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				“I know you are tired but come, this is the way.”

				—Rumi

			

		

	
		
			Prologue

			Malibu, April 14, 1966

			The view from the car window is both calming and startling.

			New eucalyptus, queen palms, and jacaranda trees stand on what had been charred earth. Bird-of-paradise and sea lavender hug the footprint where a house once stood. A rose garden at the back of the lot pulls the gaze of the woman inside the vehicle like a magnet. It is much bigger than the one the fire nearly crispened into nothingness. Roses of every shade beckon, and this makes her smile. So does the park bench that offers a wispy glimpse of the cobalt sea a half mile down the hill.

			The bench is also new.

			She reaches for the garden shears at her feet, freshly purchased from the Nurseryland on Sepulveda Boulevard, and frees them from their packaging.

			“I’ll only be a few minutes,” she says to her husband, sitting in the driver’s seat.

			The man nods and kills the engine anyway so that she won’t feel rushed.

			She approaches the garden tentatively, as an intruder might, suddenly second-guessing herself. But when she reaches the multihued blooms in all stages of opening, the roses seem to welcome her forward, lifting on the breeze as if to bare their necks to the blades.

			Minutes later the woman is walking back to the car with enough flowers for two bouquets, their petals releasing a honey-sweet fragrance. She left the snipped thorns to decompose where they’d fallen.

			The woman turns before opening the car door to gaze upon the Eden-like setting, knowing she might not see these rosebushes again. But she also knows she cannot linger here at the top of Paradise Circle. Traffic into Los Angeles is always difficult at this time of day.

		

	
		
			December 11, 1956
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			Ten Years Earlier

		

	
		
			1

			The last thing Eva Kruse wanted to do was risk drawing attention to herself, and yet she’d done it anyway.

			She’d stayed overnight at Melanie Cole’s house. Spent hour upon hour there instead of leaving at three in the afternoon as she usually did. Slept in the guest room bed as if an actual guest and not a paid-by-the-hour housekeeper who’d vowed to spend zero extra time at the actress’s house.

			Zero.

			Yet there she stood, at daybreak in a borrowed nightgown.

			When Melanie had told Eva she needed her to arrive that morning at six a.m. instead of nine, Eva had explained the best she could manage was a few minutes before eight. The two-bus commute from Los Angeles to Malibu was well over an hour. There was only one bus earlier than the one she picked up in Santa Monica, which still wouldn’t get her there in time.

			“It’s just this once,” Melanie had pleaded, as though Eva had said instead that she didn’t want to start her workday when it was still dark. “I’ve an important call from the East Coast at seven thirty. I need my breakfast and a good pot of coffee and my dress ironed—even if no one is going to see me. I need to look and feel confident and poised, Eva. It’s an extremely important call. I need you to come at six. Please. Just this one time.”

			“I am sorry, Miss Cole. The other bus does not come to my second stop until after seven.” Eva had enunciated each word carefully so that her accented English couldn’t be misunderstood.

			She’d hoped the actress would call Marvelous Maids and at last, at last, ask for a different housekeeper—one who had a car or a husband who could drive or who lived closer or who had access to better bus routes. She was being paid at the top level for this posting—the most she’d been paid for any housekeeping job since arriving in America four years earlier. No one quits a plum posting without it raising questions. But if Melanie had asked for another maid, it would’ve solved all Eva’s problems.

			The most pressing one, anyway. The one that often kept her up at night.

			“Then just stay over tonight,” Melanie had said. “You’ll already be here when my alarm goes off in the morning, so you can make sure I get up. It’s a very important call.”

			“I don’t know…” Eva’s mind had spun with possible excuses. Staying over was a bad idea if Melanie was being watched. It was probably a bad idea even if she wasn’t being watched. Sometimes Eva cried out in her sleep. And not in Polish.

			“What don’t you know?” Melanie had asked, brows knitted. “Is it the money? I’ll pay you for the extra hours, even though you’re not going to be doing anything while you’re sleeping.”

			“No, it is…” Eva’s voice had fallen away as words for the reason for her hesitancy fought to take shape in her mouth; a reason she had no intention of giving.

			She shouldn’t be working for Melanie Cole, plain and simple. The Hollywood starlet had been suspected of communist ties six months earlier and been blacklisted. No studio, big or little, would hire her now. Melanie Cole didn’t need anyone in her orbit who might reinforce the idea that she wasn’t a patriot. The actress hadn’t been singled out; Eva knew that. There were plenty of other Hollywood people caught up in the long and ongoing hunt to rout out socialist sympathizers, including that famous actor Melanie had starred alongside and who was paying the rent on this house.

			And who slept over when he was in town.

			That film with heartthrob Carson Edwards had apparently been Melanie’s first big role, and audiences had adored her. This Eva had learned from her landlady, Yvonne. Eva herself hadn’t seen the movie. Fans and the tabloids had loved even more that Melanie and Carson were “an item,” but when he’d been named a suspected communist and summarily blacklisted, Melanie had been, too. Guilt by association. The adoration of the public had evaporated as quickly as morning dew. Yvonne had told her all of this, too.

			Everything Melanie Cole was doing or had done was now being scrutinized. Or so Eva surmised.

			An overnight stay would draw unwanted attention to both of them if anyone were in fact spying on Melanie, taking notes on who she spent time with. And if those government men poking into Melanie’s personal life pried next into Eva’s, they might discover she wasn’t, as she claimed, a displaced Pole who refused after the war to return to what was now communist Warsaw. They would discover who she really was and instantly assume the worst, because that’s what people did.

			Eva would not only lose her job with the agency, but she’d likely be deported for having lied on her immigration papers. And Melanie? The actress would probably never work in Hollywood again, which was Melanie Cole’s worst nightmare. Eva had heard her talk about it with that screenwriter Elwood who lived next door. That man never came out of his house, but Eva had heard the actress talking with him—both through an open window and also on the telephone. Eva knew all Melanie Cole had ever wanted was to be a film actress. She had finally made it as one, and suddenly that life had been taken from her.

			Melanie was no communist; Eva was certain of that, and she would know better than anyone. But she also knew it didn’t matter what a person said about themselves; it mattered only what others said about them.

			Eva hadn’t learned of Melanie’s predicament until two months after she started working for her, and it wasn’t until a full month after that she came to understand Melanie’s associations—that is, who she spoke to, spent time with, had over to the house—were likely being scrutinized, too. People like her. Eva had known then she needed a different posting. Producing a good reason for asking for one was tricky, though. She had a highly desirable assignment. When she’d asked her supervisor, Lorraine, for a change due to the hour-long commute each day—a rather good excuse, she thought—she was told that Mr. Edwards had expressly chosen Eva. She was the preferred Marvelous Maid for Melanie Cole, and so she’d now be compensated for the two hours on the bus each day as well as for her bus fare.

			Lorraine had beamed when she’d said this. No Marvelous Maid had ever earned the hourly rate while riding a bus to get to work, let alone been reimbursed for bus fare.

			“I have extra nightgowns, if that’s what you’re worried about,” Melanie had added, her tone having warped from expectant to annoyed. “And it’s just one night. I really don’t think I’m asking too much, Eva. I will pay you the extra in cash. The agency doesn’t have to know.”

			In the end Eva had agreed. It was just one night. There was at that moment no stray car on the cul-de-sac with a strange driver sitting inside it, peering at the house. And the extra money? If she was going to need to start over again with a new job, the extra money would sure help.

			She’d slept fitfully in Melanie’s spacious guest room and risen before the sun to make the requested coffee and breakfast and to rouse the actress if she slept through her alarm.

			But when Eva emerged from the guest room, the actress was already up. Melanie stood now in the dark at the slightly open sliding door that led to the back patio, smoking a cigarette.

			“Oh! Good morning, ma’am,” Eva said, startled.

			The actress turned to her. Dawn was only just beginning to steal across the sky, and the actress looked beautiful in the gleaming light of the still-visible moon. Melanie Cole had all the features a camera surely loved. Golden brown hair that fell in soft waves past her shoulders. Eyes the same verdigris green as meadow grass in springtime. Slender legs and a small waist and nicely proportioned everywhere else.

			Even with her hair tousled and no cosmetics on her face, Melanie was stunning. Eva had the same build and nearly the same hair color, but she knew she was merely pleasant-looking.

			“I couldn’t sleep,” the actress said, as though replying to a different comment than Eva’s morning greeting.

			“I…Would you care for your coffee now, ma’am?” Eva asked.

			“Can’t you just please call me Melanie? I feel like an old woman every time you call me ma’am. I’m only twenty-five.”

			“Certainly, ma’am. I mean…”

			“Melanie.”

			“Yes. Melanie.”

			Eva waited for an answer about the coffee, but there wasn’t one. Instead, the actress brought the cigarette to her lips as she turned back toward the glass doors. A dry breeze instead of the usual morning coastal mist was ruffling the sheer curtains. Melanie tipped her head back, drew in a breath, and then exhaled. Smoke swirled above her head and out the narrow opening at the door like a streamer made of gauze.

			She pointed to the neighbor’s house with her cigarette. “Elwood’s sister-in-law is out there digging up his roses. Why in the world is she doing that?”

			Eva fumbled for an answer. “You mean, so early in the morning?”

			“No. I mean, why would June tear up his rosebushes? Elwood is very fond of them. He told me so. They’re not hers.”

			“I…I don’t know, ma’am. I mean Melanie.”

			“Come look.”

			Eva closed the distance between them and looked out toward the neighbor’s backyard. The patio lights were on, and Eva could see the head and shoulders of Melanie’s neighbor, June Blankenship, just over the fence, bending out of view every few seconds as she drove a shovel into the ground. The woman lifted what appeared to be a rosebush, took a few paces, and then disappeared from sight as she bent forward with the bush and lowered it to the dirt.

			“I think…I think she might be planting rosebushes,” Eva said. “Or moving them around maybe?”

			Melanie shook her head. “Elwood is going to flip. He is very particular about those bushes. I don’t think she should be doing that.”

			Eva didn’t know what to say to this. She’d never actually met the next-door neighbors, though Melanie had told her that the writer who lived there, Elwood Blankenship, had been in a bad accident some years back and now never came outside. His twin brother’s widow, June, lived with him and did his grocery shopping and laundry and all that. Eva also knew that when Melanie had been blacklisted and Carson Edwards moved her from Hollywood to Malibu to get her away from the press and prying eyes, she’d found a friend and unlikely confidant in Elwood Blankenship. Elwood was an accepted member of the Hollywood universe Melanie had been kicked out of, and therefore on good terms with all the people who now refused to hire her. He was additionally, near as Eva could tell, good at giving advice. She hadn’t meant to overhear their telephone or over-the-fence conversations, but Melanie wasn’t one to whisper. Especially when she was upset.

			The last conversation Eva overheard had been a little over a week ago when she’d been in the backyard, shaking out a rug. Melanie was at the side of the house, talking with Elwood across the fence as he stood at an open window on his upper story. It would have been impossible not to hear them.

			Melanie had been telling Elwood she’d gotten a letter from Washington laying out for her what the government’s expectations were if she wanted to prove her innocence.

			“I’m not un-American!” Melanie had been shouting up to the window. “I was a Girl Scout, for heaven’s sake. I sang the National Anthem at my high school football games! I have done nothing wrong, Elwood. Ask anyone at the studio! Anyone.”

			“But this isn’t about what you have done or not done, Melanie,” Elwood had said, his voice gliding down unhurriedly to Melanie’s side of the fence. Eva got the impression he didn’t often raise his voice. “It’s about who they think you are. And who you associate with.”

			“You mean who I sleep with,” Melanie had shot back, and only slightly less loudly.

			“Especially who you sleep with.” His voice had still been gentle.

			“Even if Carson is a communist—” Melanie had begun, but Elwood cut her off.

			“You should probably just assume for the moment that they know something about him that you don’t. I would.”

			“Why? Why should I do that?”

			“Because word gets around in Hollywood, especially in the writers’ circles, where there once were quite a number of Party members. And because you’re only on the list because he is.”

			“But even if Carson is a communist, that doesn’t mean that I am one!”

			“I think perhaps those men in Washington suspect that you’re not.”

			“Then why is all of this happening to me?”

			“They suppose, if you are guilty, that you must know a great many people who are communists. Because you are in an intimate relationship with one. And that must mean you sympathize with a communist and what he believes in. Communist sympathizers are as great a threat to national security as communists. Maybe worse. That’s how they see it.”

			“That’s not what I am!”

			“But this is what they see.”

			“They are wrong!”

			“I am inclined to agree with you. The problem is not that they are wrong but that they are in a position to make your life difficult because they think they’re right. They have power that you do not.”

			Eva had stopped shaking the rug but was glued to the spot as she listened.

			“So I should do nothing?” Melanie had sounded on the verge of tears. “Is that what you’re saying?”

			“You can only do what is in your power to do, of course. That’s all any of us can do about anything. But you can begin to do something by adjusting what they see.”

			“And how am I supposed to do that?”

			“Well, for one thing, you can stop sleeping with a man they say is a communist.”

			“But I don’t think—”

			“They think he is. That’s what you need to remember.”

			“He’s paying my rent.”

			“And you don’t see that as an additional problem here?”

			“I can’t afford this place without his help.”

			Elwood had sighed. He’d sounded tired to Eva, very tired, and it had been only a little past ten in the morning.

			“And he’s not even here right now,” Melanie added.

			“But he’ll be back at some point, right? Don’t you have family in Nebraska?” Elwood had asked wearily but still kindly.

			“I absolutely refuse to go back there.”

			“If you’re asking for my advice, stop associating with Carson. And if you can’t afford to live here in Malibu without his support, then consider living somewhere you can afford to live. Nothing will change for you until you make changes first. I can pretty much promise you that.” A long pause followed. “I really need to get back to the script I’m working on. Okay? Think about what I said.”

			The conversation had ended, and Eva rushed back inside the house so as not to be seen.

			Eva hadn’t yet met the woman named June whom she and Melanie were now watching; Melanie never had neighbors—or anyone, really—to the house except for Carson and her agent, Irving. But from Melanie’s front window Eva had seen June Blankenship opening and closing the garage door and sweeping the walkway and porch. She guessed the woman to be in her late forties or early fifties. It was hard to tell from so far away. June was of average height and build, with mousy brown hair strewn with silver that she kept perpetually swept up into a twist at the back of her head.

			Melanie pulled on her cigarette now and blew the smoke over her shoulder. “I need you to do me a favor,” she said to Eva. “You’re dressed and I’m still in my nightgown. Go over there to the fence and tell June that I need to speak with Elwood before I take that phone call this morning. There are things I need to ask him that I didn’t think to ask last week. Tell her it’s important. Ask her if I can come over in a few minutes. Or if I can call him. Tell her I know it’s early but I can see his light is on. Make sure you tell her it’s important.”

			Melanie then swiveled to look at Eva, who had not moved.

			“Did you hear me?” A thin current of agitation rippled in Melanie’s voice.

			“What? Yes.” But Eva couldn’t quite recall all that Melanie had asked her to say. She was stunned at being asked to speak to a neighbor she’d not yet met—at dawn, no less.

			“Well? Go ask her.”

			“Ask her…” Eva’s voice trailed away.

			Melanie huffed. “Ask her if I can speak with Elwood for just a few minutes. It’s important. And he’s up.”

			“What if you just telephoned—” Eva began, her face warming at her boldness. Brashness. But Melanie cut her off.

			“I already tried that. He’s not picking up. Now please do what I ask. You work for me, you know.”

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			“Melanie.”

			Eva nodded and slid the door farther open. She crossed Melanie’s patio and then the bit of lawn to the fence line. On the other side of it, she could hear June Blankenship grunting and breathing heavily as she worked. It seemed a very bad time to be asking the busy neighbor a question. Especially the one that Melanie insisted she ask. Eva neared the fence as quietly as she could to peer through one of the slender openings between each wooden slat.

			June appeared to be putting one last rosebush in place and tamping the dirt all around it. Then she shoveled mulch over the fresh planting. Eva could see that half the rose garden, maybe six or seven of its dozen bushes, had been freshly dug. Overnight, it seemed. The scene too easily conjured a memory, one that she thought she’d finally hidden away in a dark corner so deeply she’d never have to think of it again.

			She shook the image away and watched as June Blankenship stepped back from the bushes and onto the patio flagstones. Watched as June set the shovel carefully against the house. Watched as June lifted her gaze to an open window on the second story, and then a moment later as she dropped her gaze and murmured, “How could you do this to me?” seemingly to no one.

			Eva pulled back quickly and silently from the slats.

			She knew she had to make her presence known in that odd moment and ask the question she’d been commanded to ask, though she would’ve much rather crept back into Melanie’s house, unheard and unseen.

			She cleared her throat.

			“Mrs. Blankenship?” Eva said.
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			Melanie crushed out her cigarette and watched with aggravation as Eva stealthily approached the fence, tiptoeing as if what she’d been asked to do was scandalous. Did neighbors not talk to one another where Eva was from?

			Melanie found that hard to believe. Poland wasn’t Mars. Surely Polish women spoke to their next-door neighbors across the fence, even that early in the morning if both were up.

			Eva was now bending slightly to peer at June Blankenship through the slats.

			“Just ask her!” Melanie whispered to herself.

			It wasn’t often she wished Marvelous Maids had sent over a chatty American to be her housekeeper. Most of the time she was glad the person they sent was a quiet foreigner. Eva didn’t know enough about Hollywood celebrities to be starstruck, and she didn’t have American siblings, cousins, and old high school chums pumping her for information about the actress she worked for. Eva was an outsider. Calm, competent, and unimpressed, it seemed, by Melanie’s notoriety. Melanie liked that. Her agent, Irving Ross, liked that. So did Carson. So did the lawyer Carson had hired for her. Eva didn’t ask questions, didn’t initiate unwanted small talk, didn’t take things as souvenirs, didn’t gawk or gush or giggle. Sometimes Melanie longed for more interaction from Eva—it was lonely being stuck in the house day after day—but if she had to choose between annoyingly talkative and absurdly quiet, she’d still choose the latter.

			It had been Irving’s idea to bring in Eva as her housekeeper when Carson insisted she have one.

			Irving had specifically wanted someone for the job who hadn’t grown up reading fan magazines. Nor did he want someone from an agency typically tapped by Hollywood elite. It had to be someone outside the studios. Someone they could trust. Carson agreed.

			When a friend had suggested he contact Marvelous Maids in Wilshire Park, he thought that was still a little too close to the movers and shakers on Sunset Boulevard. But when this person said a polite young Polish woman named Eva Kruse had expertly and oh-so-quietly cleaned their trashed home after a particularly wild party, Irving made the call and Carson plunked down the money.

			It was the Polish part that had motivated them both. Melanie knew this because Irving had told her.

			“I’ve found you a housekeeper,” he’d said, not long after Carson had moved her into a furnished house whose owner was on a two-year assignment to Cairo. “She’ll be perfect for you. She’s a DP.”

			“What’s a deepee?”

			Irving had given her a quick Are you joking? look and then replied, “You know. A Displaced Person. From Europe. From the war. A DP. She’s one of those people the American government brought over after the war because they couldn’t go home or didn’t have a home anymore.”

			“Someone from one of those horrible death camps?” Melanie had been ashamed to say the mere thought of being that close to true suffering scared her.

			“No. No, she’s Catholic, I think. Polish. That doesn’t matter. She’s not from around here. That’s what’s important. She’ll be perfect.”

			“But I can’t afford a housekeeper,” she’d said.

			“But Carson can. And he wants you to have one.”

			Carson was already paying her rent, and her lawyer’s fees, and buying the groceries that were delivered every Saturday. And now a housekeeper? Carson could indeed afford it; he was rich. And he’d just snagged a great role on Broadway despite being blacklisted, too. Apparently, plenty of theaters in New York didn’t kowtow to congressional hotheads. But still. Carson was being too generous.

			“Why is he doing that?” Melanie had asked.

			Irving shrugged. “Why do you think?”

			It wasn’t because Carson was in love with her; she knew that. Their off-screen romance had been for the gossip columnists—who’d eaten it up like free candy. She hadn’t minded the pretense, though; the post–movie release exposure had been good for her popularity. And then when she and Carson had realized they actually enjoyed each other’s companionship in spite of the studio-arranged affair, she hadn’t minded that, either. Or Carson’s gifts or the fancy dinners or the limo rides. Carson was a fun date.

			But he didn’t love her. He’d told her early on he wasn’t one to fall in love, though he was awfully fond of her.

			“I’m asking you anyway,” she’d said to Irving.

			“He probably feels guilty. You’re in this heap of a mess because of him. If you two hadn’t been seen around town, you’d probably be working right now. I would have had all kinds of offers lined up for you if you hadn’t taken up with him.”

			She’d bristled at the inference that this was all her fault. “An arrangement you told me would be good for my career.”

			“Yeah, well, if it weren’t for this witch hunt, it would’ve been. He wants you to have a maid. At this point what difference does it make? He’s paying for everything else, and you already know how I feel about that. Do you really want to do your own laundry and scrub your own toilets if he wants to pay to have it done for you?”

			It hadn’t been that long ago that she was doing her own laundry and scrubbing her own toilet. But a maid for six days a week? For six hours a day? What kind of a slob did Carson think she was?

			It occurred to Melanie now as Eva peeked into the Blankenships’ backyard that perhaps Irving was wrong and guilt had nothing to do with it at all. Maybe the real reason Carson had been happily paying for a maid was that Eva had actually been hired to watch her. To make sure she wasn’t letting reporters into the house or taking phone calls from them.

			To make sure Melanie was sticking to her promise to keep her mouth shut and to sound the alarm if she wasn’t.

			She frowned. That new explanation didn’t square at all with what she saw in Eva every day. Eva didn’t come across in the least as a spying snitch. Eva didn’t hover, didn’t linger in the room, didn’t seem to be interested in any phone call Melanie made or took.

			And it wasn’t because she didn’t understand English. She did. Eva’s accent was pronounced, to be sure, but she could answer any question Melanie posed. Could speak to anyone who came to the door if the bell rang. Could ring up the grocer if Melanie wanted something added to the list. The only time Eva engaged with Melanie was when Melanie initiated it. Eva was like a ghost the rest of the time, a specter who floated from room to room with her broom and feather duster, cleaning a clean house without a sound.

			Melanie knew she was only five years younger than Eva, but the maid seemed much older. Her eyes, her demeanor, the way she stared off into space. It was as if sometimes she was back in her homeland and running from the Nazis or whatever or whoever it was that had made her a Displaced Person. Even when she was cleaning in the same room as Melanie, she often seemed far away and certainly not snooping or eavesdropping.

			Eva wasn’t a spy.

			But how hard was it to obey a simple instruction?

			Melanie was just about to rush across the lawn in her nightgown to ask June herself when at last she saw Eva straighten and speak to the woman.

			She couldn’t hear Eva but she saw June jump. Saw the woman nearly knock her shovel to the patio in surprise.

			Melanie watched as June listened to Eva’s next words, saw June lift her head to gaze at her brother-in-law’s window, and then return her attention to Eva. Saw her shake her head.

			Eva said something else.

			June shook her head again.

			Damn it all! She should’ve known better than to think June would take Eva’s request on her behalf seriously. June was like a cross between a fairy godmother and a general when it came to Elwood and his care.

			Melanie pushed the door open all the way and strode across the patio and the grass. She was wearing a thin negligee and matching robe, but the early morning air was surprisingly dry and hinting of coming warmth. A frolicking gust kicked up the opaque fabric and swirled it about her ankles.

			As she closed in on them, Eva was swiveling to return to the house, obviously unsuccessful, and June was moving away from the fence, too.

			“Wait!” Melanie called out. “Wait, June. Please.”

			June turned back around.

			“I won’t need more than just a few minutes of Elwood’s time. It really is quite important. And he’s the only person I trust. He’s the only person I know right now who can help me. Please?”

			June’s countenance seemed to soften a bit. “He’s…he’s just not been himself lately, Melanie. And he’s not…he’s not been taking calls. I can’t force him to speak with you.”

			“Yes, I know he has his bad days and all, but—”

			“It’s worse than usual, actually.” June rubbed a bit of soil on her face with a dirty hand, making the smudge even bigger. “It wouldn’t be kind of me to insist he take your call. It just wouldn’t. My first responsibility is to him. I’m sorry.”

			June turned from her, and Melanie rushed a step forward and grabbed at the fence, as though that would keep her neighbor from going back inside the house. A splinter slid its way under the skin of her ring finger, but Melanie barely noticed.

			“I have an important call this morning, June! From the people in Washington who are ruining my life. They are going to ask me questions. They’re going to want information from me. They’re going to insist I tell them what they want to hear! I need to know what I should do. I need Elwood to tell me what I should say.”

			June pivoted back around, a slight frown etched on her face. “Shouldn’t your lawyer be the one telling you what to say?”

			“My lawyer isn’t thinking about how to win back my career. He is only concerned with keeping me out of trouble.”

			“More like keeping that Edwards fellow out of trouble, you mean.”

			Melanie stared at her, wordless.

			“I’m sorry, but it’s been impossible not to overhear your conversations with Elwood. Carson Edwards chose your lawyer, right? And is paying his fees? Even I can see how that looks.”

			Melanie was taken aback for a moment. June had never so much as even hinted that she had an opinion regarding Melanie’s dilemma. But then she didn’t speak to June much. It was only Elwood she’d ever sought counsel from, not his sister-in-law.

			“I can’t afford my own lawyer,” she said after a beat. “The only movie that ever made me any real money isn’t playing anywhere anymore. Please, June. Let me talk to him.”

			June inhaled deeply and then let the breath out. She gazed up at Elwood’s bedroom window again. Her face seemed to shift from tired annoyance to something like compassion or sadness, and for a moment Melanie thought she’d won her over. But when June turned to look at her again, Melanie could see that she had not.

			“If I asked him about this, you and I both know what he would say,” June said. “He’d tell you to share what you know if you want those people to know it. He’d say whatever information you have belongs to you. If you want to give it to them, give it to them. If you don’t, then don’t.”

			“It’s not that simple!” Melanie gripped the fence harder. “They want names! They want me to turn on the people who can help me get my career back when all of this is over. No one likes a traitor, June! What studio will want to cast a lying snitch no one likes or trusts? What actor will want to work alongside one? I’d never get another role. Never!”

			Tears began to sting the corners of Melanie’s eyes. With her years as an actress, she could have summoned faux tears if she’d wanted to, but these were real. Being a movie star was the only career she’d ever dreamed of having.

			June looked at her thoughtfully for a moment but then shook her head. “But we don’t always get to have what we want, no matter how much we want it. No matter how much we might even deserve it.”

			Melanie wanted to scream in the direction of the barely open window; yell Elwood’s name to see if he’d come to the glass, raise the frame, and speak to her. She didn’t care that she might wake the entire street. She turned her head toward the upper story, and June must’ve thought she was actually going to do it.

			“Fine. I’ll ask him for you,” June said. “I’ll let you know later if he has any advice for you.”

			“Later will be too late! I need to know now. They’re calling me this morning.”

			June again took in a breath and let it out slowly. “Then I’ll go in now. If he’s awake I’ll ask him. If he has anything to say to you about this, he can tell me, and I can tell you.”

			“Please just have him call me. Why can’t he just call?”

			“Because he won’t right now!” June shouted. “All right? He can’t. You’re not the only person in the world with troubles. Now please just go back inside your house and if he has something to say, I’ll let you know.”

			June spun away, opened the patio door, and stepped inside her house.

			The air around Melanie instantly became hushed.

			She suddenly remembered Eva was standing next to her. “I’ll take that cup of coffee now.”

			The two of them went back into the house.

			Melanie paced and smoked as she drank her cup of coffee, waiting for June to call her. She drained a second cup the same way. When she could no longer put it off, she hopped into the shower. Done only minutes later, she toweled off quickly, opened the bathroom door, and learned from Eva that June had stopped over with a note while she was under the spray.

			“Of course she had to come then,” Melanie grumbled as she took the small, folded piece of paper from Eva.

			She read it. She took a seat on the closed commode and read it a second time.

			And then a third.

			
				All I can tell you is the truth will reveal itself, Melanie. It always does. You can bring it into the open yourself now if you want or you can wait for someone else to do it. Right now it’s your choice. But in the end, it will eventually find its way out.

				You must live with what you decide however, so be sure you can.

				Elwood

			

		

	
		
			3

			The call from a member of the House Un-American Activities Committee lasted only ten minutes, if that. When Melanie phoned her lawyer afterward, Walt told her the interviewer had merely been fishing.

			“Fishing? Fishing for what?” she’d asked.

			“To see if you’d be helpful. The HUAC doesn’t have anything on you except for your close relationship with a suspected communist.”

			“Of course they don’t have anything. Because there’s nothing to have.”

			“Except for what you know and who you saw, Melanie. They’d like to have that.”

			The interviewer hadn’t wanted to question Melanie on politics. What mattered was who she’d seen with Carson Edwards. Who were his closest friends? Who did he spend the most time with? And what did they talk about?

			The conversation had been short because Melanie didn’t answer the man’s questions with specifics. She’d answered them the way Walt had told her to. With ambiguity.

			“You were on a sailboat with Carson Edwards in April of this year. Who else was on the boat, Miss Cole?”

			“I don’t recall. They were Carson’s friends.”

			“You don’t recall?”

			“I’m afraid I don’t.”

			“You’re an actress who routinely memorizes hundreds of lines of script and yet you plan to tell this committee you can’t remember a few names?”

			“I remember what I want to remember. I want to remember my lines in a script.”

			“Who was with you and Mr. Edwards at the Trocadero the last time you were there?”

			“I don’t recall.”

			“And would you give that same answer under oath, Miss Cole?”

			She’d shivered before answering. “I don’t recall who was there, sir.”

			The man had told her she had not helped her case. If anything she’d made her predicament worse. Walt had told her the interviewer might say something like that if she refused to name names. Her heart was pounding when she hung up.

			She couldn’t wait to talk to Elwood to see if she’d done the right thing. The thing he would have done had he been in her shoes.

			Melanie reached for the handset of the phone and dialed the Blankenship house. After eight unanswered rings, and thinking she’d rung the wrong number, because she knew June was back inside the house, she hung up and dialed the number again.

			No answer.

			That made no sense. Elwood didn’t answer the phone much these days, but June did unless she was out. But she wasn’t out. It was only a little after eight in the morning.

			She put the phone down and headed for the front door, calling out to Eva, who was washing up her breakfast dishes. “I’m going over to Elwood’s. They’re not answering. I want to make sure they’re okay.”

			She stepped across the grass, aerating both her lawn and the Blankenship’s with the heels of her pumps. She was dressed in a champagne-hued linen skirt and emerald green silk blouse that someone had once told her matched her eyes perfectly. The blouse, which had cost her more than she’d ever paid for a simple shirt that buttoned down the front like any other shirt, had been bought during the all-too-short window when she had money.

			She reached the Blankenship porch and rang the doorbell. “June?” she called out. “June, it’s Melanie. Are you all right?”

			She waited a moment and then pressed the doorbell again, twice this time. “June! Are you two okay?”

			Still no answer.

			Melanie pounded on the door with an open palm. “June! Elwood? Are you all right? Should I call for help?” She jiggled the locked doorknob. “Are you hurt? Do you need a doctor?”

			Finally there was the sound of a turned lock and the door opened. June stood at an awkward angle, as if miming a Quasimodo pose.

			“What do you want?!” she spat angrily.

			Melanie was taken aback by this uncharacteristic greeting. In the five months Melanie had lived next door, June had only ever been poised and polite. Her wonder, however, was quickly replaced by concern.

			“I phoned here. Twice! I wanted to talk to Elwood about my call. You didn’t answer. I thought something terrible happened to one or both of you. I was worried.”

			A second or two slipped by before June seemed to revert to her usual neighborly civility.

			“I…I couldn’t get to the phone. I’ve hurt my back and so I couldn’t…I just decided to let it ring, that’s all. I’m fine. We’re fine.”

			Melanie peered at her. “What do you mean you hurt your back?”

			“I was doing some gardening this morning,” June said dismissively, “and I guess I pulled something. I’m sure I’ll be fine.” The woman winced as a spasm of pain shot across her spine.

			“You don’t look like you’re going to be fine.”

			“It’s nothing.”

			“I can tell it’s not nothing. How are you going to take care of Elwood like this?”

			June’s tone turned gentle. “It’s kind of you to worry, but I’ll manage. Thanks for coming over to check.”

			She started to close the door but Melanie put out a hand to stop her. “You hurt your back digging up Elwood’s roses, didn’t you? Does he know you were out there doing that?”

			“Excuse me?”

			“Why were you out there digging in his rose garden, June? He told me he doesn’t like anyone to touch his rosebushes but him. Not even you. Why were you doing that?”

			June studied Melanie for a moment before answering. “Elwood has his challenges. You already know this. He’s not been able to go outside lately to tend to his roses. So I do it. And I do it when he’s asleep so it doesn’t alarm him.”

			“But you were digging them up. Moving them around. My mother never did that with her rosebushes.”

			“Well, this is California, not Kansas, so—”

			“Nebraska.”

			“What?”

			“I’m from Nebraska.”

			Another cramp appeared to leap across June’s spine and she bent forward in a rush, nearly losing her footing. Melanie reached out to steady her.

			“Here, let me get you to the couch.” Melanie stepped inside and began to slowly move June toward the living room. The downstairs rooms were empty, near as she could tell. Unless Elwood was around the corner in the kitchen, perhaps.

			June gritted her teeth in pain as they walked. “I can do it.”

			Melanie ignored her and continued to lead her farther into the room, then helped June lower herself to the couch. Once she was situated, Melanie turned to the staircase that led to Elwood’s bedroom and office and then back to June.

			“I insist you let me send Eva over to give you a hand. You can’t possibly take care of Elwood like this. You wouldn’t make it up the first step to his room.”

			June gazed at the staircase, too. “He won’t want a stranger in the house. It will upset him.”

			“Then let me help,” Melanie said. “I’m not a stranger. And it’s not like I have anything else to do.”

			“He won’t want that, either.”

			“Too bad, dammit. It’s either Eva or me.”

			“El’s having a really rough time right now and I—” June began but Melanie cut her off.

			“Elwood’s having a rough time? Elwood is? Have you looked at yourself in the mirror? Is he even coming downstairs these days? Will he be able to get his own meals? Or is he going to be up there starving himself to death while you writhe around on the couch?”

			“We’ll be fine,” June sputtered.

			Melanie made a move toward the staircase. “Elwood?”

			June sprang off the sofa with a yelp. “Will you please just leave us alone?! Please? This is not your problem. We will manage just fine. We always have. I’d like you to go now.”

			Melanie turned back to her. “You call this managing just fine? Elwood’s not been outside in years. Have I got that right? Years! How is that managing just fine? That is not normal.”

			They were words Melanie had been wanting to say for weeks. June made it seem the way she and her brother-in-law lived was perfectly acceptable. Maybe the march of time had made what was not normal normal to June, simply because it was what happened every day. But it wasn’t normal. Healthy people didn’t live the way Elwood was living.

			“Look,” June said carefully, as if she’d heard Melanie’s unspoken thoughts. “I understand Elwood’s condition. I do. I’ve been caring for him since you were still in bobby socks. Now, please: Go home.”

			Melanie stood silent for a long moment. “So you admit he’s sick. You admit there’s something terribly wrong with him.”

			“That’s not what I said. I—”

			“You said I don’t understand his condition. Explain to me what I don’t understand.”

			“He was in a car accident,” June said wearily.

			“I know about the accident.”

			“It was bad, all right? Someone got killed and he was at the wheel. He felt responsible. It…it messed with his mind. His sense of safety. Home was the only place he felt safe after that. And he doesn’t have to answer to you for the way he feels. You’re not family. We barely know you.”

			Melanie was quiet for several moments as she took June’s words in.

			“That may be true,” Melanie said calmly when she finally spoke. “But you need help. And, yes, I’ve only known Elwood a little while, but he’s the only friend I have right now and I care about him. You let me send Eva over until you’re better or I’m calling whoever it is that makes sure caregivers aren’t causing more harm than good. There’s got to be somebody to call. A county person or something. I’ll find out who it is and I’ll call them.”

			June’s eyes flashed anger and she opened her mouth to perhaps tell Melanie to go to hell but then shut it.

			The woman closed her eyes for a second to formulate better words, no doubt.

			“I’m sorry,” June said a moment later. “You’re right. I do need help. No one’s ever offered and frankly Elwood wouldn’t have allowed it. And I never really needed it before. I know I do now. You may send Eva over to let me talk with her. If I feel she’s a good fit for us I will allow her to help me with the meals and housekeeping and such until my back is better. And I’ll need to know how much to pay her.”

			“You don’t have to pay her anything.”

			“I insist.”

			“No, I am saying you really don’t have to pay her anything. I have her for six hours a day nearly every day. I don’t create many messes. She never has enough to do. You’ll be doing us both a favor, honestly. You can have her for half the time. Noon to three. Okay?”

			“Who is paying for those six hours a day?”

			Melanie’s eyes narrowed the slightest bit but she went on as if the question hadn’t been asked. That was none of June’s damn business. “I’ll send her over at twelve.” Melanie turned for the door.

			“Is she a trustworthy person, this Eva?” June asked.

			Melanie pivoted back around. “She doesn’t snoop if that’s what you mean. She does what she’s asked to do without any questions. You won’t have to lock up the silver, either. And if Elwood doesn’t want to see her, he doesn’t have to. She can set a tray outside his door.”

			“And where is she from?” June asked. “I can tell she’s not from around here.”

			“She’s from Poland. A DP. She lost her home and her family—I guess everything—in the war. The American government brought her over back when they were doing nice things for people instead of destroying them like they are now.”

			“How? How did she lose everything?”

			Melanie shrugged. “I don’t know. I’ve asked her a couple times. I don’t think she likes to talk about it. Noon, then. Okay?”

			“All right.”

			Though the conversation seemed clearly finished, Melanie lingered on the welcome mat. She wanted so very much to talk to Elwood. She was about to ask, very kindly, if she could have just five minutes of his time, when June picked up on the reason for her hesitancy to leave.

			“So. How did your call go?” June asked. “Elwood…he’ll want to know.”

			So. There was to be no short visit. At least not today. “You can tell him I didn’t give them anything. What they really wanted were names and I said I couldn’t provide any.”

			“What kind of names did they want?”

			“The names of Carson’s friends. His acquaintances. Anyone I had ever seen with Carson even if I had never heard them speak about anything political. But I promised Carson I wouldn’t do that to him. Or his friends. So I didn’t.”

			“That’s very generous of you. Considering what it’s costing you.”

			“Those men in Washington don’t control the blacklist; Hollywood does.”

			“But aren’t the studios paying attention to who is eager to clear their name and who isn’t? That’s what I’ve read in the papers.”

			Melanie bristled. “I’ve been given no promise that spouting out names will clear me. Besides. If I go back on my promise, I’ll have nothing. Absolutely nothing, and Carson would never forgive me. I’d have to go crawling back to Omaha. I’m not doing that. This hell I’m in can’t last forever. It can’t. I’ve done nothing wrong.”

			In the next second Melanie recalled the words Elwood had written to her earlier that morning: “You must live with what you decide…”

			“Were those men happy with you telling them nothing?” June asked, intruding into Melanie’s thoughts.

			“No.”

			June didn’t say it, but they both knew this meant nothing was going to change for Melanie. Not presently, anyway. She’d remain on the blacklist. Perhaps for a long time.
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