She always kept her feelings guarded for fear that someone would use them against her. Even Eddie and Linda couldn’t love that fear out of her. But there were things about her that they didn’t know, that she didn’t want anyone to know.

“You know when I first met Eddie it didn’t have anything to do with archaeology,” she began. “He was doing volunteer work as a basketball coach at the Urban Indian Center in Dallas. Well, he got stuck with a girl’s team. Since I was the tallest, I was the center. I had good rebounding skills and a chip on my shoulder to match. I guess in some ways I still do.”

“You mean you still have rebounding skills or the chip?” Bryce kidded.

Marilyn smiled as she tossed her long hair back. “The chip.”

“Why the chip?” Bryce asked with some hesitation. 

Marilyn saw the uncertainty in Bryce’s body language. She waved him off.

“No it’s okay. At the time, I was a junior in high school and I was living with my grandmother. My parents, if you want to call them that, spent most of their time drinking. Then, they spent the rest of their time either beating the Indian out of me or beating the White Man into me. I still to this day haven’t figured out which it was. I just know that I am as about as much of an Indian as you are. I only have the genes. My mother was full blood Choctaw, and she hated herself for it. She learned early that being Indian didn’t put bread on the table or get her anywhere in a White world. She turned her back on her heritage and married a White used car salesman.” 

Marilyn stopped, got up and reached out to stoke the fire. It crackled loudly as she put on a new log. The fire sent up a wisp of smoke, as the new log dried in the intense heat. She held her hands and stared deep into the fire, as if drifting off to another, far less kindly place. Then, quickly, she  sat down and continued her story.

 “They partied a lot, and then I came along, with bills and obligations. Well, my father didn’t like that scene. He never acknowledged paternity, and eventually he split. Shortly after that I entered junior high. My mother resented me for my father’s departure, and basically turned me out. I was without trust, without parents, and was as wary as a stray dog. So I went to live with my grandmother to lick my wounds.” 

Marilyn nervously scratched the palm of her hand. Maybe it was the fire, or maybe the company, but this discussion was leading her to a place she seldom traveled. She wished she had a matchbook to shred. But the warmth of the fire gave her the strength to continue. Emotion was welling inside her, but she couldn’t tell if it was anger, sadness, or relief. She spread her hands out over the flame again, nourishing them in its warmth, and continued.

  “So that brings me to Eddie. Here I was, this tall, tough girl making life difficult for anybody and everybody. It was Eddie who turned me around.”

“How?” Julia asked gently.

“One day after a game, a close one that we lost, I was having a temper tantrum over missing what would have been the game winning shot. I thought I’d been fouled, but the ref didn’t call it. I started yelling at him. Eddie pulled me over to one side and really chewed me out. He told me all my tough talk and bravado was a mask to cover a weak and scared child. He said I couldn’t hang my failures on others. I just turned around and ran away, balling like a baby.” 

Julia could see a tear running down Marilyn’s cheek. She saw both the strength and vulnerability in this lovely but strange woman. 

Marilyn quickly wiped the tear away with her hand and continued.

“No one ever cared enough to chew me out like that, if you know what I mean. It didn’t dawn on me until later that he was trying to teach me something besides how to shoot free throws. He was teaching me about honor and how to be proud, to accept the things you can’t control, and work to improve the things you could.”

“We’ve had that lesson too,” Bryce added as he reached for his cigarettes.

  “I didn’t see Eddie again until just after my high school graduation,” Marilyn said.

“Then what?” Bryce said as he got up and went to the cooler.

“One day I was reading the Dallas Morning News and I saw Eddie’s picture in the ‘Discovery’ section. He was conducting an archaeological dig about 20 miles from Dallas. The next day I showed up at his field school.  I went there to apologize to him.”

“What did Eddie say?”  Julia asked. 

 “Nothing. He handed me a trowel, and put me in his test pit. I dug with him for the next three weeks. Later, he wrote me a letter of reference that helped me get into the university. About two years after that my grandmother died. Her house was sold at an auction. I was broke, so Eddie and Linda let me stay with them. Linda was happy about it. We used to spend hours in her pottery studio, making pots and talking. I think she was glad to have a female in the house to bond with and to talk about girlie things.” 

 Julia nodded. Marilyn went on.

 “And Eddie? I think he found within himself the ability of parenthood he thought he never had. He always said he was glad he never had children, but he sure acted a daddy. Once, when I began dating this guy, Eddie interviewed him as if he were applying for a faculty position. He told another guy, he was joking but I’m not sure the guy got it, that if he wanted to date me he had to have his father bring over  ten head of horses.”

“What happened to the guy?” Bryce asked. 

“His name was Brad, and he thought he was cute. So he came back with ten bobble-head dolls of Dallas Cowboys players. Eddie told him he was a Chicago Bears fan and proceeded to decapitate the dolls with a filet knife. 

Marilyn laughed as she related the story. Then her eyes and posture took a 

more serious tone.

“They both had the patience of Jobe, and slowly the chip on my shoulder melted away. He got the department to hire me as a work-study student. They encouraged me to study hard, which I did. Eddie also encouraged me to play basketball. That got me an athletic scholarship my junior year. Then, in my senior year, Eddie awarded me an RA for his upcoming field school. I eventually got my Master’s studying under Eddie, and then I went to Arizona for graduate school. So, that’s pretty much about it.” 

Marilyn relaxed back in her chair, taking a long drink of her beer just as Eddie returned.

