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The long and winding road

that leads to your door

will never disappear

I've seen that road before

It always leads me here

Leads me to your door.

 


The wild and windy night

that the rain washed away

Has left a pool of tears

crying for the day

Why leave me standing here?

Let me know the way.

 


The Beatles

The Long And Winding Road

20th Century English
Song



PROLOGUE

The first thing I remember after the
crash is the silence of eternity.

I don’t know what was worse: how long I
screamed at Joe to answer me, or the fact that he didn’t scream at
all. I don’t know how long I clung onto the desperate notion that
that this wasn’t, couldn’t possibly be how it would end. Only until
it did.

Perhaps it was inevitable, after I turned
into someone else so completely. That the universe’s well-attested
tendency for self-correction just had to kick in. I have always
been reserved and solitary, always functioned more than thrived –
and for that year of pretending otherwise, tragedy waited and bided
its time. I was a chameleon, never wanted to be noticed, was never
in the habit of confiding to people, and so I had to bear it alone.
I’d always had an addictive personality. Tunnel vision easily
became obsession, and this was the mother of them all. I’ll never
know how I finished college without unraveling for good – or
perhaps I did. Fallen through the looking glass, wandering in a
land of red queens and talking cats. We’re all quite mad
here.

And after I graduated, I ran. As far away
from North Carolina as I could go, to venerable Oxford University
in England – University College, to be precise. I intended to study
for my M.Phil in medieval history. Intended to exorcise my demons,
build myself back into the simulacrum of a functional person, and
here, I discovered another past, one I could devote myself to
instead of my own. It was an ancient medieval manuscript called
Aethelinga, supposedly written by a woman named Aislinn
about the Norman Conquest of England in 1066. Something she faced
alone as well, something she – against all odds – somehow survived.
For obvious reasons, I hungered to know her secret.

In the long centuries since Aislinn had set
down her extraordinary story, all sorts of scholarly squabbles and
controversies had sprung up around it. For my thesis, I decided
that I would find the answers. This was much, much easier said than
done. The first part of Aethelinga was more or less
available, preserved in a Latin copy in the Bodleian Library. No
one knew what had happened to the original, and no one knew if
there was more of it. Urged on by my professor, Frank Hathaway –
who himself had a horse in the race, as the mystery of the
manuscript was intimately entwined with his own troubled family
history – I began to research it, but didn’t get far on my own. Not
until I made the acquaintance of Professor Hathaway’s great-nephew
Gavin Poole, a fellow Oxford student. Not until Professor Hathaway
told me that the Pooles were the ones to keep Aislinn’s secrets.
And not until Gavin finally agreed to help me – as long as I didn’t
tell his uncle.

Gavin took me up to Edinburgh, where the next
section of the manuscript was stowed in his family’s safe-deposit
box in the Royal Bank of Scotland. How they’d come into possession
of it, and how long they’d hidden it away, I still didn’t know. But
we had it translated, and for the first time in nearly nine hundred
years, Aislinn’s story was allowed to continue. She vividly
described the English rebellions against the harsh rule of William
the Conqueror, the chaos of a country that had been turned so
completely upside down: a new king, language, culture. Her struggle
to understand her dangerous, uncertain, and complicated world –
fully as daunting a process in the eleventh century as in the
twentieth. How she was torn about whether to support her lover,
Edgar the Aetheling – the rightful heir to the throne William had
seized – in his reckless and bloody pursuit of a crown. Her life in
Scotland after Edgar allied with its king, Malcolm Canmore. How she
herself had made dreadful mistakes, damaged those she loved, how
she did love them but could not make excuses for them, or
herself.

All of that resonated deeply with me.
Terrifyingly so, in fact. Yet this part of the manuscript ended
with defeat, sundering, severance. William, as he tended to do,
won. He sent Edgar into exile in Normandy, and Aislinn and her
children into comfortable captivity in England. To let it end there
was to render it a tragedy. To let it end there was to deprive me
of my only hope of working out the conclusion of my own story.

And so, there was only one thing I could
possibly do.

 



Book One

Beautiful Mistakes

 


Selma

 


1987







 CHAPTER ONE: The
Pedagogue’s Psychosis

When we finished reading, I was quiet
at first. Then I said, “There must be more.”

“Mmm?” Gavin, still in a reverie, didn’t
surface immediately. He fingered the last page as if trying to
separate himself, then shook his head and straightened with a
groan. “Well, that’s my back telling me I haven’t moved in five
hours. What did you say?”

I touched the paper. “There has to be more. I
don’t think she just left off there.”

“Don’t look at me, I’m bang out of ideas.”
Gavin got up, giving another groan as further cramps announced
their presence. He crossed to the window, and I went to join him,
at least physically. I felt as if I was awakening from a deep and
tumultuously dream-filled night, caught on the boundary between two
different worlds.

My existential ambiguity, however, did not
appear to be shared, as Gavin was more concerned with causing his
back to emit a series of loud cracking noises. Ignoring my look of
alarm, he assumed an expression of immense satisfaction. “That’s
better. Do you want to find a nip of supper? My stomach’s kissing
my spine.”

“Yes.” I did, as a matter of principle, for I
felt just as hollow. But as I bent to gather my coat and shoes, I
became aware that it had nothing to do with hunger.

Gavin caught sight of my face as I
straightened. “All right? Look a bit peaky.”

“Fine.”

He eyed me, as if wondering when we were
going to stop taking each other’s word for it.

“I – I just feel incredibly disappointed,” I
burst out. “Which is stupid, considering how lucky I’ve been, but .
. . why did it have to stop there?”

Gavin gave me a look of wry amusement,
pulling on his damp windcheater. “Not surprising. You want to know
how the story ends.”

“Yes. Don’t you?”

He didn’t answer immediately, following me
out into the brisk Edinburgh evening. A wind had picked up off the
Firth of Forth, and Gavin took a deep, prophetic whiff like an old
sea dog. “Rain later.”

“In Scotland? You need to predict when it’s
going to be sunny.”

He grinned. “Point.”

We walked two blocks in silence. I hadn’t
entirely reoriented myself in the here and now, and thus proceeded
with such inattention that I kept having near misses with
streetlights. After the fourth time Gavin had rescued me, he said,
“Were you planning to tell me what else was on your mind?”

“How do we find the rest?” I said
bluntly.

“You can look to the historical record for
most of it,” Gavin pointed out. “It’s written down what happened to
the important sorts like William and Malcolm.”

“Yes, but history isn’t a string of isolated
episodes centered around important men. All the ordinary people who
never get written about – that’s part of what I find so interesting
about Aislinn. And if it’s recorded what happened to her, I haven’t
seen it. You don’t know where the rest of the manuscript is?”

“No.”

“This sounds tactless but I have to ask. . .
really?”

“Yes, really.” There was a trace of amusement
in his voice. “Doesn’t seem right for us to get this far and me
take up lying to you again, does it?”

“I suppose not. But it’s not enough just to
guess.”

He shrugged. “Well then. Bob’s your
uncle.”

“Will you help me?”

“I won’t stop you.”

I changed the subject. “Thank you, at any
rate. For this. I know it wasn’t easy for you. And thank you for
the Highland trip, as well. It was beautiful.”

“Only way to get you off my case,” said
Gavin. Joking, I thought.

“If I go it alone from here, at least it’ll
save you money.”

He grinned, but something didn’t reach his
eyes. “We’ll have to see.”

 


We left Edinburgh the next morning. It was a
clear, warm day (and thus by its very nature, fated to occur
after our departure) and I watched the horizon slowly fold
the city back into itself. I was in a strange headspace, wild
theories and improbable hypotheses chasing around my skull like
cats and dogs. “Have you ever heard of George Berkeley?” I asked,
somewhere near St. Boswells.

“That barmy empiricist? Yes. Why?”

“No reason. I was feeling philosophical.”

And that, aside from the necessities (“You
need a loo stop?” “No.” “Well, I do.” “Okay.”) was the extent of
our conversation. Considering our relationship had been built on
it, this development – which didn’t seem to be alleviating – was
troubling. It was as if we balanced on a fulcrum, desperately
trying to keep from tipping too far, and I knew what happened if we
fell. He didn’t need to.

Near the English border, we stopped for lunch
at a greasy spoon – it was Gavin’s idea, I thought it looked like a
case of food poisoning waiting to happen. As we feigned interest in
the tepid burgers (never an English specialty to start with) he
finally bit the bullet. “So. When are we going to get back to
normal, love?”

I swallowed a bite, which chewing hadn’t much
improved. “I was wondering.”

We exchanged half-relieved, half-embarrassed
looks, and Gavin peeled up his soggy bun. “This really isn’t that
good, is it?”

“No, it isn’t,” I agreed, pushing my plate
away. “I think I’ve had enough.”

“Well then.” Gavin reached over and helped
himself to the rest, taking a bite that even my deeply non-Emily
Post self qualified as “unmannerly.” “Shame to waste it.”

I raised an eyebrow. “And who was saying it
wasn’t good?”

“It isn’t,” said Gavin. “Utter rubbish. But
I’m starved, so there you are.”

“Be careful,” I warned. “If you get violent
diarrhea, I’m not driving us back.”

“Not to worry, I’ve got a cast-iron gut. Ate
all sorts of disgusting things back in Year 10, on dares. But why
not? Don’t you have a license in the States? It ought to be – ”

“Yes, I have a license. It’s just. . .”

There was a pause. “Is this one of those
things I shouldn’t put my foot in again?”

“Since you ask,” I said, “Yes.”

He nodded, raising no immediate objection.
But after he’d crammed the last bite of squashy burger into his
mouth, he said, “I thought we were talking.”

“We are,” I said. “But not about that.”

I used the restroom and went outside for a
smoke. I got through three and a half cigarettes, and had just
decided that my thoughts had settled enough to get back to Oxford
without my head exploding, when it occurred to me that Gavin still
hadn’t emerged. I supposed I should see what was taking him so
long, and dearly hoped that he hadn’t been in error about his
capacity for repulsive foodstuffs. So I first checked the parking
lot – it wasn’t as if I thought he’d drive off and leave me, but it
seemed prudent to make sure. Sure enough, Hilda (which was what
Gavin lovingly called his car, a mustard-colored, Jurassic-aged
Yugo) was where we’d left it, so I headed back inside.

He wasn’t at the lunch counter either, which
left me with one option, and so I sniped a middle-aged trucker off
the coffee line. “Excuse me, sir? I’m sorry, but can you run into
the gents and see if there’s a Gavin Poole in there? Yay tall,
looks like a Beatle. Probably sounds like one too, I can’t remember
which of them were from Liverpool – ”

“All of ‘em, love,” said the trucker, mildly
confused. “Everything all right?”

“Er – fine. If you go, I’ll buy your coffee,
okay?”

“Cheers,” he said, handing me a quid. “Make
sure they put in loads of cream.”

“Right,” I said, suppressing my opinions on
the quality of British coffee – if they wanted tea, then why not
just make tea? “Thank you. If he’s – I’m sorry, again – ”

Fortunately my assistant didn’t hear that, as
he was already striding purposefully toward the WC. Wondering what
in the world I would do if Gavin had mysteriously absconded –
abducted by aliens, God knew – I nonetheless bought the coffee,
dosed it liberally with cream, and waited nervously until the
trucker emerged. To my intense relief, he had the missing party in
tow. “Here you are, love,” he said gallantly. “Just as ordered. And
my coffee, brilliant.”

“Thank you again,” I told him, exchanged the
drink for the delinquent, and gave Gavin a thoroughly censorious
look. “So, were the crap burgers too much for even you?”

Gavin looked miffed. “No. I was
thinking.”

“At a rest stop?”

“Some of us have flashes of genius on the
john,” he said, as we headed into the parking lot. “I was
brainstorming away when what’s-his-face came in and said there was
a pretty girl looking for me. So I decided to see.” He flashed that
hard-to-resist smile.

“Oh God, you’re awful. Did I disturb some
particularly good. . . thought?”

Gavin shrugged. He opened the passenger door
for me, then slid behind the wheel and executed his patented
no-look reverse. “No,” he said at last. “I’d about got it
sorted.”

“And that was?” I enquired, as we careened
back onto the A68.

“I’ll help you find the rest of it,” he said,
changing gears with a sound like an impaled hippopotamus. “I want
to know how Aislinn’s story ends too. But as before – this is our
project. Nobody else knows – nobody. Square?”

I thought of the pages of my half-finished
thesis. I thought of my first tute back from break, Professor
Hathaway waiting to hear. The books he’d studied, the places he’d
hunted, the hours he’d spent, the years he’d wasted. “Yeah,” I
said. “Square.”

 


By the time we arrived in Oxford late that
afternoon, we had hammered out a more or less comprehensive plan of
action. Gavin would put an effort toward straightening out the
first part of the manuscript – after all, the only real resource we
had for it was a twenty-year-old translation by one Melvin C.
Partridge, which didn’t exactly turn over every stone. To that end,
he pledged to haunt the Bodleian, try to obtain access to the Latin
copy, and transcribe as much of it as possible. “In between writing
impassioned accounts on the demise of the Whigs, of course,” he
added dryly. “Who knows, I might fall across some important
clue.”

“Do you speak Latin?”

“No. But we’ll sort that later, won’t we? I
just need to copy it, after all.”

“I suppose. What’s my role?”

“Well, you’re the historian, it’d be easier
for you to work on finding the next part. I’m sure my uncle’s got
loads of books you can nip surreptitiously, and since you’re on the
topic already, it won’t sound too suspicious if you bring it up.
You can keep the typewritten copy. It’d be helpful if we had the
original, I know, but that thing’s not leaving the safety of the
RBS again.”

“All right.”

Gavin snapped his fingers. “That reminds me.
I thought what else I meant to do.”

“Which is?”

“Find out why in the bugger Alasdair ran off
like that.” By which he meant that Alasdair MacGillivray, the
eccentric old Scot who had translated the second part of the
manuscript from its original Old English, had mysteriously
disappeared before he could present his results to us in person,
though he had left it for us to find.

“Not buying the story about the
archaeologists?”

“It’s not that, entirely.” Gavin frowned,
turning onto High Street. “It’s just that it’s eating me alive
wondering why their project was so important.”

“Probably not the best time to work it out.
I’m a bit fuzzy at the edges.”

“So am I. Completely knackered.”

I felt guilty for being so dead-set against
driving. “Almost there.”

“Almost,” he said, yawning so widely his jaw
nearly dislocated.

I nodded, and looked out the window. It had
been raining, as usual, but there was a clearing in the west, and a
breath of flame touched the low clouds. Stone dark with the damp,
spidery ironwork clutching a gasp of pale sky. Glowing windows
reflected on the sidewalks, bell towers and cupolas painted out of
existence in the dusk. Buses and bicycles swept by, the scurrying
maze of people held up jackets and shopping bags against the spray.
Ancient colleges and modern shops, glowing with plasticity and
consumerism, the essential and enticing contrasts of Oxford. I was
very glad to be back.

I was relieved to note, when Gavin had seen
me back into my apartment, that I had the place to myself. So I had
a long and quiet dinner, in which I attempted to formalize my plans
for scholarly assault; I still had almost three weeks before
Trinity term started. The Oxford libraries did operate over break,
albeit on a reduced schedule, but there was also the advantage of
not having them overcrowded by burrowing students, who required
extermination squads to be turfed out of their fiercely guarded
carrels. So I sat up late, jotted down anything that looked like a
lead, compiled lists of references, and made up my mind to spring
decisively into action the very next morning. I would have done so,
too, but for one minor thing beyond my control: around three A.M.,
the system simply shut down. Head pillowed on the marbled endpapers
of the vast brown leather “Historical Manuscripts Commission,” year
MCMLXV, volume xxxvii, page xciv, I didn’t wake up until almost
noon.

Kirsty Bartlow and Cecilia Hewitt, my
roommates, were still on vacation – Kirsty backpacking in the Alps
with some of her fellow Rhodes Scholars, Cecilia whisked off on a
luxe yacht trip with some of her fellow trust-fund babies – and so
for two weeks, my mastery of the house continued. This was just
fine with me, as I fortified the living room and kitchen with
stacks of encyclopedias, history books, notebooks, and photocopies.
I would be making dinner when an idea would come to me, and I’d
leap for my notepad and scribble it down. This invariably led to a
fresh infusion of books. I hoped they didn’t all tip over and bury
me, although it seemed like a fitting end for a pack rat.

I barked up every tree I could think of,
aside from the merely historical. I parsed through endless reams of
vital records – land deeds, birth certificates, tax papers, family
genealogies, civil registries. I spent the days holed up in a
coffee shop, or on my own couch, highlighting footnotes in
bargain-bin copies of esoteric tracts, and had requested so many
manuscripts and incunabula from the Bod special collections that
they had clearly started to suspect me of being part of some
crackerjack intellectual-property black market ring or something
else equally nefarious. By the time I had disposed of the rest of
the break, I realized the need to halt this descent into scholastic
psychosis; I’d started having dreams about being lost in
forbidding, labyrinthine libraries. All that was missing was Bela
Lugosi.

Somewhere I found time to work on my thesis,
which was coming along reasonably well. I’d incorporated several
new threads from all my extra reading, and zigged and zagged from
political subtext to gender theory, so my problem was giving it a
focus. Nonetheless, I harbored visions of academic distinction, a
lucrative fellowship or publication in some appropriately
prestigious journal. I’d always done very well in school since it
was something to focus my obsessions on, and it had doubled at
Oxford.

In short, by the time Trinity term started in
late April, I had completed the transformation into an anti-social,
caffeine-addicted maniac. I’d made an effort to plow out the
sediment of books – on their return, both Kirsty and Cecilia had
remarked on them in rather unfavorable tones. Gavin and I hadn’t
talked aside from brief phone conversations, and I hadn’t been out
of the house in three days. Even Kirsty questioned me about my lack
of a social life, which meant it must have been glaring, but when
you combined the awful incident at the Jericho Tavern – when I had
gone out with Gavin and his friends against my better judgment, was
talked into having one drink, then had quite a few more and ended
up blacking out – with my desperate desire to crack this puzzle,
there just wasn’t sense, ambition, or the waking hours for it.

I’d finished a good part of my first draft.
I’d read every book Professor Hathaway had asked me to, and more. I
went to bed on Wednesday night determined that this first tute
would be perfect – as I always demanded. That is not entirely the
way it worked out.

Thursday started off badly in general. I
slept through three snooze cycles, thinking that I had the morning
free, before I remembered that I’d traded shifts at the Oxfam store
where I worked part-time, and needed to get up, dressed, and behind
the counter in twenty-five minutes. This thought scared me vertical
and into my clothes, but the adrenaline ran out as I was mucking up
Cowley Road, a ring-road arterial cluttered with ethnic grocers,
pawn brokers, “adult entertainment” stores, hair salons, and
colorful graffiti. Since England, so far as I could tell, haughtily
disdained the concept of four seasons (humid, rainy; cold, rainy;
and warm, cloudy were about the extent of its repertoire) April
thus far hadn’t been meteorologically discernible from its
predecessor.

I whiled away a slow morning, sorting through
a stack of books that a would-be philanthropist had left on our
hands. But aside from a few doorstops on the history of medicine
and a Winston Churchill biography, there was nothing of interest
until I got to the bottom. The last book, if it could be called
that, was a ratty sheaf of pages, yellowed with age and worn to a
fine oniony sheen. The copyright date read MCMXIII; 1913. I
struggled to think if anything of particular importance had
happened in 1913.

A Catalogue of a Gentleman’s
Curiosities, read the peeling type. It was furnished with an
elaborate wood-etching of a proper Edwardian gentleman, complete
with frock coat and pencil mustache, posing dramatically and
pointing to the letters. The border beneath his feet was detailed
with suitably grotesque-looking items no doubt meant to be
curiosities, and I surveyed it avidly, intrigued for no good
reason. Then the door slammed, and I started, stuffed the booklet
into my apron pocket, and got back to work. (I did remember to put
fifty pence in the till, since stealing from Oxfam felt doubly
wrong.)

I was let go at noon, and the first thing I
did was check the schedule to ensure I wouldn’t be caught short
again. Then I headed back into city center, angling as usual for
Queen’s Lane Coffee Shop to pass a few enjoyable hours, before
removing to Univ for tute. I was absurdly nervous. I half-expected
Professor Hathaway to read my mind, demand to know what I had
found, and turn me out on my ear if I failed to cooperate.

“Stop dithering, Murray,” I mumbled. “You can
always do that later.”

I took a deep breath. Then I headed out and
crossed the High, almost at a run. The Univ porter didn’t ask for
my Bod card on sight, finally consenting to believe that I had
legitimate business on campus. It was a momentous occasion.

 


I opened the office door and let out a small
scream.

“Not a word,” said Professor Hathaway. “I’ve
already heard the depths of witticism from everyone else, I’m sure
you see no need to prolong my misery.”

“I wasn’t going to make a joke. I. . . are
you all right?”

He seemed mollified by my concern. “All
intact except for the ego. Relatively so, at least. Slipped on ice
on the way to my car, and thus experienced remarkable but utterly
unwelcome success at executing – what is it you young people call
it – a facer. The results of which are plain to see.” He indicated
his craggy mug, which in fact was quite a spectacle. His nose was a
fading reddish-purple, and he was sporting a black eye that would
have done a boxer proud. He’d done his best to compensate for this
insult to vanity by wearing a tie, which he almost never did.

“Well,” he said. “Sit down. If I can manage a
tutorial looking like this, I’m sure you can manage a tutorial with
me looking like this.”

“Of course,” I got out. “That must have been
quite a fall.”

He shrugged. “It’s my own fault for staying
so late and letting the roads get so dangerous. Then to add insult
to injury, I was nearly killed by a speeding lorry. Thelma says I
ought to stop living in the office, but why would I? Still much
more to know.”

I chewed my cheek. I wanted to burst out with
all my questions at once, but he pre-empted me. “So. Had a good
break?”

“Yeah,” I said lamely. “Pretty good.”

“Get any traveling done? You mentioned you
were looking forward to that.”

“Oh – yeah. Yeah, I went up to Scotland for a
few weeks, it was lovely.”

Professor Hathaway eyed me. It was clear he
knew, from this and other conversations, that I was up to some sort
of skullduggery which I was failing to explain – though he, of
course, was the one who’d advised me to trick the secret of the
manuscript out of Gavin somehow. But instead he said, “Well then.
Let’s have at that thesis.”

Forty-five minutes of productive and painful
discussion followed, in which he shredded all the parts I thought
were good and asked why I hadn’t developed the parts I thought were
unimportant. We systematically assassinated the lot, until he told
me that I was on the verge of getting it. This wasn’t the damning
with faint praise it sounded like, since he said he’d had plenty of
students who went onto doctorates without getting it. But at last
he added, “Just one further note. While the bones of this paper are
excellent, there’s still not that one thing I was asking you about
earlier. That next level, where the reader can tell that you have
thoroughly and completely engaged with your topic. Once you turn
that switch, this is an outstanding and original thesis. Until
then, it will only stay very good and somewhat formulaic.”

I’d endured all his revisions without
comment, but this one stung. “I have! I’ve been reading every book
or resource I can get my hands on, I don’t have a life any more –
”

Professor Hathaway patiently let me finish.
Then he said, “I’m not a psychologist, Selma, but I have spent
forty years in academia. I very much want you to reach Canaan –
you’re a brilliant young woman, and you deserve to be recognized as
such. Secondly, I can tell when somebody’s refusing to touch
something that hurts. Anybody can. It’s like a dog on three legs. I
know I’ve hectored you about this before, and I apologize, since
it’s not my business. Yet to say the least, anybody would be
concerned.”

“I still don’t see how it is that I’m not
engaging,” I said, purposefully dodging the bigger question. “I’ve
been doing nothing but researching it.”

“Researching what?”

“The – the thesis, of course.”

“Selma.”

I sighed. “All right, the manuscript. That’s
why I was in Scotland. I’m looking for the rest of it.”

“And?”

I hadn’t mentioned Gavin, after all. “I found
a lead or two.”

By the time I finally extricated myself,
pleading lateness to a nonexistent appointment, I was feeling less
certain than ever, as if I was on a ship that had abruptly pitched
over sideways. Although my promise to Gavin wasn’t insignificant –
otherwise, I certainly would have told Professor Hathaway by now –
it was starting to weigh less and less against everything else at
stake. I was tired of lying all the time. No, I damn well wasn’t
touching it. Yes, it damn well hurt. And that was nobody’s business
but mine.

I fumed all the way up the steps and into my
room, then came to a halt in front of the mirror and stared at
myself. A small woman, thin to the point of boniness, skin pale as
milk. The long nights were wearing on it badly. Smears like bruises
in the orbits of the skull, bobbed black hair shockingly dark among
all the whiteness. Agate-green eyes, sooty lashes, a sharpness to
cheekbone and jaw, elegant; cold and static; remote, shut off. In
shock, I realized that I looked like Beverly Vitucci.

I turned away and sat on the bed. I didn’t
have to rip open that particular wound, not if I didn’t want to.
After all, I could be content with a “very good” thesis. It would
be read, it would be praised, it would go straight into an
anthology and be forgotten, and I’d certainly be able to claim
truthfully that I’d graduated with honors. But I knew I wouldn’t.
It was cowardly in two ways, and I was trying to talk myself back
into courage Ignoring it wouldn’t change it. Hiding it wasn’t
working. Fine. I could do this.

I flopped over on the pillow. My room was
sparse, the walls bare and white. Some things which I’d bought in
Oxford and didn’t have any old memories attached. I missed my
brother and sister – particularly my sister, Stefanie, my best
friend since childhood. I missed my parents. I missed Asheville,
the downtown shops, Tourists games, my garret room in our old
farmhouse, tucked in the Blue Ridge Mountains. Sitting on the porch
on summer evenings, with the crickets, the willows and moss and
fireflies. Yes, that was my home. Yes, it was gone now. I couldn’t
shield myself against every blow. I only had two hands, and they
were not enough.

It had rained all day, and that evening as I
was fixing dinner, the power went out. It flickered, buzzed, then
snuffed for good, leaving me in a stygian gloom and my boring pasta
a little too al dente for my taste. I tipped it into the garbage
and made a peanut butter sandwich instead, then sat down to eat in
the dark, still upset. I kicked my foot against the table, wanting
the small, persistent pain. Unearthing each grave let the ghosts
out, and they tumbled in my overloaded head, making it ache
fiercely. I put down my sandwich, feeling a sob trying to catch
like an old carburetor.

As I sat there, wondering how in the world
this was going to improve my thesis, it occurred to me that I would
very much like to talk to Aislinn. No matter that we were separated
by nine hundred years, a language, culture, and everything else, I
couldn’t help but think she might understand. I was just working
out how such a meeting would have taken place, when I caught short.
“This is too much,” I said aloud. “Now you want advice from your
homework? Get a grip.”

Leaving the sandwich unfinished, I went
upstairs. In the dark, the small bathroom was unfamiliar, and the
bone-white of the tub caught in the damp moonlight. I wondered when
the power would come back, because I wanted a hot bath, a long
soak, but considering my encroaching madness, a cold shower might
be better.

I undressed, unsnapped my bra and let it
slide down my gooseflesh-prickled arms. Outlined in the moonlight,
which came and went as the wind eddied the restless rainclouds, I
too was as pale and fragile as porcelain. Sharp collarbone, small
breasts. Flat stomach, bony hips, the neat, dark arrowhead of hair
between thin legs.

I touched myself there, lightly. It had been
two years since Joe, five since Luke, my high school sweetheart –
fumbling, clumsy, we lost our virginity to each other in the back
seat of his dad’s Thunderbird, at a drive-in showing of Raiders
of the Lost Ark. Since I hadn’t particularly enjoyed the
experience, we tried again a month later in his bed, while his
parents were visiting relatives. He’d done his best to set the
mood, provisioning flowers and candles, and while the act itself
had been executed to my satisfaction, he had to spring out and
douse his football shorts, which caught on fire when a candle
tipped over. The memory made me smile, just a little.

I could live without sex, and had, even when
it was more readily available. In fact, Joe and I had once had an
argument about it, since he thought I should be in the mood more
often than I was. So afterwards, I’d given as much as I could, more
than I wanted to, but it pleased him, and I liked to make him
happy. He was a sophisticated and considerate lover; it was hardly
a terrible thing to ask, and he used himself as hard as me, drawing
us both into that place where we were breathless and flushed in
heat, giddy and drunk, on each other as much as whatever alcohol we
were passing from hand to hand.

I drew my finger up higher, paused, then slid
it back. I met my own eyes, and glanced away. Looking at myself in
the mirror felt strangely indecent.

I was quick. I pressed hard, felt the clench
seize me in the gut. A constrained shudder passed from head to
foot; my breath grew choppy and I held that small, perfect heat for
just a moment. Then it dissipated, popping like a soap bubble.

Both pleased and embarrassed, I ran my hands
under the creaky faucet. Then I dampened a washcloth and splashed
freezing water over my skin –shivering, knees knocking, teeth
chattering, scrubbing out the grit, looking for the cure. Looking,
as if that would make a difference. And then –

The wind rattled the window. The moonlight
washed the floor. “Selma,” said the voice, as clearly as if it
stood directly beside me. “Selma.”

Every hair on my body stood up, bristling.
“Joe?” I said. “Joe!”

“Selma,” it said again, fainter. The
floorboards groaned. Something moved in the mirror and I whirled
around, heart hammering, but it was only me. And at that moment the
power came lurching back on, drowning me in the glare of the
lights, naked and hollow-eyed, small and shivering and dripping on
the rug.

“Oh God,” I whispered to my reflection. “I
really am going crazy, aren’t I?”

 



 CHAPTER TWO: A
Gentleman’s Curiosities

The days were longer, the trees
greener, and England at last seemed to realize that winter had
passed. There was a delicate translucence to the evenings, a golden
gauzy fineness to the early mornings; I was usually awake around
seven or earlier, watching the sun come up and soften the dreaming
spires with a Midas touch. The Oxford academic calendar started and
finished later than the American one, so the end of Trinity wasn’t
until the summer solstice. This, since it was barely two months
away, led to questions.

What did I plan to do? Rent some cheap flat
and stay on for the vacation, find a job and strike a balance
between research and paying the bills? The books were now confined
to my room instead of the entire house, so I had to develop a
Linnaean classification to keep them straight. Not that it was
doing me much good. For although I had acquired a far better
familiarity with medieval legal documents than one could ever
imagine needing, I still had discovered nothing to put an end to
the continuing lacuna, and I was drained and disheartened. Maybe
everyone was right, it was just an elaborate hoax, and I was
wasting my time. This opinion, however, was not kindly
reciprocated.

“Nonsense,” said Professor Hathaway. “Say
that again with a straight face. You’re working on a mystery no
one’s cracked for centuries, and you want to give up after a few
hard months? Think about those of us who have been at it for
years.”

“Those of us not lucky enough to be you,” I
said dryly, “do suffer from academic ennui once in a while. But
point taken. I’ll keep going.”

On the flip side, I could now read Old
English passably well – with the help of a few dilapidated
dictionaries and sheer persistence, I was, if not a virtuoso, at
least a second violin. Out of curiosity, I began to fool around
with translation, putting paragraphs and pages back into their
mother tongue to gain a sense of how Aislinn might have actually
written them. My grammar was undoubtedly heinous, but I didn’t need
the specifics, just an idea. I also hoped there would be some
cryptogram that worked itself out in the original, some key. She’d
meant for her work to be read, but by who?

Nonetheless, even with Professor Hathaway’s
encouragement, I was running out of steam. I was sick and tired of
straining my eyes, living in reams of old paper and finding nothing
except further disappointments. Staying up too late and sleeping
too little, when I was already loaded with other work, and I needed
to let go of something before it all dragged me down for good. Such
was the plan, but I was failing at it on all fronts. And then I
found the catalyst.

Oxfam, again. I’d come by this shift on time,
and it was another boring day. Aside from cleaning jam off the
well-fingered children’s section (is it me, or is there nothing
sadder than thrift-shop toys?) I had nothing to do, except from a
brief excitement when I thought the Ladbrokes across the way was
being held up. I was trying to resist what I very much wanted – to
park behind the counter with a book – but eventually gave up.
However, I’d neglected to bring one, so I went nosing through the
shelves.

To my vast amusement, I found one of those
other editions Professor Hathaway had warned me about (my current
project being a favored breeding ground for historical
controversies and revisionist propaganda). On the cover, someone
had made a stab at drawing Aislinn herself. She was a sultry vixen
in a low-cut gown, sporting suitably voluptuous breasts and a
come-hither look. The text beneath the title read, The Lost
Account of the Alluring Anglo-Saxon Princess. . . who seduced
the most powerful men of her day, schemed in royal
politics, and saved herself from the trials and turmoil of
the Norman Conquest! Based on a True Story!

“ ‘Based’ being the operative word,” I
muttered. No, this didn’t look much like a scholarly resource, but
out of curiosity, I slit the book open, wondering how they’d dealt
with the rape scene. Something told me they hadn’t glossed it over
the way Partridge had.

On that suspicion, I was perfectly
correct.

As he thrust himself upon me in ardor, I
struggled to think: what was a maiden such as myself to do, faced
with such unbearable brutishness and undeniable desire, such
unassailable will? Now he grasped my dress – now he tore it away –
my breasts sprang free. He seized hold of me again and ground
himself against me, and I could feel the throbbing of his need. For
as he wrenched my head back by the hair and pressed me upon the
table, there was to be little resisting him. And so, knowing it
otherwise might have been my duty to protest my virtue until my own
death, I fell instead into this strange feeling – this awaking
power and desire mingled – for I too could have something from him,
not merely his enjoyment of my untouched flesh –

I let out a hoot and dropped the book. I got
on my knees to pick it up, intending to re-categorize it in
“Romance” (the grossness of turning a brutally nonconsensual
encounter into a passionate love scene aside). But as I did, I
noticed another book that had fallen underneath the shelves, so I
grabbed an umbrella and hooked it out, brushed the dust off, and
held it up. Then I blinked. And blinked again.

The Mystery of Mediaeval Manuscripts: Using
Structural Clues to Solve the Riddles of Time.

“That,” I said, now firmly established in the
habit of talking to myself, “is exactly what I need. Do you
take commissions?’

I cracked the battered flyleaf: MCMLXXVI. In
other words, 1976. Ten years after the publication of Melvin
Partridge’s translation. I flipped through the pages with fervent
anticipation, skimmed the sections on illuminated Gospels,
chivalric romances, and the various Robin Hood ballads, and reached
the end with my hopes dashed as quickly as they’d been raised.
Then, just to be thorough, I checked the author’s note.

The current
internationally recognised expert on mediaeval manuscripts is Frank
A. Hathaway, Distinguished Professor of History at University
College, Oxford. I am much indebted to his scholarship, and for his
kind permission to reprint portions of his ‘Island’s Abbot,
Innocents’ Cleric, and Saint’s Biographer: Synthesizing the Legal
Identities of Adamnán of Iona’ article from the July 1972
English Historical Review –

I dropped a book, for the second time in less
than five minutes.

Of course he was. Of course he was.
He’d been trying his whole life to solve the same mystery. Think
about those of us who have been at it for years. No wonder he
had scoffed at me when I moped about a lack of results from a few
months. This summoned both despair and euphoria – how the hell
would I do it, if he couldn’t? And following hard on the heels of
that: he’d never known about the part of the manuscript hidden in
Scotland. He had been moving in circles, turning over the same
rocks. I had the key. If I gave it to him, he could find the
lock.

I picked up the book, and shut it. Then I
shoved it into my pocket, choice made.

I stopped off at home and gathered my latest
crack at the thesis, wondering if Professor Hathaway would think
I’d “engaged’’ enough. But that was hardly what was on my mind. My
pulse was tripping, I pulled on my jacket with shaking hands, and
when I extricated the Mediaeval Manuscripts book from my
apron pocket, my first find came with it, rather crumpled since I’d
forgotten it was in there. The little booklet, A Catalogue of
Gentlemen’s Curiosities. I carefully sellotaped the torn corner
back into place, then stacked both of them in my bag with the rest
of my books. Then I departed for Univ.

I didn’t broach it directly. First I brought
up my theory that the manuscript might have some meaning in Old
English that it lacked in translation. I quoted the Sapir-Whorf
hypothesis and other bits of linguistic miscellanea. Then I
mentioned that I’d been doing some myself, but it wasn’t exactly
reliable since my Old English was far from fluent. “After all,” I
said, “Alasdair MacGillivray knows it a bit better than I do.”

“Alasdair MacGillivray?” Professor Hathaway
repeated, looking incredulous. “How in the world do you know
Alasdair?”

I hadn’t expected to come about to it so
quickly, but here was my opening. “I met him in Scotland. He
translated the manuscript for u – me.”

“From the Latin?” Professor Hathaway asked.
“What does that have to do with Old English – or was he translating
it back into Old English? Sounds quite roundabout.”

I took a breath. “No,” I said. “He was
translating it from Old English to English.”

I waited for the impact of these words to
hit. Professor Hathaway’s damaged countenance looked quite blank,
then flared with shock. For a moment, I was afraid I’d sent him
into cardiac arrest. “What?” he croaked.

I reached into my bag and pulled out the
sheaf of typewritten pages. Gavin called it the “1067-72” section
of the manuscript, but that wasn’t particularly catchy, so I’d
adopted “The Aetheling’s Rebellion” instead. “This is it. This is
the next section. It covers up until the year 1072, and picks up
where the first part leaves off.”

Professor Hathaway’s mouth was open, but
nothing issued from it except for a faint gurgling noise. Then,
deciding not to abjure his dignity more than was already the case,
he snapped his mouth shut, pried it apart, and tried again. “Do you
have any idea. Any idea how long scholars have been looking
for that? Where in Dante’s circles of hell did you find it?”

“I’m not allowed to tell you.” I was trying
to hew to my agreement with Gavin as closely as possible –
admittedly disingenuous, since I was sticking to the periphery
while gouging out the core – but that couldn’t be helped. “But here
it is, as much as w – I could find.” Leaving him out entirely also
felt as if I was trying to take all the credit, but I couldn’t have
it both ways.

It was the first time I had ever seen
Professor Hathaway so thrown. He stared at it as if it was the Holy
Grail – which it was, for him. “How long have you known of
this?”

“Since my trip to Scotland.”

“Why didn’t you tell me earlier?”

“I was. . . working something out.”

“Is it worked out?”

“Enough.” I handed it to him.

Professor Hathaway sifted through the pages,
mouth moving soundlessly. “I don’t believe it” seemed to be the
predominate phrase, for which I could not blame him. He turned them
over, tracing the words, then looked up at me with a start. “You
didn’t just write this yourself, did you?” he asked
suspiciously.

I laughed. “When would I have the time, the
imagination, or the nerve?”

He nodded, conceding the point. “Was this
translated directly from the original?”

“Yes.”

His gaze grew even sharper. “It
survived?”

I squirmed. “Part of it. I – I guess some did
get bombed away with Wallace’s collection, but some didn’t.”

“All this time,” Professor Hathaway said. “I
could swear I’d gone over the British Isles with a fine-tooth comb.
I’ve been to every museum at least twice, I’ve harassed all the
antique stores and scriptoriums between here and Brobdingnag, I’ve
broken into libraries at odd hours – oh yes, I’ve got quite a
history as a literary miscreant.”

“Is that so.” I examined his injuries again,
suddenly wondering if they were really attributable to an
unfortunate slip in the parking lot.

“Yes, and never have I come close to this.
And you do it in your first year!” He sounded both furious and
amazed. “The department isn’t going to believe this either.”

“Er – if you don’t mind,” I said, “would it
be all right if you just studied it yourself, see what you can tell
me about it? If there’s any more of it, that sort of thing?”

“Why?” Professor Hathaway asked. “If you can
prove it’s authentic, this is a scholastic landmark. Knowledge
isn’t meant to be hoarded, Selma. History isn’t classified. It’s in
sharing it, and shaping it, that we gain a better understanding of
the delicate and unique institution known as human civilization,
and how we ourselves create our memories of it. Everything has
passed through God knows how many intermediaries before it reaches
somebody interested in writing it down. Therein, of course, lies
the difficulty – there are plenty of those pseudo-quantum-physicist
types who say you can never prove anything to certainty. Started in
the seventies, of course. Yet still, you have to take that step, to
build any link.”

That was a hard statement to argue with.
Still, I tried. “Well, maybe we want to withhold it until I can get
the original. We don’t want to have people thinking what you just
did – that I made it up in my spare time. After all, it doesn’t
look very historic. Carbon paper and typeface.”

“Possibly,” said Professor Hathaway. He was
about to say something else, but the rotary telephone on his desk
jangled. He held up a finger at me, and I nodded, so he snatched
the receiver off the hook. “Hathaway. Can this wait? I’m in the
middle of tute.”

A pause. His eyebrows skyrocketed, again.
“Really. This is the second straight sticky wicket I’ve been thrown
today. I’ll make arrangements. Don’t touch it until I get there,
and for God’s sake, don’t let the archivists at it. If it’s as old
as you think, it’ll last long enough for me to get the first train
to Dunfermline. Yes. Yes, I will. Thank you.”

“Well?” I demanded, the instant he’d
hung up.

Professor Hathaway eyed me with a mix of
amusement and barely veiled shock. “This is the day for surprises.
That was the Scottish Archaeological Society, who’ve been doing
excavations on Malcolm’s Tower. They’ve just found some remarkably
well-preserved bit of writing on a vellum roll.”

“The manuscript?” I wondered if this was how
it felt to have a heart attack.

“I doubt it. It’s far too short, only three
or four pages. But it’s old. Speak of the devil, they’ve already
enlisted Alasdair MacGillivray, and he’s been translating the odd
bit of inscription, but for this, they want me. Since I’m such a
renowned expert.”

Gears clicked into place. “That’s it!
Alasdair! When w – I came back to pick up the translation, he’d
gone and I didn’t know why. He was called off to a project on
Malcolm’s Tower and I thought it was strange, but – ” Another gear
turned. “Forgive my ignorance, but there were four Kings of Scots
named Malcolm. Which built the tower?”

Professor Hathaway’s mouth quirked. “The
third one,” he said. “Malcolm Canmore. The son of Duncan the
Diseased. The slayer of Macbeth.”

I clutched onto my chair. My voice was faint.
“The one in the manuscript.”

“Oh, he’s in it?” said Professor Hathaway.
“Excellent.”

 


By the time tute ended, I was embroiled in an
excited and painful whirl like stage fright. I’d given Professor
Hathaway both Mediaeval Manuscripts and Gentlemen’s
Curiosities, and he had promised to look them over, along with
Aetheling’s Rebellion itself, on the train ride to Scotland;
he told me that I was excused from tute next week, since he didn’t
know when he’d be back. There was always the possibility that the
pages were completely mundane – a household inventory, a bill for
Malcolm’s favorite ale. But if it wasn’t. . . if Aislinn was real,
and if she had been at his court during the time she claimed, then
she might be mentioned. She might be proved. Or at least within the
margin of reasonable doubt.

I walked home in a better mood than I’d been
in for months. It was a lovely evening, and I didn’t have any
creeping desire to have a drink, to wash the demons out of my
skull. I’d been slipping dangerously close during the course of my
frustrating and fruitless search, but I didn’t feel it at all right
now. That was unbelievably liberating.

Halfway up Merton Street, however, I abruptly
changed my mind, and my direction. No matter how ethically
squirrelly it felt to enquire into Gavin’s progress right after I’d
stabbed him in the back, I wanted to tie all ends together.
Besides, I owed him an apology, even if I couldn’t tell him what
exactly for. I did enjoy the walk out to Iffley Road in the warm
dusk, but by the time it terminated at his front door, I was
starting to feel nauseous. I almost chickened out of ringing the
bell.

There was a pause, then the latch clicked.
Gavin was wearing a Liverpool F.C. jersey, baggy trousers, and one
checkered sock, apparently unable to be prevailed upon to find the
mate, and he was brandishing a fork. Nonetheless, he looked
thrilled. “Selma! I was beginning to wonder if you’d got devoured
by the books.”

“Sorry, did I interrupt your dinner?”

“Oh no. You came by to watch football finals,
I’m sure? Although I can’t blame you if not. The Reds have already
played second fiddle twice – to those absolute bastards Everton in
First Division, Arsenal in League – and I’m going to do something
very bad. I probably shouldn’t joke about that, though. Juventus is
a bit of a sore spot.”

I blinked. This was not a language I spoke at
all. “Should I just leave you to it?”

“Coventry City versus Tottenham Hotspur, not
that fascinating,” said Gavin.

“Gav, get in here!” a voice roared. “Match
starts in five minutes!”

“Someone disagrees,” I said. “Who’s the
jersey?” Giving him a chance to discuss something besides
you-know-what couldn’t hurt. I only dropped in when I wanted to
know about the manuscript, and although that was again the case
here, I didn’t need to leap to it immediately.

“You mean the kit? Ian Rush, of course. Come
in, I’ve got loads to teach you.”

I allowed him to suck me into the living room
as if over the event horizon of a black hole, feeling more disloyal
than ever. Gavin and his roommate, a strapping, towheaded specimen
almost undoubtedly on the rugby team, were fortifying their spot
before the television with the universal supplies of men watching
sports: junk food, bottles of cheap beer, and items that could be
thrown at walls without actually damaging them. I felt a small
stab, thinking of tailgate parties back at UNC.

“Alex, Selma; Selma, Alex,” said Gavin,
rattling back in with several bags of crisps. “He’s from Bristol,
so he’s got the misfortune of supporting a lesser side.”

“Normally I’d object very strongly, but
Bristol City are a complete mess right now,” Alex bemoaned,
reaching over to shake my hand. Lowering his voice to a dramatic
whisper, he added, “I’m thinking about taking up Everton, just to
shut him up.”

“Why bother only trying for the seventh
circle of hell?” said Gavin, overhearing. “Might as well just go
for Manchester United.”

I bit my tongue. While I was more of a sports
fan than some girls, I was bewildered by the intricacies of English
football, not least the complete abandon of reason with which it
was followed and brooded over. When the manager of the much-loathed
Manchester United got sacked last fall, it was occasion for
six-inch headlines in the red-top tabloids and an outpouring of
emotion generally reserved for the death of world leaders. Still,
Gavin would cheerily talk for hours about it, and that might help
grease the skids.

The game began. I waited for my opportunity,
and found it when one player committed a foul that I didn’t catch,
but which was apparently egregious. Alex boiled off the couch,
shouting, “Red card! Red card! Come on now, send him off, it’s only
fair! He almost bloody killed him!”

While Alex was fulminating, I slid into his
vacated place beside Gavin. “Hey, I was just wondering. How are you
doing on the first part of the manuscript?”

He gave me a sheepish look. “Decently.”

“What’s decently?”

Gavin was studiously fascinated by the replay
of the foul. “Well, I’ve only been to the Bod twice. So I’ve got
about a dozen pages transcribed.”

“Only twice?” My voice rose in disbelief.

“Well. . .” Gavin said again, scratching his
ear. “It’s a bit hard to keep thinking up what’s it to do with the
Whigs, isn’t it?”

Silently, I talked myself down. Not everyone
was required to live by my same punishing standards. When Gavin
agreed to help me, he hadn’t agreed to work around the clock,
living in the past the way I was. He hadn’t had to do it at all. I
had to remember that, but it still felt wrong. Like I needed to get
out of here. Needed to run, before something or someone could catch
me.

I got to my feet. “Maybe it was a bad idea to
come over now. I mean, you have your match, and I don’t want to
distract – ”

“Hold up. Where are you off to in such a
rush? I haven’t got round to telling you why, exactly, Manchester
United are a bunch of prats.”

“She doesn’t want to know that, mate, come
off it,” said Alex, rolling his eyes. “Besides, I don’t need to
hear it again.”

Gavin shot a reproving look at his friend.
But at that moment there was a knock on the front door, and he got
up to answer it. Left to hold down the fort, Alex and I both
reached for the plate of nachos he had been scrupulously guarding.
Then I licked my fingers, grabbed my bag, and said, “I have too
much work, I really need to be getting home. Thanks for letting me
horn in on guys’ night.”

“That’s quite all right, but – ” Alex began,
looking surprised.

He was about to say more, but at that moment
something exciting happened in the match, and he whirled back to
the television. I took advantage of his distraction and crossed the
room, slipping into the hall. I started for the front door, but
dropped a pen, and stooped to pick it up. And then my eyes caught
onto feet – two sets of feet. Gavin’s, still bereft of one sock,
and a delicate pair, distinctly feminine, in fawn-leather
Birkenstocks. While my brain was still processing this, I looked
up. Gavin, with his arm slung around – Cecilia?

She smiled brightly. “Hey, Selma! I wasn’t
expecting to see you!”

The pause that would not end. I wished I
could say something witty. He isn’t even a rugby player, or,
What in the world would the two of you have in common
anyway, or, Maybe you can be a nice, normal girlfriend for
him? But nothing came out. I didn’t even know why I was so
bothered. I’d said it myself, when Cecilia naïvely advised me to
put out for Gavin on our Scotland trip – Cece, don’t tell me
what to do about Gavin. Sleep with him yourself if it’s so
important to you. Hardly her fault if she believed me. She
believed everyone, with a sweet, trusting credulity, and I didn’t
think she’d done it to hurt me – she just didn’t operate like that.
Nevertheless, it was stuck in my craw.

“Well,” I said at last. “That’s a little
unexpected.”

They had the gall to look surprised. “You’re
not leaving, are you?” Gavin asked.

“Yes. I’ve got a lot of homework. See you
later.”

And with that I turned and hurried down the
steps, ignoring his shout after me. It was dark by now, the sky
sprinkled lushly with stars, and the breeze was fresh in my face.
But I just put my head down and walked back into town, pride
smarting. To make it worse, it wasn’t even reasonable. It had been
a momentous day. I’d just taken a big step toward solving, or at
least thinning, a centuries-old mystery. That should have
outweighed any minor personal quibbles dampening the end of it.

I got home. I went upstairs, flung my bag on
the floor, and sprawled on my bed. I pulled out my latest book, but
it was no use. I turned out the lamp, pulled the quilt up, and
stared at the ceiling, watching headlights pass, until I fumed
myself to sleep.

I had intended to spend the weekend finding a
new hobby, as people were permitted, even encouraged, to have lives
beyond academia. But I woke up late on Saturday morning, and by the
time I’d roused enough ambition to even get out of bed, getting
dressed – never mind the effort to think of something to do –
sounded like a tall order. I pattered downstairs, then stopped.

Installed at the kitchen table, reading the
Sun, humming and sipping tea: Cecilia. Clearly everything
was just copacetic in her personal world, and I came to a smart
halt, strongly inclined to think that I did not, in fact, want to
know why. I stole a look around the room, as if expecting to find a
boxer-clad Gavin lurking in the corner.

Cecilia glanced up at my approach. “Hey,
sweetie! I made some French toast, it’s probably still warm.”

“Thanks,” I said. “That’s really nice of
you.”

Cecilia frowned; for all her blithe, bubbly
oblivion, she wasn’t an idiot. When I’d supplied myself with toast
and dusted it in powdered sugar, she said, “What’s wrong?”

“Oh, nothing.” I had to admit, there was
definitely an if-you-don’t-know, I’m-not-going-to-tell-you tart in
my voice, which aggravated me deeply. I should have been well
beyond this high school drama.

Cecilia looked both surprised and hurt.
“Selma, honey!” There was a pause, then understanding dawned in her
lovely blue eyes. “Ohh. . . is this about Thursday?”

“No,” I said, a little too snappishly.

Not fooled, Cecilia regarded me wisely. “Baby
doll, I’m so sorry. I didn’t think of how it looked.”

“Sorry for what?” I said, trying to leaven
the sarcasm in my voice. “Gavin and I aren’t dating. It – it’s fine
if you, you know. Wanted to do something about it – ”

Cecilia patiently helped me out of the
morass. “Hon, if you and Gavin aren’t dating, I’m going to be
extremely upset. It wasn’t him I was coming to see. It was
Alex.”

I snapped my mouth shut with a click, feeling
immensely stupid. Why hadn’t I thought of that? But still, I
couldn’t let it go. “That’s not exactly what it looked like.”

She smiled, not at all nettled by the
juvenile tenor of this accusation. “Gavin is the sweetest guy I’ve
ever met. He’s funny, he listens, he’s so easy-going. So
low-maintenance.” There was a note of wistfulness in her voice, and
I thought of all the stories she told us – shoved into conjunction
with the high-strung, high-powered sons of high-society executives,
matched like a pair of circuits in the hope they’d strike a spark.
“I’ve been by to see Alex several times, and chatted with Gavin a
lot as well. This, for the record, has only doubled my resolve to
get you two together. You could use a guy like him.”

Completely bemused, I could only shake my
head like a horse trying to shed a fly. “What makes you think I
need a guy at all?”

“No girl needs a guy to live,” said Cecilia
comfortably. “But they’re very nice to have around. Besides. . .
Selma, aren’t you lonely?”

I thought of myself, fragile, fingers
slipping in the darkness. “I can manage it.”

Cecilia poured herself a fresh cup of tea.
“Me and Kirsty are worried about you. All you ever do is read those
old books, and it’s like. . .” She considered. “It’s like there’s a
trapdoor inside you, and a monster inside it that keeps trying to
escape. You keep slamming it shut, but every time, it gets another
claw out.”

I stared at her. “You don’t get nearly enough
credit, you know that?”

“If you say so,” she said, abashed. “If
I can see it, it’s probably not too subtle. I mean, people
don’t always ask what’s wrong with you, do they?”

I thought of all the offers of help I’d
received, and how clumsily I’d batted them aside. “No,” I
concluded. “Not too subtle.”

Cecilia paved more butter on her toast. “So,
um? Do you want to talk about it?”

“Everyone asks me that. Why would I want to?
It just brings it all up again, and it’s not going to mend
anything.” I felt a powerful, paralyzing surge of despair, and
squeezed my eyes shut, struggling to breathe.

“It helps to get it out of your head,” said
Cecilia. “It helps to share the burden. You don’t have to know it
all by yourself. You don’t have to be that strong. No one is.”

Still I hung back, shaking all over. But she
took one look at my face and said, “Oh no. Oh, no. Come here,
honey. Come on. Let it go.”

I pushed my chair back and stumbled toward
her, hitting her amidships and clutching fistfuls of her
embroidered silk bathrobe. She put both arms around me, steered us
to the couch, and sat us down. And then, when I had stopped crying
long enough to talk, I did it. I told her what had happened, how it
had started, how it ended, and how it had left me here, huddled on
the other side of the Atlantic on a bright Saturday noon, brought
to heel at last by help from the unlikeliest quarter
imaginable.

When I was finished, Cecilia was quiet for a
long time, stroking my hair. Then she said, “Wow. Oh my God, Selma.
I’m so sorry.”

“It’s not your fault,” I said, watery.

“I know, but I can still be sorry.” She
reached over me to the side table and ripped out a fistful of
Kleenex. “Is that why you’re afraid of dating Gavin? Since there’s
that, and the fact that his granddad and dad both died really
young? But you know, lightning doesn’t strike in the same place
twice. Or would that be three times? So
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