in the motor home? It was rocking so hard. Skeeter and I thought it was an earthquake. Right, Skeeter?"
 "I immediately hugged a tree.- he said, and they both laughed hard and loudly.
 Mrs. Westington said nothing. She offered them breakfast, but all they wanted, really demanded, was a business meeting with her, as they put it.
 "Since we can't use the office because the lovers are there, let's go into the living room. Ma," Rhona said.
 I was in the office by now, too. In an attempt to keep myself from thinking about it all. I was reviewing some of the material Tyler had given me for the equivalency exam. He looked up from his work with Echo when we heard Rhona's derogatory remarks and demands.
 "I knew this was going to be far more difficult now," he said. The expression on his face convinced me he somehow blamed me.
 "Maybe we should go in there. too," I suggested. "We can't let her use us to take advantage of Mrs. Westington."
 "It's not our business," he replied. "You're just a guest here and I'm just the tutor. If you or I go in there, we'll only make it worse."
 "But last night we said we'd help her and..."
 "I told you to forget last night." He turned back to his work with Echo, who didn't know anything unpleasant was happening.
 I slammed my book closed and got up. "You're so afraid your mother is going to find out that you don't want to do the right things anymore?"
 "Stop it. April," he said without raising his eyes from the page.
 "Maybe I will forget last night," I said, "but not for the reasons you have."
 I spun around and left the office. I started down the hallway toward the living room and stopped. Was Tyler right? Would I make things worse for Mrs. Westiington if I went in there? I wondered,
 Undecided, I stood in the hallway and listened.
 "We found the perfect property for our business purposes, Ma, and we need one hundred thousand dollars immediately."
 "One hundred thousand dollars? Are you absolutely crazy?" 
 "No. We can turn that into four hundred thousand in six months, can't we, Skeeter." 
 "No problem," he said.
 "Before I'd invest in anything like this with that kind of money. I'd have my business consultant review it completely. What paperwork do you have?"
 "He won't know about this sort of thing," Rhona said.
 "Oh, and you would? Please. Rhona, don't act like a child now. Adults don't make such impulsive foolish decisions."
 "I'm a child? I make impulsive foolish decisions? Look at you taking in runaways and providing tutors and clothes and who knows what. You have some freeloader in our house, an orphan girl, and it's all right to give her money but deny me? Your own flesh and blood? We need this money, Ma, and we need it now."
 "I told you. If you have something to show my business consultant, produce it and we'll see what he thinks."
 "Oh, that's ridiculous. I'm not going through all that. I have a right to the money anyway, going to see an attorney today. There'll be courts and judges and all sorts of horrors. You can avoid all this trouble for everyone if you just write the check."
 "I'll do no such thing and I won't let my own daughter blackmail me," Mrs. Westington said, I could hear the shrill tone in her voice and the fatigue as well. She needs help. She'll die under such pressure. I thought. Where was Trevor? How could I just stand out there and listen?
 I lurched forward and stepped into the living room. Rhona and Skeeter looked up at me.
 "Did you want me to help you with lunch today. Mrs. Westington?"
 "Did you want me to help you with lunch today. Mrs. Westington?" Rhona mimicked. Then she pointed her right forefinger at me like the barrel of a pistol. "I'm going to report you to the police. You probably ran away from some institution or something and you're setting up a whorehouse in a motor home on our property."
 "Rhona!" Mrs. Westington cried.
 "Well, she is. Ask her to her face and bring that Chinese kid in here. Let them deny screwing in that trailer. Go on."
 "That's enough," Mrs. Westinton said, and stood up sharply and with more energy and strength than I had seen. "I won't have such disgusting things said in my house and especially not in my presence. If you can't behave like a decent adult, a lady, then leave."
 Rhona glared at me and then turned to her mother. "We're leaving. Ma. We're going to see an attorney. I don't think you're in your right mind anymore, taking in such a tramp and exposing my daughter to such bad influences.''
 "What? Exposing your daughter? You accuse me of such a thing when you run off and leave her here without so much as a phone call for nearly ten years!"
 "That has nothing to do with what's happening here now. You'll see. When we return, it will be different and that tramp better not be here." she said, rising, g. "C'mon, Skeeter."
 "Now wait a minute. There doesn't have to be all this unpleasantness,'" Skeeter said in a calm voice. "I'm sure your mother will change her mind once she hears more about my project. It's being done all over the country these days. Mrs. Westington, and the property values here are skyrocketing. It's not a foolish plan."
 "If you're so confident, then you shouldn't be opposed to giving me something to show my business consultant," Mrs. Westington replied, her thin lips now pale and trembling.
 "Sure we will," he said. "There's no sense in everyone getting all worked up like this. Relax. Rhona. Let's just take it all a step at a time."
 She looked at him as if he was totally crazy and then she shrugged when he narrowed his eyes. "I can wait a little while, I suppose."
 "Of course, we can. We just need a little down payment in the meantime so that we can hold on to things. If it doesn't work out, we'll return the deposit. okay?"
 Rhona looked up at him quickly and smiled. "Yes," she said. "exactly."
 "What sort of down payment?" Mrs. 
 Westington asked.
 "I think we can manage with five thousand dollars. If Rhona here asked you for it to help her along, you'd probably give it to her anyway, wouldn't you. Mrs. Westington?" he added quickly.
 "And it would probably be just as bad an investment," she replied.
 Skeeter laughed. "Your mother's a tough old broad, all right. She said you were a tough lady, old school, and always unfair when it came to her. Mrs. Westington."
 "Rhona thought I was unfair to ask her to brush her teeth every night." Mrs. Westington quipped.
 Skeeter laughed. "Well, we're going to see an attorney today for this project. As Rhona says, why don't you consider giving her the deposit money so we can avoid any unpleasantness. No one wants that, but if there is no other choice, no alternative..."
 This time he sounded threatening.
 "I have choices. Don't tell me I don't have choices."
 "Okay, okay, but look. Mrs. Westington, you have enough to deal with here as it is and no one wants to add to that. We're just trying to do something worthwhile. Surely, you don't want to prevent that. That wouldn't be very nice, not very nice at all for you, for Echo, and for us."
 Rhona looked at him as if he was brilliant, her hero. How could she permit her own mother to be treated this way? Her own daughter, too?
 "I'll give you the five thousand dollars," Mrs. Westington relented, "but I warn you to not waste it. Rhona, because if you need anything, you'll have to take it from that money. I won't be giving you anymore until I see something substantial, some real indication that you've turned a new leaf."
 Rhona was about to challenge her. but Skeeter gave her a sign to stay calm.
 "That's very kind and reasonable of you, Mrs. Westington. Thank you," he said.
 Rhona fumed but turned herself away. "I'll wait outside," she said. "You get the check from her," she told Skeeter. She glared at me on the way out of the rooln. As she passed by, she whispered. "Your days are numbered here. sweetie. Go off with your boyfriend or else.
 Mrs. Westington went into the office to write the check. Skeeter followed her and then he and Rhona drove off in their van, both of them laughing. I watched from the front window, fuming. I put Mrs. Westington into this difficult position, I thought. It was my fault.
 "All I've done is buy some time." Mrs. Westington muttered after she returned to the living room. "I'm only surprised she didn't show up on my doorstep with some other freeloader and make trouble years ago."
 "I'm sorry, Mrs. Westington."
 "Don't stand there blaming yourself, April. Whether you were here or not, she'd be doing what she's doing. I have no doubts about that."
 Having heard all that went on. Tyler finally decided to join us. "April told me about your plans for Echo now. Mrs. Westington," he said. 'Seeing what's happening here. I think that you would be very wise to act on them quickly. I have the name of the
 administrator you should call at the school. I've already told him about Echo so he'll know you when you phone him."
 He handed her a slip of paper with the name and number on it. Echo had followed Tyler and stood there watching us from the living room doorway. She looked like she knew we were discussing her. What sort of a traumatic experience was it going to be for her to leave the only home she knew and Tyler Monahan?
 "I wouldn't be coming here all that much longer anyway," Tyler added, avoiding my eyes.
 Mrs. Westinaton nodded. "I have a lot to do," she said. "Thank you. I'll have some lunch for us in a little while."
 "Let me help you." I said quickly. At that moment I just wanted to get away from Tyler. I was so disappointed in him. He returned to the office with Echo without another comment.
 I followed Mrs. Westington into the kitchen and began to get the place mats, silverware, and dishes to set out for lunch. I saw how she kept looking out the window toward the winery. I knew she wanted Trevor to join us. She would fill his ears with what had happened. He was, after all, her most trusted companion. I wondered why she wasn't close to any relative, but then again, neither was I. I had already learned why she didn't have much contact with her brother-in-law. Arliss.
 "I hated to give them any money," she muttered as she worked on the salad. She was twisting and turning and knotting herself up in an argument with herself. "It's as good as opening the window and throwing it into the wind, but when it's raining and pouring, sometimes you have to do something to get yourself out from under. It's not like me to do that, to act out of desperation. but I don't like that man and I don't like what Rhona's becoming by being with him, not that I expected her to turn up here wearing wings.
 "I shouldn't have done it," she suddenly decided, and slapped the counter. "What's wrong with me, knuckling under like that? I should have just thrown them out. Lawyers don't scare me. I got lawyers, too, and where are they going to get the money for lawyers anyway? Lawyers cost plenty."
 "Don't run yourself down so. Mrs. Westington," I told her. "You'll just make yourself sick over it."
 "Yeah, well. I really am sick over it. You know how it is with that sort. You give them an inch and they'll take a foot. As soon as we finish lunch. I want you or Trevor to drive me to see my attorney. Randolph Wright. There's a good name for an attorney. He's always right," she said. "He'd better be when I pay him. Where's that Trevor gone?" she asked, gazing out of the window again. "The man lollygags whenever he goes to one of those huge lumber or hardware stores. To him the place is a gigantic toy store. I never could understand how or why he saw so much pleasure in screws and bolts, hammers and drills. Can't give him a better birthday present than a new power drill Or a hammer. Men never grow up. They just get bigger toys. Don't know why I depend on him.
 "Oh, look at me. I haven't done anything here. Cut up those tomatoes for me, would you, April?"
 She sighed and shook her head. taking deeper and deeper breaths.
 "Did you hear how they threatened me? All of a sudden she's worrying about bad influences on Echo. too. Was she here when the girl got measles or was she here to nurse her through coughs and colds and rashes? No. Ma'am, she wasn't.
 "Now she comes waltzing in and waves the flag of motherhood as if she was the first to discover what it means. Imagine telling that Skeeter fellow that I was unfair to her while she was growing up. Truth is I would have been harder on her if my husband wasn't such a sapless tree when it came to her. He pushed all the unpleasantness and difficult parental decisions off on me. I had to be the mean one. You ever hear that expression. 'let George do it'? Well that was my husband's motto when it came to disciplining Rhona. She knew how to charm him. Men are fools. You'll see," she said, her hands fluttering about.
 She didn't realize it, but she was signing some to me as well as talking. This was the angriest and most worked up I had seen her. Suddenly, she stopped and looked at the food. "Where was I?"
 She spun around and went to the refrigerator to get some lettuce, celery, and olives. I cut up the tomatoes and said nothing. I felt too terrible for her and I was afraid she would hear it in my voice and feel even more terrible for herself. She took out the chicken she had in the stove and then she turned and headed for the pantry.
 "I have some peas in here. Echo just loves peas. Where are those darn peas?" I heard her say. "I know they're here. I know. Oh," I heard a few moments later.
 A shelf rattled and some cans fell.
 "Mrs. Westington? Are you all right? What happened?' I cried, and hurried to the pantry.
 There she was, sprawled on the floor, her body twisted so awkwardly that her right foot was turned in far enoug,h for me to think her ankle was broken.
 "Mrs. Westington!" I screamed. "TYLER!" I shouted. "COME QUICKLY!"
 I kneeled down beside her and shook her shoulder. Her eyelids fluttered and then opened.
 Tyler came charging into the kitchen. "What's going on?"
 "Mrs. Westington fainted," I called back to him. He came into the pantry.
 "I'm... fine...," she said, and struggled to straighten herself.
 I put my hand under her left arm and Tyler got down to get his hand under her right. We started to lift her to her feet. She didn't put any weight on her legs. They dangled.
 "I just need to sit for a while." she said.
 The two of us literally carried her to the chair in the kitchen. I hurried to get her a glass of cold water. Echo was standing in the doorway looking in, her body and her face locked in fear.
 Mrs. Westington's face was as white as an eggshell. There was no color in her lips and her eyes were glassy. She leaned back and took the water from me, sipping it slowly. Finally some color returned to her cheeks.
 "I in all right. Just a little dizzy spell. It's too damn hot in here. Open a window," she ordered.
 "They are open." I told her.
 She looked at them and shook her head. "No breeze at all today. One of those days my husband calls dead air days. Called. I mean," she quickly corrected. "'Cut that chicken up for us, will you. April?"
 Echo was signing at her now, tears streaming down her face.
 "I'm fine, child. It's nothing. Don't be upset." she signed. "Go back to your work. Go on. April and I will finish preparing the lunch. Thank you. Tyler. I'm finer"
 He glanced at me with concern, nodded, and left the kitchen. Echo lingered a moment until Mrs. Westington waved at her.
 "Go on. Don't make me look like a fool. You'd think no one had ever had a dizzy spell," she muttered.
 "Are you sure you're okay. Mrs. Westington?" I asked.
 "In the pink," she said. "Give me another moment and we'll forget it. Go on, finish working up the salad. Oh. I found the can of peas. They're on the floor in the pantry. Please get them and heat them up. She loves them warm."
 I nodded and did what she asked, keeping my eyes on her constantly. When she didn't think I was looking, she took deep breaths and rubbed her temples. I have to tell Tyler. I thought. She has to go to a doctor right away. She will surely fight it, but with his help, we'll make her do it.
 I went to the door of the office and signaled him. Looking annoyed, he rose and walked over to me.
 "What now?"
 "We've got to get her to go to a doctor. What do you think happened to her?"
 He thought a moment. "Probably a small cerebral sfroke. My father started having those before his heart attack."
 "Stroke? Oh no. Tyler."
 "Look, it's none of my business," he said. "I told you my mother thinks I'm too involved with this family as it is. I can't go telling Mrs. Westington what she should and shouldn't do about her own health. She's certainly old enough to know what she should do."
 "That's cruel. Tyler. I can't believe you're saying these things. You certainly didn't talk this way last night. What's happened to you?"
 "I don't have time for this sort of hysteria. April. I've got to finish up with Echo. She needs to master a few more things before she enters the school and is placed in the correct grade level."
 "This sort of hysteria? What are you talking about? Mrs. Westington could die!"
 "Of course shell die. We'll all die someday." he said, and returned to the desk. Echo was leaning over her work and didn't watch us talking. I glared at him a moment, but he didn't look back at me. I returned to the kitchen. I don't need his help. I thought. I know what has to be done.
 Mrs. Westington was sitting back with her eyes closed. "You've got to go to your doctor 
 immediately." I said firmly. She opened her eyes and started to protest.
 "Don't argue. Mrs. Westington, If you don't take care of yourself. Echo will be at the mercy of Rhona. You said so yourself. And you've preached to me many times about not putting my head in the sand. That's exactly what you're doing right now. Well?"
 She nodded. "You're right, of course. Let's just give them lunch. I'll call my doctor."
 "Let's do it right now," I insisted. "They can wait a few more minutes for lunch."
 She smiled at me. "You're better than a conscience. All right. His name and number is in the file by the phone under B for Battie."
 I quickly looked it up and called before she could come up with any other reason for delaying it. When the receptionist answered. I told her I was calling for Mrs. Westington, who had had a serious dizzy spell and fainted. Even though Mrs. Westington would deny it. I told the receptionist she was in some pain as well. She wanted me to take her to the hospital emergency room. When I mentioned that. Mrs. Westing-ton shook her head so vehemently. I thought she would fall into another faint.
 "No, please." I pleaded. "She's okay at the moment. We just want her examined and she'll be more comfortable with the doctor."
 The receptionist squeezed us into an afternoon appointment between two-thirty and three. We had to tell Echo, of course, but to ease her fears. Mrs. Westington deliberately did more than she should at lunch. The entire time Tyler behaved the way he had when I first met him. He was aloof. disinterested, and only involved with Echo and her lessons. Watchinghim, you'd think nothing at all ever happened between us since that first day we had met and nothing had happened to Mrs. Westington right before his eyes.
 "Since you're leaving for the doctor and you won't be back before the lesson normally ends," he told Mrs. Westington. "I'll cut today's work short. I'm sure you'll want to bring Echo along and not leave her here."
 "Yes," Mrs. Westington told him. "That's true. although Trevor might be back by then." She thought a moment. "But I guess we should bring the child."
 After I helped clear the table and cleaned the dishes and silverware to be placed in the dishwasher. I put the leftovers away and then went out to the winery because I saw the truck parked in front and realized Trevor had finally returned. He was busy replacing a small electric pump on one of his machines when I found him.
 "Mrs. Westington fainted," I blurted. "'She's all right now. but I'm taking her to her doctor in about an hour. She's still dizzy and I know she's having some pain."
 He put his tools down and stood. "'Something happened with Rhona?"
 "She demanded money. There was a big argument," I said. "Mrs. Westington gave them five thousand dollars and they left, but they'll be back."
 "I knew it. A bird flew in here this morning. Not a good sign, not good," he said, shaking his head.
 "Tyler thinks she might have had a slight stroke."
 "Very likely, very likely. She needs to do less, have less to worry about. too."
 "She's agreed to place Echo in the special school. I'm going to help her with that and with the things she wants to do with her lawyer,
 "That's good. I guess it was a lucky thing, your showing up here,' he said, nodding at me.
 "I'm not so sure of that, Trevor. The jury's still out on that one."
 He smiled. "I'll clean up and come along."
 "I'm sure that will make her angry. She'll say we're making too much of it and she might not go."
 "Yeah, that's her, all right. You picked up on stuff fast. Okay, so if she wants me along, I'm going. You let me know."
 "I will," I said.
 He nodded and returned to his pump.
 When I mentioned he was back and maybe we should bring him along. Mrs. Westington had the reaction I expected.
 "You make a big thing of this and it becomes a big thing," she said. "The child's terrified enough. We're just taking a ride to my doctor's office."
 "Okay," I agreed quickly.
 Tyler poked his head in the living room doorway and wished her good luck with the doctor.
 "I'll call later about tomorrow," he said, which sounded ominous to me.
 Mrs. Westington thanked him. He avoided my eyes and left without saying good-bye to me. Mrs. Westington noticed, but she said nothing about it. A short while later, the three of us tot into her station wagon and I drove us to Healdsburg, where her doctor's office was located.
 Despite how often we reassured Echo, she still sat in the car like someone frozen, her eyes revealing the panic in her heart. Mrs. Westington had been a spine of strength for her family. She had always been independent and dependable. Living so closely with her and being so dependent upon her had created a lifeline between Echo and her grandmother. I had come here feeling so sorry for myself and in a short time found myself feeling sorrier for them. It wasn't that discovering someone worse off than you made you feel any better: it just kept you from bemoaning your own troubles and fate.
 We were fortunate in that we didn't have to wait long for Mrs. Westington to be seen by the doctor, despite his crowded patient schedule. She introduced me as her houseguest. He was Echo's doctor, too. and I could see she liked him very much. He had a good bedside manner about him. Mrs, Westington wouldn't permit me to go into the examination room with her. but I managed to tell the doctor about her fainting spell and how pale she had been. I was sure he would ask her if anything had disturbed her recently, but I was just as confident she wouldn't tell him anything. She was too proud a woman to reveal her personal problems to anyone, even her own doctor.
 I was surprised when he asked the nurse to have me step into the examination room a little while later. I told Echo to wait in the lobby and continue reading magazines.
 "Mrs. Westington speaks very highly of you," Doctor Battie began. "She says you're quite the mature and responsible younglady."
 I looked at her. surprised. I had thought her opinion of me had gone dawn since my secret rendezvous with Tyler in the motor home,
 "Never mind all that," she said.
 "I called you in here to help me convince her that she should follow my orders."
 "What are they?" I asked.
 "She has to go to the hospital. I'm alarmed by her blood pressure and I want to do some other tests. I'm going to miss something here if you don't go. Loretta." he told her.
 "I can't do that." she said.
 "If you don't, your granddaughter could very well lose her grandmother. How would you like that?"
 "You're a terrible alarmist and blackmailer. Doctor Battie," she told him.
 He laughed. "Look. I can't prescribe the right medications for you or medical services if I don't know exactly what's happening, now can I? You're being unfair to me, Loretta. You're not letting me do my job properly and that will make me look bad. You want to hurt my reputation, my livelihood, my family?"
 "Oh, stop it," she said. She looked away and then she turned to me. She was obviously surprised by her own physical weakness and finally a little frightened, "I'll go if you promise and swear you will not leave the house until I return. You will not let anything or anyone drive you away and you will look after Echo."
 "I promise," I said quickly.
 "Of course, the girl's going to be terrified. There hasn't been a day in her life that I wasn't there for her."
 "We'll make her understand," Doctor Battie said.
 As it turned out, he was an expert in signing. too. We brought Echo into the room and he explained it all carefully to her, reassuring her. When he asked her if it was all right to have her grandmother go to the hospital, she nodded enthusiastically.
 "All right. I see I'm outnumbered here," Mrs. Westington said. "I'll go tomorrow,"
 "No, you'll go right now. directly," Doctor Battie said. "Whatever you need from home can be brought to you later, The quicker you get this started, the quicker it will be over. Loretta."
 "Did you ever see such a man?" she asked me. "Are you all right with it?"
 "Yes, of course. I am. and Trevor's there to help as well." 
 "When he doesn't have his nose in a clump of grapes."
 "You still producing that Chardonnay?" Doctor Battie asked her.
 "Not me. That foolish man I have working for me stubbornly continues."
 Doctor Battie laughed and then pulled me out of the examination room and explained where I was to take Mrs. Westington. He said he would make the calls and have everything underway.
 "Don't let her talk you out of it at the last moment," he warned.
 "She can do that and she's dangerously close to having a serious stroke. I'm afraid," he said.
 It brought tears to my eyes. "I won't." I promised.
 All the way to the hospital, she questioned the wisdom of what we were doing. "Leaving you alone there. I don't know. I don't know. I'm sure it's a mistake."
 "We'll be fine. I'm not going to let anyone drive me out. I promise."
 "You call me if there is even the slightest bit of trouble with those two," she said. "I won't go in unless you make that a promise."
 "I will."
 "I can tell when someone lies to me. I can smell it," she said.
 "I will," I insisted, even though I wouldn't unless it was the last possible resort.
 She looked at me askance and then smiled to herself. When we arrived at the hospital, there were attendants and a nurse waiting just as the doctor had promised. Of course, she thought they were making things worst, creating a bigger commotion than was necessary.
 Very quickly she was behind a curtain, dressed in a hospital gown, and hooked up to machinery that would give the doctor the information he wanted. The sight of her in a hospital bed was hard for me and absolutely earth-shattering for Echo. The gown and the medical apparatus diminished her. She looked tiny and far more fragile outside of her own home, where she ruled like a queen.
 "Come here," she told me, and drew me closer to the bed. "When you get back to the house. I want you to go directly to my bedroom. In my closet on the floor you'll see a brown wooden box. It has a tiny lock on it that is far from strong enough to keep Rhona or that Skeeter out of it, and inside I have some valuable jewelry and some money. Actually, a lot of money. Take it and ask Trevor to hide it somewhere for me. Be sure Rhona doesn't see it."
 "I will," I said.
 "Be sure," she emphasized.
 The nurses began to surround us. so I told Echo to kiss her good-bye. I promised to bring her back after dinner.
 "Wait," Mrs. Westington said. "I have a stew in a container in the freezer. You just have to defrost it. Echo likes the creamy corn with it and there's some apple pie left over and fresh bread in the pantry. When you heat the stew, don't make the fire too high because--"
 "We'll be all right. Mrs. Westington. Don't worry. I cooked for my uncle for a long time and helped my mother, too, for years."
 "Good. Good," she said. "Confound this getting old!" she cried at the nurses, as if they were somehow responsible.
 I smiled at them. They were in for it. I thought, and guided Echo out of the room, to the elevator and out of the building. I was afraid Rhona and Skeeter would be back before we got home, but they weren't. Trevor came running out of the winery to greet us when he saw Mrs. Westington wasn't with us.
 "She's in the hospital," I told him quickly, and explained it all.
 "Well, that's best, and good for you for making sure she did the right thing for herself. She's the last one she thinks about these days."
 I then told him about the wooden box and went into the house quickly to find it and get it to him.
 And I didn't do it a moment too soon. Right after the handover, Rhona and Skeeter's van appeared in the driveway. I went back inside and told Echo she could help me with dinner preparations. At least that would keep her mind off things, I hoped.
 Skeeter and Rhona came bursting into the house, laughing as usual and sounding a little high on something. They stopped first in the living room to look for Mrs. Westington and then appeared in the kitchen doorway.
 "Well, look at our little cook working away. Where's my mother?" Rhona demanded,
 I paused and turned slowly, "Your mother had a bad dizzy spell. I took her to the doctor and he wanted her to go to the hospital for some tests. That's where she is now."
 "My mother's in the hospital?"
 "After dinner. I'm bringing her some of her personal things," I added, and returned to the dinner preparations.
 Echo was signing at her. but Rhona ignored her completely. "What happened exactly?" she asked, stepping into the kitchen.
 "I told you. A dizzy spell."
 She exchanged a look with Skeeter, who raised his eyebrows. The news appeared to sober them both quickly.
 "Well now, it looks like things are going to change around here," Rhona said. She looked at Echo, who was still signing her concern for her 
 grandmother. "Stop that. You're being annoying." Rhona told her.
 "How can you yell at her like that? She's just afraid for her grandmother. She wants you to comfort her, to--"
 "Don't tell me how to talk to my own daughter. What nerve! I want you out of this house tomorrow. Tomorrow, understand? Do you?" she screamed.
 "No one's going anywhere unless Mrs. Westington tells them so," I heard.
 And so did Rhona and Skeeter. They both turned to Trevor, who had entered the house.
 "We don't want to do anything that will upset her anymore than she is, now do we?" he added, walking toward Rhona and Skeeter.
 Rhona stared at him and then she smiled coldly. "Of course not," she said. She turned back to me. "Once someone sees she can't get anymore out of my mother, she'll probably hightail it out of here anyway." She stepped closer and looked at the food. "I imagine my mother prepared all that before she got sick."
 "Yes, she did." I said.
 "Good. Call us when dinner is ready. We're both ravishingly hungry, aren't we. Skeeter?"
 "Ravishingly," he said, and they laughed again.
 She glared at me one more time and then, smiling like a cat who had her prey trapped, shifted her eyes to Skeeter. He nodded and they left the kitchen and went upstairs, their laughter rolling back behind them.
 She didn't notice or care that Echo was crying.
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.
 "Don't you worry," Trevor said after they left. "I ain't canna let her take over here. Things are different from the way they was years ago. She doesn't have her father around to take her side. Don't let her frighten you or discourage you either."
 "I won't. I made a promise to Mrs. Westington that I wouldn't leave before she returned and I intend to keep it," I said.
 "Good. Food does smell good. That woman can cook." he said, looking over my shoulder,
 "Just give me another fifteen minutes or so and I'll have it all ready. Trevor."
 "I'll be back," he said. smiling. Then he looked at the door and said, "You come to me if she causes any trouble at all."
 "I will."
 I turned my attention to Echo and tried to cheer her up. She was caught like a leaf in the wind, spinning and turning over with confusion. I had her set the table. I wasn't looking forward to eating with Skeeter and Rhona. but I didn't see any way out of it, and for the time being it was better to avoid conflict as much as possible.
 "Where's our dinner?" Rhona shouted from the top of the stairway. "I told you we were hungry. What are you doing down there?"
 I started to bring everything to the dining room. "Everything's ready. You can come down to the table," I replied.
 "That's better," she said. "If you're going to be my mother's little helper, than you're my little helper, too, while you're here freeloading. C'mon. Skeeter," she called, and the two of them came down the stairway and walked into the dining room.
 Trevor showed up immediately afterward, having changed his shirt and brushed his hair.
 "Well, look how fancy the help are. Skeeter," Rhona said. "Puts us to shame."
 "Sure does," Skeeter said.
 They dug right into the food.
 "Echo says grace first," I told them. "How can she do that?" Rhona asked.
 "Why don't you watch and see." Trevor told her, and nodded at Echo.
 They paused and looked at Echo. I nodded at her, too, and she began her signing. thanking God for our blessings,
 "What the hell is she saying? She could be saying she wants a new dress or something for all we know."
 "I thought Skeeter could read sign language."
 "A little," he said. "but I'm sorta rusty."
 "Didn't you ever know how to use it?" I asked Rhona.
 "No," she said. "I never had the time for that. My mother knew enough for the both of us anyway."
 "Then maybe you should learn it now if you're going to stay here," I told Rhona. "I have the book for you and--"
 "Oh, you're such a goody-goody all of a sudden," she replied, twisting her lips. You have the book for me." Her face hardened. "Trying to get on my good side? Hoping I won't throw you out? Forget it. The kid belongs in a special school or something, right. Skeeter?"
 "Exactly. She'd get much better help from people who do that for a living.'
 "Your mother is actually arranging for that soon and she has the information and--"
 "Oh, she does? How convenient," She thought a moment. "How expensive is the school?"
 "I don't know."
 "Well, it doesn't matter what you know and what you don't. Soon,I'll be making all those decisions anyway. The writings on the wall, as my mother would tell you. That goes for you. too. Trevor. I don't know why you remained here since the vineyard went out. All these freeloaders," she told Skeeter, who was attacking the food as though he had been starving on an island for weeks. He nodded.
 "Ain't no worse freeloader than an ungrateful, irresponsible daughter coming around for money," Trevor replied.
 "I would watch my tongue if I were you, man." Skeeter said.
 "Would you?" Trevor responded, his eyes fixed so hard and coldly on Skeeter. "That's good, only you ain't me, man."
 "Right," Skeeter said, smiling and looking at Echo. "Add that to the thank-you's you're giving God. Echo." he told her. Of course, she didn't understand. Both he and Rhona laughed.
 I could see the muscles in Trevor's neck tighten. He looked poised to leap over the table at Skeeter at any moment. It was only Echo's frightened eyes that kept him from doing anything more than just glaring back and then beginning to eat. They grew bored with us anyway and started their own conversation about some of their friends and their own plans. Rhona talked as if Mrs. Westington was already dead and buried and she had inherited everything.
 "There isn't much point in keeping this property any longer. It's not being used as it should be. There's probably a winery nearby that would love it and would pay a lot for it so they could expand."
 "Absolutely." Skeeter said as if he was a real estate expert.
 "You'd better start thinking about a retirement home for yourself," Rhona told Trevor.
 He ignored her, chewed his food, and looked ahead as though they weren't there.
 "So what are you trying to do here anyway?" she asked me. "And what have you already taken from my mother? You'd better let me know or eventually I'll have you arrested for stealing."
 "All I've taken from her is the love you never accepted," I said. Trevor smiled.
 Her smile evaporated. "What things did she want at the hospital? I'll be bringing them to her, not you."
 "She asked me to do it and I'll be doing it," I replied firmly.
 Echo was signing to me, asking why her mother looked so angry.
 "God, does she ever stop that?" Rhona asked, looking at her. "Looks like my mother never taught her dinner manners. All I used to hear from her was that children should be seen and not heard at the table."
 "Maybe she just meant you and not all children," I suggested. Again. Trevor smiled. Even Skeeter smiled.
 "Oh, you're so smart." She leaned toward me. "I don't care what my mother told you. This isn't your family and this isn't your home and the law will be on my side when it comes down to it. You'll see." She pushed her dish away and stood up. "You'll both see," she said, turning to Trevor. "C'mon, Skeeter. I want to go to the hospital and see what exactly is happening to my mother." She stressed the "my."
 "What about the apple pie'? That looks good," Skeeter said, nodding at it.
 "Take a piece with you, damn it," she told him.
 He shrugged, cut a piece, and rose with it in his palm.
 "Hey." he said to me, "if you can cook like this, you can stay," He laughed.
 She glared at him and they walked out of the dining room. I saw how lost Echo was with all this. I smiled at her and told her after we cleaned up, we'd go see her grandmother.
 Trevor sat back. troubled. "I told you," he said. "I knew things were not going to be good when I saw that bird fly into the building. But don't worry," he added quickly. "I'll fix it."
 He was going with us to the hospital, too. We wouldn't be far behind Rhona and Skeeter. I went upstairs to change into something nicer and brush my hair. After that I went into Mrs. Westington's room to get her personal things. The moment I walked through the doorway, I stopped and gasped.
 Rhona and Skeeter had practically ripped the bedroom apart in their search for money and valuables. The dresser drawers were still open, clothes sprawled. The closet was open and clothing on the floor. Every box, every cabinet had been rifled. They had even searched her bathroom and her linen closet, not bothering to put the towels and sheets back on their shelves. Echo came up behind me and pulled my arm so she could ask what had happened.
 I just shook my head and started to put things away. She helped immediately and we soon had the room looking tidy again. Mrs. Westington was right on target when it came to predicting what her daughter would do. I thought. She was wise to have me hide the box of valuables and money. I gathered up her personal things that she wanted brought to the hospital and placed them all in a woolen bag that looked like something she had made for herself.
 "Let's go, Echo," I told her. When we stepped out of the house. Trevor was waiting in the station wagon. As soon as I got in. I told him what I had found in Mrs. Westington's bedroom.
 "They'll be all over that house while she's away. Wouldn't surprise me to see Rhona try to sell some of the furniture. I wish I could put everything under lock and key. That Rhona... some child to have raised. I don't think she gave her mother a moment of happiness. Don't worry about any other mess she makes. though. Lourdes will be here tomorrow," he reminded me.
 When we arrived at the hospital, I was happy to learn that Rhona and Skeeter had not gotten in yet to see her mother. The nurse informed them she was asleep and they should not disturb her. Rhona was in a pout, threatening not to sit around waiting much longer for her mother to awaken.
 "I can't even get any sensible information about her. The doctor's not available and the nurses don't know anything or won't tell anything. Resting comfortably is their stock, stupid response to eveiNthing," Rhona said.
 Neither Trevor nor I said anything. We sat in the small lobby on Mrs. Westington's floor and Echo began looking at magazines. I could see Rhona didn't have the patience for this. She paced a bit. Skeeter sat with his eyes closed looking like he could fall asleep in seconds. Finally Rhona nudged him and told him she wanted them to go.
 "We'll come back tomorrow. This is a waste of time. If you're still here when she wakes, tell her we stopped by." she told me.
 "Okay," I said. "We'll let you know how she is."
 "Oh, thank you, thank you." she said with exaggeration. "C'mon, Skeeter."
 He shrugged, rose, and followed her out.
 "You know what I think," Trevor said. "I think when Mrs. Westington heard it was Rhona looking to see her, she told her nurses to say she was asleep."
 I laughed.
 As it turned out, however, he was right. Shortly after the nurse told her we were there, we were permitted to visit.
 "Are she and that clown gone?" Mrs. Westington asked. 
 "Yes," Trevor said. "How are you feelin'?"
 "How do you think I feel being locked up in here like this?" she snapped back at him.
 "You're not locked up. Mrs. Westington," I said. I gave her the bag of personal items.
 She grunted and looked at Echo. They communicated with sign language and then Mrs. Westington turned to me.
 "You did well with the dinner, but she says Rhona's been on a tear and wrecked my room. That so?"
 I looked at Trevor.
 "Don't wait for his permission to tell me the truth. I ain't incapacitated yet. What did she do?"
 "She's just making all sorts of wild statements and threats."
 "She and that man tried to find my money and jewels, didn't they?"
 "Yes, but we got it all hidden before they came home."
 She nodded, pleased with herself. "They say when you step on a pickle, you never know which way it will squirt. She's one pickle easy to predict. Always was, and you know why? Because she has only one purpose, one goal in her life: to please herself no matter what. Remember that time you found her in the garage in the back of the car with that boy, Trevor? She tried to blame Trevor afterward. No telling how low she'll get. I was a fool to think there was any change in her. You'd think a girI who had lived like she has would have learned something."
 "Has the doctor been in yet?" I asked.
 She smirked. "Yes, he has. He claims he needs to keep me here to try some medicines on me to see which works best and which don't."
 "That's reasonable," Trevor said.
 "Oh, is it? How would you like to be treated like some guinea pig?"
 "Oh, that's not it." Trevor said. smiling. "No sense in him prescribing something for you that don't work."
 "Ain't anyone on my side anymore?" she moaned, and signed to Echo.
 Echo went to her and hugged her.
 Mrs. Westington looked at me. "Better tell Tyler about this. I guess it's more important than ever she go into that school now. I kept her under my wing as long as I could, but the feathers are getting too thin."
 "Now you gain' to start that gloom and doom talk again?" Trevor asked.
 She narrowed her eyes when she looked at him. "Are you going to stand there and tell me you haven't seen any sins that concern you. Trevor Washington?"
 He glanced at me and she caught it. She was just as keen as ever. I thought happily.
 "Go on, tell me what you've been doing. Burning candles, throwing salt? What are you doing to remedy this situation?" she demanded,
 "None of your business." he told her, and she laughed.
 The nurse entered. "The doctor wanted us to keep her visiting hours restricted for the first few days," she said.
 "Days?" Mrs. Westington cried. "I'm not here for days." 
 "We have to go anyway," I said. "We have lots to do." 
 "You don't worry none," Trevor said.
 "Oh, no. I'll just lay here hunky-dory. The cook puts glue in the mash potatoes and the meat they expect you to eat must first be beaten for hours on a rock."
 "I'll bring you something," I said.
 "She has to watch her salt intake," the nurse said. "That's very important right now."
 "Sneak it in." Mrs. Westington said loud enough for the nurse to hear. She turned to Echo and told her to be a good girl while she was away and listen to both Trevor and me. They kissed good night. I put my arm around Echo and we all left the room. Trevor's face made me nervous. He looked so worried.
 "She'll be all right," I said, trying to reassure myself as much as him.
 "For now." he said. "But there comes a time when time ain't on your side no more. You start to hate clocks and calendars and the only birthdays you like are the birthdays other people have. My mama used to say you can dam up water, you can shut out the wind, and you could get out of the rain, but you can't hold back that minute hand. No. sir. Don't try. Just hang on and hope for the best.
 "Now you got me doin' it." he said. laughing. "You got me talkie' doom and gloom."
 He joked about it. but I was beginning to believe that was all I was capable of doing.
 "Let's treat Echo to an ice cream," he suggested. "Get her mind off doom and gloom."
 "Okay. but I'm not having any." I said firmly.
 Later. when we drove up the driveway, we were surprised to see two other cars beside the ugly van in front of the house.
 "What's this now?" Trevor wondered aloud.
 When we stopped and got out, we could hear loud music coming from the house.
 "I don't like the sound of this," Trevor said. "I'll go in with you two."
 When we entered, we realized all the noise was coming from the living room. There were five other people there, all drinking and smoking. I recognized cocaine on the coffee table. A short, dark-haired woman was just about to snort it when we appeared. Rhona was sprawled on the sofa, her head against Skeeter. who had a bottle of whiskey in his hand. There was another young woman on the other side of him, her blouse open down to her navel and her breasts quite visible. She was smoking a joint. Two men, one with hair as long as Skeeter's. were sprawled on the floor. A rather heavy balding man was in Mrs. Westington's chair, his bare feet on the side of the coffee table. There were open beer bottles, glasses, pizza boxes with pieces still in them, and a container of melting ice cream that was leaking off the table and onto the floor. No one seemed to notice or care.
 "Well, look who's here, everyone, the Lonely Ranger and her trusty companion. Trevor. Trevor's been here since the first gape was discovered," Rhona said. The fat balding man laughed, but the others just held their smiles.
 Skeeter kept his eyes fixed on Trevor as if he was anxious to see exactly what he would do.
 "These happen to be some of my old friends,'" Rhona added. "Maybe you remember Billy Roche and Gretta Lockheart, Trevor. They were often here.'"
 "I remember them." he said. nodding. "You're making some mess for Mrs. Westinton," he said.
 "Oh, she won't care and besides, she's not coming home tomorrow, is she? We have extra domestic help. Everyone, that girl standing there gaping at me is my daughter. Echo. Echo is deaf, so just smile at her. please.
 "Besides, Trevor," she continued. "April Fool will clean up after us, won't you. April Fool? That's how she earns her room and board, cleaning up. Oh," she said, nodding at something on the other side of the coffee table, "I'm sorry, but that cup with your face on it just fell apart. You watch out when you pick up the pieces. I don't want you to cut your fingers or anything.'"
 She laughed, but everyone else just looked at us, waiting for the response. Skeeter took another swig of his whiskey.
 "Mrs. Westington asked me to look after things while she's away." Trevor said slowly. He took a step forward, "She don't like there being strangers in her home while she's away and she don't want no parties and messes either. You tell these people to go and take their drugs and crap with them," he said.
 Rhona started to sit up, but failed. Skeeter laughed and then pushed her.
 "Don't tell me what to do in my own house,' she said.
 "This ain't your house. It's Mrs. Westington's house. Now you people leave quickly or I call the police, and I got no reason not to tell them what's on that table there," he said. nodding at the cocaine.
 "Shit. Rhona," Billy Roche said, sitting up quickly. "You said we'd have no trouble crashing here tonight"
 "Don't listen to him." Rhona said.
 "Yeah, right. I'm about to explain myself to the Highway Patrol." Roche stood up.
 The woman at the table started to brush the cocaine into a sheet of paper.
 "What are you doing? Don't let him frighten you!" Rhona cried.
 Trevor stepped up to the heavy man in Mrs. Westington's chair and glared down at him. "'That's Mrs. Westington's chair you're in, boy, and she don't like no one else sitting in it, much less putting his dirty feet on her table.-
 The heavy, balding man pulled himself up quickly. "Hey, I'm getting the hell outta here. I'm on probation." he said, quickly slipping on his shoes.
 "Tommy!" Rhona shouted. "Don't let him tell you what to do. He's an employee."
 "You comin'. Martha?" he asked the woman at the table instead of responding to Rhona. The woman got up quickly, carefully folding the paper with the cocaine in it and putting it into her purse.
 The others moved toward the living room doorway. One man wobbled a bit, but put one leg in front of the other.
 "You're all just a bunch of wimps!" Rhona shouted after them.
 I stood back. holding Echo's hand. Rhona looked at Trevor and then groaned and fell back against Skeeter. He took another swig on his bottle.
 We heard them all leave.
 "You're going to be sorry you did that," Rhona threatened. "I've already met with my attorney. Things are going to change very quickly here. Start thinking about leaving."
 "I better not hear you made any more trouble tonight," Trevor replied.
 Skeeter looked at him, but couldn't stare him down and shifted his eves quickly.
 I told Echo we should go up to bed. She nodded, looked at the mess and at her mother, and then moved quickly to the stairway. I knew she was very frightened and I decided to invite her to sleep with me.
 "I hate leaving you two in here with them," Trevor said. "We'll be all right, Trevor," I told him.
 "You come get me if you're not,," he said. He glared at Skeeter and Rhona and then he left the house.
 "Good riddance!" Rhona yelled after him.
 As we went up the stairs. I heard her mumbling and crying to Skeeter.
 "Relax," he said, loud enough for me to hear. "Time's on our side."
 When we got to the top of the stairway, I heard the phone ringing and hurried into Mrs. Westington's bedroom to pick up the receiver. Echo followed me. It was Tyler.
 "I'm just calling to see what happened with her," he said when I said hello.
 I told him about Mrs. Westington and then about Rhona and the mess they had made with the friends they had over.
 "That's a bad situation there," Tyler said. "My advice to you is to get out."
 "Get out? But how can I do that? I can't leave them like this. with Mrs. Westineton in the hospital. We'll talk about it tomorrow. okay?"
 "I'm not coming back tomorrow or the day after or the day after that," he said. "I promised my mother. I'm finished up there. April."
 "But I thought you were going to wait until we had Echo established at least. I thought--""
 "Rhona stopped in our store today."
 "What?"
 "Rhona stopped in our store today. She told my mother what she saw you and I doing. My mother thinks that's the only reason I wanted to go there."
 "Oh. my God. Rhona's such a lowlife."
 "Yeah, well, she did it. She only wants to make trouble and get rid of you. My mother was very upset. so I told her it wasn't true."
 "I know. Put it out of mind. Like it never happened."
 "I'm sorry, but she was too upset. I told her Rhona was lying. I convinced her when I told her that you..."
 "What?" I demanded when he hesitated.
 "Don't like to be with boys. I had to do it," he added quickly. "I told her what happened to you with your sister's girlfriend and I said you liked it."
 "You said what?"
 "I had to do it," he repeated.
 He had to do it? I couldn't speak.
 "You don't need me to help you anymore anyway. Just contact any school about the 
 equivalency exam and get yourself scheduled, if you want. You should pass."
 "How could you do that, say that? What I told you about Celia was something I hadn't told anyone. Not even Mrs. Westington knew those sort of details about my feelings."
 "I'm sorry. It was a way to get my mother to believe me. It doesn't matter anyway what she believes about you."
 "But how can you just stop coming here?"
 "I'm sorry," he said. I began to hate the sound of the word.
 "But what am I going to tell Echo? Tyler, you can't just not come."
 "Just tell her I have to help my mother."
 "Why can't you tell her?"
 "I can't." he cried. "Just do it!" he said, and hung up.
 I held the receiver in my hand and against my ear as if his words were still reverberating. I knew Echo was standing right behind me and I didn't want her to see the tears streaking down my cheeks. I sucked in my breath and with my back to her. I wiped my tears away. Then I hung up the phone and slowly turned to her. smiling.
 She was worried it had been the hospital and something about her grandmother.
 "No, no," I assured her. "It was... Tyler." 
 "Ty? What did he want?" she signed.
 I thought a moment and then, keeping my smile. I told her he called to see how her grandmother was, but also to say he was having problems at his business and he wouldn't be coming around for a while.
 "When will he come?" she wanted to know,
 "Soon," I said. "I'll work with you until he does," I said.
 She stared at me. "You're lying," she signed. "You're lying!" She turned and ran out.
 "Echo!" I cried.
 I heard Rhona's laughter on the stairway.
 "April Fool, don't you know she's deaf?" she screamed, and laughed even harder.
 I followed Echo into her room to reassure her. She sat on her bed, staring down at the floor, refusing to look at my signing or my lips. Her whole world was in free fall, a mad state of turmoil with Mrs. Westington in the hospital, her mother behaving badly, and now Tyler Monahan refusing to return. I was all she had and I wasn't much. I thought.
 Rhona paused at the doorway as she and Skeeter made their way to the guest room.
 "Look at them. How pathetic. I want you out of my room tomorrow. April Fool, You move into the guest room until you leave, which won't be much longer, understand? I don't know why I stood for you being in there in the first place."
 I didn't answer. I sat quietly, waiting for her to pass.
 "C'mon," Skeeter told her. "I'm tired of all this crap. We got a lot to do tomorrow."
 "Yeah, we got a lot to do and everything we do moves you closer to being thrown out," she told me. She lingered there. Echo looked up at her. "Don't think you can turn her against me either. She's my daughter no matter what."
 "Rhona!"
 "All right, damn it, hold your water." She turned back to me. "You'll be sorry. You'll all be sorry," she said, and walked on.
 Echo looked at me for some explanation.
 How do you sign she's drunk? I wondered, and just improvised with gestures showing drinking and wobbling and spinning my eyes. It brought a smile to her face.
 "C'mon," I told her. "You can sleep with me tonight. Bring Mr, Panda."
 She liked that idea and followed me out. We both got ready for bed. I closed the bedroom door, but there was no way to lock it. For a moment I considered putting the vanity table chair up against it, but decided that was too much and I didn't want to frighten Echo any more than necessary.
 Before she got into bed with me, she ran back to her room. I thought she was going for her pajamas, but instead, she returned with the dream catcher.
 "Good idea,'" I told her. If there was any night we needed it. I thought, it was tonight.
 She got undressed and into bed and I did the same. I saw her signing her prayer, which included her grandmother and then something about her mother. Then she turned over and went to sleep. I lay there staring into the darkness slightly brightened by the starlight coming through the windows. I heard Rhona's laugh and then her curses and eventually, what sounded like her sobbing.
 Skeeter doesn't have it as good as he thinks being with her. I thought. She'll bring him bigger and bigger problems. The question was how big would the problems be that she would bring to us.
 A few hours later. I had the first indication when I realized the bedroom door had been opened and Rhona was standing at the foot of my bed. She was naked and had a glass of water in her hand. Her disheveled hair flew wildly about her face masked in the darkness. There was just a small glitter of light caught in her eyes. She looked ghoulish, ghostly, the shadow of Death itself in some female form.
 "What the hell is going on here?' she demanded. Echo didn't see her there and was in a deep sleep.
 "What do you want?"
 "Why isn't she in her own bed?"
 "She's frightened with her grandmother in the hospital and you getting drunk and having drunken drug addict friends here messing up the house, which she has seen only respected and kept neat and clean."
 "Is that the truth?"
 "Look in the mirror," I replied. I was
 frightened, too, perhaps as frightened as Echo was, but Brenda always taught me never to show fear. Fear slows you down, weakens you, she said. The opponent gets stronger. Swallow it back, cover it up, hate it.
"You'd better be out of this room tomorrow or else," she threatened. "And don't go running to my mother for help. either. You make her sicker with your lies and stories, and I'll have you arrested. She might really have a stroke then." she added. "'You'll be responsible."
 She stepped closer and more into the 
 illumination. I could see her cold, calculating smile, her teeth like a mouth of ice. She was right, of course. I wouldn't tell Mrs. Westington about any of this or she would insist on coming right home. For now. I was trapped. We were trapped. I said nothing. She took a drink of her water, turned and walked out, leaving the bedroom door opened.
 I waited until I heard her go into the guest room and then I rose to close my door. I didn't feel safe with it open. but I knew it didn't provide much security even when it was closed. Rhona could return. She could bring Skeeter with her. Things could get very nasty and Echo wouldn't understand. If only we had enrolled her in her school before Rhona had returned. I thought. I would have been gone by then as well and none of this ugliness would have mattered to me. I would flee my disappointment with Tyler as well, leave it behind like some piece of rotten fruit, just another bad experience to forget. I had an arm's length list of them. What difference did one more make?
 Thinking like a runaway as usual, aren't you. April? Thinking like a coward? I asked myself. When are you going to stand pat and battle the demons, face the challengees? Or are you always going to be in flight, hiding in shadows, hovering in some dark corner, shivering like some terrified bunny whenever there is any sort of conflict or disappointment in your life?
 I didn't have an answer for myself.
 I didn't close my eyes much before morning either. I listened and stared at the door, challenged by the urge to get up and run out of it, down the stairs, and away at the moment I heard Skeeter or Rhona in the hallway.
 Echo moaned in her sleep, but it wasn't a moan of fear. It was more like a baby's moan. She had Mr. Panda clutched in her arms and she looked years younger than she really was. I touched my teddy bear, a father's gift that now gave comfort to us both. My trembling stopped. My heartbeat slowed and my body softened and relaxed just like hers had. We were like two children who had wrapped the promise of protection around ourselves and found the security to open ourselves to sleep.
 Trevor was there first thing in the morning to be sure we were all right. Echo had a hard time waking up. I rose, dressed, and went down to make us some breakfast before she had even opened her eyes. There were no sounds coming from the guest bedroom. I was sure Skeeter and Rhona were in their morning comas as usual and I was glad for that. Trevor took one look at Echo's sleepy face when she came down and asked about the evening.
"She was just overwhelmed by everthing," I told him. "Nothing more happened. I had her sleep with me."
 Just then Mrs. Westington's cleaning lady. Lourdes. arrived. She walked in as usual, but stopped dead in her tracks when she saw the mess in the living room.
 "Let me speak to her." Trevor said, and went over to her. He spoke some Spanish and told her Mrs. Westington was in the hospital, her daughter was here with her boyfriend, and they had some messy friends over the night before. She went right to work and he returned to speak with me.
 "I was thinking that for now it be best we don't tell Mrs. Westington about any of this," Trevor said. I nodded. "We'll deal with it."
 "I'm taking Echo over to the hospital right after breakfast. We'll stay there as long as we can so that we'll be there whenever Rhona shows up." I explained. I had been thinking about it. "That way. I might be able to make sure she doesn't irritate her too much."
 "Fat chance," Trevor said. "She just has to appear and it's an irritation, but it's a good idea. I have some things to look after here and then I'll pop over. Too"
 Feeling more optimistic because we had a strategy. I was able to get Echo into a better mood. too. Trevor returned to the winery and Echo and I ate our breakfast. I was surprised, however. when Skeeter appeared without Rhona. He wore only a pair of jeans, no shoes and no shirt.
 "Smelled the coffee." he said, and poured himself a cup. He sat back at the table and smiled at Echo. Anyone could see she was afraid of smiling too enthusiastically back, but she was sweet and innocent and in desperate need of love and affection, like a puppy that had been lifted away from its mother and siblings and dropped in some strange new place. "Cute kid," Skeeter told me. "Shame about her hearing. Rhona never mentioned it. She just told me she had a kid back here so it came as a surprise to me."
 "What kind of woman would be like that, forget to mention her daughter was deaf?" I asked.
 Skeeter shrugged, a slight smile on his face. Men like him were very difficult to understand. I wasn't all that experienced when it came to men or even women for that matter, but while traveling with Uncle Palaver. I had met men that reminded me of Skeeter, men who worked the odd jobs at the theaters and other places, who hung on to the small incomes to survive, but perhaps more to justify why they weren't doing anything substantial with their lives. Why worn, about it now? They could basically pay their rent, have what they wanted to eat and wear, and work out some entertainment for themselves. They lived on some shelf of mere existence as if they really believed they would live forever and sometime in the future, they would do something significant. Years could go by and they could miss opportunities after 
 opportunities, but they were carefree and nonchalant about it. Sometimes. I wondered if they weren't right and the rest of us, intense, determined, focused, were somehow missing out on something important.
 "Rhona's been through a lot more than you can imagine," Skeeter said. "When I met her, she was close to cashing in. She had been betrayed, abused, and neglected by almost everyone she had trusted. She wasn't going to come back here, you know. She told me about her mother, this place. and I talked her into it. Don't make it difficult, any more difficult than it has to be for her.
 "Besides," he said, leaning forward to rip a piece of bread and just smear it across the butter as if were dipping it in gravy, "you should really move on and get on with your own life. You can't just stop somewhere and become part of someone else's family."
 "You're doing it," I retorted quickly.
 "Well,I'm with Rhona. We'll probably get married, maybe have another kid. The old lady isn't going to last much longer. You know," he continued after chewing and swallowing the bread. "homes, farms, land, stores, whatever, are not much different from seats in a movie. You're there for your time and then you get up and leave and someone else is there."
 "That's not true. Families pass their homes and property down."
 He shrugged again. "That's my point. Rhona's time has come for this. What she does with it is her decision. It certainly has nothing to do with you. Go hook up with one of your relatives, meet some guy and have your own time."
 "I don't desert people."
 "Yeah, you do," he said. gulping the rest of his coffee. He poured more in the cup. 'We all do. I'll take this up to Rhona and see if I can get her engine started." He smiled at Echo again and left us.
 In the wake of the silence he left behind. I thought Trevor -Washington was right. It was a bad. bad sign, that bird flying into the barn.


11 White Lies
 . Doctor Battie was with Mrs. Westington when Echo and I arrived at the hospital. We had to wait in the lobby, but the moment he stepped out of the room. I leaped to my feet to talk to him in the corridor. He wrote same instructions for one of the nurses to carry out on Mrs. Westington and then turned to me. I didn't like the look on his face.

"I haven't been able to get that blood pressure down yet," he said. "I know she has a lot of tension, a lot on her mind, but we've got to get her calm and relaxed and I've got to get the right prescription. Don't say or do anything that would make her worry. okay?"

"I won't, but did she tell you her daughter has returned and what's happening?"
 "A little. I know she's upset about it. Can you have... what's her name. Rhona?"
 "Yes. Rhona."
 "Rhona call me. They'll page me if she calls while I'm still making rounds in the hospital and I'll speak with her."
 "Good," I said. although I wasn't optimistic about it doing any good. I think he saw it in my face.
 "Let's just work on keeping her comfortable and calm. I need a few more days."
 "Okay," I said.
 He looked at Echo. "How is she doing with all this?" 
 "Not great." I said honestly.
 "Well, it's a traumatic time and probably not the best time to get her enrolled in the school, but we should do it soon," he said. The way he emphasized soon put a chill in my heart.
 "Yes, thank you," I said. He patted my arm and walked on to his next patient.
 Echo looked to me for some information. I signed that the doctor said her grandmother was doing well, but he still needed some time to work on getting her the proper medicine. She nodded with relief. We lie to each other so much. I thought. A good deal of the time, we either tell half-truths to protect and insulate the other person or tell outright lies to avoid conflicts we know would be inevitable and hurt everyone. We even lie to ourselves for the very same reasons.
 I took her into her grandmother's room. Mrs. Westington was sitting up and spooning some soup into her mouth. She put the spoon down quickly. "Did you bring me anything to eat?"
 "No," I said, laughing, happy she had an appetite. "The doctor would be furious and he was right there in the hallway when we arrived."
 "Fiddlesticks. Eating this food is making me sicker than anything you would have brought me from home. Taste this soup. I swear they use it as dishwater."
 "There's probably not a grain of salt in it," I said.
 "I never worried about what I ate and I made it this far in good health." She pouted a moment and then smiled at Echo. "How's my doll?" she asked her.
 Echo rushed to her for a hug. She held on to her just a little too long.
 Mrs. Westington looked at me sharply. "What happened at my home last night?"
 I shook my head.
 "You want me to get it out of the child? I can do that," she threatened.
 "Mrs. Westington, are you going to do everything you can to keep yourself sick and in this place? I need you to get well and get home. Echo needs you. Even Trevor needs you. Why can't you just be a cooperative patient for just a short while, long enough for the doctor to get you stabilized and on your way home? What sort of an example are you setting for Echo? You'll only make all this harder on everyone." I lectured,
 I held my breath. Was she going to fly off the bed at me, tell me to mind my own business, tell me to get out of her house? She nodded slowly and leaned back on her pillow.
 "Well, now. I see you're no longer the little girl full of self-pity who first arrived on my doorstep. Where did you get all this?"
 "I got it from you," I said. "So don't make it a wasted gift."
 She laughed. "So you're telling me you and Trevor have things under control?"
 "We do." I said firmly. "Echo's fine, too."
 "I see. Where is that daughter of mine? I half expected her to be standing here at the bedside with a pen and paper for me to write out my last will and testament when I opened my eyes this morning,"
 "Give her time," I said, and she laughed again.
"I'm afraid she's going to be in for a shock. I called my attorney, Randy Wright, yesterday and he's overhauling my papers. Most everything I have is in Echo's name and a trust has been established with a trustee. There's something in there for Trevor, of course, and a little something for you."
 "Me?"
 "Just in case. Everyone needs a little boost" "What about Rhona?"
 "What about her? You heard her and that Skeeter threatened me with lawsuits and the like. I thought I'd better start taking defensive actions as soon as I could. and I wasn't going to let a little thing like this hospital stay prevent it."
 "Doctor Battie will be upset you're doing all this."
 "Oh, it's nothing. A lawyer does the work. I read it and sin it. For now. however. I think it would be best if we kept this to ourselves," she said.
 We heard a knock and I turned to see Trevor.
 "How we loin' today?" he asked.
 "How does it look like we're doing? I'm still chained to this bed, aren't I? I'm still here. Where have you been? Like I have to ask." she added. "Delivering cases of wine. I imagine."
 "You imagine correctly," he said. "And your grapes are still the most cherished in the valley."
 "They're not my grapes. My grapes died years ago on the vine, along with a lot of other things," she said. 'How's my house?"
 He glanced at me.
 "Don't wait to see what she told me and didn't tell me! Is it still in one piece?"
 "Everything's just fine. Mrs. Westington," Trevor said. She looked from him to me and back to him.
 "Look at the two of you, with faces that could be billboards advertising terrible liars."
 Trevor laughed and Echo, even though she didn't follow most of what had been said, laughed as well. Before we could talk about it anymore, there was another knock on Mrs. Westington's door and my jaw unhinged at the sight of Tyler Monahan. He had a bouquet of red roses in his hand. Echo's face lit up like a neon sign. Even Trevor, who I knew distrusted him from the start. smiled.
 "I hope I'm not interrupting," Tyler said. "I just wanted to stop by and see how you were doing, Mrs. Westington."
 "Interrupting? What could you be interrupting? Nothing's doing here. I'm practically in solitary confinement. In the soup as they say. I really should say dishwater,"
 "These are for you," he said. approaching. "To cheer up the room."
 "Thank you. Tyler. Lord knows, this room could use a ton of roses to cheer it up. Trevor, please take those dead weeds out of the vase on the windowsill and put these in, would you?"
 "Right," Trevor said, and went to work on it.
 Tyler glanced at me and then back at Mrs. Westington. "So how are you doing? How long will you be in here?"
 "Until hell freezes over, it seems. My doctor is rolling the dice with different medications to see which one sticks. If I survive it, he'll let me out" she replied.
 "That's not the way it is. Mrs. Westington, and you know it," I said.
 Echo was signing to Tyler, trying to get his full attention, asking him when he was coming back. "What she should do with the work he had given her?" "How would she know what to study next?" He gave her a quick. "We'll worry about it later. After your grandmother is well," reply, and her arms floated down like two small kites that had lost their lift of wind.
 "What I really stopped in to say. Mrs, Westington. is I would be glad to help you with the arrangements for Echo while you're stuck in here. I thought about it and realized I could be of assistance in that regard."
 "Oh, that's kindly of you. Tyler. but I think I'll wait on that until I'm out. It's not going to be easy for her and I'd like to be right there with her."
 He nodded, "I understand. I just wanted you to know I would be glad to do whatever else I can. I assume you've been told that I have to end my tutoring." he added, glancing at me.
 "No. No one bothered telling me. but I'm not surprised at all this secrecy."
 "Things have become harder for my mother at the store and the plant. I must devote more time to it."
 "I see." she said. "Well, then we'll make enrolling Echo in that school a priority as soon as I'm out."
 "Good. I really can't stay long. I'm just on my way to do some errands for my mother and took a detour to see you."
 "Thank you for coming and for the flowers. Tyler."
 "You're welcome. Mrs. Westington. I always liked working for you and being in your home."
 "And you're welcome back anytime." she said.
 He looked at me again, but all I did was glare at him. I didn't care how uncomfortable it made him. He nodded, said goodbye to Echo, telling her to be a good girl, and then hurried out.
 "Well now," Mrs. Westington said as soon as he was gone. "What other bad news are you hiding from me?"
 "Nothing," I said quickly. "I didn't think it mattered to tell you that right away."
 "At least the boy has a conscience."
 "The jury's still out on that," I muttered, and she looked at me. Trevor laughed and then she did. too.
 To my surprise. Rhona did not come to the hospital all day. Trevor left to return to his deliveries. Echo dozed off out of boredom a few times, as did Mrs. Westington. It took me a while to get over Tyler's unexpected appearance. but I finally calmed myself and went down to the hospital store to buy magazines for Echo and myself. We had lunch with Mrs. Westington and then she insisted we go home.
"This is no place to keep her anyway," she told me. "Just let her go home and stay busy and keep her away from her mother as much as possible."
 "I will,"," I promised. I signed to Echo that we'd return in the morning and to say good-bye for now. She did and we left.
 I knew where the school was that Echo would attend. I thought it might be beneficial to show it to her. She didn't mind the riding around with me anyway. I knew she wasn't anxious to return to the house. Her mother's behavior the night before had disturbed and frightened her. Being out and about with me made her feel older, more mature as well. I didn't tell her we were going to the school or mention it until we drew close to it.
 From the outside, it looked like any other public high school. It was a long, rust-colored brick building with a decent-sized front lawn and a parking lot off to the right. At first Echo didn't think anything of it. Then we both caught sight of a young woman using sign language with a girl about Echo's age. The other girl signed back and they continued to stroll around the north side of the building.
 Echo turned to me and asked about it. I explained that it was a special school for kids her age who had hearing and seeing disabilities. Behind the school itself was a dormitory for the students.
 "You mean you sleep here, too?" she asked.
 I nodded and she looked at it again. I didn't think it would be harmful to drive in and look around, but when I did, she immediately asked me why I was doing it.
 "Wouldn't you like to go to school here?" I asked her. "You could be with other young people your age."
 She stared out at the buildings for a moment. The way her eyes narrowed and widened told me she was thinking deeply about it all. Suddenly, she turned and just stared at me.
 "What?" I asked her. smiling.
 "My grandmother is not coming home?" she asked. 
 I nodded. emphatically. "Yes, she is."
 I saw she didn't believe me. I never thought that bringing her here might make her think that. I should have waited before doing this. I should have waited for Mrs. Westington to explain it first.
 "You're just... older." I signed "bigger" and she smirked and looked at the building, sadness seeping into her face from every angle.
 I can't do anything right. I thought. Why don't I just do what Tyler said and leave?
 A side door opened and two boys stepped out, both signing to each other. One, who looked to me to be maybe sixteen, had meticulously styled ebony hair. He had a lean, swimmer's build and even from across the parking lot looked handsome. He was about to turn toward the rear of the building with his friend when he saw us and stopped. Echo was staring at him and he realized it. I saw him smile and sign hello. She gasped and sat back like someone discovered peeping. He laughed and then joined his friend.
 "Who was that?" she wanted to know,
 I shrugged,"A boy who goes to school here," I said.
 She strained to look around the building and follow the two boys, but they were gone.
 "Let's get home," I said. "I have to make dinner."
 She nodded, but she nearly twisted her head fully around to look back as we drove down the drive and turned right to head back home. Maybe I didn't do such a bad thing, I thought, rather hoped.
 The dirty old van was parked in front. so I knew Skeeter and Rhona were there. I wondered why she hadn't gone to the hospital to at least make a show of caring about her mother's health. The two of them were in the living room watching television. Skeeter had a can of beer in hand. Rhona was smoking a cigarette. They both looked up when we entered.
 "The doctor would like you to call him," I said immediately. "His name is Doctor Battie and the number is in the kitchen pinned to the wall by the phone."
 "How is she?" Skeeter asked. 
 "Just call the doctor:. I said.
 Rhona looked at us as if she was contemplating how she would perform the murder. Echo started signing, but Rhona turned away without
 acknowledging her.
 "You're out of my room. Whatever you had in it has been moved to the guest room," Rhona said. And then as nonchalantly as she had said that, she added. "I've decided you can stay awhile longer. I'm going to need your assistance with my mother after all."
 "What does that mean?" I asked.
 Skeeter smiled at her and looked at the television set.
 "We had a phone call while you were at the hospital," she said. I didn't like the way she was smiling at me with such gleeful confidence. Echo had stopped frying to get her to respond and stood by, confused about being ignored. I instinctively put my arm around her shoulders.
 "Look at that. Skeeter," she said, nudging him, and he turned back to us. "Can't keep her hands off her."
 He laughed.
 "What's that supposed to mean?" I asked, but with the speed of a reflexive action, took my arm away from Echo.
 "That phone call I mentioned? It was Mrs. Monahan looking for her son. She was worried he had come back here. He had promised her he was finished tutoring Echo and he wouldn't have anything more to do with this situation. Of course, I told her he wasn't here and then, like most mothers, she went into this frenzied defense of her son, calling me a liar for telling her the story about you two.
 "I wouldn't let her get away with calling me a liar, especially after what we saw with our own eyes. right. Skeeter?"
 "Exactly," he said, more interested in the television program he was watching.
 "I laid into her and then you know what she told me? I think you do," she said before I could offer any response. She laughed. "You're quite a little sexual tramp, aren't you? But it runs in the family, huh? A gay sister? Her lover and you having lesbian sex? You're a walking tabloid magazine. I don't think my mother knows the gritty little details, does she? I couldn't imagine her tolerating you around here, especially around Echo, if she did. She'd say something like lie down with dogs and you get up with fleas.'
 Tears seeped into my eyes. I pressed my lips together to hold back the ache and the sobs that were rising like bubbles to the surface. I didn't know what to say, how to respond. Tyler's betrayal of my intimate secret in order to calm his mother's concerns left me with few options for defense.
 "Naturally. I was very surprised. We both were, right. Skeeter?"
 "Shocked," he said, nodding, but turning back to the television set.
 "And then I thought, so that's why she's always in Echo's room and why she had Echo sleep with her!"
 "That's not true!" I cried.
 She shrugged. "Hey. I don't knock anyone's sexual preferences. I would have to admit that I experimented with same partner sex on occasion or participated in a... what do they call it, Skeeter?"
 "What? Oh, menage a trois."
 "Right. menage a tra la la or whatever. However." she said, losing her self-satisfied grin, "when it comes to some tramp coming here and seducing my innocent, deaf daughter--"
 "That's all a lie," I cried.
 "Maybe. But I'm sure I could get that Tyler to testify that you told him those things and with Skeeter and I adding what we saw here. I think the police or whoever would believe us or find it interesting enough to investigate, don't you? Would Echo there deny being in your bed?"
 For a moment it felt as if all the air had been sucked out of my body and I couldn't breathe in any new air. My face was hot with the blood that had rushed up through my neck. I looked at Echo, whose eyes were full of questions and confusion.
 "Don't worry," Rhona said, "I'm not going to do it unless I absolutely have to do it. It would probably devastate poor little Echo there to be dragged into a police station and asked all sorts of questions about her body, your body, stuff like that."
 "You're disgusting." I said.
 "Me? I don't go around telling boys I just met how I slept with my sister's girlfriend,"
 "I didn't say that!"
 "You said enough. I doubt that Tyler would have made it all up, don't you. Skeeter?"
 "No," he said, half listening, "I mean yes," he added, unsure of what she wanted. She glared at him and then turned back to me.
 "Do you deny that you have a gay sister? Will she deny it if she is asked by the police?"
 Words choked in my throat like cars on a highway smashing into each other.
 "You get the point. I think we understand each other a little better. Now, let's get back to what I said at the beginning. I'll let you stay here a while longer, but you have got to help me with my mother. I want you to convince her to sin over the money that belongs to me anyway. We had the paperwork prepared for us and all she has to do is sin a power of attorney document. You can convince her that once that's done, we'll be on our merry way, right. Skeeter?"
 "Sure," he said. "We'll make like a tree and leaf."
 "In the meantime, tell that cleaning girl to go home, She's annoying. I don't like the way she looks at me and she's in my face too much. She acts like she owns the place and has the nerve to complain about the mess she had to clean up in here. Tell her my mother told you to send her home. Do it!" she screamed. I couldn't help but wince and even jump back. "Then get dinner started. We saw steaks in the freezer. Both of us like them medium. Don't overcook them. And Trevor is not invited. You tell him not to come to dinner here. Go on. Do what I say," she ordered.
 "Mrs. Westington isn't going to believe you," I offered, finally responding with some defense.
 "Oh. really? You actually want me to go to the hospital and put on a scene about my daughter being sexually assaulted by some transient girl my mother stupidly took in to live with us? Because I will do it and you know I will," she said firmly, her eyes fixed on me with such evil and hate. I didn't doubt her for a moment. "How will her doctor like that? Who the hell do you think people will blame for my mother's bad health and maybe death? Me? Her daughter just trying to protect her own poor, deaf child? Or you, a runaway with no home, no school, nothing but a history of disgusting behavior?"
 I felt my body soften in defeat.
 "She won't listen to me. You're wasting time having me ask her to sign those papers." I said weakly. After what Mrs. Westington had told me she had done with her lawyer already, it was pointless to go up there and try to convince her of anything. I thought. but I couldn't tell Rhona about that.
 "Maybe, maybe not. She seems to have taken to you and in the condition she is in right now, there's a good chance she'll listen. Look," she continued, softening her tone. "you'll have prevented all sorts of horrible. unpleasantness if you get her to do it. Think of it that way. Think of how you're protecting everyone. You'll be a regular heroine, won't she. Skeeter?'"
 He looked at me and smiled. You know." he said. "girls who like ,girls more than boys always intrigued me. Is it because you're afraid of men or is the sex somehow better?"
 Rhona smiled,
 Echo was signing now, asking me why we were standing there and what were all these words, some of which she had caught by reading lips. Why were her mother and I arguing so much? I had to get her away, to protect her, to ironically do what Rhona said, look after her.
 "It's a fair question, April," Rhona said. "You've been with both now. Which do you prefer?"
 "You're both disgusting," I said.
 They laughed and their laughter confused poor Echo even more.
 "Get going," Rhona said. "You have a lot to do."
 I turned Echo away and led her to the stairway. She was full of questions for me, but I told her to go up and change to help me prepare dinner. I said I would tell her more later. She did it, but she didn't like it. Meanwhile. I went to Lourdes, who was working in the kitchen, and told her I had just come from visiting Mrs. Westington in the hospital and she wanted me to tell her to leave. She didn't believe me and insisted she finish up in the kitchen. I explained that Mrs. Westington's daughter was in charge now and she wanted me to do the cleaning. I saw how it hurt Lourdes's feelings, but reluctantly she finally obeyed and left, mumbling in Spanish.
 I took out the steaks and got potatoes out of the pantry, some canned vegetables, and then began to prepare a salad with what was left in the refrigerator. I kept looking through the window toward Trevor's vineyard and winery, anticipating his arrival. How was I going to tell him what was happening? I wondered. If I didn't say it right, he would get enraged and come at Rhona and Skeeter. Then she might just do what she threatened and I would have made everything ten times as bad.
 All I've done is brought hardship and horror to this house and family. I thought. Maybe it wasn't my loving dead souls who delivered me here after all. Maybe it was something darker, something very evil. My anger and rage toward Tyler was greater than ever. Because of what he had told his mother. I was now in this predicament. All of us were ensnared. Echo. Trevor, Mrs. Westington, and me. Trust no one but yourself from now on. I thought, if there would be a now on. Right now, disaster loomed over this house like a gigantic bruised cloud threatening to drop a cold, hard rain.
 Echo came down and I immediately got her busy peeling potatoes and then setting the table. which I told her would be set only for four. Of course, she wanted to know why not five, but instead of answering. I said. "Just do it." I hated being so hard. but I had no explanations I could give her and I was tired of searching high and low for acceptable lies. Silence. I thought, was finally a better choice after all when it came to her.
 Soon after I heard Trevor's truck pull into the driveway and park by the winery. He got out and carried some boxes into the building. I rehearsed my story and prayed that I could be convincing enough to keep him from getting too upset and causing trouble. I took a deep breath. told Echo I would be right back, and then walked out, pausing near the living room.
 "How's our dinner coming?" Rhona asked.
 "It's coming," I said.
 "Good. After dinner you can return to the hospital to see my mother. I'll give you the papers for her to sign. You'll leave Echo here," she added. "I don't like her going back and forth to a hospital. Kids can catch something. right. Skeeter?"
 He laughed. "Yeah, like a sexually transmitted disease."
 They both laughed. I bit down hard on my lower lip and went out to speak with Trevor.
 "They giving you trouble?" he asked the moment I appeared in the winery doorway.
 "No, but I think they're getting very bored here," I replied. 
 "Very likely."
 "It's probably best to just avoid confrontations. I don't think they'll hang around much longer."
 He nodded.
 "I mean, if they make more trouble or we get into fights with them. Mrs, Westington will just get so upset and that won't help her get better."
 "Uh-huh," he said, scrutinizing me with eyes that went over my face like a fine-tooth comb. "They ask you to come over here and tell me to stay away?"
 I looked up.
 "It's all right," he said. "I know they just making things miserable for you and Echo over there. I'll stay out of their faces until they go or unless you need me. All you gotta do is holler my way. understand?"
 "Yes."
 "The truth is she's blood and I ain't and the courts and law will side with her against me and you anyway. We just got to do what's best for Echo and Mrs. Westington right now.
 Sometimes going around a fire is better than confronting it head on. It'll burn itself out and those two will surely burn themselves out eventually."
 "I know you're right. Trevor,"
 "I'm here if you need me," he emphasized.
 "Okay. Thanks," I said, and returned to the house, grateful for Trevor's understanding.
 Skeeter and Rhona had gone upstairs. I looked in on Echo, who had put on her grandmother's apron and was preparing the salad. Stepping into her a grandmother's shoes made her feel closer to her. I imagined, I complimented her on her work and told her I was going upstairs to wash and change for dinner. When I got to the top of the stairway, I went to what had been my room, not thinking or remembering what Rhona had said she had done.
 I opened the door and confronted them both naked, making love on the bed. Rhona's legs wrapped around Skeeter's waist, The bed was shaking and rocking with his thrusts. The sight was so surprising and shocking, I didn't move or speak. Rhona looked around Skeeter's arm and smiled at me. He saw she was looking my way and turned his head.
 "This is how normal people do it," she said.
 "Come on in and watch if you want," Skeeter said, not pausing for a moment.
 I gasped, backed out, and closed the door. My heart was pounding. They were both laughing loudly. I turned and ran to the guest room, where my things had been tossed over the bed and the floor. I shut the door behind me quickly and caught my breath. They're like two animals. I thought, and yet I couldn't deny to myself that I had been intrigued and fascinated by the sight. Did that make me as bad as they were? I shook myself as would a dog shaking off water, trying to get rid of my mixed feelings and disgust. Then I picked up my things, hung up my clothing, and put my other clothes in drawers. I gathered all the tricks and the posters that they had scattered about and put them together in a corner. After that. I went to the bathroom in the hallway, locked the door behind me, and took a quick shower.
 Echo was sitting at the kitchen table when I went down, still feeling dizzy and stunned by what I had seen. I did my best to hide my nervousness from her and put up the steaks. I sauteed some onions and mushrooms to go with them. The aroma traveled through the house and up the stairs. Soon. I heard their voices and laughter as they descended.
 "Sex stimulates the appetite,'" Skeeter said, poking his head into the kitchen. "I hope you made enough."
 "If she didn't, we'll eat her portion," Rhona told him. They went into the dining room and sat like two people who believed everyone else existed to serve and honor them. I started Echo on bringing in the water, bread and butter, and the salads. Not realizing all that was happening around her, she was simply trying to impress her mother with her work and looked desperately for a compliment. None came. Just as before. Rhona and Skeeter behaved as if they were the only ones there or we were invisible. Echo's signs went unnoticed except by me.
 "Couldn't you at least tell her she did a good job on the salad?" I asked.
 "Sure," Skeeter said. He turned to Echo, pointed to the salad, smiled, and circled his mouth.
 She looked at me to explain and I properly signed what he meant. She was really looking for Rhona's reaction. but Rhona was busy eating, her head down. How could someone carry a child in her body and ignore her existence like this? I wondered.
 "Don't overcook those steaks!" she warned me when she noticed I was staring at her.
 I hurried back into the kitchen. I had forgotten them and they were no longer medium. I put them on a serving dish nevertheless and brought them into the dining room. As soon as I placed the dish on the table. Skeeter stabbed a steak with his fork and put it on his plate. Rhona served herself slowly. He cut his and smiled. "Very tasty." he said.
 She cut hers and grimaced. "Overcooked!" she cried, and flipped the steak at me. I shifted my body to avoid it and it went sailing into the doorway and slid over the floor. "Make another one and stand there watching it cook this time," she ordered.
 "Hey. I would have eaten that." Skeeter said.
 "Take hers if you're still hungry. She doesn't have time to eat and she doesn't need anything. She can live off her fat fora week." Rhona said.
 I looked at Echo. Her mouth was open and she was in a state of shock and fear. She was actually trembling.
 "Look what you're doing to her." I said.
 "Not me, honey. you. If you had cooked that steak right, this wouldn't have happened, so don't blame me. Blame yourself. Go on. I'm not waiting forever."
 Echo couldn't eat after that. I saw she was having trouble swallowing anything she put in her mouth.
 "You could wait until my meat is cooked. Skeeter," Rhona cried.
 He paused and looked at me. I hurried back into the kitchen and took out another steak. Cooking them right from the freezer usually made them tougher, but what choice did I have? I couldn't marinate it as my mother had taught me. I waited and continually tested it.
 "What's taking so long?" Rhona cried. "You're not overcooking it again, are you?"
 "No. I'm watching it." I told her. Echo was just sitting there staring down at her plate.
 "What's wrong with her? Why isn't she finishing her food?" 
 "You frightened her," I said.
 "Oh, what a sensitive baby. If that frightened her, she had better not set foot out of this house. There's a lot more frightening stuff going on out there."
 I wanted to say I had been out there and there was nothing more frightening than her. but I bit my lower lip and returned to the stove. When I thought it was medium. I brought it in and stood by while she cut it and considered it.
 "That's more like it," she said.
 I noticed that Skeeter had taken my steak. I didn't care. Like Echo. I had lost my appetite as well. See. I told myself, even in this there's a silver lining. The longer you're around Rhona, the more weight you'll lose. I signed to Echo that if she wanted to leave, she could. She nodded and started to LFet up.
 "Where does she think she's going? I'm not finished eating. Tell her to stay until everyone is done. That's impolite," Rhona said. "Tell her!"
 I did and Echo sank back into her chair, only glancing at her mother. Skeeter was eating like it was truly going to be his last meal on earth.
 "You're such a slob. Skeeter." Rhona told him. He grinned from ear to ear, his lips greasy and some meat on his chin. "I lost my appetite," Rhona said, shoving the plate away from her. He eyed her meat. "You're not going to eat that, too, are you?"
 He shrugged.
 "See what a pig I'm with?" she told me. "Clean up. I want you off to the hospital with the paperwork in twenty minutes,'" she said. "Tell her she can leave the table, too. She's making me nervous sitting there like that."
 I started to sign., but Echo picked up on Rhona's lips and was up and out of her chair before I finished, She ran upstairs to her room.
 "My mother's done some terrible job with her," Rhona quipped. "She doesn't belong here. but I don't see why she has to go to one of those very expensive places. They can do just so much for her and after a while, it doesn't matter where she is."
 "How do you know that?" I asked,
 She spun around on me. "Don't you get snotty with me or I won't even give you a chance to get out of here gracefully. Just be grateful I am and do what I tell you," she said.
 Skeeter burped and pushed himself back.
 "Are you finally finished?" she asked him.
 "For now," he said, and looked at me. "What's for dessert?" 
 "There's a piece of apple pie left over."
 "Just bring it out before you go," he said. "I'm a little full at the moment."
 "You're such a slob." she told him again, and he laughed.
 "Don't let that fool you," he said to me. "You saw how she loves me. I have the scratch marks on my rear end to prove it." I felt heat move into my face, picked up dishes, turned, and hurried into the kitchen with his laughter resounding. Sex had been turned into a weapon they could use freely against me.
 Before I left for the hospital. I made sure Echo was all right. She was lying on her bed. embracing Mr. Panda. Of course, she wanted to know why her mother was being so mean and why she had thrown her steak at me.
 I told her Rhona had drunk too much whiskey and was drunk and not to worry about it.
 "Just stay away from her tonight," I said. "She'll be better tomorrow."
 "No. she won't," she replied. "She'll never be better."
 I couldn't disagree and Rhona was shouting for me below,
 "I'll be right back." I told her. "I need to do some errands. Just do your work andI'll look it over and help you with anything you get wrong."
 "Why? Ty isn't coming back?"
 "He'll come back." I said, but she simply waved off my signing as would someone wave off annoying flies and then turned away from me.
 I was crying inside for her, but I couldn't stay any longer and help her feel better. Her world was in chaos and I was sure she felt she was spinning like a top in outer space. There was nothing to stop it.
 I turned and walked to the door. Just before I left. I noticed something was different. What? I wondered, and then my gaze fell on the pile of torn picture pieces.
 She had torn up the old picture of Rhona, the mother she had once known and had lost forever.
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 I took the paperwork from Rhona,
 "She won't listen to me." I insisted. "I'm just a 
 guest here. I don't have a right to tell her what to do with her money.' "She'll listen if you tell her we're promising to leave. I saw the way she looks at you. You're mare than just a guest here. You've become her daughter. You've replaced me. I'm not jealous or upset about it. Better you than me be stuck here. Just do it and do it well, sweetie, or you know what news bulletins will be released,'" she threatened.

I left the house and walked to my car. Trevor must have been watching the front door all evening, I thought, because the moment I appeared, he came hurrying out of the winery to meet me.

"What's happening? Is everything all right? Where are you going? Where's Echo?" He fired his questions at me without taking a breath.

"I'm going to see Mrs. Westington. Echo's up in her room."
 "And?" he said, seeing the papers in my hand. "What's all that?"

"Rhona believes Mrs. Westington will listen to me and sign this power of attorney giving her rights to money."

"Why doesn't she go to see her mother herself and ask?"
 "Mrs. Westington has already told her no. Actually, she's already called her attorney to prevent Rhona from doing anything. but Rhona doesn't know that yet."
 "You shouldn't have agreed to show those papers to her he said.
 "I was going to see her anyway. I'm just humoring Rhona. Like you said, sometimes it's better to go around a fire and let it burn itself out."
 "Yeah, but I don't like it," he said, looking at the house. "She's a lot different, meaner. sneakier. I can't even imagine the places she's been and the things she's done. Sending you to do this makes me suspicious."
 "Don't worry. Trevor. When they finally realize they won't get anything more, they'll leave," I told him.
 He looked at me, thought a moment, and then shook his head. "I don't like it," he said, and walked back to the winery.
 How I wished I could tell him the real reason I was doing all this. how Rhona was blackmailing me. how Tyler had made it all possible for her. but I was afraid of seeing it all blow up into a bigger mess that would hurt all of us. especially Echo. Swallowing back the truth. I got into my car and drove to the hospital.
 When I arrived, Mrs. Westington was making a scene with the nurse, complaining about the food and demanding they send the cook up to her so she could instruct him or her in how to prepare chicken so it tasted like something other than cardboard. The nurse was just trying to get her to calm down. She looked to me for help.
 "Please stop this." I said. "Immediately."
 Mrs. Westington widened her eyes, blew air through her lips, and fell back on her pillow with her arms folded under her breasts, pouting like a child. Uncle Palaver told me when people get older, they act more and more like children. He called it the second childhood. That was what I thought I was witnessing at the moment.
 The nurse thanked me and left,
 "You know they make you sicker in hospitals, don't you?" Mrs. Westington quickly began in her own defense before I could say another word. "They feed you slop. They wake you at all hours of the night to see if you're alive or give you some pill. They don't want me walking about either. They've turned me into aninvalid."
 "You promised you would behave. All you're doing is prolonging everything."
 I shook my head and she looked away a moment and then sat back.
 "Where's Echo?"
 "She was tired and I thought you were right about this not being a good place for her. She's in her room, doing her lessons."
 She looked at me askance, her eyes two slits of suspicion. "What's that in your hands?" she asked,
 "Your daughter asked me to bring this to you to consider. She and Skeeter promise they'll be leaving immediately if you do this." I said. "I didn't tell them anything about what you've been doing with your attorney."
 "What is it exactly?"
 "A power of attorney document so they can get money."
 "You know where you can put that," she said. Then she stared a moment and added. "How did they get you to bring that to me? They threatened you?"
 "No, they just asked me to be their spokesman," I lied.
 "Spokesman? That girl's got bats in the belfry. She could send the governor here to see me and I wouldn't change my mind. What made her think you could do it for her? How come she's not comin g here herself?"
 I thought I would try the same logic on Mrs. Westington that I used with Trevor.
 "I think they're getting bored and want to leave." I said. "All Skeeter is doing is eating and drinking and watching television. Rhona is getting tired of it,"
 "Very, likely. She had the attention span of a four-year-old when she left. I don't imagine it's improved."
 She leaned over to her side table, opened a drawer, and took out a pen. "Hand those papers to me," she said.
 Was she going to sign? I gave them to her and she wrote a tremendous "NO" over each sheet.
 "There. Even Rhona might understand that response. You let me know immediately if she gives you any trouble. April. I'm depending on you," she said, which only made me feel worse. "How did dinner go?"
 I sat and described what I had made and how Skeeter had attacked the food. That amused her at least. Of course. I left out anything about Rhona throwing the steak, complaining, and frightening Echo.
 "I'm truly sorry about Tyler Monahan leaving us, leaving you before you took your test," she said when I finished describing the evening.
 "I think I'll do all right on the test when I take it anyway," I said.
 She nodded and smiled. "That's what I like to see and hear, optimism coming out of your mouth. I'm no fool at my age. I know after we get Echo established that you have to move on, maybe join up with your sister again. Whatever. You have to take care of business, start your own life on the right track. April. You don't belong in an old house with only an old lady and an old man vainly trying to resurrect a dead dream. You deserve to go off and pursue your own dreams and not be stuck in the mud with ours. You promise me you'll do that, April. I'm not saying you can't stay in touch, but you promise."
 "I promise, Mrs. Westington."
 "Good, good." She closed her eyes. "Something they're giving me makes me tired early. I'll lay into that doctor when he shows up tomorrow morning."
 "They're just trying to keep you calm and get your pressure lower."
 "Yeah, well, you'd think a woman my age wouldn't have so much pressure in her anymore." She smiled. "Take care of my baby until I bust out of here.'
 "I will," I said.
 She lay back on her pillow. She fought to stay awake, but in moments, fell asleep. I rose slowly, quietly, fixed her blanket, and then picked up the papers and left. I had a great temptation to just keep driving. Fear of Rhona, especially when she saw what her mother had done to her legal papers, made me shiver. Of course. I was more afraid of how she would treat Echo and how frightened Echo would be if I didn't return.
 Both Rhona and Skeeter were waiting for me in the living room.
 "Get your rear end in here!" Rhona called the moment I opened the front door.
 I took a deep breath and entered.
 "Turn that off. Skeeter," she ordered, and he clicked off the television set. "Well? What happened? Did she sign? Did you convince her?"
 I shook my head. "She said she gave you as much as she intended to give you," I said. "I couldn't change her mind. I tried. I told her you were planning on leaving, but she was adamant."
 "Adamant? Listen to her. Adamant. What did you do, buy a dictionary before you came back?" She looked at the papers in my hand. "What did she do to them?"
 She leaped up and seized them. Her face filled with rage. "Look at this, Skeeter," she said, throwing the papers at him. He picked one up and looked at it and then he laughed,
 "I don't think that's so funny. Skeeter." 
 He shook his head. "She's your mother."
 "Thanks for reminding me." She turned back to me. "You didn't do a very good job of convincing her if she had the nerve to do something like that."
 "I tried," I said. "Believe me. I would love for you to get your money and leave,"
 "Oh, you would, would you? Why? You think you'll inherit the rest of it if I go?"
 "No. I'm not staying here forever." I said.
 "Oh, that's for sure. Matter of fact since you failed in your mission and I don't need you anymore, you should leave tomorrow."
 "I'll leave when Mrs. Westington comes home," I said. "And don't try to threaten me with all those nasty things you intend to spread about me. I promised her and I would rather keep my promise than anything,"
 "Oh, how sweet. Hear that. Skeeter? She promised my mother she would stay."
 "That is sweet," Skeeter said. "So, tell me. April. Speaking of being sweet, you never answered me before. Why do you like girls more than boys?" He rose from the sofa. "Maybe. I can help change your mind about that." he said, taking a step toward me. "If you just give me the chance. I--"
 "Get away from me!" I cried, and ran out of the room and back to the front door. I charged out of the house, his lustful smile and laughter chasing me.
 Trevor was standing in the driveway near his truck. I stopped and quickly got hold of myself. If he found out what was happening, he'd rush into that house and have it out with Skeeter for sure. I thought,
 "What happened?" he asked.
 "Nothing. Of course. Mrs. Westington wouldn't sign their papers and I told them. They're upset, but it doesn't matter. They'll leave soon."
 "How was she doing?"
 "Complaining as usual." I told him. I didn't tell him how tired she looked and was,
 "That's good. How's Echo?"
 "She's okay. She's asleep. Who knows? Now that they see they can't get anywhere with Mrs. Westington, maybe they'll leave tomorrow."
 "I hope so. Okay," he said. "You know where I am if you need me."
 "Thank you. Trevor."
 He headed for his apartment. I walked on to the motor home, debating as to whether or not I should simply move in there with Echo until Mrs. 
 Westington returned. I was tempted to sleep there tonight. Right at the moment, it seemed far more comfortable and secure.
 I went in and sat across from Destiny.
 "We'll be leaving here soon." I told her. When I looked about the motor home, it seemed suddenly very depressing to me, not only because Uncle Palaver was gone, but because of what had occurred here between Tyler and me. Places, like people, can upset you, I thought. Memories cling to them like flies on fly paper.
 I was surprised by a sudden knock on the motor home door.
 "Who is it?" I asked after I got up and went to the short stairway.
 "It's me," Trevor said.
 I opened the door quickly. Now it was my turn to read unhappiness quickly in his face. His eyes were gazing down, his shoulders slumped.
 "I just had a phone call. My mother's passed on," he said. "I got to go down to Phoenix and make arrangements."
 "Oh. I'm sorry, Trevor."
 "She's had one foot in the grave for some time now. I feel bad leaving you with this mess."
 "I'll be fine. Mrs. Westington will be home soon anyway and it will all be over. Don't you worry about us. Go do what you have to do."
 "I'll be staying with a cousin of mine. Here," he said, handing me a slip of paper. "This is the telephone number. Don't hesitate to call me if you need to. We got some relatives coming over from Houston, my mother's younger sister and her son. so I'll be away two, three days maybe."
 "Just go and do what you have to do. Trevor. Is there anything you need done at the winery?"
 "No, that'll keep," he said. "I'll be leaving in a few minutes. I've got to drive to San Francisco and catch a plane. There's a flight I can make early in the morning. You'll explain it all to Mrs. Westington for me. okay?"
 "Of course, Trevor. Don't worry about us," I emphasized. He nodded and walked way.
 I closed the door and sat across from Destiny again,
 "You put on a good act for Trevor," Destiny said. "It was nice of you to do it, but you know deep inside that you're very frightened about being in that house with those two with Trevor gone "
 "You know. You're right,'" I said. "It's time you came out of here. Destiny," I muttered. "I shouldn't be alone." I picked up the doll control and then I lifted her out of the chair and carried her out of the motor home. Of course. I was anticipating Skeeter and Rhona making fun of the life-size doll, but that didn't matter to me now. Nothing they said mattered to me.
 Fortunately, however, they were already upstairs and in their room when I entered with Destiny. I carried her up to the guest room and placed her in a chair in the corner. Then I put the control on the night table by the bed. I didn't want to admit it to myself, but I needed her company more than ever now, even though I knew she was only a doll. Having her here helped me feel close to Uncle Palaver again. She was part of the little family I had.
 I left to check on Echo. She had gotten into her pajamas and fallen asleep with Mr. Panda cradled in her arms. The small lamp on her night table was still on. so I turned it off and then returned to the guest room.
 "I'm going to change these sheets and pillowcases. Destiny," I said. "I certainly don't want to sleep on what they slept on."
 "You should," I had her say. I know it was crazy to throw my thoughts through her, but it gave me the feeling of having company, a companion. My situation was like a magical key opening the door to understanding my uncle even more. With Mrs. Westington in the hospital and Trevor leaving. I did feel alone, maybe as lost and alone as Uncle Palaver had felt.
 "You should change into one of your own nightgowns," Destiny remarked.
 "Good idea."
 I found one I had brought in from the motor home and then I fetched a different blanket from the linen closet and got into bed.
 "It's more comfortable than the bunk in the motor home, but not as nice as the bed I first had here." I told Destiny. Then I reached for her control and had her nod.
 "I bet." she said. "I used to wonder how you slept up in those cramped quarters."
 "It was all right. I felt safe being with Uncle Palaver."
 "Me, too," she said. I turned her head from side to side. This isn't such a bad room. It's sort of quaint, old-fashioned. It has character."
 "That's what Mrs. Westington says."
 "How wise she is," Destiny said, nodding. It was almost as if she was doing it all before I pressed the right buttons. My imagination is running away with me. I thought. It was like mounting a magical horse and galloping out of the shadowy reach of loneliness.
 "I guess I'll go to sleep." I reached up and turned off the small lamp on the night stand. but I kept the control for Destiny beside me. I just liked knowing it was there, knowing she was there watching over me as my mother would when I was very young and had a childhood illness, a fever or a rash.
 For a while I just lay there looking into the darkness. This won't last much longer. I thought. I was confident what I had told
Trevor would come home. Rhona will find out how Mrs. Westington had gotten her attorney to stop her from getting anything and she'll give up and leave. She certainly wasn't interested in her child or bearing any responsibilities for her, and with Echo attending a special school soon, she won't have even a phony excuse to remain. Skeeter was surely going to grow bored as well,
 Doctor Battie would find the right medicine for Mrs. Westington soon and she'd be coming home. There wasn't much more that Rhona could do then. I
wanted to shout at her what she had said to me. "The writing's on the wall." Her days were numbered, reduced to hours, not mine.
 But then I thought about what Mrs. Westington had said to me in the hospital. Of course, she was right. I did have to start thinking of myself and my future. Brenda would surely be calling me any day now and we'd meet and talk about our lives together, her future and mine. Despite all that had happened since we had last seen each other and what had happened immediately before I left. I was anxious to reunite with her. After all, we were still sisters and as Trevor was fond of saying, blood was telling and strong. We couldn't deny who we were to each other. The truth was I actually missed her, even missed her criticisms of me as much as anything.
I was a changed person. She would see that immediately. Beside becoming more mature. I was more determined to stop neglecting myself. I'd lose these pounds and gradually gain more self-respect. Brenda would appreciate that. I was sure we would get along better than we ever had.
 These thoughts filled my aching heart with renewed hope. Mrs. Westin ton was right about the necessity of being optimistic. If you saw only the dark side of everything, you'd be blinded by the light of any promise and your savings account of expectations would be bankrupt. I can get us through all this. I thought, as I turned on my side and cuddled up with the blanket I had taken from Mrs. Westington's linen closet. It had the scent of lilac and it made me feel good.
 I can survive it all and I can help both Echo and Trevor get through it as well. Well be fine. The morning would bring light and no matter what Rhona said or whatever tantrum she pulled. I would be strong and ignore it. She'd get frustrated and give up on terrorizing me, too. Mrs. Westington was right. Rhona didn't have the attention span for it.
 I welcomed sleep. I needed sleep so I could restore myself my strength and my wit, as Mrs. Westington would call it. I wanted to be as confident and as trusting in the future as the birds who were sleeping in the darkness out there. We'll be fine. I sang to myself as I would a lullaby. We'll be fine and safe again.
 I did fall asleep quickly, much more quickly than I had expected, because it was only minutes later that I woke when the mattress dipped beside me and the blanket was lifted away. The smell of whiskey curled under my nostrils before any other odor. My body froze: my throat tightened. I was terrified of turning around. It was as if I was trying to get out of a nightmare and if I turned. I would fall deeper into it.
 I felt something wet and warm on my neck and realized it was a tongue licking me.
 "Hi, April," Skeeter whispered.
 He shoved his left hand under my left side and brought his right hand over my waist, lifting the nightgown up, his palms moving across my breasts. Then he pulled the nightgown so hard, it brought my arms up and he slipped it off me. I cried out, but he put his hand over my mouth and brought his lips next to my ear.
 "Nobody who wants to hear you can hear you," he whispered. "Don't waste your breath."
 "Stop," I moaned.
 "Naw, you don't mean that," he said, his hands moving down over my hips and between my legs.
 I tried wresting myself out of his grasp, but he was too strong. The shock of feeling his hard sex moving between my thighs froze me for a moment.
 "Hey, you like that?" he asked.
 "No, please, let me go."
 "You fascinate me. April. You're the youngest bisexual girl I know. Rhona thinks you just haven't had a real man yet. That Chinese bay is a wimp. I think she's right. You'll thank me for this. I'll help you make up your mind."
 I squirmed and tried pushing him away, but he put his weight against me and I was barely able to move.
 "You don't want to keep fighting me like this. April. It takes away from the experience, the pleasure."
 "Get off me!"
 "Hey if I get off you, I'll have to go elsewhere and Rhona is asleep," he said. "Where do you think I might go? Huh?"
 It had the effect of a knife made of ice cutting toward my heart. Was he saying he would go into Echo's room?
 "All the young women here need the experience, don't you agree?"
 "No."
 "Sure you do. Who's it going to be first?" 
 "You're horrible."
 "You don't know that yet. April. I might be very, very good. You saw how I was with Rhona. Don't tell me you didn't think about it. want it. too. Rhona said you were standing there and watching us for quite a while.'
 "I was not! And I don't want you. You're disgusting," I said. He laughed.
 "Stop!" I cried, trying to elbow him away.
 "Take it easy. You're about to have the experience of your life and if you're a good girl. I'll help you with Rhona and keep her from driving you out of here, but you have to be a good girl," he said. "Hymn, lots here to grab onto. That's nice," he continued, his hand all over my sides, my stomach, working on turning me around. I tried to fight it, but he was too strong and he threw his leg over me as he turned me, pushing me down until I was on my back, looking up at him. He sat on my legs and in the starlight coming through the window. I could see his tormenting smile.
 I swung at him and he grabbed my right wrist and twisted it hard.
 "You're hurting me!" I cried.
 "Makes it more exciting," he said, and didn't let up on his grip. "Rhona likes that. too. Now what we're going to do here is be very cooperative. I don't like forcing myself on a girl. I like feeling I'm wanted.'
 "Well, you're not. Get off me,"
 He twisted my wrist again and I cried out in pain. "I can break your wrist in half, you know."
 "I thought you don't like forcing yourself on someone."
 "I don't, so don't make me do it. I want you to pull your legs apart slowly, see, and then I want you to put your feet flat on the bed and lift your bottom a bit so I have no trouble fitting in neatly. Got it?"
 He slipped off me, but held onto my wrist. I tried pulling it free, but he was far too strong. In the process, my left hand hit Destiny's control and I remembered it was there. He hadn't noticed her sitting across from us, facing the bed. Somewhere in the deepest, darkest places in my mind. I realized that she wouldn't like this and that she would help me. Where I found the power. I do not know, but it came back to me: all the skill Uncle Palaver had taught me returned.
 "What do you think you're doing?" Destiny asked in her deeper
 Skeeter stopped moving but held on to my wrist. "What?" he muttered, looking at me.
 "If you don't get off her this instant. I'll call the police."
 I saw he couldn't understand how I could speak and not move my lips.
 "Get off her! Get off her this minute!"
 Very confused now, he turned ever so slowly and looked at Destiny. Just then I pressed the control and had her lift her right arm, turning her hand so that her forefinger pointed right at him. It took him by total surprise.
 "Who the hell are you?" he screamed, and twisting back, fell off the bed. He scampered quickly to his feet.
 "Get out of here! Now!" Destiny cried, nodding her head. "or we'll call the police."
 He backed up, looked at me. "Who is that?"
 "I'll tell you who I am. I'm your worst nightmare if you're not out of here in a split second." she told him. I turned her torso in his direction. His eyes widened and he sputtered and then turned and left the room.
 I leaped off the bed and shut the door the moment he was out of the room. Then I brought a chair to it and wedged it under the handle so it couldn't be opened. My heart was pounding so hard, it sounded like there was a drummer in the room. I pressed my ear to the door to listen for him.
 Out in the hall, he gathered his wits about him and turned back to my room. I heard his footsteps and I moaned. He hit the door with his fist so hard, it bounced against my temple. I stepped back and watched him try to open the door against the chair.
 "What the hell is that? Who is that? Open this door!" he screamed,
 "What's going on. Skeeter?" I heard Rhona ask in a sleepy voice, probably from her bedroom. "What are you doing?"
 "She's got someone in there with her, some black woman," he said.
 "What?"
 "There's someone in the room."
 "Who?"
 "I don't know. It looked like a black woman."
 "A black woman? You're crazy and you're drunk," she said.
 "I'm telling you..."
 "What are you doing in there. anyway, Skeeter? God, you're pathetic."
 "I was just... having some fun,"
 "Fun? You call that fun. Come on back to bed. We have a lot to do tomorrow. You know you have to talk to Billy and Lester. That five thousand isn't going to make them happy.'
 "But... I'm telling you someone is in her room."
 "Now? This time of night she has a black woman visiting her? You're drunk and you're seeing things,"
 "I'm not drunk. I heard her and I saw her sitting there. Go look for yourself."
 I listened hard, my heart still pounding. Rhona came to the door and tried it.
 "What is this'? Open this door immediately. April. Do you hear me?"
 "He tried to rape me!" I cried.
 "Is there someone in the room with you?" "Yes," I said.
 "Who is it?"
 "Destiny and she saw it all. She'll tell the police if you don't leave me alone." I said,
 "Destiny? What the... open this door." she demanded, and shook it hard. "Do you want me to have Skeeter break it down? He can do that and you'll have to explain it to my mother,"
 "Leave me alone. I'm calling Trevor if you don't go away," I said. They didn't know his mother had died and he was gone.
 She stopped shaking the door.
 "I'm telling you she has someone in there," Skeeter insisted, his voice high and frantic.
 "Good for her. I'm going back to bed. Skeeter. I'm not in the mood to start dealing with Trevor and all this in the middle of the night. Who cares about her?"
 "Will you stop. I'm tired. dammit."
 I held my breath and listened. I heard Rhona walk away and then I saw Skeeter's face in the cracked opening.
 "Tell your friend I'll be waiting for her in the morning," he said. He pulled back and returned to their bedroom. I closed the door completely, but left the chair there. I stood waiting for a while to be sure he wasn't coming back. I could hear them arguing in their room. Rhona was mad at him for going into my bedroom. He kept saying it wasn't a big deal. Finally, they were quiet.
 How fortunate for Echo that she couldn't hear what went on tonight. What a frightening experience it would have been for her, too. I thought, and returned to my bed. I was still shaking so hard, my teeth were clicking like an old typewriter. I had held my breath so long, my chest ached. I looked at Destiny.
 "Thank you," I said, and put on my nightgown again. I sat there for a moment just catching my breath and then I realized that in the morning Skeeter would be charging in here looking for her. Who knew what he would do when he discovered he had been frightened by a trick mannequin? In a rage he might damage or destroy her, I thought. Fear of that kept me awake. I had to think of something.
 A good half hour or so later. I got out of bed as quietly as I could and took the chair away from the door. I opened it slowly, inches at a time, to keep the squeaking of the hinges down to a minimum. Then I lifted Destiny from the chair and, moving almost in slow motion, carried her out and into Echo's room.
 She was fast asleep and of course wouldn't hear anything. I went to her closet and, first putting Destiny down softly on the floor, opened the sliding door, Then I pulled the clothes forward to make some room and as carefully and surgically perfect as I could, inserted her in the corner of the closet.
 "Just for a little while," I whispered, and slid the clothing back to cover her.
 I closed the closet door and tiptoed over the floor. It creaked. and I stopped often to listen and be sure neither Rhona nor Skeeter heard. They were in a dead sleep finally, thankfully. so I made my way back to my room. I got into bed. I was so exhausted, nervous, and frightened that I couldn't fall asleep for the longest time. I did just before morning and I was in a dead sleep, dead to the world. Echo had to shake me hard to get me to open my eyes.
 Her first question was, "Will Grandma be coming home today?"
 I told her I didn't know, that we'd see when we got to the hospital.
 She told me she was hungry and she would start breakfast for us. I nodded. groggy and achy. My eyelids wouldn't stay open. She shook me again to tell me she would bring up a cup of coffee for me. I smiled at her, but closed my eyes again and in an instant. fell back asleep.
 The next time she shook me, she had a cup of coffee in hand. I thanked her and pulled myself up to a sitting position. She wanted to know if I wanted scrambled eggs. She liked making them. I said yes, even though eating anything was the furthest thing from my thoughts. She turned excitedly and hurried out and down to the kitchen. I sipped some coffee and sat there with my eyes closed.
 "Where the hell is she?" I heard next and woke up again. I had fallen asleep sitting up. I looked at Skeeter. He was in his underwear, his hair falling around his face, his eyes bloodshot.
 "Huh?"
 "Where's who?" I said.
 "Very funny." He looked around the room and went directly to the closet, shoving the door open. "Where'd she go? Is she still in the house?
 Downstairs?"
 "No," I said. "No one else is here."
 "Skeeter!" we heard Rhona shout. "Get the bitch to bring me a cup of coffee."
 He stared at me. "Who was she? Is she related to Trevor, a sister or a girlfriend? I'm going to go ask him."
 "I wouldn't tell Trevor that you came into my room last night," I said. "That might not go over so well for you."
 Where I found the courage. I do not know, but I did know I had to put on a good act or I would be at his mercy. He pointed his right forefinger at me, but he didn't say anything for a moment. Then he nodded and smiled.
 "Too bad. She ruined a good time for you. I could have drilled you into ecstasy."
 "I'd rather have root canal work," I muttered, and his smile slid off his face.
 "You heard her. Get her a cup of coffee." he said, glanced around the room again, his eyes full of confusion, and then turned and left.
 I rose and got dressed as fast as I could. Echo had my scrambled eggs ready. I told her I had to bring her mother a cup of coffee and she insisted on doing it so my eggs wouldn't get cold. I didn't see how I could stop her. so I let her go up. but I waited at the foot of the stairway. I could hear them clearly.
 "There's not enough sugar in it," Rhona complained. "Skeeter, tell her."
 "I don't remember how to say that," he said.
 "Damn it, why didn't April bring it up? Get April. Go downstairs and get April," she shouted at Echo.
 I hurried into the kitchen, grabbed the sugar bowl and a spoon, and ran up the stairs. As I expected. Echo was standing there confused and unsure of what to do next
 Skeeter was in bed beside Rhona, who was sitting up naked. I went to her quickly.
 "How much more do you want?"
 "A teaspoonful. Why did you send her up here? She's worthless doing these things."
 "She wanted to do something for you." I said. Of course I knew she really wanted to do it for me.
 "If she wants to do something for me, tell her to tell her grandmother to give me the money I need. Yeah, maybe if she tells her, she'll do it. What do you think, Skeeter?"
 "I think we're just going to have to wait around for her to die," he said bitterly.
 It was on the tip of my tongue to spurt out the news that Mrs. Westington was already in the process of preventing them from getting their hands on her money.
 "Make us some eggs, over easy, and some toast with my mother's jam and more coffee. You want anything else. Skeeter?"
 "Yeah, but I'll get it some other time," he said, smiling licentiously at me.
 "You and your one-track mind," Rhona said.
 "You like going down that tack, so don't complain." She laughed,
 I urged Echo out of the room and we went downstairs to prepare their breakfast. The faster I did what they wanted, the faster I could get us out of here. I thought. I didn't want to be around Skeeter any longer than I had to and I was really worrying about Echo now.
 I started on their eggs. Echo wanted to do it so I could eat, but I had lost any appetite. I told her to eat them and promised to let her make me some after I finished with her mother and Skeeter. She wasn't happy about it, but she sat and started to eat.
 Just as I broke the first set of eggs, the phone rang. I was in such deep thought and full of so much worry, it stunned me. It was as if it had rung in my heart. I stared at the receiver, too frightened to lift it. Before I got to it. Rhona had picked it up in her room. I lifted the receiver to listen in nevertheless.
 "Hello." Rhona said.
 "Hello, this is Doctor Battie, To whom am I speaking?"
 "Rhona Westington, Mrs. Westington's daughter."
 "I'm glad I reached you. Didn't you get my message to have you call me?"
 "Message? No.' she replied in outright lie. I was about to contradict her, but thought it better to simply remain undetected on the line. "I haven't been feeling well myself. I've been up there a few times but the nurses don't tell me anything and you weren't around. How is my mother today?"
 "I'm afraid Mrs. Westington has had a bit of a setback," Doctor Battie said.
 I held my breath. Setback?
 "What? Why? Is she dead?" Rhona asked quickly.
 "No, but she has had what we call a cardiac event. It looks like she's a candidate for a pacemaker. but I don't want her to have any procedures until we stabilize her blood pressure. I'm getting close to doing that."
 "What do you mean, she had a cardiac event? What happened to her?"
 "She has a heart block. The block effects the heart's electrical activity but the cardiologist believes that the pacemaker will help a great deal."
 I felt like I was going to melt into a pool of shock and disappointment.
 "Oh, really?" She certainly sounded
 disappointed. "Is that expensive?"
 "It's not the expense. Her insurance will handle it well, but she won't agree to our setting it up until she speaks with your houseguest."
 "House guest?'"
 "April. I'm afraid I don't recall her last name or even if Mrs. Westington told me,"
 "Let me get this straight. Doctor. My mother won't agree to do what she has to do unless she first speaks to April?"
 "Yes. Is she there? Do you know if she's coming up here to visit soon?"
 I was about to speak. but Rhona said. "Let me go look for her."
 I hung up the phone as quietly as I could and walked out of the kitchen, pretending to be busy with setting the table for their breakfast. Echo looked at me quizzically. I just smiled back, nodded at the table, and then waited in the hallway.
 "Hey. April," I heard Skeeter call.
 I walked to the foot of the stairway. "What is it?" I asked.
 He was still dressed only in his underwear and had already started down the stairs. "Come up here." he said.
 "Why?" I demanded. I could pick up the phone down in the kitchen just as easily. Why didn't he just tell me to do so?
 He moved quickly until he had his right hand on my neck, his fingers squeezing like vice grips sending incredible pain into the back of my head. With his other hand, he grabbed my wrist and pulled me so I would go forward up the stairway.
 "Ow!" I screamed. "You're really hurting me. I'll go up. Stop it," I said.
 I stepped up, but he kept his grip on the back of my neck. What did they want to do, listen to what I said to the doctor? When we reached the top, he shoved me hard to the left instead of toward Rhona's room as I was expecting.
 "What are you doing?" I cried.
 He put his left hand over my mouth and grabbed my hair with his right hand, forcing me to walk toward Mrs. Westington's bedroom.
 As we passed Rhona's room. I could see her standing by the night table, holding her hand over the mouth of the receiver and looking out at us. I tried to resist. but Skeeter had a very firm grip on my face and my hair felt like it was being ripped out of my skull in clumps.
 That were they doing?
 "Oh, Doctor Battie." Rhona said. loud enough for me to hear. "I'm sorry I took so long. but I've just learned that April has left. Yes, she went off to meet her sister and live with her. She's no longer here.
 "But tell my mother I'll be up to see her as soon as I get dressed."
 I tried to shout. but Skeeter's fingers pressed down on my tongue and made me gag. I squirmed and twisted to get out of his gasp.
 Rhona hung up the receiver. "No!" I finally managed.
 "Yes,," he said. He lifted me and carried me into Mrs. Westington's bedroom., and he shut the door behind us.
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 . Skeeter dropped me to my knees hard and then pushed me to the floor with his foot.
 "Stay down," he said, keeping his foot pressed on my lower back. "Don't you move."
 "What are you doing?" I screamed.
 "Don't move. So where's your friend now, huh?" he asked, his foot twisting on me. "I don't know what the hell that was about. but I know I was right. There was someone here, but don't think she's going to help you now,"
 He went over to the telephone and tore the wire out of its socket. Then he brought the wire to me and twisted my arms behind my back, wrapping the wire around my wrists and tying them tightly. I cried out in pain, tears coming into my eyes. I gasped, trying to catch my breath.
 "Don't start shouting for that Trevor, either." he warned,
 "You don't have to worry about him," I heard Rhona say from the doorway. "His truck's gone. He's off somewhere already."
 "Oh, really? That was thoughtful of him," Skeeter said.
 "What do you think you're doing?" I cried, still on my stomach on the floor because Skeeter had his knee on my buttocks. "Why did you lie to the doctor about my leaving?"
 Rhona walked into the bedroom. I turned my head and looked at her feet and then up at her.
 "You should have left when I told you to leave. Now you're going to be cooperative whether you like it or not." She smiled. "My mother ever tell you how she locked me up once for nearly three days? I got into trouble with the police when I was a little more than eleven, and she was so angry and embarrassed she decided to show me what it would be like to be in prison or something. I guess she thought the prison would be in a Third World country. She dug up one of her antiques, a chamber pot, and gave me a roll of toilet paper, water, and that was it. Nice mother. huh?"
 "You probably deserved it." I said. squirming. The wire was tied so tightly. I was afraid it was shutting off the blood to my hands. Skeeter took his knee off me and stood up. I turned on my side.
 "Sure. I deserved it. April. Just like you deserve this."
 "You'll both get into serious trouble for this. You'd better let me go."
 "As soon as I get what I want. we'll let you go," Rhona stated.
 "In fact, we'll kick you out the door and if you go running to the police or anyone, we'll tell them how we caught you in bed with Echo doing all sorts of ungodly things." She turned to Skeeter, who was looking down at me with a satisfied, insanely sadistic smile on his face.
 "Yeah. I'm sure Rhona can come up with them, too." he said.
 "Never mind all that. Skeeter. You take her car and drive it to Bill. Tell him to keep it there for us and explain about the money. When Trevor comes back from wherever he is today. I'll tell him she left to go live with her sister. We'll tell Echo the same thing," she added. "She won't see her or of course hear her."
 "Very good plan. Rhona," Skeeter said, smiling with admiration, as if she had come up with a cure for cancer.
 "Get a sock or something and gag her so she can't shout loud enough for Trevor to hear her."
 I debated telling them the truth just so they wouldn't gag me. but I was afraid of letting them know how much in control they really were and giving them more confidence.
 "No one's going to believe you when you tell them I've left, least of all Mrs. Westington," I said.
 "Oh, she will when I tell her what we learned from Mrs. Monahan and how when we confronted you with it, you just picked up and ran out of here because you were so embarrassed. She'll be so disappointed. With her health problems. I'll have an easier time taking charge of Echo and she'll know that. too. I'll tell her that either she'll sign what I want her to sign or well leave with Echo and she'll never see nor hear from her again. What do you think she will do then? Do you think she'll be so high and mighty and write 'NO' over my papers?"
 "How could you be like this to your own mother?"
 "She was never much of a mother to me as far as I was concerned, so don't even ao there. Now guess what I saw the other day in my mother's room. Yes, that's right." she said. "That same old chamber pot. Aren't you happy. You won't have to mess your panties."
 She looked around. "Find something to tie her feet with. Skeeter, and put her in the closet and close the door. I'll bring in the chamber pot for her."
 "How am I going to use that if my hands are tied?" I asked.
 "No problem. Skeeter. would you be so kind as to remove her jeans and panties so she simply has to sit on the pot to pee. And do it all quickly and nothing more," she added. "I want you out of here with that car before Trevor returns.."
 "I'll get right on it," he said.
 She smiled as if he was doing her a wonderful favor.
 "We'll keep the door closed, but you're banging or knocking anything won't help, since poor Echo couldn't hear you anyway. My advice to you is to be as cooperative as you can be, otherwise you'll make it even more difficult for yourself, understand?" she added, her eyes cold and her lips tight. She turned to Skeeter. "Gag her first," she decided. "I don't want to hear any more of her lip. I'll bring her some water when we return. I'm getting dressed and getting over to the hospital to break the news to dear old Mom." she told him, and left.
 He searched one of the dresser drawers and found a pair of socks. I shook my head and tried pushing myself away from him, but he gabbled my ankles, straddled me, and then put the sock to my lips. I kept my mouth locked shut.
 "Rhona's not going to like your resisting like this," he said. "She's very imaginative and clever. She can come up with worse and more painful things for you," he warned.
 He grabbed my jaw between his fingers and thumb and squeezed. It was so painful. I couldn't keep up the defiance. As soon as my mouth opened a little, he shoved the sock into it and then, using a belt, he wrapped my face so I couldn't spit it out. It was hard to breathe and I began to panic.
 "Relax and it won't be so bad," he said. "If you struggle, you only make it worse for yourself. I know, Something similar was once done to me by this girl I met in New Orleans. but I enjoyed it."
 He began to undo my jeans. I tried to make it difficult by twisting and turning, but he sat on my ankles and then began to lower my jeans and panties together. Once he was below my knees, he rose and pulled off my shoes, and then the jeans and panties. He tossed them across the room and stood there, smiling down at me.
 "I kind of like your tummy." he said. "It turns me on."
 He located another belt and wrapped it around my ankles. Then he lifted me under the arms and pulled me to the closet. He took clothing out to make room for me. I tried desperately to keep him from getting me into the closet, but it was a useless effort with my hands and feet bound.
 "I'll be back." he said, smiling, and closed the door.
 I tried to push out the sock with my tongue. I managed to get a little more breathing space. but I couldn't get it out far enough for me to make any loud sound. The belt was too tight around my face. Who would hear it anyway? I thought, and fell over on my side. The tears from my left eye ran over the bridge of my nose to join the tears from my right. I squirmed and struggled against the wire around my wrists. It loosened a bit, but not enough to get my hands free and it hurt terribly to pull and push against it. I had skinned off my wrists a bit and it was raw beneath the wires. Helpless. I stared at the little light coming from under the closet door.
 Suddenly, it was thrust open and Rhona, now dressed, stood there with the chamber pot in her hand.
 "Here you go. sweetie. Try not to fill it up too quickly. I'll bring your regrets to my mother. She'll be so very disappointed.'
 I cried out against the gag. She shook her head and closed the closet door. I felt horrible for myself, but all I could think was poor Mrs. Westington. She was liable to believe them and then she would become so despondent. She was too proud and independent a woman to permit herself to be bamboozled like this. It would break her heart, but there was probably not much she could do under the circumstances. She wouldn't even understand why Trevor wasn't coming around. I hadn't had a chance to tell her about his mother dying. She would feel totally deserted.
 And Echo? What would she think when they told her I was gone? How lost she was going to be in just a little while and there was nothing I could do about it, do about any of it. The ironic thing was that when someone has done such terrible things to you and made you so defenseless and incapable of doing anything to help yourself, you end up hating yourself more than you do them,
 Why hadn't I anticipated this or something like it? Why did I put up with them after last night? Why didn't I just take Echo and run out of here when I had the chance? I let myself get trapped like this. I am stupid and my worse enemy, and because of me, other people will suffer, people who don't deserve it. I was drowning in self-disgust.
 With all my strength. I shouted and pulled against the binding on my hands and feet. My muffled scream died inside me and I collapsed with the effort. I closed my eyes and fell back, looking up at the ceiling of the closet and listening as hard as I could. By now Echo was surely running about looking for me. Would they be leaving her here? Would she see Skeeter drive my car away?
 I thought I heard her calling me and then. I did hear the door of the guest bedroom open. Despite knowing she couldn't hear a sound. I cried as loud as I could. The sock muffled my screams and made them reverberate in my head. I then leaned back and struck the wall of the closet with my feet. I waited, hoping that somehow she would sense my being in here. but I heard nothing. The house became very quiet. I imagined Echo had gone out to look for Trevor. She would see he was gone as well and she would know that for now she was totally alone and had no idea why or for how long.
 Frustration tied my stomach into knots and then my mind ran away with itself. I envisioned the hospital room and Rhona putting on her act, explaining why I had left. She would exaggerate every detail and certainly tread on the verge of being disgusting when she told her what Tyler had told his mother about me. If she aggravated and upset Mrs. Westington as much as I imagined she would, surely her blood pressure would go up and maybe she would even cause her to have a heart attack and die. Hopefully, the doctor and the nurses would prevent Rhona from doing that, but then how would they know what she was intending to do? All they would think was that as her daughter. Rhona had a right to speak to her mother.
 I closed my eyes and, only as a way to avoid frustration and pain, willed myself to sleep. I did drift off, dreaming I was with Uncle Palaver again and we were traveling on some wide highway. The classical music he loved was playing and he was talking to me and telling me one story after another about his experiences on the road. I saw myself laughing and so happy that I was with him.
 Then I thought about my mother and father and Brenda and put myself back in time to when we were all together and I was on the sidelines with my mother watching Brenda and Daddy play basketball in our driveway. Brenda was only about fourteen in the memory I had. She was trying so hard. Daddy would look to us every once in a while, impressed with her. She was so quick and wily, he had trouble keeping up.
 "Ho," he cried, holding his side. "You're killing your old man." Mother was laughing. Daddy put his arm around Brenda's shoulders and shook her lovingly. I longed to have him do that with me and for a while, when no one paid any attention. I went out by myself to the driveway and practiced. but I was never any good. I was too awkward and clumsy and after a while, grew too discouraged to continue. I'd have to find another way to get my father to embrace me with such affection and admiration. Would I? Would I ever?
 Not being able to see my watch or look outside. I had no idea how much time had passed when I woke from my sleep and dreams. I listened hard. I thought I heard Echo sobbing in her room, but then I realized, it was my own sobbing I was hearing. I had to piddle in the pot. It was awkward getting myself over it without tipping it. but I managed and then I rolled over and stared at the dark rear wall of the closet.
 Finally. I heard heavy footsteps and then the closet door was opened. I turned and looked up at Rhona, who was carrying a jug of water. She smiled at me and knelt down, placing the jug on the floor to undo the belt from my face. As soon as my mouth was free. I took in large gasps of air.
 "Well now, you'll be happy to know Mother is going to be very cooperative. Despite what you expected, she bought into the whole story, especially when I got into your love affair with your sister's girlfriend. She's also going to have her pacemaker put in, but not for a few days. The doctor won't do it right now. He said her blood pressure shot up again. I wonder why."
 She poured a glass of water for me and brought it to my lips. I didn't want to take anything from her. I wanted to spit it into her face, but my throat felt like it was blistering from dryness. I swallowed quickly because she had no patience and was pouring it so fast. In fact. I gagged and she had to stop.
 "I've been thinking," she said. "This is really a big favor I'm doing you. I'm really not going to feed you anything. You'll lose a few pounds. I'll have to keep you here a while longer. It will take until tomorrow for Mother to get what she has to get signed and then I'll return and turn you loose. If you're a good girl, that is."
 "What about Echo?" I asked.
 "What about her? After I'm gone and Mother comes home, if she comes home, she can put her in that school or any school that handles disabled people. Everyone will be happy, except Mother maybe.
 "I see Trevor has not returned. Where is he? I don't want him coming around here looking for you or things can get even nastier."
 "His mother died." I revealed. There was no point in keeping it a secret any longer. She couldn't be more confident she would succeed and I didn't want her doing anythin g with Echo. The news surprised her.
 "Oh, really? You mean he left to go to a funeral?" 
 "Yes."
 "That's treat, Why didn't you say so before? How long is he going to be gone?"
 "He said a few days."
 "Now isn't that considerate of his mother, dying at this time? This all may work out after all and easily. too."
 She picked up the sock to put back in my mouth,
 "Wait," I said. "Trevor's not here. No one can hear me shout if I shout, Please don't put that back in my mouth. It's hard to breathe with it in my mouth."
 She hesitated and then looked at me 
 suspiciously and tilted her head. "What if you're lying to me about Trevor? What if you made all that up just so I wouldn't put this in your mouth and you could scream loud enough for him to hear you when he does return?"
 "I'm not lying. Please. Call the home his mother was in if you don't believe me.'
 "How am I supposed to know where that is?"
 "It's in Phoenix. Arizona." 
 "What's the name of the home?"
 "I don't know, but I'm sure you can find out. He gave me his cousin's phone number. It's in my jeans. Call."
 "Right. I'm really going to go through all that just to make you more comfortable, and don't you think he'd wonder why I was calling?"
 "Please. I'm not lying."
 She shook her head. "I can't take a chance. If he doesn't come home by evening. I might leave it out. Open up."
 "No," I said.
 "You want me to call Skeeter to do it? He won't just put a sock in you."
 "Please," I begged. "I'm not doing anything. What could I do anyway?"
 "Open up," she said, holding the sock near my lips.
 I saw Skeeter step into the doorway to say to Rhona. "What are you doing? The kid's asking after you and asking all about her. I think. It's hard to tell what she's saying, but you don't want her coming up here."
 "April?" Rhona said. "Am I going to do this or is Skeeter?" I opened my mouth.
 "Wider," she said. and I did it. She put the sock in and reattached the belt around my face. Then she stood up, backed out, and closed the closet door. I heard Skeeter's laugh and the two of them walk out, closing the bedroom door behind them.
 My body ached so from being cramped and twisted. I moaned and rocked back and forth. Then I tried to get to my feet by pressing my back to the wall and pushing up, but my ankles were so close. I simply toppled and hit the floor hard with my shoulder. I nearly knocked over the chamber pot as well. What seemed to be a good hour or so later, the door opened and Rhona knelt down to take off the gag,
 "Well now, guess what," she said. "Apparently, Trevor did tell someone about his mother, one of his wine customers who called to leave a message of sympathy. I promised to pass it along first chance I got. I'm going to give you some more water and that will be it for the day. I have my own things to take care of since you're not around to help make the meal. Echo is apparently very spoiled about what she will and won't eat. She can go hungry. too, for all I care. That will get her off her high horse quickly. Go on, sip it quickly or I won't give you any."
 I drank.
 "Some more please," I said when she took the glass away. She didn't even get me fresh water. She grimaced and brought it back to my lips, this time forcing me to gag on it.
 "You don't want to drink too much anyway, otherwise you'll fill the chamber pot and I'm not about to empty it for you. You'll do that yourself before you leave. Drink?'
 "No," I said.
 "Good. You can send me a thank you note later for all the pounds you shed." She glanced at the sock, started to reach for it, and stopped. "Since you've been so good. I'm going to leave it out of your mouth. If I hear you make a peep. I'll send Skeeter in to shove it down your throat again, understand?
 "Yes," I said.
 "You should say, yes, thank you. Didn't your mother teach you any manners as my mother taught me?"
 "Yes, thank you," I corrected.
 "Very good. See? We can be civil to each other when we try," she said, smiled and stood up. Have a very good night. I'll give you some more water in the morning before I leave to see my attorney and get the new papers for Mother to sign. I'm asking for more than I did before because she didn't behave well and has to pay a penalty now."
 I just stared up at her.
 "You'll thank me, really, for all this someday. You wouldn't want to spend your life here, believe inc. Good night," she said, and closed the closet door.
 The darkness defeated me. I closed my eyes and wished I would just die. After all this ended, how could I face poor Mrs. Westington knowing I had been the one who put her in this terrible position? I was sure she would hate me for it, even though she would pretend she didn't. and Trevor would be so disappointed in me as well for having hid so much from him. When it does end. I thought, I will leave. I'll get into my car and just drive away as quickly as I can. What Rhona had told Mrs. Westington concerning me might as well prove to be true.
 I fell asleep on and off. One time when I woke. I felt very dizzy. It was as if my whole body was spinning in space. I was so weak and tired. I couldn't struggle much against the bindings. I could feel myself falling into a world of hallucination. There were brilliant colors flashing across my eves, even when I opened them. The silence, the darkness, and the terribly restricted area and movement sent me wandering through all sorts of tunnels in my own mind.
 I slid my body over the closet floor and put my ear to the rear wall. Was it my imagination or was someone whispering just on the other side?
 "I don't like it in here," I heard. "Why did you leave me in here?"
 Oh. my God. I thought. it's Destiny. I had forgotten that I had placed her in Echo's closet and closed the door. She was in much the same kind of situation as I was.
 "Destiny? Is that you?" 
 "Yes. Where are you?" 
 "I'm in a closet. too. They tied me up and put me here."
""Well, how am I going to help you? How am I going to get out of here? Echo can't hear me if I shout and cry."
 "I don't know,"" I said. sobbing. "I'm sorry. I should have thought about it more."
 "Yes, you should have. Now what are we going to do?" 
 "I don't know."
 "Stop saying that. Think."
 "I'm tying," I said. "I'm so tired and my body aches in so many places."
 "Stop thinking of yourself only. Just imagine what it's like for me and for Echo. too."
 "I have been imagining that. It is painful to think about it. I know it's my fault. I know."
 "It's not entirely your fault, but you did make it all easy for them. You should have told Trevor more. You should have confided in him. You have to learn to trust good people more and stop being so ashamed of yourself."
 "I know,"
 Suddenly, the closet door was thrust open. The light from the bedroom blinded me for a moment. I blinked and looked up. Skeeter was standing there totally naked.
 "Who the hell are you talking to?" he asked. I saw him wobble and realized he was drunk again. "Is she in here with you?" he asked, the thought occurring to him. He leaned in and pushed the clothing that remained away from me. "You're crazy." he said. "Talking to yourself."
 "Please, untie me and let me out" I begged.
 "Sure. And Rhona will skin me alive. You look like you're doing fine."
 He stared clown at me and then smiled, looked back at the doorway, and started to squat. He brought his face so close to mine. I could smell the whiskey mixed with the sweat. It turned my stomach. He moved his tongue over his lips. Panic, like two giant hands, tightened a grip around my ribs, making it harder and harder for me to breathe.
 "I was thinking about last night and how disappointed you must have been," he said.
 "I wasn't disappointed. I was disgusted. Just like I am right now. Get away from me."
 "You just asked me to help you. You don't know what you want, do you?"
 "Yes. I asked you to untie me. Nothing else."
 "You know. I have this theory about lesbians. They just don't know what they're missing, never having had it. Am I right or am I right?"
 He poked me in the stomach with his right forefinger and I pulled back. Then he gripped my stomach with his thumb and forefinger and squeezed until I cried out.
 "Hey, shut your mouth. You wake Rhona and there'll be hell to pay," he said, and looked back at the doorway. 
 "Leave me alone."
 "Now that would be stupid and a total waste of an opportunity for you," he said. smiling.
 Instinctively. I pushed myself as far away from him as I could by twisting and turning my body, until I was against the closet wall. He reached out and seized my ankles, turning and pulling me back. I started to scream but stopped when I saw his eyes go to the sock.
 "Shout again and I'll stuff that deep into your throat," he threatened.
 "Please, leave me alone."
 "It's against my religion to pass up an opportunity to please a young woman." he said.
 He pulled me more and then he lined himself up and put his arms around my thighs to lift me as he drew closer. I couldn't put up much resistence. This is going to happen. I thought. What good did it do to scream? Who would help me? All I can do is close my eyes and try to close my mind to it as well, maybe pretend to be somewhere else, somewhere pleasant and beautiful. My silence and my cessation of even the smallest resistence only encouraged him.
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 "That's more like it. Now you're getting the idea." he said. "This is going to be an eye-opener for you. You'll never forget it."
 Where had I heard that before? I thought,
 I felt his hardness move against me and looked at him, at the way he threw his head back, his eyes closed, his mouth slightly open and for a moment, only a slight moment. I was intrigued by how much pleasure he expected he would have, even without my being willing. It occurred to me that he could be doing this with anyone, that emotions, affection, love didn't matter to him. Rhona probably didn't matter all that much to him either. He was with her only because of what she promised and what he saw he could gain for himself. In the end perhaps being gay or straight didn't matter as much as whom you were with and why you were with him or her. Everything we did in our lives could have little or no meaning, which was what I thought described Skeeter, or if we truly gave ourselves, invested our trust and love in someone else, could have deeper, lifelong meaning.
 Was it too late for me? Would I be like him? Like Rhona? Would what he was about to do to me min my chances for any real happiness? Was that what he was taking from me? Or had I already lost it along the way during this journey that had brought me to this horrible moment?
 "NO!" I cried, despite his threat if I wasn't quiet. "NO!" I cried for myself, my dreams and hopes, my faith in all that was possible and good in this life.
 My cry took him by surprise. He had thought I had totally surrendered. My shout gave him pause, which was quickly turning to anger, but before he could do anything more, we both heard this most horrendous and shrill scream. He turned and fell back on his side and I had a clear view of the bedroom doorway in which Echo stood, her hands on her ears as though she could hear her own basic, desperate howl rising out of the depths of her own fear, instinctive and raw.
 A moment later Rhona was right behind her looking in at us, her face in a rage with her eyes wide and her lips twisted,
 "Skeeter!" she shouted. "You damn idiot. You fool. Look what you've done!"
 "Huh?" he said, as if he was just awakening from a bout of sleepwalking. He looked at me and then at Echo, who was silent with her mouth wide open and her hands still on her ears, her neck straining. It had the effect of making us all feel as if we were the deaf ones, unable to hear her.
 "Now she knows April's still here and she's seen what you're doing and what we did."
 He shook his head. "I didn't... how could she hear her scream?" he demanded. as if somehow he had been cheated, as if someone had broken one of the rules.
"Does that matter now, you fool? Why did you come in here? Why did you have to do this? We're almost there."
 "Aw-." was all he could say, and waved at her. He struggled to his feet.
 Echo looked at him with confusion and terror and then looked down at me. I tried turning myself so I wasn't so exposed. I could just imagine how frightening a sight I was to her. Rhona seized Echo by the shoulders and walked her deeper into the bedroom, forcing her to sit on the bed with her back to me.
 "Stay there,' she said, waving her finger at Echo. "Stay!" 
 "She's not a dog," I muttered.
 "You shut up," Rhona said. "Why are you still standing there like that. Skeeter? Go put something on while I think. Go on!" she shouted, and pointed at the doorway.
 He moved quickly out of the room. There was no doubt she had sobered him up instantly.
 "Now you listen to me," Rhona began, stepping closer to me. "This doesn't change anything, understand?" I could almost see the wheels churning in her head as she thought and spoke. "No one's going to believe what she tells them after we describe how you seduced her. Of course, she would say whatever you tell her to say. Anyone would realize that. You'll just put her through a terrible, terrible ordeal."
 "She's your own daughter." I said as though she had to be reminded. "'You're the one putting her through a terrible, terrible ordeal, not me."
 "You're going to make it worse for the both of you now," she replied, undaunted.
 Skeeter returned in his underwear and a T-shirt. He stood by looking like a remorseful little boy, his head slightly bowed, waiting for Rhona to either whip him or grant him a reprieve. She looked at him. at Echo, and at me.
 "All right. Here's what we'll do," she began, "You and Echo will stay in this room until we return from the hospital tomorrow. Skeeter, you'll nail that door shut, tie the handle, do whatever has to be done."
 He nodded, looking happy he had been given something to do to repent.
 "What about her?" he said, nodding at me. "Echo could untie her while we're away. I mean. I'll get that door shut so tight, it'll take a tank to open it, but still, they can go to that window and start screaming or something. I could nail it shut. too. I suppose, but they could break the glass and she could make a commotion."
 She thought, nodded, and turned to Echo. "We'll have to tie her up, too, then, so she can't free April," she said.
 "No, please don't do that to her. She's absolutely terrified as it is."
 "It won't hurt her to lie still for a few hours,"
 "I promise. I won't shout out the window. We won't try to escape.
 Rhona raised her eyebrows. "Sweetie, the last time I believed in promises. I believed in Santa Claus, and you know what that's worth," she said. "Skeeter. get something to use."
 "No, don't do that," I pleaded. Skeeter turned and ran out.
 Rhona walked over to the closet, lifted her foot to push me into it, and closed the door on me.
 "How can you call yourself a mother?" I screamed.
 She was still right at the door. She brought her lips to the slight opening. "I never did," she said.
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 . I heard Echo's cries for help and her moans of confusion. She surely wondered how her mother could stand by and watch Skeeter tie her up. Trevor was wrong. I thought. Blood wasn't as telling and strong as he imagined it to be, at least for someone like Rhona, who was so selfish.

Once again I heard them talking to Echo as if she were some sort of pet.
 "Stay here, Just stay here," Rhona shouted at her. "We'll be back as soon as we can to untie you."
 Echo was probably too hysterical and frightened by now to have the concentration required to read lips and had no idea what she was being told. All she saw was a wild, angry woman shouting down at her, a woman she once hoped would be the mother she never really had. In her small, protected world what was happening to her was far too bizarre for her to understand.
 Now that they had us both tied up. Rhona decided it wasn't necessary to nail the door shut.
 "It would be something we would be forced to explain later." she realized.
 I heard Skeeter agree and they left to get some sleep. I could hear Echo whimpering. Apparently, so could Rhona. She returned to the bedroom and shouted at her to be quiet. She probably put her finger to her lips and gave her some sort of threatening look as well because soon after. Echo did stop crying. In my mind's eye. I could see her shivering on the bed, her hands and feet bound. Before long, like me, she drifted into the escape of sleep.
 I woke to the sounds of Skeeter and Rhona getting themselves up and ready in the morning for what they believed would be their big day. I heard Rhona come back into to the room to check on Echo first,
 "See? You're fine: she told her. "Just rest. Drink this water," she said.
 I didn't know whether Echo did or not, but a few moments later. Rhona opened the closet door and looked down at me with the jug of water in her hand.
 "If all goes as I expect it will. I'll be back to cut you loose," she said. "Don't make any more trouble, not that you could. Just don't try and you'll be out of here and on your way, wherever that is."
 I said nothing and then, probably more because she didn't want anything to happen to spoil things for herself than because she felt compassion. she knelt down and poured me a glass of water. too. I took it greedily and she was a bit more patient about it.
 "Actually," she said as I drank. "I expected things would have gone better than this from the very beginning of my arrival here. I was being Pollyanna like you and deluded myself enough to believe my mother would be generous and forgiving and happily give me what was mine, especially after she willingly helped me when I was in trouble in Mexico. Of course. I didn't know you were here and that she had formed this surrogate daughter relationship, leaving me out in the cold."
 I stopped drinking and she took the glass away,
 "That's not true," I said. "I never replaced you as her daughter,"
 "Don't tell me how my mother thinks. I don't think she liked me from the day I was born. She always used to tell me I cried too much. I whined too much. I demanded too much. Half the time she pushed me off on my father and made him take care of me, comfort me, entertain me. Who knows? Maybe I wasn't really her child, although I'll have to admit she was very pretty when she was my age and looked like I do now.
 "She got pregnant again, hoping for something better than me. I'm sure. For the longest time, she kept it a secret that she had given birth to a boy after me. I bet she didn't even tell you that. huh? Well?'
 "No." I said. "'Trevor told me. The memory is too painful for her."
 "Ha! Too painful? After all these years?"
 "Unlike you, most women would find losing a child too traumatic to ever forget or forgive," I said, dipping into some well of wisdom I didn't know I had. She raised her eyebrows.
 "Nice try, butI'll tell you what I think. I think she believed I had taken all the health possible out of her body and left the next baby deformed and inadequate. She blamed my existence for his death."
 "That's so stupid." I said, and she flushed with anger, her cheeks flaming red.
 "How dare you tell me I'm stupid! You didn't live here all those years and listen to her and the way she spoke to me. I could hear it in the tone of her voice. What do you think Echo's being deaf meant to her, huh? The same thing. It was somehow my fault. That's why I had to get out of here. I couldn't stand it," she said. "I couldn't stand being blamed for every disaster in the world."
 "I'm sure that was something you yourself imagined," I said. though I couldn't be sure there wasn't a grain of truth in what she said. Even so, it didn't come close to justifying all the terrible things she had done and would do.
 "Are we going or what?" Skeeter called from the doorway. "I'm growing old waiting."
 She glared at me. "It's a waste of time to talk to you anyway," she said. "Just keep quiet."
 She stood up and closed the closet door. I heard them leave the room and even descend the stairway. Then I took a deep breath. Somehow. I thought. Somehow, I've got to find a way to stop all this.
 But what could I do, tied and shut away in a closet? What would Brenda do? I wondered, not that I could ever imagine her permitting herself to be in such a predicament.
 "She wouldn't lie here like a dead one," I heard. Did I say that, throw my voice again?
 No, she wouldn't. I thought. She wouldn't be feeling sorry for herself, moaning and groaning about how this is her own fault and how terrible the world and some people are. She wouldn't flee to the escape of constant sleep either.
 I looked up at the closet doorknob. To me, with my wrists bound behind my back and my ankles bound together, it was as far a reach as the moon itself. Struggling, turning and twisting, I managed to get to my knees.
 Now what? I wondered. I couldn't bring my leg forward to get on my feet. but I could move inches at a time to get myself down to the part of the closet that had some shelving for shoes in it. Then I leaned over until I was on my left side and I extended my legs. Using my hands. I pushed myself around until my feet were at the bottom shelf. Once there. I pushed hard against the shelving. My back was against the opposite wall. As I pushed, my lower back rose and I pressed my hands to the wall. It took so much effort to do that much. I had to stop to catch my breath. If I didn't have enough reason to lose weight. I had it now, I thought.
 After I caught my breath. I manipulated my feet until I was finally flat-footed on the closet floor, Then I straightened and pushed along the wall behind me until I actually reached a standing position. Never did I imagine that such a simple move would seem like such a monumental accomplishment. I had a rush of excitement and renewed hope.
 I slid along the wall until I was at the door and my hands were just below the door handle. I leaned over and then got to my toes and again pushed my lower back up until my fingers found the handle. For a few moments, I couldn't figure out how to manipulate it, which way to turn it, down or up. I pushed up when down didn't do anything, but I wasn't getting it up high enough apparently. My hands were down too low and I couldn't raise my arms higher. It was too awkward.
 I had also not anticipated how being without any nourishment for so long would effect me when I made all this physical effort, I felt my head spin and my legs wobble. I closed my eyes and once again waited for my heart to stop pounding and my breathing to get better. Then I stood there thinking. I needed an inch or so more height. Another idea occurred to me. Sliding back along the wall. I turned and squatted enough to reach into the shelves so I could grasp a pair of high boots. I pulled them out and dropped them to the floor. What I wanted to do was stand on them.
 The next part seemed to take me hours. but I slid along the wall again, shoving the boots along until I was sure I was close enough to the closet door and the handle. Because my ankles were bound. I couldn't raise my foot and step on the boots. I held my breath and leaped, turning myself slightly so that I would come down on them. It was awkward and uneven, causing me to fall hard onto my shoulder, this time even rapping my head against the closet floor.
 I just lay there, exhausted, and once again feeling defeated. I screamed in frustration and then turned and, pulling my legs up, pounded at the closet door. I couldn't get my legs back enough to strike the door hard. but I did what I could and then I stopped, closed my eves and rested. Before I could start again. I saw the handle of the closet door jiggle.
 They had come back. I thought, Something had gone wrong. Who knew what they would do now, especially if they heard me making all this noise and effort to get out? I raised my feet in anticipation. I would fight with every ounce of strength. The doorknob clicked and the door opened so gradually, I thought it was being pushed by my breath.
 I stared in joyful disbelief.
 Echo was there. Still bound around her ankles and at the wrists, but Skeeter had not put her arms behind her. She was able to lift her arms and get her hands on that doorknob. She had managed to roll, slide, and whatever from the bed to the closet and then get to her knees and get her hands around the knob.
 I wished she could hear my cry of joy. She smiled as if she had and I twisted and turned to get myself rolled out of the closet.
 "You did good," I told her. She nodded. I saw how streaked with tears her face was.
 What would we do now? I wondered, I turned my back to her to show her how my wrists were bound with the wire. She was able to use her hands even though her wrists were tightly bound together. She worked on the knot. It was difficult and she stopped and whined her frustration. but I kept encouraging her until finally, she made some headway and became encouraged and more determined herself. I could feel the wire loosening until finally, she was able to pull it far enough apart for me to jiggle my hands free.
 I turned and hugged her and then I quickly undid her wrists. We both smiled and laughed with joy as we untied our ankles. Once again. I had to pause to catch my breath. but I wasn't acing to linger long. When I stood straight this time. I felt the ache in my legs. I had to move about and limber up quickly. I put on a new pair of panties and another pair of jeans. I located my shoes where Skeeter had tossed them and then we went to the door. She was worried they were still in the house. but I had no doubt they were well on their way to putting their plan to work, which meant going to the attorney they had dug up from some legal junkyard and then rushing over to the hospital to get Mrs, Westington's signature.
 One of the first things I did when we walked out and down the stairs was go to the kitchen and get some orange juice. I found some bread and smeared some jam on a slice, gobbling the food quickly. Echo was signing all sorts of questions at me: "Why did they do this to us? Were they gone? How was her grandmother? Can we go to see her? Where was Trevor?"
 I made my answers as simple as I could, explaining that her mother was just after money. I told her about Trevor's mother dying and then I said we had to go see her grandmother immediately. She nodded. eager. How ironic it was that she was the one who had saved me. I thought, and then I thought back to when she had first appeared in that bedroom doorway and saw what Skeeter was trying to do to me.
 "How did you know I was still here?" I signed.
 She smiled and pointed up.
 "Destiny." she said. She pronounced the name rather well. I thought. And then she signed. "She told me."
 It was a strange and eerie moment for me. What did she mean? She couldn't hear anything, even if my voice had come through the walls.
 "How?" I asked her.
 "I found her in my closet," she explained. "And I knew you would never leave without her."
 I smiled. Yes. I thought, Destiny did tell her. In more ways than one. Destiny had rescued me again, "Thank you. Uncle Palaver." I muttered under my breath.
 "Come on," I said. "We have work to do."
 It didn't occur to me until we had stepped out of the house that Skeeter had taken my car, and of course, Trevor was still away.
 "Hurry." I said, and led her to the motor home. How happy I was that the legal system moved so slowly and it was still here on the property. Echo was excited about riding in it. Despite all that had been done to her and all she had seen, she still had a young girl's innocent view of the world. How sad it was to have to give that up, but eventually we all had to do it.
 I started the engine and turned it around to head down the driveway. I really had no detailed plan. I thought first about going directly to the police to tell them what Skeeter and Rhona had done to us, but my first concern wasn't that. It was Mrs. Westington, so I drove as quickly as I could to the hospital. Of course. I was afraid of what it would be like confronting Rhona and Skeeter, and I was even more frightened of what effect it might have on Mrs. Westin ton if it was done in front of her. The commotion would be too much. but I had to show her that I hadn't deserted her.
 When we turned into the hospital parking lot. I looked about quickly for Skeeter and Rhona's van. I didn't see it and first wondered if they had already been here and gotten what they wanted out of Mrs. Westington. Perhaps we were too late. I found two empty parking places wide enough for the motor home. As soon as I pulled in, I hurried Echo along and we crossed the lot to the hospital entrance. Of course. I knew what I looked like to everyone, rushing about in a frenzy, my hair a mess. with Echo clinging to my hand, her own face still tear- streaked and her hair just as wild. I was sure we both made for quite a sight.
 As soon as we stepped out of the elevator onto Mrs. Westington's floor. I thought finally, finally, luck had decided to smile upon us. There at the end of the hallway, in conference with a nurse. was Doctor Battie. He glanced in our direction, looked briefly at us, and then down at the chart before lifting his head again with surprise.
 "I thought you had left the area," he said as we approached him.
 "She lied to you. I have to speak with you," I said, eyeing the nurse. who looked at us with curiosity and interest. "'Privately, please."
 He nodded and led me and Echo down the hallway to an empty patient's room.
 "How is Mrs. Westington?" I asked before saving anything else.
 "I'm not seeing enough improvement yet to be comfortable with her having any other procedure. Something is really upsetting her," he added. "What's happening here?"
 How do I begin? I wondered. Without speaking, I showed him my wrists.
 "What's that from?" he asked.
 And then I told him. He listened, his face changing from mere curiosity to concern and then anger. He signed with Echo and learned her story as well.
 "You were right not going directly to Mrs. Westington with all this." he said. "Wait here,'
 He left us and when he returned, he had two hospital security guards with him.
 "I've called the police," he said. "They're on their way. I just spoke with Mrs. Westington and without revealing anything, asked her when her daughter was coming to see her. She told me she was supposed to be here in about twenty minutes. She had phoned her from some attorney's office."
 "What should we do?" I asked him.
 "Just wait here. I'm having one of the nurses bring you something to drink and eat. I've asked her to attend to your wrists as well. Just sit in that chair and rest," he said, his face taut with anger.
 "We would like to see Mrs. Westington." 
 "Soon," he said.
 He pulled the security guards aside and spoke to them before leaving again. The nurse brought us some food and juice and we ate and waited. She put some antiseptic on my wrists where they were skinned and then bandaged them.
 A policeman arrived with a detective shortly afterward. She introduced herself as Detective Temple. I told her what had been done to us. She was yen' interested in knowing more about this man Bill, who supposedly was keeping my car. I told her I didn't know anything else. She asked me a lot of questions about Skeeter. When I described his tattoos, she looked very happy.
 She stopped talking when we heard Doctor Battie in the hallway. He was speaking to Rhona and Skeeter, who had just stepped out of the elevator.
 "Your mother has been moved to another room," he said loudly enough for us to hear. "The first door on the left down the hall," he told them, which was where we were.
 The hate, anger, and fury I had in me was soon to plant a smile of satisfaction on my face, a smile as full of delight and contentment as one on a well-fed cat. Rhona, her right hand grasping her portfolio of documents, entered first. Skeeter followed with his hands in his pockets, his eves down, his lips in a grin. She stopped and gasped and he looked up, the shock reverberating through his lips and into his eves.
 "How the hell did you two--" he began.
 "Shut up." Rhona said, looking at the policeman standing to their right and the detective on their left. The hospital security guards stepped up behind them.
 "Sanford Bickers." Detective Temple said, "you're under arrest for parole violation, suspicion of drug trafficking, grand-theft auto, and illegal detention of a minor."
 The policeman with her stepped up to Skeeter and put his hands in cuffs.
 "Rhona Westington, you're under arrest for illegal detention of a minor and suspicion of accessory to drug trafficking and grand- theft auto."
 She was placed in handcuffs as well.
 "This is ridiculous," Rhona said. "That girl is making all this up. She's a lesbian, a stray my foolish and sick mother took in, and she was raping my daughter. We caught her in bed with her. Just ask my daughter. Go on. Ask her." she said,
 Detective Temple ignored her and recited their Miranda rights. All the while Rhona glared at me and I stared back at her. I had Brenda's eyes now. They wouldn't waver.
 "You won't get away with this!" she screamed at me. Skeeter kept his head down.
 They were both led back to the elevator,
 "I'll be up to the house in about two hours," Detective Temple told me. "I'll get a full, detailed statement from you and I'd like you to show me where you were kept and with what you were tied up as well."
 All the while I hadn't looked at Echo, who had been sitting frozen in the chair to my right. No one had really looked at her. While Rhona and Skeeter were arrested and read their rights, she had been crying and she still was. I jumped up to comfort her. Doctor Battie came in and helped me calm her. He told her that her grandmother was asking for her and it was very, very important that she not look upset or it would agitate her grandmother. She sucked back her tears quickly. I took her into the bathroom and helped her wash her face and fix her hair.
 "Don't tell her anything about what they did to us." I signed and spoke. "It could make her sicker." She understood and nodded.
 Then we went to see Mrs. Westington. The moment she set eyes on us, her face lit up with such joy that it brought tears to mine. Aside from my own parents. I doubted anyone would be as happy to set eyes on the likes of me. Echo ran to her and hugged her.
 "I knew that girl was lying to me about you. I pretended to believe her," she said. "There's more than one way to skin a cat and she's a cat that needs skinning. Now what's going on here? When am I going to hear the whole truth, every nitty-gritty detail?"
 Doctor Battie, who was standing right behind me, cleared his throat. I looked up at him.
 "You're not making things any better. Mr. Smarty Pants, by having my children keep things from me," Mrs. Westington told him. I didn't miss her referring to me as one of her children.
 "You're not making things any better by insisting on getting right into the muck before I give you the go-ahead," he replied.
 "Now when you behave and let me get that blood pressure down so we can get that pacemaker started, we'll tell you all the miserable, dirty things you want."
 Even she had to laugh. She turned to me. "At least tell me about Trevor." she said, eyeing the doctor. 'Where is he? Why haven't I heard a peep out of him?"
 I explained where he was and why.
 "I guessed as much," she said. She turned to the doctor. "Well, how long are you going to keep me in here?"
 "It's up to you." Doctor Battie told her.
 She sighed. "All right, all right. I'll calm down." she promised.
 She turned to Echo and began to sign. I watched her carefully and I watched Echo's responses as well. She kept to her promise and told her nothing terrible. A little over an hour later, we left, assuring her we'd return in the morning. She didn't wonder why we weren't coming back that evening. She could see the fatigue in my face and just nodded.
 "Come closer," she said. and I leaned over. She reached up to hug me and bring her lips close to my ear. "I don't have to know what happened exactly," she said. "But I know I should thank you for my granddaughter."
 I said nothing. My throat closed with my effort to keep myself from bursting into tears. I kissed her cheek and then took Echo's hand and walked out of the hospital room. Doctor Battie approached us before we got onto the elevator.
 "You all right. April?"
 "I think so. I'll just get some sleep, after we have a good, hot meal."
 "Okay. You can call me if you need anything. I'm keeping my fingers crossed. The cardiologist and I would like to take care of her tomorrow or the day after the latest."
 "Good." I said. "We need her home."
 We got into the elevator and went down to the hospital entrance. I could tell from the way some of the staff was looking at us and some of the other security personnel that our story was spreading quickly. For a few moments after we entered the motor home. I just sat in the driver's seat staring out at the small patch of woods across the way. I was really very tired. I shouldn't have been so brave and independent. I should have had someone else drive us back. I thought.
 "Do you always have to be such a wimp?" I heard.
 I had thrown my voice again. It seemed appropriate to do it in the motor home, even without Destiny alongside us. It was still coming from her.
 I laughed to started the engine, and drove out of the parking lot. When I gazed in the rearview mirror. I saw Echo sprawled on the sofa. asleep. She looked younger, more like a six- or seven-year-old. What a difficult journey she had been on during her young life. I thought. The two of us were like the sisters of misery. We were in the same hard-luck family. Maybe now it was going to change. Maybe we had both rounded an important corner. Maybe we could dream again.
 Despite what we had accomplished, Echo was still frightened when we arrived at the house. I could see it in the way she looked about and at the front door. I imagined she was wondering if her mother and Skeeter could somehow have managed to return here. I put my arm around her shoulders and
 "We'll be all right now." I promised. "They're not coming back. Don't worry." The sign for worry required a bit of acting. The right fingertips were to be drummed against your forehead and you were supposed to frown and looked very concerned.
 She laughed at my signing and we went into the house. I checked to see what we could have for our dinner. I thought we'd have an early one since we had really skipped lunch and breakfast. Shortly after. I heard the doorbell and went to greet Detective Temple. She was accompanied by another detective, a tall, lean, dark-haired man she introduced as Lieutenant Hampton.
 "I hate to put you through it again," she told me. But we need to have all the information, details, and evidence.'"
 "It's okay." I said, and led them upstairs to the guest room and the closet where I had been
 imprisoned. The wires, the sock were all where we had left them. Detective Temple looked at me closely as I described the details and then she suddenly took my hand, nodded at Lieutenant Hampton, and pulled me aside.
 "What else did he do to you?" she asked. I started to cry.
 "I know how hard it is for you. I've been involved with a number of rape victims. What I want to do is have him locked up and the key thrown into the Pacific."
 I nodded and described what he had done and tried to do while I was bound up in the closet. I explained how Echo had interrupted it. but I didn't mention Destiny. I thought that would only confuse her. She took notes. Lieutenant Hampton took pictures of the room, the closet, and then they went into Rhona's room and searched their things. Apparently, they found drugs and information that made them happy.
 "We'll have your car back here before morning," she promised. "We know where it is and with whom it is. We've been watching these people and the investigation is all coming together now."
 "Is Rhona really part of all that?" I asked.
 "She's associated with them and certainly involved to some extent. My guess is she'll get frightened enough to turn on them. It usually happens. Her mother is not going to be there for her this time. I'm sure."
 "Nevertheless. I'm sure Mrs. Westington would have preferred to have been able to be there for her," I said.
 "Yes. I suppose so. Any mother would rather that. Get some rest. We'll be talking to you again over the next few days,"
 She and Lieutenant Hampton left and I suddenly felt like I would keel over if I didn't get some rest. I told Echo, who was just as tired as I was. She was still frightened and insecure. I ended up sleeping in her room beside her on her bed with Mr. Panda between the both of us. Just for a few seconds. I hesitated. remembering Rhona's accusations. but I wouldn't let her twisted, dirty mind stop me from giving Echo comfort. The truth was I didn't mind her being beside me. We were comforting each other.
 "Wait," she signed just as I started to close my eyes. I watched her get out of bed. She turned and smiled back at me at her closet door.
 Of course. I thought.
 She opened the door and I joined her quickly to bring Destiny out. Echo wanted her watching over us as much as I did. I set her in the chair to the right of us. Echo then crawled into bed.
 "Thank you. Destiny," I said.
 I didn't have to throw my voice through her. I heard her in my mind.
 "You're welcome."
 I got into the bed and then Echo said. "Wait," again.
 What was it this time? She rose quickly and went out of the bedroom. When she returned, she had the dream catcher we had put in Rhona's room.
 "Very good," I said, attaching it above us. If there was ever a night we needed it, it was this night, I thought..
 Echo smiled again and finally closed her eyes. I brushed some hair back off her eyes just the way my mother would brush mine. And then I lay back on the pillow. I fell asleep so quickly,
 I don't think I turned over once after I closed my eves.
 When I woke, it was dark outside and Echo was not beside me. For a few moments. I was terribly confused, but it all quickly came back and with it, a new panic. Where was she?
 I sat up. It was so quiet in the house. Then I heard what I was positive was someone talking. I heard a laugh and my heart nearly bounced into my throat.
 I slipped off the bed, put on my shoes, and scrubbed the fatigue out of my cheeks. Incredibly. I gazed at myself in the mirror and fidgeted with my hair. Female vanity, I thought. There was no way to get away from it.
 I descended the stairway and walked to the living room. Sitting beside Echo was Tyler Monahan. He looked up quickly when I appeared in the doorway. To me he looked like a frightened puppy cowering with its tail between its legs.
 "Hi, how are you?" he asked quickly. "I'm all right," I said.
 "Everyone is talking about what happened up here. People came into our store to tell us because they knew I had been tutoring Echo."
 I nodded and folded my arms under my breasts. I saw he was uncomfortable, but I wasn't about to be so forgiving so quickly.
 "You know why Rhona was able to threaten me and blackmail me, don't you?"
 "I figured that out after my mother told me what she had told her. I'm sorry about... about what I did. I didn't know Rhona would use it against you like that. I let my mother know she had done a bad thing, too."
 "Uh-huh."
 "No, really. I did."
 I stared at him. He looked at Echo, who was smiling with such admiration at him.
 "You should have. I'm glad."
 "I made a decision," he said. "I've decided I shouldn't waste my education and my skills."
 "What does that mean?"
 "I called the school that we want Echo to attend and as it turns out, they have an opening and a need for someone like me. so I'm taking a job there. I was just explaining it to her," he said.
 "Really? That's wonderful, Tyler.'
 "I think so," he said. "I told my mother I would be showing her more respect by using the gifts she had given me. She understands now. At least. I think she does," he said.
 "If she doesn't, she's a fool." I said, I wasn't in the mood to candy-coat anything. In many more ways than I thought. I had turned into my sister, my tough, competitive sister.
 He nodded meekly. "How's Mrs. Westington taking all this?"
 "She doesn't know any of the nifty-gritty details and we're not letting her know until the doctor gives the okay, but she's pretty smart and knows we went through something very unpleasant."
 "Yeah," he said, looking down. "I'm sure you did. I'm sure it was horrible.'
 "We're okay," I said firmly, 'Both of us are okay."
 "That's good." He raised his eyes and then smiled at Echo and stood up. "Well. I just stopped by to see how you two were and to tell you my plans. Everything's still on go for her and the school. right?"
 "I'm sure it is." I said.
 "Something smells pretty good." he said. and I suddenly realized there was something cooking on the stove. I hadn't done it, of course.
 I signed to Echo and she signed back that she had put up a casserole her grandmother had made and left in the freezer.
 "I guess I slept through it all," I said. "I guess she's capable of a lot more than everyone thinks.'
 "She is and she'll grow even more so when she enters the school. By this time next year, you won't recognize her."
 "I won't be here that long. Tyler." 
 "No. Of course not," he said.
 "But I'll come visit."
 "Sure." he said. smiling.
 We stared at each other for a moment. "I'm sorry," he said. "I really acted--"
 "Let's stop apologizing. Tyler. I'm hungry." I said, and he laughed. "Echo," I said, turning to her and signing, "should we invite Ty to dinner?"
 She nodded so quickly and emphatically. I thought her eyes would roll.
 "Then let's set the table," I said.
 We all went to work. It felt good to be happy, to joke and to enjoy ourselves. Moments after the table was set, the doorbell rang and we greeted two police officers. Looking past them. I saw my car. They asked me to sign that I had received it and then I thanked them and they left.
 Just as we sat at the table to began to eat, the phone rang. Tyler and I looked at each other, both holding our breath. I rose and answered it in the kitchen. He remained at the table with Echo.
 "Hello." I said. Every time this phone rang, it made my heart pound.
 "It's Doctor Battie, Just wanted to let you know that we will be doing the pacemaker tomorrow morning. She's not exactly where I'd like her to be, but we decided not to wait any longer on it."
 "What time?"
 "Early. It should all be over by eight o'clock," he said. 
 "We'll be there," I told him.
 "Okay. And how are you two doing?"
 "Much better," I said.
 "Good. Don't worry," he said.
 I thanked him and hung up.
 Don'tworry?
 I gazed at my reflection in the kitchen window and then signed to myself: right fingers on my temple and that over-the-top grimace.
 The strings that tied us all together were wobbling. I only could pray they wouldn't snap in the morning and put Echo into that limbo I had been fleeing ever since my parents died.


15 Encore
 . Tyler didn't want to go right home after I told him about Mrs. Westington's surgery in the morning. We of course agreed Echo should not yet be told. In the morning I would take her to the hospital pretending it was just another visit. We decided we'd amuse her until she was tired enough to fall asleep and that way keep her from thinking about the bad things that had happened and could happen. Actually, it did the same for me.

Tyler helped me bring all Uncle Palaver's magic tricks down and carried Destiny down as well so I could perform a magic show in the living room. I returned to the motor home and brought in more of the illusions that we used in the road shows. We had Echo sit on the sofa and Tyler stood to my right and signed and explained everything I said.

I began by pretending to hypnotize a handkerchief so it would straighten up on its own in my hand. It was an easy illusion because a flattened straw was sewn in the hem of the handkerchief and I just pressed on it to make the handkerchief rise.

Using Destiny. I went through card tricks, disappearing ball tricks, and a variety of coin and mirror tricks. Tyler sat in a chair while I magically pulled a handkerchief through his head and then levitated him a few inches off his chair. Even he was amazed and impressed. I ended up with the answering pendulum trick, which was as close to real magic as anything I had seen. At the end of a string, Uncle Palaver had a small fishing weight. He then would have a member of the audience ask a question and the ball would either swing in a straight line for a yes response or swing in a circle for a no.

"How does it do that?" Tyler asked me after I had Echo ask a question. She asked if the casserole she had heated up for us was delicious. It went into a straight line. She clapped her hands and then asked if she would have any nightmares tonight and it went m' to a circle.

I shrugged. "Uncle Palaver couldn't explain it either. He said it was like an old-fashioned divining rod. Maybe it's our subconscious thoughts that influence it." I smiled. "And then again, maybe not."

Tyler nodded. He gazed at Destiny, who had her arms raised as she shook her head, and he laughed.
 "I guess it wasn't all bad for you on the road with your uncle." "No, but as Mrs. Westington says, you can't stay on the road forever and run from yourself, put your head in the sand."
 We saw Echo yawn. 
 "Time to go to sleep," I told her. I nodded at Destiny, whose eyes closed.
 Echo asked Tyler if he was returning in the
 morning and while he glanced at me, he told her he 
 would see her at the hospital because he was going to
 visit her grandmother. too. That pleased her. She 
 asked me if I was going to sleep now as well and I 
 told her I would be coming up soon. I wanted to put
 away my magic show. She looked at Tyler and then at
 me and nodded. After she left. Tyler helped me take 
 the tricks and illusions out to the motor home. "Destiny stays in the house with us," I said. We then went upstairs to check on Echo and
 found her asleep, embracing Mr. Panda.
 "I see you have a dream catcher, too." he said. 
 "Not taking any chances. huh?"
 "Not anymore."
 He smiled. All that had happened appeared to
 have freed him inside so that he wasn't as guarded
 about his feelings and as afraid of trusting them. We went downstairs again. I saw how he was
 hesitating.
 "You don't have to hang around any longer. 
 Tyler. We'll be allright."
 "If you don't mind. I'd like to," he replied. "It
 helps me to feel better."
 "Okay," I said. surprised.
 We sat on the sofa in the living room and talked
 about his new plans and mine. I tried to keep awake. 
 but after a while, my eyelids just shut down and I felt
 myself leaning more and more against him. He rose 
 and fixed a pillow under my head and then he sat
 across from me in Mrs. Westington's chair. When I 
 opened my eyes with the morning light streaking
 through the window, he was still there, asleep himself. I sat up and he opened his eyes.
 "Hey," he said, looking about. "What time is
 it?" He checked his watch. "Wow. I guess I was more 
 tired than I thought, too."
 "I've got to get Echo going. I'll get her some 
 breakfast and then we'll drive over to the hospital." "Right. I'll meet you there," he said. He rose 
 and stretched. Then he smiled. "Great show last 
 night."
 "Thanks."
 "See you soon." He hurried out.
 I wondered what he would be telling his mother 
 when he got home or if that even mattered anymore. Echo and I showered and dressed. I made some 
 coffee. I was unable to eat very much. My stomach
 felt as if it were full of baby snakes. Echo had some 
 juice and a little cereal. I thought she was suspicious
 about my moving her along quickly and getting us out
 so early, but she didn't ask anything about it. We got
 into my car and started away. I couldn't stop my
 nerves from twanging. Although getting a pacemaker 
 was usually not a terribly dangerous procedure, it was
 for Mrs. Westington at her age and under her 
 circumstances. As she would be the first to tell me. I 
 knew enough to be dangerous. Mostly. I knew the 
 doctors were afraid of her having a much more severe 
 stroke.
 Tyler was already in the parking lot waiting for 
 us when I drove in. He got out of his car quickly to
 greet us. Echo was happy to see him, but very
 surprised as well. She kept looking at me for more of
 an explanation. I knew we could hold back the truth
 only a few more minutes because once we were inside 
 and she saw we weren't going to her grandmother's
 room, she would know something more was happening. I was glad I had Tyler with me to help
 explain it all with his expert signing.
 At the reception desk, we found out where to go
 to wait. When we reached the lounge. Tyler and I 
 finally told Echo exactly what was going on. She sat
 there absorbing it all and looking very frightened and
 small. I held her hand and tried to reassure her. By
 doing that I was reassuring myself. A little after eight
 o'clock, Doctor Battie appeared. I held my breath until
 I saw him smile. As he spoke. Tyler signed to Echo. "It went well," the doctor said. "That woman's
 got spunk. Give her a few hours and then we'll have 
 you visit. I'll let her know you were here and were 
 updated."
 Joyous and feeling as if a ton of trouble had
 been lifted from our shoulders. I declared I was finally
 hungry. Tyler confessed to not having had much
 breakfast either so we headed down to the hospital
 cafeteria. Echo had a better appetite as well. The three 
 of us sat at a table and watched hospital staff, other 
 visitors, and doctors going in and out.
 "I'd like to work in a hospital someday." Echo 
 told us. "and help people."
 "After you go to school, you can be anything
 you want." Tyler signed, and she smiled.
 "What is it really like for the hearing impaired
 as far as careers go?" I asked him.
 "Their opportunities have improved
 considerably. She's a ways off from making a career 
 decision, but you'd be surprised at how much she can
 do. Maybe she will work in a medical lab someday, or 
 even become a doctor."
 "A doctor?"
 "Who knows? She's bright enough to do most
 anything."
 Suddenly. Echo's eyes widened. I turned to look
 in the direction she was facing and saw Trevor 
 coming toward us. He looked angry enough to tear the 
 cafeteria into shreds. His eyes went to Tyler and then
 to me.
 "She's all right. We're all right," I said quickly. Trevor's shoulders relaxed. "Why didn't you
 have the police call me at my cousin's home?" he 
 asked. "When I phoned the house and couldn't get
 anyone. I called a friend of mine in Healdsburg at the 
 Mars Hotel. Seems the whole town's talking about
 what happened. When I heard the grisly details. I got
 an earlier flight out and just drove right to the 
 hospital."
 He sat. "They both in jail then?" he asked me. "Yes, Trevor, Skeeter was wanted for a lot
 more and Rhona's in big trouble now."
 "I'm not surprised and not disappointed either," 
 he said.
 "Can I get you a cup of coffee. Trevor?" Tyler 
 asked.
 Trevor glared at him a moment and then
 nodded. "Sure. Black, no sugar." he said. and Tyler 
 leaped to his feet. "How's Mrs. Westington doing now
 then?"
 "She had a pacemaker put in this morning and
 the doctor says she's doing well, Trevor."
 "And the little one here?"
 "She's all right now. She's going to be fine. We 
 all are. Trevor."
 "That's good. I'm sorry I wasn't here," he said, 
 shaking his head. "I knew I shouldn't have left you
 with those two. You didn't tell me the whole truth
 about what was going on in that house. I bet. You
 didn't want me to stay and you knew I wouldn't leave 
 if I knew everything,"
 "You were where you had to be."
 "I'm not so sure. You can give me the details
 later." he said. He jerked his shoulder toward Tyler. "I 
 thought he was gone from the scene."
 "He's sorry he left us," I said. "He's taking a job
 at the school Echo will attend. too. It'll make it easier 
 for her."
 "That so? What's his mama got to say about
 that?" 
 "Not much it seems," I said. smiling.
 "Looks like a lot more than I knew went on
 right before my eyes," he said, smiling.
 "Mrs. Westington's going to be even happier 
 when she sees you and knows you're back," I said to
 change the subject.
 "Oh, she'll find something to blame me for.
 Don't you worry about that," he said. and I laughed. Tyler brought him his coffee. "Sorry to hear 
 about your mother. Trevor," he told him.
 Trevor looked up at him. "Thank you. April
 here told me about your new career plans."
 "Yes," he said.
 "Sounds good," Trevor said.
 Tyler nodded. "Maybe the jury's finally in on
 me." he told me, and we both laughed. Even Trevor 
 thought that was funny and Echo laughed because she 
 was wrapped in our good feelings.
 When sufficient time had gone by, we went to
 see Mrs. Westington. Normally, the ICU nurses wouldn't have let us all in at once. but I think they were just as afraid of hearing Mrs. Westington complain as they were of hearing their superiors complain. We gathered around her bed. She looked at
 our faces and nodded. Then she turned to Trevor. "How did you get back here so fast?" "Put my whole mind to it," he replied, and she 
 smiled.
 "Don't you all stand there looking down at me 
 like I'm hovering above my grave."
 "What are you telling us?' Trevor asked her. 
 "That old man you saw through the window of your 
 soul ain't looking in on you anymore?"
 "He'll come around when I tell him he can and
 not a minute before." she replied.
 "I bet he won't," Trevor said. laughing. "I just
 bet he won't."
 The doctors wanted Mrs. Westington in the 
 hospital one more day. Of course she complained, but
 she gave up when she realized she was actually going 
 to walk out of there. She promised and swore that she 
 would behave and not do too much too quickly, but
 we all knew those promises were as good as the air 
 they were written on, as she would say about other 
 people's promises. After she came home. I tried staving on her, taking things out of her hands, moving to do things before she could, and constantly pleading with her to sit and rest. She bawled me out for being a 
 Nervous Nelly.
 Trevor gave me as much help as he could with
 her, and so did Echo, who probably had the most
 influence. Tyler came over almost every night and we 
 had some fine dinners and times together. The day
 after Mrs. Westington came home. Detective Temple 
 came to see me again and to tell us that Rhona and
 Skeeter had been arraigned and a hearing before trial
 was being scheduled. Skeeter was also wanted in two
 other states and would be extradited to stand trial
 there as well.
 Despite her anger and disappointment, Mrs. 
 Westington suffered some quiet moments of regret
 and sorrow about Rhona. She talked about the 
 mistakes she might have made bringing her up and
 declared that she bore some responsibility for her 
 whether or not she liked to admit it. In the end she 
 decided to pay for an attorney, not to get Rhona off 
 scot-free as much as to provide for her having some 
 hope somewhere down the line,
 "It's throwing good money after bad." she told
 me. "but I can't help it. You'll discover that you do many things you don't want to do because of your 
 parental obligations sometimes. April."
 Who said I would ever be a parent? I thought. 
 She saw the doubt in my face.
 "Don't count yourself out of anything, girl.
 You're too young to come to any of those kinds of 
 conclusions," she advised.
 Maybe she was right. I decided.
 When Mrs. Westington was strong enough, we 
 all went to the school Echo would attend to meet with
 the headmaster and some of her prospective teachers. 
 We were shown the dormitories as well. I watched
 Mrs. Westington's face the whole time. I could see the 
 battle going on in her mind. She was impressed with
 the facilities, the achievements of the students and
 their interaction, but she also saw her granddaughter 
 drifting away from her. The ties that had bound them
 together were snapping loose. She was wise enough to
 recognize that some of those ties kept Echo far too
 constricted and trapped her in a little girl's world
 when she should be expanding, growing, maturing, 
 and becoming independent.
 "Funny." she said as Trevor drove us home that 
 day. "but I think I'll have had more success bringing
 up a girl with a hearing disability than one who was
 healthy in every way."
 "Not every way," Trevor said, scowling back at
 her. "She inherited some rot from some ancestor. Of 
 course, not on your side of the family." he added, and
 she smacked him playfully on the shoulder. Echo and
 I watched it from the rear and both laughed. "Stick to our grapes," she told him. 
 "Our grapes? Now they're our grapes?" "They always were. I just humored you so
 you'd do a good job."
 "Well, I'll be... you hear that. April? Is this
 woman the mother of all deception or what?" "Oh, go eat your hat," she told him.
 The following day we returned to the mall to
 buy Echo some more new clothes. It was Mrs. 
 Westington's idea after she saw what the other 
 teenagers at the school were wearing.
 "I guess if they all want to go on looking
 foolish and clownish with those baggy pants and cut
 up blouses and pants, there's nothing I can do about
 it," she decided. "I just hope she doesn't go and get
 rings put through her nose."
 The purchases delighted Echo. I couldn't
 remember seeing her happier and neither could Mrs. 
 Westington. Echo and I carried everything up to her room and I helped her organize her things for her 
 move to the school in what was now two more days. Her preparations reminded me of my own first
 days at school: the anticipation, the nervousness, and
 the hope.
 Late that same afternoon. I received a phone 
 call from the lawyer who had been taking care of 
 Uncle Palaver's estate. He told me it was now possible 
 to put the motor home up for sale and he had arranged
 for someone to come by in the morning and drive it
 over to the auctioneer. He wanted me to be sure I had
 taken everything out of it that I wanted.
 I had known this news would be coming
 anytime, but actually hearing it put a chill in my heart. 
 I told Mrs. Westington and she saw it all in my face. "You've got to let go now, April," she said.
 "You've got to cut the past away. I know what I'm
 talking about. I've done it many times and I'm doing it
 now. Sometimes it's painful and sometimes it's not, 
 but it has to be. We move on.'
 "I know," I said. "I guess I'd better go through
 the motor home and get what I don't want thrown out
 or taken by someone."
 "You want me to help you?"
 "Oh, no. I'll be just fine," I said. Of course, we 
 both knew that was a boldface lie.
 When I entered the motor home. I simply stood
 there looking at everything at first, not knowing where
 to start. I went through all of Uncle Palaver's drawers, 
 putting things in small bags and cartons. I discovered
 old pictures of him and my mother, even pictures he 
 had saved of Brenda and me when we were much 
 younger. There was one picture of him and Daddy
 that brought tears to my eyes. They both looked so
 young back then, so young and full of hope and
 energy. If only there was a way to bring pictures back
 to life, to return to those happier times.
 I found another cache of money hidden in a pair 
 of Uncle Palaver's socks, And then. I found a shoe 
 box with clippings and pictures of the real Destiny. 
 There was a great deal of illusion in this motor home. 
 I thought. after I had gathered all the tricks and
 paraphernalia that were part of Uncle Palaver's act, 
 but there were many fine memories of real and
 happier times stored here as well. What I would do
 with all this,. I did not know, but I spent hours going
 through everything, separating what was obviously no
 longer important from what was.
 Trevor stopped in to help me carry it all out. He 
 found a place for me to store it in his winery until I had decided what I would do with it all. Mrs. Westington told me to put the linens, towels, dishes, and silverware, as well as any insignificant household items in cartons that Trevor would bring to the Salvation Army. Echo decided to help me do all that. We worked until dinnertime and afterward, we loaded everything into Trevor's truck. He would take it away
 in the morning.
 The auctioneer's man arrived just as we were 
 getting ready to have breakfast the next day. I had
 spent a night tossing and turning over it all. Once the 
 motor home was gone and Uncle Palaver's things
 given away or stored, that part of my past was over. I 
 thought. I felt as if I was cutting some umbilical cord
 and leaving myself totally alone, floating in the space 
 of indecision and uncertainty.
 I had to sign some papers and then the man
 climbed into the motor home and started the engine. 
 Echo came out to stand beside me and watch him
 drive it off. I didn't cry, but the ache in my heart was
 so painful. I had trouble breathing.
 "It's the past," Mrs. Westing-ton insisted. 
 "Think only about the future."
 I nodded. but I didn't say anything and I didn't
 eat much breakfast. Afterward. I helped clear the table, get the dishes and silverware washed and put away, and then went out by myself and walked down to the lake. Echo was up in her room looking over all her new things. She was as excited now as any young girl about to begin in a new school, whether it was a school for disabled children or not. I didn't need anyone to tell me that soon I would be less important to her. There was nothing wrong with that. She desperately needed to be with her peers, have friends who had things in common with her. Her life in so
 many ways was just beginning.
 Maybe mine was, too. I thought. As if the 
 future was full of bells that rang to signal a new turn
 and a new direction. I heard Mrs. Westington calling
 to me from the front porch. I hurried back to the 
 house, worried something might be wrong with her. It's your sister," she said. "She's on the 
 telephone."
 "My sister?" I ran into the house and picked up
 the receiver. "Hello, Brenda?"
 "Hi, April. I'm flying into San Francisco
 tomorrow. I'll be there by eleven. I have a three-hour 
 layover and then I'm going on to Seattle." She gave 
 me the name of the airline and flight number. "We can
 meet and have lunch and talk," she said. "If you still 
 want to that is."
 "Yes, I would like that very much. Brenda. 
 How have you been doing?"
 "Our team lost only one game. I met a lot of 
 interesting people,- she added. The way she stressed
 interesting made my heart skip a beat. Did she mean
 someone in particular? "And how have you been?" 
 she asked.
 She had no idea why, but her question made me 
 laugh. "Why are you laughing?"
 "I'll tell you when I see you," I said. "But I'm
 fine now. Brenda."
 "Okay."
 I told her about Uncle Palaver's things and what
 our attorney had told me about his estate.
 "We have a little money, an inheritance." "We do have what we need from what Mom
 and Dad left us, you know. You ran off before I could
 get into that."
 "It wasn't important to me then."
 "You have what you need for your college
 education," she said. "You do intend to go to college, 
 don't you?"
 "Yes," I said. "I do." I told her firmly. "Good. See you tomorrow."
 "Okay," I said. I let out a deep breath. "Well?" Mrs. Westington asked as soon as I 
 walked out of the kitchen and into the living room. "I don't know yet. Mrs. Westington.'
 She nodded. thoughtfully. "You know you'll
 always have a home here," she said. "No matter what.' "Thank you."
 I never imagined that I would be so nervous
 about meeting my sister. A part of me desperately
 wanted her love and a part of me still feared her. I was
 so afraid that when she heard what had happened to
 me since I left her, she would just shake her head and, 
 as she had done so many times in the past, call me a 
 hopeless case, a loser who would only be a weight
 around her ankles. Maybe we were just too unalike to
 ever get along. I knew I would have trouble sleeping. 
 anticipating.
 Mrs. Westington had insisted I take Rhona's
 room back. She had Lourdes clean it as if someone
 with a contagious flu had been sleeping in it. It was
 clean enough to be used as a surgical station in a 
 hospital. I kept saying it was good enough and Mrs.
 Westington kept finding something else to wash or 
 polish. Even Lourdes looked at me as if Mrs. 
 Westington had gone mad. In the end I appreciated it. 
 however.
 I placed Destiny in a chair near the bed and
 slept comfortably up to the night before. when I had
 been troubled about selling off Uncle Palaver's motor 
 home, and now I feared I'd be tossing and turning
 most of the night again.
 "Stop all this worrying," my voice thrown
 through Destiny told me. "What will be will be," I finally fell asleep. Echo was very curious 
 about where I was going and why right after 
 breakfast. When she learned I was meeting my sister, 
 her face filled with concern. Even though she was
 going off to school, she had harbored the belief I was
 remaining behind to live with her grandmother. 
 Neither Mrs. Westington nor I had spent any time 
 telling her that. Most likely I would be leaving, too. Later. Echo stepped out on the porch to watch
 me drive away. She looked so sad I was tempted not
 to go. I signed I would be back soon and she smiled
 and waved. I looked at her in my rearview mirror and
 saw she didn't go back inside until I was turning out
 of the driveway.
 Our lives are filled with so many good-byes. I
 thought. There were good-byes to our parents and
 grandparents, of course, and good-byes to our other loved ones, but we also said good-bye to ourselves, to our youth especially. As I drove to the San Francisco airport to meet Brenda. I did feel older, almost battle weary, a scarred veteran of wars, toughened, perhaps more cynical, but certainly more self-confident. It was
 something Brenda saw immediately.
 She came walking out of the gate to meet me 
 and paused for a moment, her eyes blinking as though
 she had to be sure she was looking at me before 
 continuing. She had her knapsack on her and carried a 
 small athletic bag. She, too, looked different to me. 
 She had her hair cut the same way and she looked to
 be the same weight, but she wasn't as tall and
 intimidating as I remembered. Perhaps, without my
 realizing it, I had known a few inches.
 I had my hair brushed back. It was longer than
 she would have remembered it.
 "Hi," she said.
 For a moment we were both unsure of what to
 do next. Should we hug each other? She moved first, 
 putting the bag down, and we did. Then she stepped
 back.
 "You look like you lost a few,"
 "A few," I said.
 She stared at me. "I forgot how much you look
 like Daddy."
 "I never thought so."
 "Oh. yeah. You have his eyes and his nose.
 They say as you get older, you start to look like your 
 parents more and more. Where can we get something
 to eat? I'm starving. I hated the plastic food on the 
 plane."
 "Down here is a sort of cafeteria-style place," I 
 said, pointing to the right. She picked up her bag and
 we started toward the restaurant. "Was it a long
 flight?"
 "Long enough. I've been on so many planes, I 
 can't distinguish one from another anymore." We entered the restaurant and I chose a salad
 and a bottle of water. She said nothing. but I caught
 her watching me choose food for myself just as she 
 always did. She did fill her tray with hot food, some 
 juice, bread, and a fruit dessert. We sat at a table in
 the far corner.
 "Where should we begin?" she asked, buttering
 her bread. She looked up when I didn't respond. "I don't know. Probably with my meeting up
 with Uncle Palaver."
 She nodded. "Good. I don't want to talk about
 Celia."
 "You haven't heard from her since--" "No. That's over. Go on, tell me what it was
 like being on the road with him, doing those shows." I described it as best I could. She ate and
 listened. but I felt she was looking past the stories and
 the descriptions. She was studying me so hard. When
I described Uncle Palaver and his Destiny, she shook
 her head.
 "I really did use to wonder about that. He never 
 brought her around. There was always one excuse or 
 another. How sad. Where's the doll?"
 "I still have it. I won't let it go,"
 "I see. And after he died, this old lady just took
 you into her home to be with her deaf 
 granddaughter?"
 "Yes," I said. "Mrs. Westington."
 "Well, what's that been like, living there?" I talked so long and enthusiastically about
 Trevor. Echo, Tyler. and Mrs. Westington, Brenda's
 eves just remained wide the whole time. She smiled
 and nodded and then. when I began to talk about
 Rhona and Skeeter, her face darkened. I told her what
 they had done to Echo and me, about their arrest and
 their upcoming trials.
 "I'll have to be a witness, of course."
 "All this just happened to you?" 
 "Yes, and to Echo."
 "Did he actually rape you?"
 "Almost," I said. "But there are enough charges
 beside that against him to put him away for a long
 time."
 She looked away and then took a deep breath. I 
 couldn't be sure, but it looked like she was pulling
 back tears.
 "I felt terrible the day you ran off and not
 because of the reasons you think. I knew Mom would
 have wanted me to look after you and Daddy expected
 it. I left you out there all by yourself"
 "No, you didn't. Brenda. Besides. I was with
 Uncle Palaver." 
 "He left you. too. You were with strangers." "Not long. They've become my family." She winced, "That's good." she said. She played
 with her remaining food for a few moments. I took
 advantage of the silence and ate some of my salad. 
 She continued, her head down. "I made a terrible 
 mistake with you. April. I should have been more 
 truthful and forthcoming about my sexuality.' "No, you--"
 "Yes. I should have. Even back when we were in the public school together. I should have taken you into my confidence. I know how confusing it must have been for you when you first realized and how that must have impacted on your own identity. It's very important to be comfortable with yourself, with
 your own sexuality, no matter what that might be.' "I think I am. Now," I said.
 "Good, but I left you out there to wallow in all
 this... distortion. I'm sorry I've been too involved with
 myself.'
 "I don't blame you for anything. Brenda." "You should, but okay, I'm glad if you don't," 
 she said. "Anyway, what do you want to do now?Will
 you come live with me in Seattle?"
 "Will I be in the way?"
 "Never. I'm not going to lie to you, however. 
 I'm with someone again, someone not as absorbed
 with herself as Celia was. She's an assistant coach. 
 and I know you'll like her. As a friend," she added
 quickly. "We've got this four-bedroom house with a 
 real yard and an office you can use for your 
 schoolwork. You still have to finish your senior year. 
 right?"
 "Yes. I thought I would just take an
 equivalency test. but I think I'd like to enroll and have 
 at least part of a year's worth of real school." "Good." She looked at her watch and then she 
 dug into her athletic bag. "Here's all the information
 you need about contacting me. You'll drive up as soon
 as you can. I'll see about the school and get that
 started for you. Can you head up there right away?" "Yes," I said.
 "We don't have much. I guess, just each other 
 now."
 "We have a lot more than many people have. 
 I've learned that," I said, and she smiled.
 "You're very grown up. April. I can feel it. 
 You've grown up quickly, mainly because you had to. 
 I hope you haven't missed anything important on the 
 way."
 "We all do. Brenda, butI'll make up for it." She pulled her head back. "Who's given you all
 this wisdom?"
 "A little old lady who dips into her well of 
 experience and gives me a cup of this and that." She laughed. "Sounds like I should meet her." "I hope you will someday."
 She rose. "I got to make the plane.' 
 "Right."
 Off to my left, I caught a woman signing to a 
 little girl. Brenda saw where I was looking. "What is she telling her?"
 "She's telling her not to be afraid. She's
 promising she'll always be right beside her. It's
 probably going to be her first plane trip."
 "You understood all that?"
 "Bits and pieces, enough to figure it out." "Maybe you found yourself a career." Brenda 
 said with a look of admiration.
 I shrugged. "Maybe. What I did learn was
 people with good hearing don't always listen to each
 other as much as people without any hearing at all
 do."
 She tilted her head, "Yeah," she said. "I want to
 meet this old lady."
 "I'll arrange it," I called after her. "But you
 better not call her an old lady."
 She turned and laughed and in that moment. I 
 saw my father and my mother standing beside her, the 
 same smile on their faces. and I remembered what
 Mrs. Westington first told me about how your loved
 ones who have gone could still be watching over you:
 "They do their best to watch over us and lead us to
 happiness."
 Why can't it be true? I thought.


Epilogue
 . I had mixed feelings about still being there to accompany Echo to her school. I could feel the way she was torn, looking back at us and then looking at the school and all it promised to be for her. She hugged and held on to me as if she believed she would never see me again. I promised I would be back. I explained that for one thing. I had to be back for the upcoming trials.

Tyler came out of the building and escorted her in and helped her are settled. It obviously made a huge difference. After he got her settled in, he and I walked back to the parking lot while Mrs. Westington remained with Echo to help her unpack her things.
 "She'll be fine here," he said. "I know, I t's just hard for Mrs. Westington. It's like bringing your child to her first day of school."
 "Well, it is her first day, really. So, you're headed up to Seattle then?"
 "Yes. My sister's getting me enrolled in the school there. Thanks for helping me with the equivalency preparation. I'm sure it will come in handy when I'm actually in classes."
 "I expect it will. You'll be a good student." he said, slipping into his cool, evaluative manner. He realized it immediately and smiled. "Drop me a line when you can and let me know how you're doing."
 "I will and you write back. too."
 "Absolutely. I'll keep my eye on Mrs. Westington as well," he said when we reached the parking lot. Trevor was waiting in the car and Mrs. Westington hadn't come out yet.
 "That'll be nice."
 He thought a moment and then turned to me. "Look, April, I'm really sorry about--"
 "Don't," I said. "Let's pretend none of it happened, okay? I'll be back and I'll be different and you'll be different and we'll see what that means for us then."
 He smiled. "Right. Say good-bye to Destiny for me, will you?"
 "You know I will," I said, and he laughed. He started to turn back to the building, stopped, and took my hand again to draw me closer and kiss me.
 "Bye," he whispered, and walked back to the building. I watched until he went inside. Then I went to the car. Trevor had seen it all, but he said nothing. Moments later. Mrs. Westington appeared and he got out to open the door for her. She bawled him out for that.
 "I don't need a chauffeur," she snapped. "You're not driving Miss Daisy."
 He shook his head and got back behind the wheel. On the way home afterward. Mrs. Westington was terribly silent. Trevor and I talked continuously so there'd be no long moments of silence.
 When we reached the house, she wobbled a bit more than usual when she stepped out of the car this time. "Starting to feel my age," she remarked. "Guess I'll have to ease up on that gas pedal."
 "What did you tell me once? You think bad things and bad things will happen. Don't go giving advice you won't follow yourself." I lectured, and she laughed.
 "Look what I turned loose on the world. Trevor," she said, looking back at him.
 "Yes, Ma'am. You did good."
 She nodded and then looked off in the direction of the school. "I hope she's not frightened tonight," she said.
 "I gave her Mr. Panda. She'll have him beside her," I said.
 She raised her eyebrows as if she was getting ready to make fun of the idea and then she just nodded. "Most likely that'll help," she agreed, and we went into the house.
 I had to get my things together. Brenda had called to let me know everything was set up at the new house and to give me clear directions. I didn't have all that much. Trevor put same of the cartons with Uncle Palaver's things in them in the trunk and back-seat beside Destiny.
 "You're going to get same looks driving around with that doll in your car," he said. On the other hand, you've got to get real close to see it's just a doll."
 "It's when you get real close that you realize it isn't just a doll," I told him, and he looked at me and smiled.
 "I'm not going there." he said. "My greatgrandma had a magic doll, something akin to voodoo. I never mention it to Mrs. Westington. She makes fun of my superstitions and such as it is. I'm putting a case of the wine in your car. too. Maybe your sister and her friends will like it,"
 "I bet they will, Thank you. Trevor."
 I looked back at the house. Saving good-bye to Mrs. Westington was going to be difficult, even with the promise to return soon. She was keeping herself busy in the kitchen, pretending that nothing different had occurred or would.
 "I made some sandwiches for you." she said when I appeared in the kitchen doorway. "No need to stop and eat that ratty road food they serve in some of those run-down places truckers go to."
 "Thank you," I said, taking the bag.
 "You sure you got everything?"
 "Whatever I forgot, I'll get when I come back." 
 "Right," she said.
 "You know I have to come back."
 "Of course you do,"
 "You're not going to get sick on me while I'm away or anything, are you?"
 "Now who you asking that?" she said indignantly. "I have plenty to keep me busy and healthy here. Who has time to get sick? I can't depend on that man or that maid to keep this place up to snuff."
 "Good," I said. "I want to thank you--"
 "Stop before you start," she said sharply. "Strangers go through all that thank you for this and thank you for that business. We're beyond it. Just go do what you have to do and make yourself successful. That's the way to thank me. girl." 
 "Okay. Can I kiss you good-bye?"
 "No. Just kiss me and get yourself on the road and you drive extra carefully, too."
 "Yes. ma'am," I said. I hugged her. She felt so fragile and small and yet, she felt like a world of love. I didn't want to let go of her anymore than Echo wanted to let go of me. But I did. And I smiled and didn't cry.
 "That maid of mine is late again." she muttered, turning away quickly. "Don't know why I keep her."
 "Yes." I said, as if I had heard it a million times and would hear it a million more.
 I walked out slowly. I didn't expect her to follow and wave to me from the porch. Trevor was at my car, washing off the windows.
 "All right then," he said. "You take care, hear?"
 "I will. And I'll be back for your harvest to help."
 "Long as you remember to handle those grapes like liquid gold." 
 "I will. I promise. Take care of her," I said. I hugged him and he held on to me. too.
 "Take care of her?" he said after I got in. "Fat chance. She'll be taking care of me until one or the other goes trotting off into the shadows."
 "You keep those shadows back," I said. "Yes, Ma'am."
 He stepped away. I started the engine, glanced back at Destiny, who looked very thoughtful to me suddenly. And then I drove out, pausing at the end of the driveway to gaze back at the house.
 She was in the front window, watching. Despite herself.
 She was there and always would be.
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