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Bran was up to something. I knew it the first day he showed me the house. He was speeding ahead of me on his bike, while I struggled and sweated behind him, huffing and puffing because even after three months in Florida I still wasn’t used to the heat. I didn’t know how Bran could be either, but my brother seemed to do everything right, even if it meant not sweating in 90-degree heat, with 90-percent humidity. Then suddenly he slammed on his brakes.


“Wait—,” he said, placing both feet firmly on the sidewalk.


My bike’s an old one we got at a yard sale, and the brakes are a little iffy, so I practically ran into him as I screeched to a halt.


“What do you mean, ‘Wait’?” I asked. “Is this it?”


I looked at the house beside us, a flat-roofed, concrete-block cube painted lime green. We’d lived worse places. Heck, we were living in a worse place now.


“No,” Bran said. “It’s a lot nicer than that. Up there. The yellow one.” He inclined his head ever so slightly. I guessed he meant a sunshine-colored house in the next block, mostly hidden by palm trees. Trust Bran to be the only sixteen-year-old on the planet to still remember—and obey—those grade school lectures about it being rude to point.


“Call me crazy,” I said, “but wouldn’t it be a lot easier to see the place if we were, say, in front of it?”


My brother fixed me with a patient-Bran look. He’s been giving me those looks, I think, since I was a baby and he was four and I would take his toys. Mom swears he never hit me, never grabbed them back; just looked disappointed and patiently tried to explain to me why I’d done something wrong. From anyone else, those looks would be maddening. But it’s hard to get very mad at Bran.


Even when I was a baby, Mom says, he almost always talked me into giving his toys back.


Now he shook his head.


“Not yet. I have to make sure . . . ,” he said. He leaned forward, peering toward the house. I didn’t have the slightest clue what he was making sure of, but after a few minutes he relaxed a little and said, “Okay, let’s go.”


We inched our bikes forward and crossed the street. The house looked better and better the closer we got to it. The yellow stucco seemed to gleam in the sunlight, and the palm fronds swayed gently against the windowpanes.


“Wow.” I breathed. “I can’t believe the Marquises are going to let us live here for free, all summer long.”


Bran looked around like he was afraid someone would overhear me bragging and take away our great deal. But the street was deserted—all the people who were used to living in Florida knew enough to stay out of the heat.


“For free?” he asked. “They’re paying us, remember?”


There was a little edge to his voice. He was so proud of the arrangement he’d worked out, the miracle he’d wrought. House-sitting, it was called. The whole concept was new to me. I’d never heard of someone letting you live somewhere without expecting you to pay for it. But the Marquises were a retired couple who lived in Florida in the winter and New York in the summer, and they’d gotten worried about a rash of burglaries on empty houses. So they were paying Bran to stay here and take care of the house while they were away. And they were letting Mom and me live here, too. It was about the most wonderful thing that had ever happened to our family.


I remember the night Bran announced he’d gotten this house-sitting job. Mom and I just stared at him for maybe five minutes straight. We were eating dinner, and we practically stopped with the forkfuls of Hamburger Helper halfway to our mouths. But Bran kept talking about what he’d figured out, revealing each detail like a magician pulling rabbits out of a hat.


“Mom, if we don’t have to pay any rent, and if I’m working at the restaurant, you can go to school full-time this summer. And then—”


“I could qualify for the scholarship this year,” Mom said slowly, as if in a trance. The scholarship was just about all Mom had talked about since we’d moved to Florida. She’d been trying to finish college for longer than I’ve been alive, but there’d never been enough money for that. When she heard about the school down here offering a special scholarship for single mothers, she nearly flipped out. She said that they must have written the guidelines just for her—except that she had to be a junior, and after thirteen years of trying, she only had enough credits to be a sophomore.


“See, Mom, it could all work out perfectly,” Bran had finished excitedly.


But Mom shook her head. The trance was over.


“I can’t let you do that,” she’d said. “You’re only sixteen. It’s not fair to make you support your whole family. Not when I can be working, too.”


“You wouldn’t be making me,” Bran said quietly. “I want to do this.”


He sounded so dignified and noble that I felt a surge of pride. Bran would do anything to help Mom or me. I was really lucky to have a brother like that.


But Mom was still shaking her head.


“You need to save your money for your own college fund.”


“But, Mom—” Any other kid would have sounded whiny saying that. Not Bran. He sounded downright authoritative. “You’ve got to look at the big picture. You said yourself that that scholarship will pay more in living expenses than you can make as a waitress. So the sooner you get the scholarship, the more money we’ll have as a family. And you know I’ll find a way to pay for college.”


Mom could have seen that as an insult—Bran would find a way to pay for college, even if she hadn’t. I’ve seen other mothers who would have flown off the handle at that: “Oh yeah? You think you’re better than me? Just forget the whole thing!” Back in Pennsylvania, my friend Wendy’s mother was the worst one in their whole house about slamming doors and stomping up the stairs. But my mom’s not like that. She just tilted her head and gave Bran a sad little smile and said, “Okay. I won’t rule out anything yet. Let’s figure this out rationally.” She pushed the dinner dishes aside, and they got out a pencil and paper and started calculating how much Bran could make in tips, what we’d save in rent, how much it’d cost to move again in the fall. I watched the numbers lining up on the paper, and even I could tell what was going to happen. The excitement in their voices was contagious. I grabbed Mom’s hands and started dancing around the room with her, singing, “Mom’s getting the scholarship! Mom’s getting the scholarship!”


Laughing, Mom dropped my hands and declared, “Goodness. I wish everyone had as much confidence in me as you two do.”


Mom says things like that—goodness, good grief, even my gracious—that make her sound about two billion years old. But she’s only thirty-three, and looks probably ten years younger. She’s got wavy blond hair and greenish eyes that almost glow when she’s excited. Back in Pennsylvania the college boys were always hitting on her. I once heard Mom’s friend Carlene say, “Honey, if I looked like you I’d be a model, not a mommy.” Mom had just laughed. What she really wants to be is a doctor.


All that was running through my mind as Bran and I rolled our bikes toward the house.


“I’ll show you the backyard first,” Bran said.


We leaned our bikes against the side of the house and followed first the narrow driveway, then a short sidewalk that led around the corner. A small square of neatly mowed grass lay between a screened-in sunporch, a small shed, the driveway, and a chain-link fence that separated the Marquises’ yard from their neighbors’.


“So this is where it all started, huh?” I kidded Bran. He’d gotten to know the Marquises in the first place because he’d offered to mow their lawn.


“Yes, I—,” Bran started, then broke off as he whirled around to face the house. Someone was inside, rattling the doorknob of the back door. And then that someone stepped outside.


It was an old man. Later I’d wish that I’d looked at him more closely, that I’d studied his face carefully, memorized every detail. But at that moment, all I really noticed was that he was old.


“M-Mr. Marquis,” Bran stammered. Bran never stammers. He almost choked on the last syllable of Mr. Marquis’s name. “You scared me. I didn’t see your car. I didn’t know anyone was home. I thought you were leaving for New York yesterday. I—I thought you were a burglar or something.”


He didn’t seem relieved that it was Mr. Marquis instead of a burglar. He kept looking back and forth between me and Mr. Marquis.


Mr. Marquis chuckled.


“You are conscientious, aren’t you?” he asked. “I don’t think the yard’s grown much since you mowed on Thursday. Remember, overmowing can be as bad for a yard as ignoring it. So just follow the schedule I gave you. No more, no less. All right?”


“Yes, sir,” Bran said. “I wasn’t planning to mow today. I was just, uh, checking up on the yard. I know it’s a constant battle to keep it alive in this salt air. Just like you told me.”


Something was wrong. Usually Bran was great with grown-ups—not just polite and respectful, like you’re supposed to be, but actually comfortable talking to them. But now he was so shaken he hadn’t even remembered to introduce me.


That bothered me. I wanted Mr. Marquis to know that I’d be conscientious living here too, that all of us intended to take good care of his property. I wanted him to know how much living here was going to mean to us.


“Excuse me,” I said carefully. Unlike Bran, I am not usually all that comfortable talking to grown-ups. “I’m Bran’s sister, Britt—well, Brittany, really—and—”


“Oh, yes, this is my sister,’ Bran interrupted. “Sorry. Sis, could you go take our bikes back out to the front sidewalk and wait there? I just need to talk to Mr. Marquis about a few details. We’ll be quick, I promise.”


My face flamed red, suddenly as hot as the Florida sun. Here I was trying to be so polite and mature, and Bran had interrupted me. He’d been rude! And why? It was almost like he didn’t trust me to talk to Mr. Marquis, didn’t trust me to hear the details of his house-sitting job. What could be so secret? Shouldn’t I know everything, since I was going to be living in the house too?


And when had Bran ever called me sis before?


It was on the tip of my tongue to tell Bran off, to totally let him have it. But then I saw Mr. Marquis looking at us. He had big bushy gray eyebrows—I did notice those, at least—and they were squinted together like he was puzzled.


What if he went from being puzzled to being angry, and then decided we couldn’t live in his house for the summer after all?


“Okay,” I said meekly, though it felt like my innards were boiling.


I obediently walked around the corner of the house, but I didn’t move the bikes right away. I stood still, just out of Bran’s sight, and listened.


“Sorry,” Bran was apologizing again. “We didn’t mean to bother you. We’ll be leaving in just a minute. Didn’t you feel well enough to travel yesterday?”


That sounded more like the Bran I knew, polite and considerate.


Mr. Marquis’s reply was a dim rumble—something about a freak spring snowstorm in Tennessee—and then, a little louder, “But the Weather Channel says the ice has melted now, so we’re leaving as soon as Mary gets back from the beauty parlor. Women! She already had her hair appointment made up North and was fretting so over having to cancel it. I told her to go ahead down here; we could wait another hour. . . .”


Why didn’t Bran want me to hear that?


I got scared that any minute now, Bran would come around the corner and catch me eavesdropping, so I wheeled his bike out to the sidewalk. When I was coming back for my bike, I heard Mr. Marquis saying, “And don’t lose the key—”


Wouldn’t he want to make sure that Mom and I didn’t lose our keys either?


“I won’t, sir,” Bran said. “Good-bye. Have a safe trip.”


I ran my bike out toward the curb. A second later, Bran rounded the corner of the house and came up behind me.


“What was that all about?” I asked.


“Nothing,” Bran muttered. “Come on. We need to get home now.”


“But I haven’t seen inside the house! Why’d we ride all the way over here if—”


“Ssh,” Bran said. Rude again. He still looked spooked, too. “We don’t want to intrude. I didn’t know they hadn’t left yet. They’re probably still packing.”


“But wouldn’t they be done packing if they were planning to leave yesterday?”


It wasn’t like me to persist. But I was still steamed about being banished to the sidewalk.


“Brittany,” Bran said, and his voice was like steel. “I said, come on.”


I swung my right leg over my bike seat, but I didn’t start pedaling. I sat there, balanced on my bike seat, trying to decide what to do. I still think about what might have happened if I’d ignored Bran, strutted up to the Marquises’ front door, begged to be let in.


But I was used to doing what Bran told me. And something about the house had already been ruined for me because of the way Bran was acting. I really didn’t want to see inside it that day, with Mr. Marquis watching us.


“Okay,” I relented, and pushed off, launching my bike into the empty street.


Bran zoomed ahead of me, leading the way, as always. And only then did I notice: He was sweating now. Pedaling out to the house in 90-degree heat hadn’t made him lose his cool, but standing there talking to Mr. Marquis had given him rings of sweat on his T-shirt, rivers of sweat down the back of his neck. I’d never seen him sweat so much in my entire life.


Later I would wonder which had made him sweat more—talking to Mr. Marquis or being scared of Mr. Marquis talking to me?
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That night Mom and I started packing while Bran was at work. In the three months since we’d come to Florida, we hadn’t unpacked much to begin with—though none of us said it out loud, we all knew that if you live in a place like Sunset Terrace, you want to hold on to the notion that you might be taking off for someplace better any minute. There was mold on the walls we hadn’t been able to get off with any amount of scrubbing. Someone had punched a hole in the bedroom door. The air-conditioning had a sickly wheeze and rattle that made it sound like each breath of lukewarm air it blew at us might be the last. And the walls were so thin we could hear the neighbors fighting all night long. But apartments cost a lot more in Gulfstone than Mom had expected, so we’d been making do. As Mom said about our move to Florida, “Once again, the planning wasn’t perfect.”


But I could tell by the little grin that kept bursting onto Mom’s face that she thought the plans for the summer were as close to perfect as possible. She folded clothes twice as fast as I did and stacked them in the grocery store boxes with amazing energy, especially considering she’d been at work ten hours that day and had used her lunch break to sign up for all her summer classes. She hummed while she worked.


I didn’t want to worry her, didn’t want to ruin her mood. But I couldn’t get Bran’s odd behavior out of my mind.


“Bran showed me the house today,” I said, starting out cautiously. “Just the outside, because Mr. Marquis was still there.”


Would Mom think that sounded suspicious? Was that enough to start up the same alarm bells in her mind that were going off in mine?


Probably not.


“Um-hm,” she said vaguely. “Nice, isn’t it?” “You haven’t seen inside either, have you?” I asked.


“No,” she said. “Bran drove me there back in March, I think, when he first started working for the Marquises. We rang the doorbell, but the Marquises weren’t home. I don’t know where you were then—volleyball practice, maybe?”


I’d joined the volleyball team at my new school in a desperate attempt to make friends. It hadn’t worked, and I’d hated volleyball—hated the ball smacking my arms, hated the other girls screaming out, “It’s mine, it’s mine!” around me, because they’d already figured out that I wasn’t any good.


Bran, meanwhile, had made tons of friends at the high school. The Computer Club had welcomed him with open arms; the Drama Club had been delighted at his expertise with the sound system for their plays.


I tried not to think about school.


“Don’t you think it’s a little . . . strange that you’ve never even met the Marquises, and we’re going to be living in their house?” I was inching closer to something I hadn’t quite let myself think yet.


“Well, kind of,” Mom conceded. “But between my work schedule and their—what did Bran call it?—their ‘social calendar,’ it never worked out. I guess they’re the kind of people who are always going to their canasta club and their backgammon tournaments and all that.” She grinned, stopping just short of making fun of the Marquises. I’d learned from the kids at school that there was a whole stereotype about old people down here. Supposedly they all went to dinner at four o’clock, and drove five miles per hour even when the speed limit was fifty-five, and, yes, spent most of their time playing canasta and backgammon and games like that.


“But you talked to Mr. Marquis on the phone, right?” I persisted.


“Sure,” Mom said. “I wouldn’t have felt right about this house-sitting deal at all if I hadn’t at least done that.”


I realized that I’d just been standing there holding the shirt I was supposed to be folding. I flipped it over, tucked it into the box, and dropped the hanger onto the stack on the floor. But I didn’t pick up a new shirt to fold just yet.


“What did you think of Mr. Marquis?” I asked.


Mom shrugged.


“He seemed nice enough. A little hard of hearing, maybe. Kept shouting out, ‘What’s that?’ and ‘Eh?’ when I was telling him we’d do our best to take care of his house, and how much the job meant to us. Honestly, it was all I could do not to laugh, so I probably didn’t talk to him as long as I would have otherwise.” Mom grinned again. “But there wasn’t that much I needed to discuss with him, because Bran’ll be the one doing all the work.”


I couldn’t quite bring myself to grin back at Mom. Mr. Marquis hadn’t seemed the least bit hard of hearing when I’d met him. But maybe it’s easier to hide deafness when you’re talking to someone face-to-face, instead of over the phone.


“Kitchen now?” Mom said.


“What? Oh, okay,” I said. We were done folding clothes, and I hadn’t even noticed. I followed Mom toward the tiny cubbyhole that passed for a kitchen in Sunset Terrace. It wasn’t big enough for both of us to fit in there at once, so she started handing out pots and pans for me to put into boxes in the living room.


When Mom had her head inside the cupboard I could say what I was really worried about, and feel like I was just talking to myself.


“It was weird there this afternoon,” I said. “Bran was weird. He acted like—like he didn’t want Mr. Marquis to see me. Like maybe he thought that if Mr. Marquis met me, he wouldn’t want me living in the house. Bran didn’t even let me introduce myself!”


Was I exaggerating? No, Bran had started talking even as I said “I’m Britt.” I felt hurt all over again.


Mom popped her head out of the cupboard.


“Oh, honey,” she said. “Did Bran really give you that impression?”


I nodded forlornly.


“Mr. Marquis knows I’m staying there too, doesn’t he?” I asked. I had a sudden vision of Mom and Bran living happily in the house and me banished to, I don’t know, maybe the shed in the back. I knew it was ridiculous, but I felt even more sorry for myself.


“Of course Mr. Marquis knows,” Mom said. “But maybe. . .” She seemed to be choosing her words carefully. “Maybe the Marquises are feeling a little strange about this house-sitting deal. They’ve never had a house-sitter before, remember? Bran and I know you’re mature and responsible and trustworthy. I’d trust you to take care of my house, if I had one. But maybe Bran thought Mr. Marquis would look at you and think, ‘Oh, I didn’t know she was such a little kid. What if she breaks something?’ It’s not your fault. It’s just—this is kind of a weird situation.”


“I’m twelve years old—almost thirteen,” I said. “I’m not a little kid.” I knew I was making myself sound like one, because my voice came out all whiny. “It’s not my fault I’m small for my age.” I was. I’d been the shortest kid in my class back in Pennsylvania, and I was the shortest kid in my class here in Florida. Come to think of it, that was probably one of the reasons I hadn’t been any good at volleyball.


“I know,” Mom said. “But Bran’s sixteen, and I’m kind of surprised the Marquises would trust him with their house.” She scrambled up from the floor, her buoyancy back. “Of course, I’m not about to tell the Marquises that. I wouldn’t want to do anything to mess up this deal!”


She put the last pan in the box and sealed it with tape.


“Mr. Marquis thinks Bran is conscientious,” I said, a little sulkily.


“He is,” Mom said. “He’s conscientious and responsible and mature beyond his years, because of the way he’s had to grow up.” She grimaced, and I knew she was thinking about Dad leaving us, and her having to work all the time, and Bran having to take care of me. Her grimace turned into a rueful smile. “He’s much more trustworthy than I was at his age.”


When Mom was sixteen, she eloped with my father. Her parents were so upset they disowned her.


I couldn’t imagine Bran doing anything so bad that Mom would disown him. I couldn’t imagine him doing anything so bad she’d frown at him, even ever so slightly, the way she did at me when I forgot my homework or overslept or tracked in mud.


But I still thought Bran was up to something. Mom hadn’t been there that afternoon. She hadn’t seen how Bran was acting. And I hadn’t done a very good job of describing it.


“Ready for bed?” Mom said. “I don’t know about you, but I’m beat.”


Mom went into the bathroom to brush her teeth. Then I helped her make up a bed on the couch where Bran would sleep when he got home from the restaurant. Back in Pennsylvania, the three of us always took turns sleeping on the couch. But ever since we’d gotten to Florida, Bran had insisted that Mom and I get the bedroom. It had something to do with the footsteps we sometimes heard racing past our door in the middle of the night. Once we’d even heard gunshots.


And I was worried about moving to the Marquises’ house? Whatever Bran was up to, there couldn’t be anything bad about getting away from Sunset Terrace.
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We moved into the Marquises house the day after school ended. It was only May, but the day was already roasting hot at 7:30 A.M. when Mom backed our car and the rented U-Haul into the Marquises’ driveway. Mom hopped out and fanned her T-shirt back and forth to cool down.


“They do have air-conditioning, don’t they?” I asked as I peeled the backs of my legs from the sticky vinyl seat.


Bran was busy unlocking the front door.


“Don’t worry. It’s already on,” he said, and disappeared inside.


“I knew I liked these people,” Mom said. She grabbed a box from the trunk and handed it to me. “Let’s get this over with.”


I walked up the Marquises’ front walk—no, our front walk, I corrected myself. We’d never lived in a house before, and I felt downright extravagant having a front walk just for my family. For the summer, anyway.


Bran held the door open for me as he went back out for more boxes. I was hit by a wave of stale, warmish air. Where was that air-conditioning Bran had promised us?


Mom was right behind me, and she chuckled at my expression of dismay.


“Don’t forget, the house has been shut up for a while,” she said. She peered at a thermostat on the wall. “Just as I thought—it’s set on eighty-two. We’ll crank it up after we’ve got everything in.”


It had been nearly a week since the Marquises left, and I guess it made sense that they wouldn’t have kept heavy-duty air-conditioning on when no one was here. They’d said it was okay for Bran just to look in on the house occasionally until we could move in. I guess the greatest danger to the house was after school was out.


Mom put down her box and followed Bran back out to the car for more, but I couldn’t help stopping to look around. My eyes took a minute to adjust fully to the dim room in front of me. It held two new-looking flowered green couches, a recliner, three coffee tables, a TV, a VCR/DVD player, a stereo, gold-framed pictures on the wall. . . . No wonder the Marquises were worried about something being stolen. They had a lot of things.


I set my box on top of Mom’s and walked through the rest of the house, looking at everything. After the tiny apartment back at Sunset Terrace, this house seemed to go on and on. In one direction from the living room, there was a kitchen and a dining room and a laundry room and a sunroom and a screened-in porch. The bedrooms were in the other direction, down a long hall. There were three of them, all with double beds and wide chests and bureaus. The biggest bedroom even had a bathroom of its own.


Not only would none of us have to sleep on a couch in the living room, one of us wouldn’t even have to share a bathroom.


“I feel rich,” I said aloud. “I can’t believe we’re going to live here.”


“Yeah?” Bran grunted, bringing in another box behind me. “Well, rich girl, you forgot to hire movers. Guess you’ll have to lower yourself to carrying your own boxes.”


He handed me the box and I carried it on down the hall.


“Can I have the yellow room?” I asked. “You can have the blue one and Mom can have the one with the pink swirls.”


“Doesn’t matter to me,” Bran said, turning back for more boxes.


By midmorning we were all soaked with sweat, but everything we owned had been transferred into the Marquises’ house. It was strange to see our solid brown couch jammed in the sunroom with all the Marquises’ white wicker furniture. Our kitchen table was folded up and hidden behind the couch. It had never hit me so strongly before that the table we’d eaten at and done our homework on for as long as I could remember was really just a flimsy card table, stored so easily. I felt like apologizing to all our possessions for shoving them aside and hiding them in out-of-the-way places, just because the Marquises’ possessions were nicer. Every pot and pan and cup and glass we owned was going to stay boxed up all summer, because it made no sense to unpack our stuff when the Marquises’ things were already on the shelves.


Thinking about glasses and cups reminded me how thirsty I was. I began opening cabinet doors in the kitchen, until I found a row of cups. I pulled one down, filled it from the faucet and gulped down the water. It had that same slightly seaweedy taste I’d never gotten used to back at Sunset Terrace. To distract myself, I studied the design on the cup, a strange plaid pattern of red and blue and yellow. I looked in the cupboards again—the plates were covered in the same design. Everything was an odd plastic that looked like it’d been around for decades. I turned over one of the plates and read the name on the bottom: Melmac.
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