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  Praise for Cave of Secrets


CAVE OF SECRETS is an award-winning novel! This title won a Bronze Medal in the 2025 IPPY AWARD for multicultural fiction, was a 2025 Finalist in the American Fiction Awards for Romance and General Fiction, was a 2024 Finalist in the Reader’s Choice Book Awards for Romance and was a 2024 Finalist in the FOREWORD INDIES Award for Romance & LGBTQ+ Fiction. 


CAVE OF SECRETS transports readers on a timeless journey to Scotland while weaving a captivating tale of love, identity, and legacy. Lynne Golodner highlights family history and expectations that eventually force her characters to make difficult choices. Sprinkled with secrets and a touch of magical realism, this novel is a must-read.

Merle R. Saferstein, author of Living and Leaving My Legacy, Vols. l and ll



A masterful blend of suspense, romance, and self-discovery, CAVE OF SECRETS is the tale of an intrepid young archivist’s pursuit of history, unveiling a secret love affair and a powerful family’s hidden Jewish roots. Golodner’s gorgeous prose and skillful narration will bring you to the edge of your seat, yearning for the next revelation. A must-read for anyone craving a story that explores the layers of identity and the enduring power of love.

Lisa Williamson Rosenberg, author of Embers on the Wind


Tackling the topics of antisemitism and homophobia, Cave of Secrets, is an engaging, thought-provoking read, illustrating the power of courage to unveil past secrets, make tough choices, and live an authentic life against all odds. Golodner exquisitely crafts a layered story full of heart, wisdom, hard truths, and explores the journey of self-discovery and the deep need for human connection. A touching tale of love, loss, and the fortitude to pave a new path forward.

Annie Cathryn, multi-award winning author of The Friendship Breakup


What begins as a journey to unravel an historical romance reveals deep secrets that a family has tried to hide for decades. CAVE OF SECRETS not only addresses forbidden love of the past but also brings to light the struggles of love and relationships today along with the search for acceptance by one's family and the outside world. Lynne Golodner’s writing encompasses the feelings and emotions of each character in a way that allows readers to empathize with each of them.

Michelle Glogovac, award-winning author of How To Get On Podcasts






  
  Chapter one

Eve, July 2014 
If Eve had known a storm was coming, she wouldn’t have set out on a four-mile hike through the forests around Loch Lomond. But she was two miles in as a rush of cool air pimpled her arms. The first drops fell cold on her face, and she scanned beyond the trail for a place to shelter as a crack of thunder split the dark sky and fat raindrops drenched her hair.
Before the rain pelted down, Eve had sat on the nub of a hill and stared over the fault line that traced from the summit all the way down to the Loch and along three islands evenly spaced in the glassy water, the dividing line between the Highlands and the Lowlands. The line between the person she had been and the person she was about to become.
She had no time to pull out the gray rain jacket she’d bought before coming to Scotland because it promised to be easily packable and lightweight. It was balled up in her backpack, and as the skies opened up, she didn’t want to stop to find it and risk drenching the notebook she took everywhere to jot down thoughts and questions for future research. Eve ran into a thicket of trees, ducking under the fragrant arms of an evergreen for cover. She was at the plateau in the climb, with a perfect view of the black water, which drank in the rain. The soil under her feet darkened as it turned gummy with mud. Deeper into the trees, Eve spotted an opening, and she went for it, darting beneath branches and over knotty roots until it came clearer into view.
The cave was wide and quiet and humid. Ducking inside, she sank to the ground to catch her breath, sliding off her pack and dropping it in the dirt as her eyes adjusted to the darkness. “Hello?” she called, her voice rippling back to her in echoes.
The cave calmed her and warmed her prickling flesh. Heat emanated from the slate walls. The ground was flat and moist, the silence soothing. After a few minutes, Eve walked deeper in. She shook the rain from her arms like a dog wringing out fur. The storm was unlikely to go long. She would wait until the rain slowed and the skies brightened, and then she’d tread carefully down the slick mountain paths.
A hundred yards into the belly of the cave and somehow, she could see better. Light was coming from somewhere inside, a cleft in the mountain that created a skylight. Still, she pulled a flashlight from her bag, glad she’d remembered to pack it. Spotlighting the space, she saw she wasn’t the first person to seek shelter here. Burnt logs and broken twigs were scattered in an alcove where someone had lit a fire to keep warm. She grazed her fingers along a piece of wood—dry and brittle. The fire hadn’t been recent. Farther still, flat boulders had served as a tabletop. Toffee and biscuit wrappers left by careless hikers littered the surface. Eve stuffed them in her pockets to dispose of later.
“Aieeee!” she called, just to hear the trill of her voice vibrate back to her and smiled as the high pitch bounced off the stone walls.
The dim light glinted off a flat surface where the rock wall met the sandy floor. Eve knelt closer, trying to see what had caught the light. A leather-bound satchel lay half-buried, half-revealed in the dirt. She poked into the soil, drawing open the earth. Palming the package, she slowly peeled it open to peer inside. The pages were smooth and not too soil-streaked, the letters faded but readable.
The first page read like a letter, though there was no date to identify when or by whom. Eve squinted in the low light to make out the words, which brushed across the page in elegant formal script. The author certainly had exquisite penmanship.

My darling Benjamin,
I have counted the days until you would return to my waiting arms, my insistent kisses. But now I know you never will. The telegram arrived to the Foundation offices in London, and a messenger ferried it to me here. News of your demise, your sinking at sea. Oh, my dear Benjamin, how will I continue without you? I write here in the privacy of my rooms, all the things I wish I could say aloud. I can tell no one that this baby I carry is yours. No one to wail to about the loss of my life’s love. Hugh suspects, of course, for we have lived as sister and brother all these many years since I found you and released him to his secrets. But he will wear the face of father for this baby, who will never know his true lineage, never know his kind, patient, selfless father, whom I loved more than I have ever loved anyone. Now that you’ve gone to your eternal rest, I will go about the business of raising my children, the last of whom will carry your gleaming smile, your tender eyes, your open heart, your giving soul. I will hold you in my heart always along with the memories of our enduring love. I pray that the brief time we had will be a beacon, brightening my days and softening my nights as I gaze at the round moon alone, without your tender touch, without a companion, without you, my darling. I remain forever yours.
Shira

The paper was yellow with age but soft between the leather covers.
Eve scanned the cave’s perimeter, looking for more, but found nothing. She laid the satchel on top of her pack and knelt where she had found it, clawing at the ground. Soft dirt coated her hands, sifted under her fingernails, and still she kept digging hoping to uncover companion pages. There must be more, she thought. A month into her fellowship at the National Archives of Scotland had taught her this much. When she’d gone three fingers deep into the ground and still come up with nothing, she sat back on her heels and swiped the sweat from her forehead. There would be more of a story to discover, but she wouldn’t find anything else today.
Eve smeared her dirt-streaked hands along her jeans before unzipping her pack. Pulling her raincoat from the bag, she wrapped it around the journal for protection then slid it back in and zipped it closed. Then she hoisted it over her shoulders and headed to the mouth of the cave. Streams of rainwater spilled over the opening, runoff from higher elevations, not new rainfall. The storm was over. Where before there had been dark clouds, now pillows of lavender floated across the sky. Eve turned her face to the cleansing baptism of water draining over the cave as she headed out. On their hikes together in Ann Arbor, when she was younger, and on harder hikes during northern Michigan vacations, her father, Sam Waldman, always mentioned something about how nature does its thing without worry or want, and everything turns out as it should. He wished humans could mimic the ease and flow of nature — that he could. For years, she hadn’t known what he’d meant but had sensed a sadness in her only parent, and as a little girl, Eve had reached for her father’s hand and clasped her fingers around his for reassurance. They were each other’s whole world, and she knew how hard it had been for him when she’d accepted the year-long fellowship in Scotland. But he hadn’t asked her to stay in the States. He would never do that, clip his daughter’s wings to absolve his own loneliness. And she loved him even more because of it.
She reached for her phone to tell him of the letter but had no signal this high up on the mountain, so she tucked it into her pocket and started the descent.
The wind was light now, breezy. On the trail, she fired off a text: Daddy — You’ll never guess what happened on my hike today. I found letters buried in the dirt. They look old, and the content that I read is intriguing. I’ll call you soon and tell you all about it. Luv u
The cave sat just below the tree line before the mountain rose like a naked shoulder of yellow-green. It was where the wind blew loud and harsh, even on a bright sunny day, across the open expanse of the meadow. While the day had lightened as the rain eased, the wind was still fierce at this elevation, drowning out the fervent cries of birds in the trees below.
By the time she reached her car, Eve’s phone was buzzing. “Daddy?”
“Darling! Tell me about the buried treasure.” She smiled at the comforting hum of his voice. Cobwebbed from the silence of hiking alone, she coughed her throat clear.
Buckling into her seat, Eve thrust the car into Drive, switching the phone to speaker over the console. “It’s a satchel of smooth leather on the outside and oiled on the inside, which has protected the pages. Inside, I read only the first letter, but there are many. The script is beautiful and it’s a love letter—an homage to a lost love. So beautiful, Daddy,” she said. “Of course, David will be chuffed that I’ve handled it without gloves, but I didn’t have any archival tools with me. How could I know I’d find something buried in the mountain?”
“Exciting.” She could hear her father’s smile in his voice. “Like you were meant to do this work, honey.”
“The names are Jewish: Shira. Benjamin. In Scotland,” she said. “Not a place known for its Jewish population.”
“How interesting! You’ll try to track them down, figure out who they were?”
She was nodding as she directed the car along the narrow road, under lush trees, hugged by stone walls. It had only taken a few days to adjust to driving on the right side of the car and left side of the road and now, Eve leaned into the turns as she whipped around the bends in country roads, no longer fearful of the narrow lanes.
“It sounds like they had quite a love,” she said, her voice wistful. “We can talk more later, Daddy. I’m ducking into a pub for a bite and a dram.”
“You already sound so Scottish,” he laughed. “Cheerio!”
“That’s English,” she laughed. “And I’m not sure they actually say that. Talk to you later. I love you!”
Eve parked in the gravel outside Monteith House and grabbed her pack. The bottom of her pants legs were streaked with dried mud, her boots gray with it. Eve checked her reflection in the car window and pulled her chestnut-brown hair away from her face, twisting it into a low bun at the nape of her neck and securing it with a hair tie she’d kept around her wrist like a bracelet.
“Good enough,” she muttered as she strode across the car park and into the open door.






  
  Chapter two

Mac, 2014 
Mac threaded a dishrag through the belt loop of his jeans, gripped two plates and two empty glasses from the bar and dumped them in a rubber tray. Then he swiped the counter clean in preparation for the next guests.
The pub throbbed with people. Midafternoon on a summer Sunday in high tourist season, the pub on the lip of Loch Lomond was a natural stopping point for hikers along the West Highland Way. It had become a revolving door of hungry guests sweaty from difficult hill-walks and thirsty for cold local brews. Dark wood beams punctuated the low ceilings. Wooden tables filled the room, with another room for guests behind the reception area. In summer, tables were scattered outdoors too, in front of the establishment, and people clamored to sit under trees and along the sidewalk to soak in the meager rays of sun that broke through the daily rainclouds.
Monteith House, also an inn that offered twelve private rooms en suite, had been part of the Monteith holdings in the Lomond Valley for nearly three centuries.
It was unusual for a son of the fifth Earl of Monteith to man a pub, even a second son, who was not the natural heir. But it was what Mac had insisted on when he finished university, his football career a bust. His parents hadn’t been pleased—neither by the career-ending injury nor his decision to adopt the life of a working man. Or rather, his mother wasn’t pleased, and his father went along in support of his wife.
“It’s unseemly,” Margaret Monteith had insisted when Mac announced he’d work in one of the family’s many real estate holdings—country estates, village pubs, storefronts on several High Streets and open land that reached high up into the mountains and across the Highlands. “The Monteiths have managed the working class for generations, not become part of it,” she’d said, her nose wrinkling and her arms folded defensively across her chest.
Mac had resisted rolling his eyes or releasing an exasperated sigh. He would not engage his mother’s snobbery. While his sisters were all too keen to engage in verbal warfare with their proud and proper mother, neither Mac nor his older brother Collin would tolerate it. His father, Alexander, the rightful Earl of Monteith and inheritor of the long-held family estate, whose chums called him “Alex the Great” with a gale of hearty laughter, had set his lips and nodded when Margaret went on a tear about position and propriety. But his eyes had gleamed with a more laid-back message. Mac’s father had never cared for title or class, and it always perplexed Mac why his mother clung so fiercely to these haughty ways when her aristocratic-born husband cared so little for it. Although he’d never said it aloud, Mac sensed Alex was not only proud of his son’s independent streak but admiring of his gumption to choose a different and unexpected path. He hoped one day he could broach a conversation with his father about his own desires and dreams, but he resisted the urge for fear of ridicule. Scots were more passionate than the English but shared the same insistence on propriety and appearance, and after decades of marriage, Mac’s father had assumed aristocratic poise more than he ever had before meeting Margaret.
A chalkboard displayed a list of available local whiskies, beers and gins. The interior was darkened by plaid carpet and heavy wood tables buffeted by chairs with iron buckles and lattice backs. Deer heads on the wall and stuffed pheasants on shelves were from family hunts, some Mac or his brother or father had caught, killed and preserved. The Scottish ancestral motif was completed with pictures from those festive hunts and of family ancestors as far back as a hundred and fifty years, when the first photographs were being taken.
Clan artifacts—shields, swords and trophies from Highland Games—were displayed on the walls and in glass cases around the restaurant and lobby. Mac loved the intersection of Highlander glory and English aristocracy that was his family’s history. He’d traced the conversion from fighting clansmen to proper loyal subjects of the King, uncertain how he felt standing on the English-sympathizing side of history. He was embarrassed that his ancestors had fought with the English at Culloden, defecting from the Highland clans who would be subdued and sent away after the Rising of 1746. Of course, doing so had ensured their wealth and landowning legacy, which had endured for centuries and from which he now benefited. But it had been a transactional move, rather than one steeped in meaning or belief, and that made him uncomfortable. Funny that now his life was all about transactions, but he saw it as offering people an experience that made them happy, so it was worthwhile work.
The host led a foursome through the restaurant to a table under the oak tree in front of the building. As they passed, he listened to their loud, American voices.
“My best friend swore this place was the best in the area,” one woman insisted.
Mac smiled. He’d worked hard to achieve that designation, and he was grateful for the easy spending tourists brought to the region he called home. The summer rush kept Monteith House going year-round without need to advertise or promote in the off-season, though he did both to build allure and reputation. And the tourists didn’t seem to mind the higher prices from May through October—they competed for a spot in the small inn and a reservation at the always-full restaurant.
He leaned against the bar and watched the animated faces and fast-moving mouths of his customers. His mother might not like that he worked for a living, but Mac was exhilarated by the pace and buzz of the place. It energized him to walk through the doors, nod and smile at the people he’d hand-picked for hire and nurtured through the training regimen on up the ladder to leadership. He was a good manager, teasing out his employees’ talents and strengths and allowing them to shine, never threatened by an ambitious worker.
And he liked working. It was a privilege to not have to and one that had seized him with guilt during his teen years and early twenties. At 28, he’d made peace with the fact of things and come to love managing the inn, even if it wasn’t a career he’d worked hard to build, rather than been given.
As he weaved between the tables, nodding and smiling at patrons munching and sipping, he tried to ignore the coquettish looks of women whose eyes followed his movements. He was used to it but never comfortable. While he could be as rowdy as his mates when they were bagging a Munro, clinking bottles of local brew around a campfire or racing kayaks on the loch with whoops and cries of competition, Mac grew quiet in a crowd of strangers. That drew women to him even more, which magnified his unease. It wasn’t a tactic; he’d always been that way, even as a boy, in the shadow of his boisterous older brother, his voice shrinking as Collin’s grew louder. What people never saw, until they knew him well, was the soft side, the tenderness, the concern for the smallest and frailest—find a baby bird injured on a trail and he’d stop to caress its soft, warm body and fashion a splint from whatever he could find in the woods. He particularly loved children and yearned for a family of his own, but that wasn’t something he could openly admit in his crowd of uber-masculine friends. And if he said it to his mother, she’d badger him more than she already did. Margaret was relentless about the family legacy and the importance of guaranteeing a future for the Monteiths.
Mac had been in love only once, in his early twenties, with a bold lass named Sheena, and he’d thought finally, he’d found someone he could be himself with. Open, revealing, vulnerable—traits he’d never embraced with anyone other than his youngest sister, Emma, the only person he’d ever known who had not pushed him to offer more than was comfortable. But Sheena had packed up and moved to Australia a year after they met, and she didn’t ask him to go with her. That had been answer enough to his questions of where their relationship was headed. He missed her sometimes but never regretted staying in Scotland, where he belonged. If it had been real love, they’d be together.
So he dove into the demands of Monteith House, playing to the desires of tourists and hikers, creating a welcoming setting for visitors to fall in love with this gorgeous place and its storied culture. If he stopped long to consider it, he might admit he was lonely.
When she walked in, his breath caught in his throat. The din of noise faded and the motion of customers and servers froze. He watched her walk toward him, her brown eyes on fire, her warm brown hair in a loose bun that accentuated her long cheek bones and athletic body. She was beautiful, but he was struck more by the confidence of her gait and the fact that she was all alone in the pub. The place attracted solo hikers, sure, but usually they were men who looked like they didn’t want to be bothered with human company. In the six years that he’d run the pub, he’d never met a woman who had soloed the West Highland Way. They always came in packs.
Which didn’t stop Mac from having plenty of one-night stands. As the owner of the most popular pub on the shores of Loch Lomond, he was a character in their story of a dream vacation in the wild north. Hikers passing through and tourists who came to Scotland were spurred by the promise of romance and intrigue from countless romantic and historical novels and TV shows, and many were all too eager to bed him and then continue on their way with a story tucked into their pack.
“Mac-o!” a deep voice called from across the room. Collin, waving a scrap of family plaid above his head. Restaurant patrons paused mid-bite and turned to stare at his beefy older brother, whose amber hair blazed. Mac pressed his lips together and heaved a hard sigh. He swung his hands, palm-up, in a question.
Collin skipped across the room to where he stood behind the bar, as the guests resumed their table conversations and cutlery clinked against plates. “Pour me a dram of your finest,” his brother bellowed.
“I live to serve,” Mac murmured, grabbing the nearest bottle of cheap whiskey. He didn’t want to waste the good stuff on his brother. Collin’s green eyes sparkled.
“Don’t give me that swill!” He pushed the bottle away and gestured to the twelve-year Tomatin single malt. “That’s what I want, brother. And since it’s a family holding, be generous with the pour.”
“What have you done now?” Mac asked as he searched the room for the woman.
Collin drained the pour instantly and stamped the glass on the counter to signal his desire for another.
“This is a paying pub, you know,” Mac hissed.
“What do you care?” Collin spat. “It’s not like this comes out of your pocket, ever. Pour me another, man.”
Mac filled the glass with a finger’s length of whiskey. “It’s broad daylight,” he chided. “You don’t need to be the family drunk. There are many other roles you could fill.”
Collin inhaled the liquid and swiped a hand across his lips.
Mac scanned the room. Where had she gone?
“I bear a message from our mother,” Collin said, affecting the stiff demeanor of a formal messenger. “She requests your presence at Sunday breakfast.” He winked. “A request that is really a demand, my liege.”
“Cut it out, you fool.” Mac swatted at his brother. “Why couldn’t she text me?”
“That’s not how Mum operates, and you know it.” Collin batted his eyes at Mac and tapped his glass for another dram. Mac laughed. His brother was a goof who avoided work, but he wasn’t a bad guy. Just lazy and spoiled. Which annoyed Mac, but he couldn’t fault Collin for it.
“Third, and you’re cut off,” Mac said, tipping the bottle to pour. “Now go away. And tell Mother I might come, but I can’t promise.”
“It’s your funeral,” his brother said and drained the glass before pushing off from the bar. “Au revoir, mon amour,” he said as he leaned over the bar and planted a loud kiss on his brother’s cheek.
Mac winced as he swiped Collin’s glass from the bar and deposited it in the dirty dish bin. He tucked the dishrag beneath the counter and stepped around to search for the woman who’d caught his eye. Just then, she emerged from the lobby restroom, swiping her hands along her pants. She was electric with energy. He smoothed his dark curls and licked his lips. She was coming right for him.
But then, she walked past, not seeing him, not stopping to say hello. Silly man. She doesn’t know you. Mac scurried back to the bar and set himself behind it in an authoritative pose just as the woman slid onto a stool.
“What can I get you?” he said.






  
  Chapter three

Eve, 2014 
Eve scanned the drinks menu on a tall chalkboard behind the bar. “I’ll have a Windswept Wolf,” she said.
“Good choice,” the bartender said, popping the top off the bottle and setting it on the bar. “Mug?” Eve shook her head and sipped from the bottle. “Nice,” he said.
“Hmmm?” She wrinkled her eyebrows as she tilted her head back to swallow.
“I don’t bother with a glass, either,” he said in a deep and soothing voice, the sound she thought the beer would make if it could talk.
She nodded, smiling. She’d always preferred drinking straight from the bottle. 
“Mac,” he said, reaching a hand toward her. Eve clasped it, warmed by his firm grip, and shook.
“Eve.”
“You look done in,” he said.
“Hmm?”
“Tired. Ragged. Worn.”
“Ah, yes. I was hiking, and the storm…” She laughed. Her hair was no longer dripping down her neck, though she hadn’t minded the coolness of its trickle after the long hike. “Or hill walking, as you might say. Though it was more than a hill, more of a climb than I had expected.”
In the hearth, a fire blazed. A busser fed new logs in to keep the heat going. Servers cleared empty bottles as they brought full ones sweating with condensation to the guests. Greasy fries and sandwiches and stews arrived to tables. Night was coming on slowly, and the few windows in the place revealed a lavender sky mellowing behind the trees.
After another sip of the dark beer, which tasted like nectar from the gods after the hard hike and soaking downpour, Eve pulled a notebook from her purse and set it on the bar. She peeled back the cover and started to write, lost in thought. He was watching her, quirking an eyebrow but saying nothing. 
“I found a letter in a cave.” 
“Up on Conic Hill? A cave?”
She nodded, staring at his blue eyes, which seemed to shimmer.
“I’ve walked that hill a hundred times and never found a cave,” he said.
Eve shrugged, sipped her beer. “Maybe it took new eyes.”
How many times had she walked the same Ann Arbor trails, not really seeing them? And now, here she was in a foreign place, discovering its secrets because her eyes were open to the possibility. It was arrogant to think that just because you’d always known a place, you could ever really know it. She thought of the brittle paper of the first letter, wanting to retrieve it from the car, but she didn’t want to risk damaging it with the oils from her fingers, or worse, a spill in the pub.
“Don't quite know what it is, but I’ll find out.” She looked up. Mac was staring at her but not in a jarring way. Eve smiled, and he returned the soft look. “I work in an archive—the National Archives of Scotland, actually,” she said. “Learning to become an archivist, to track down history and preserve it.”
“I don’t know that I’ve ever heard of that career,” he said.
“Most people haven’t,” she snorted. “But it’s quite important. I mean, think about how we even know about earlier generations and societies—all the documents and photographs and portraits and historical items of value and import. Cultural details. Historical relevance. The events of history. Someone has to decide what to keep and what to forget.”
“And you are one of those people,” he finished.
“Well, not yet, but someday,” she said.
She went to sip from her beer but found it empty. Mac must have noticed, too, because he nodded at it. “Another?”
Eve nodded. “Thanks. And some food? I’m starving.”
He handed her a menu and cracked off the top of another bottle, swiping the empty one into a crate of recyclables behind the bar.
“Fish and chips or Scotch pie?” Eve handed the menu back to Mac. He was quite good-looking, his dark curls gleaming black in the shadows of the firelight. And strong. The sinews of his arms were taut ropes as he lifted and cleaned.
“Scotch pie with mustard,” Mac said. “The crust is made here every day by a wonderful woman I’ve known all my life. You’ll love it.”
“Great, then let’s have it.” 
Mac called the order through to the kitchen then turned back to Eve.
“Don’t you have more important things to do than talk to one American customer?”
Mac shrugged. “People are happy. Content. They have food and drink and they’re warm. Plus, I’m not the only one here to tend to their needs.” He swept an arm across the pub. The tables brimmed with happy, chatty people, leaning in close and relaxing into the hard chairs. The fire roared. Outside, a line of eager patrons waited for tables to open up.
Eve heaved a sigh to release the stress from the storm that had settled into her bones. 
Mac nodded at the notebook on the bar top. “Are you writing about the letter? How does one go about finding clues to history?”
Eve shrugged. “I’m still learning.”
A bell dinged, and Mac squeezed his hands dry on the towel hanging from his belt loop, then strode to the kitchen window and palmed the plate of Eve’s food. He carried it to the counter and slid it onto the hardwood.
“Careful, it’s hot,” he said.
True to his promise, the crust was crispy and golden, steam rising above it. Eve cut into it, and a thicker column of steam puffed out from the pastry. She looked at Mac, waiting for the food to cool enough to take a bite.
“It’s a bit like doing a puzzle, I suppose,” she said. “Take the pieces I know and connect them and then work toward the outer edges, where there is little or no information.”
Mac was nodding and smiling. “And the journal?”
She shook her head, as she stared off beyond him at nothing in particular. “I’ve always journaled,” she said, not looking at him as she spoke. “I guess it’s how I make sense of the world around me. How I figure out what I think, how I feel.”
She cut a wedge of pie and forked it into her mouth, chewing slowly. “Damn, that’s good.” She smiled, gulping a sip of beer. “And still hot.” She waved a hand over the plate and chuckled.
“Okay, so what do you know?” Mac leaned his elbows on the bar and leaned toward her.
Eve took another bite before answering. “Well, it’s a letter and quite old. I have no idea how old, at least a century, maybe longer. Though I have nothing to base that on. I’m really just guessing.” She laughed. “I know the first name of the writer and the person she was writing to. Someone died at sea, a lost love. And something about a fatherless baby whose true lineage no one would know.”
“All that from a single letter?”
She nodded, closed the notebook and sipped her beer. Her fingers were wet from the sweating bottle. “Exciting, isn’t it?”
A small smile played on his lips as Mac nodded.
Lone hikers ambled in and settled at the bar. Mac took orders, delivered drinks, then circled back to Eve, who swept the flaky pastry and meaty chunks through the spicy mustard. She sipped from yet another beer. From the speakers came the sound of traditional pipes and the low, slow whistle of flutes. There were favorites like Dougie MacLean’s “Caledonia” but also snippets of contemporary acts like Young Fathers, Paolo Nutini, Nina Nesbitt. She was beginning to recognize songs that she’d never heard across the Atlantic— “Pauper’s Dough” by King Creosote was melancholy but beautiful, and she loved the beat of “Two Travel” by Beerjacket.
When she finished eating, she laid her fork and knife together along the plate and pushed it away. An empty bottle stood beside the empty plate. “Maybe a tea now?”
Mac nodded and pulled a mug from a cupboard. “I’ll start the kettle,” he said. He slid a glass of water toward her. “To hold you over until it’s warm.” She sipped at the water and pulled out her notebook again.
She scrawled across the pages, stopping every so often to think. He peered at her writing—neat, even script across small pages.
“I’m writing notes about the cave and questions to ask my boss.”
“Should you have kept the letter? Perhaps it wasn’t meant to be discovered?”
“Well, it’s been there for ages, and only now it came loose. If I didn’t take it, someone else would, and perhaps destroy it or not recognize its significance. And it’s a clue to local history,” she said. “I mean, someone cared enough to write it but then buried it so it wouldn’t be found. Why not destroy it? Burn it in a hearth fire? Tear it to pieces and throw it away? Someone wanted it to be found someday.”
“And now it has,” he said.
“And now it has,” she agreed.
Eve’s cheeks burned. Her whole body buzzed with passion for the words on the page before her.
“But local history,” he said. “Pardon me, isn’t that outside your domain? I mean, you are an American, not a Scot. My family has lived on this land for generations. We have more right to its forgotten stories than you do, don’t we?”
She cocked her head, her eyebrows scrunching, her eyes serious. Was he threatening her? Challenging? But he had a point. Who laid claim to history? Who had the final say over its dissemination? Was she a dreaded interloper, interested in a romantic image of Scotland after centuries of invasion, incursion and foreign control? She stared at the strange man across from her, wondering if she had made a mistake by talking about the letter at all.
“History should actually be handled by impartial people who don’t have a stake in it,” she offered, feigning confidence.
She chattered on about proper handling of historical documents, clucking her tongue at the lack of protective gloves at her disposal on the hike. “I didn’t expect to find anything, so why would I bring archeological tools? I hope the way I’ve treated it doesn’t harm the life of the letter,” she said.
The life of the letter. She believed history to be alive, pulsing. Eve’s cheeks were warm from the meal and the beer and the heat of the room. Mac’s hand hovered above hers as she told him about the research and the temperature-controlled stacks of material in boxes and crates and folders kept in the Edinburgh headquarters of the National Archives where she worked.
“You’re here for a hike but live in Edinburgh?”
She shook her head. “I live here.”
“And work in Edinburgh? Are you mad?”
She smirked. “My colleagues think so. It’s a long commute. I take the train from Stirling.”
“Every day? But it’s at least a half-hour drive to the train, and then what, an hour in? Barring stops and blockages and cancellations. That’s a very American thing to do. Scots don’t commute for work.”
“Not the first time I’ve heard that,” she said, draining the water glass.
The kettle whistled. Mac flipped the switch off and poured the steaming liquid into a ceramic tea pot, which he set beside the mug on the counter. He pulled a tiny pitcher of cold milk from a refrigerator below and slid a sugar bowl toward Eve.
“I lived in Edinburgh for the first month that I was here, but I’m not a city girl,” she said. “I prefer country air and a slower pace, so it’s worth the commute. I spend the time thinking or reading, and when I arrive at work, I am already mired in my projects. Plus, my boss is very generous—he lets me work at home Mondays and Fridays, so it’s only three days a week.”
Her hair was coming loose from the bun, fuzzy tendrils framing her face. She brushed the fine, soft hairs away from her eyes.
“Have dinner with me tomorrow,” he said.
Eve pressed a napkin to her lips then laid it on the bar counter. She studied his face, the long lines of his neck, the shadow of stubble along the slope of his cheeks, the inky-dark waves of his hair.
“Sure,” she said, scribbling her phone number on a corner of paper torn from the journal.
“Tomorrow, then,” he said. “I’ll come for you at six.”
He slid a scrap of paper under her plate, which Eve assumed was the bill, and walked away. She watched him go, watched his body move, his back so strong and assuring. He disappeared around a corner and down a hallway until she could no longer see him. She turned the paper over, reaching for her wallet, but saw only a heart with two dots for eyes and a sliver of a smile, quick swipes of pen, another surprise on a very interesting day.







  
  Chapter four

Sam, 1983 
Memories of his early years aware that he was a gay man flashed back to Sam. As an eleven-year-old in yeshiva, not wanting to roughhouse with the other boys, disgusted by their lewd comments about girls. And years later, at nineteen, when his new wife, Shaindie, learned of his true inclinations, the searing burn of her disgust and threats. “You ever tell a soul about this, and I will leave you and take your child with me and tell the whole community, and no one—no one!— will allow you to see her. You’re a poor excuse for a man.”
His wife had ranted about how he’d been less than honest with her, with the shadchan, the matchmaker who recommended them to each other’s parents, and the rabbi who had vouched for him. She stomped around the tidy apartment, threatening that she could leave him and the community would support her. It would be as if their marriage had never happened, and he’d be persona non grata in any Orthodox community, but she wouldn’t do it, not then, because she was expecting and she’d keep his secret, if he played the part of the doting husband. So he promised that he would because everything she said was right. His family would reject him. His community, too. He’d be alone, with nowhere to go and no one to show him the way, so he soothed her rage and hid his urges.
Sam was the eldest son in a family of five siblings in Oak Park, Michigan, part of an Orthodox Jewish family and a world he never fit into. He went to school, followed the religious rules as his father taught him, and when he started noticing other boys in ways that made him feel ashamed—admiring the curve of a shoulder or the angle of a nose, such sights stirring a tingling in his stomach and a flutter in his groin—he kept these feelings to himself. With no training or education whatsoever into human sexuality, he didn’t know how to make sense of them. Did other boys think like this? Feel this way toward their friends? And why didn’t he see what the other boys saw when they looked at girls?
One night, when he dreamt of another boy naked and woke up drenched in sweat and other stickiness that he couldn’t name, he was terrified that something was wrong with him. Still, he said nothing, afraid of his father’s belt and penetrating gaze. He distracted himself with books from the public library, his only refuge.
Walking distance from his family’s ranch-style home and also his school, the library was Sam’s only exposure to the outside world. There, he saw people of all walks of life—different skin tones and modes of dress, men interacting with women, young people flirting, touching, unburdened and free. He became close with a kind librarian in A-line skirts and blouses with Peter Pan collars who saw his loneliness and helped him find answers to his questions. She ordered books for him from other branches, taught him about the broader region around his small enclave, including an open-minded town called Ann Arbor, forty-five minutes away and home to the prestigious University of Michigan, where she had studied. There, she said, people were “liberal as hell and accepting of everything,” smiling and adding that it was “a damn shame more places couldn’t be like that.”
He spent hours after school lost in fanciful stories, immersed in nonfiction books deep in the stacks. He learned how babies were made, which horrified him, the thought of his body and a girl’s interconnected so intimately. He sought out books about his fantasies and learned that there was a word for a man who desired other men—and when he looked deeper into it, he connected the term homosexual with the Hebrew from Leviticus, to’eva, the worst kind of “abomination.” He’d read the text in school, felt the fiery reactions of the rabbis as they told the boys that a man laying with another man as he would with a woman was grounds for expulsion from the community and the deepest depravation. Sam cowered on the carpet beside the metal shelves of old books and wept.
For high school, his parents sent him away to a yeshiva in Skokie, Illinois, where he was called “a pansy” and bullied by the other boys for being too quiet. He learned to avert his gaze when other boys changed in the locker room or joked in the dormitory’s communal showers. And as other boys talked about girls and the rabbis pushed marriage and the holy mandate to produce big families to replace all the Jewish souls lost in the Holocaust, he wondered how he would ever be able to be alone with a girl, let alone do what was necessary to create a family. Once, home on a break, he tried to ask his mother, but she turned red and looked away, saying it was a question better posed to his father. But he could no more imagine laying with a naked woman than he could imagine speaking about it to his father, so Sam left the subject alone until he turned eighteen and his parents started talking to him about a match.
And thus, his attraction to men remained a secret.
At first, Shaindie seemed like the path of least resistance. He had to marry, didn’t he? It was what young Orthodox Jews did. The purpose of the community, the way to build a brighter, stronger Jewish people. She was a pretty girl, with chestnut hair, a shy smile and blazing almond-shaped eyes that glowed golden when she felt strongly about something. She wasn’t short like his sister and mother, though shorter than Sam, who at five feet, ten inches, was the tallest person in his family.
On their first date, they sipped water from clear glasses at her kitchen table as their parents made small talk in the living room. The hum of their voices lulled Sam into feeling safe with this young woman and with the idea of moving forward with his duty, if not his desire.
“How many children do you want?” she asked.
His face warmed with embarrassment, even though he knew this was a typical first-date question in his quiet community.
“I don’t know,” he stammered. “I haven’t really thought about it.”
“I have,” she said, her voice definite and firm. “Six, at least. And I can’t also be the only income-earner. It’s just too much. I’ve seen my mother do it, and I don’t want to be tired and worn by the time I’m thirty.”
He peered at her blazing eyes, saw the gold flecks glimmer like a late-day sun. Where did she find such strength? How did her parents allow it? Though his brother Moshe had a similar defiant streak which their father tried to beat into submission, the rest of the Waldman family was meek and obedient. Shaindie was a breath of fresh air.
“That makes sense,” Sam said calmly, quietly. “I’m training as a bookkeeper, and I learn half-days in the kollel. Soon, I’ll have a steady income. People always need help with their accounting.”
She nodded as she considered the information. Was he attractive to her? Was he attractive at all? Sam had never evaluated himself in such terms. His dark, thick hair and dark eyes were standard issue for the community. His body had long, lean lines, and his hands were strong. What did she see when she looked at him?
Shaindie leaned in. “This could work,” she said, searching his face, not for agreement, but almost as if she were inspecting him for flaws or secrets. He coughed, lifting a fisted hand to his mouth and looking over her head at the clean kitchen behind her. The house was small, like his childhood home, but it wasn’t quite as worn, despite it being fuller with activity with nine children and a variety of nieces and nephews who lived within a three-block radius. How did religious women manage such demanding home lives? Sam wondered.
They were too nervous on their wedding night to do anything intimate, another secret to add to the pile Sam kept in his emotional filing cabinet. His rabbi and his father had insisted that for a marriage to be official, it required the public ceremony under the chuppah amid an audience of witnesses, and the consummation act afterwards, which used to happen in a quiet room right after the ceremony but in modern times was trusted to the young couple alone on their first wedded night. They had danced on separate sides of the ballroom of the Hilton, as required by religious custom. Alone among the men, Sam felt more at home than he had in the presence of his bride. His peers, even the ones who had relentlessly teased him, danced to entertain the groom as was the custom, donning brightly-colored hats with chiming bells, squatting for the Kazatsky dance, grabbing his hands and pulling him into a fast-moving circle of sweating, laughing, heaving men, and hoisting him on a chair high above the celebrants, with chants of “Oy! Oy!” to the pumping beat of the hard-playing band on a raised platform decorated in tulle and flowers to match the chuppah.
He didn’t even peer into the women’s side of the dance floor, as most grooms did. As most men did, poking their heads between openings in the dark curtain between the two sides, watching the women’s bodies move, their glorious, unbridled laughter lighting their faces and their bosoms bouncing as they spun faster, faster. He had no interest nor curiosity, and gazing onto the fair skin of his wife would no more send tingles along his limbs than would her naked body on their hotel bed later that night. Sam pushed such thoughts from his mind and closed his eyes to the revelry, letting the men’s laughter seep into his skin, feeling for the touch of their warm hands as they danced in circles and lifted him up.
“We have to do it,” she said early the next morning.
Sam was flat on his back on the most comfortable mattress he’d ever slept on. It was his first
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