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LAST NIGHT I visited the house again. It looked as it did ten years ago, when I dreamed about it often. I’ve never seen the house in real life, at least not that I can remember. It is tall, three stories of paned windows, all brick with a shingle roof. The part I remember most clearly is the covered porch. No wider than the front steps, it has facing benches that I like to sit on. I guess I was never shy, not even at six; in the dream I always opened the door, walked inside, and played with the toys.


Last night the door was locked. That’s how I awoke, trying with all my strength to open it, desperate to get inside. Something was wrong, but now I can’t say what. Was there something dangerous outside the house from which I was fleeing? Was there a person in the house who needed my help? It was as if the first part of my dream was missing. But one thing I knew for sure: Someone on the other side of the door was trying hard to keep me out.


“I’m not going,” I had told my father back in June. “She’s a mean old lady. She disowned Mom and won’t speak to you. She has never had anything to do with Pete, Dave, or me. Why should I have anything to do with her?”


“For your mother’s sake,” he’d said.


Several months later I was on a flight from Arizona to Maryland, still resisting my grandmother’s royal command to visit. I took out her invitation, the first message I’d received from her in my life, and reread it—two sentences, sounding as stiff as a textbook exercise.


Dear Megan,
This summer I will see you at Scarborough House.
I have enclosed a check to cover airfare.


Regards,
 Helen Scarborough Barnes


Well, I hadn’t expected “love and kisses” from a woman who cut off her only daughter when she had decided to marry someone of a different race. My mother, coming from a deeprooted Eastern Shore family, has more English blood in her than Prince Charles. My father, also from an old Maryland family, is African-American. After trying to have children of their own, they adopted me, then my two brothers. It would be naive to expect warmth from a person who refused to consider adopted kids her grandchildren.


Now that I thought about it, the meaning of my dream the night before was pretty obvious, even the feeling that something was wrong. The door to my mother’s family had always been closed to me; when a door kept locked for sixteen years suddenly, without explanation, opens, you can’t help but wonder what you’re walking into.


“Megan? You made it!” the woman said, crumpling up the sign with my name on it, then giving me a big hug. “I’m Ginny Lloyd, your mother’s best old friend.” She laughed. “I guess you figured that out.”


When Ginny heard I was coming, she’d insisted on meeting me at the airport close to Baltimore. That October day we loaded my luggage into the back of her ancient green station wagon, pushing aside bags of old sweaters, skirts, shoes, and purses—items she had picked up to sell in her vintage clothes shop.


“I hope you don’t mind the smell of mothballs,” Ginny said.


“No problem,” I replied.


“How about the smell of a car burning oil?”


“That’s okay, too.”


“We can open the windows,” she told me. “Of course, the muffler’s near gone.”


I laughed. Blond and freckled, she had the same southernish accent as my mother. I felt comfortable with her right away.


When I was buckled in, Ginny handed me a map so I could follow our progress toward Wisteria, which is on the Eastern Shore of the Chesapeake Bay.


“It’s about a two-hour drive,” she said. “I told Mrs. Barnes I’d have you at Scarborough House well before dark.”


“I’m getting curious,” I told her. “When Mom left Maryland, she didn’t bring any pictures with her. I’ve seen a few photos that my uncle Paul sent, showing him and Mom playing when they were little, but you can’t see the house in them. What’s it like?”


“What has your mother told you about it?” Ginny asked.


“Not much. There’s a main house with a back wing. It’s old.”


“That’s about it,” Ginny said.


It was a short answer from a person who had spent a lot of time there as a child and teenager—nearly as short as my mother’s answers about the place.


“Oh, and it’s haunted,” I added.


“People say that,” Ginny replied.


I looked at her, surprised. I had been joking.


“Of course, every old house on the Shore has its ghost stories,” she added quickly. “Just keep the lights on if it feels spooky.”


This trip might turn out to be more interesting than I thought.


Ginny turned on the radio, punching in a country station. I opened the map she had given me and studied it. The Sycamore River cut into the Eastern Shore at an angle. If you were traveling up the Chesapeake Bay, you’d enter the wide river mouth of the Sycamore and head in a northeasterly direction. On the right, close to the mouth, you’d see a large creek named Wist. The next creek up is Oyster. The town of Wisteria sits between them, nearly surrounded by water, the Sycamore River on one side and the creeks on the other two. As for my grandmother’s property, it was the large point of land below the town, washed on one side by Wist Creek and on the other side by the Sycamore.


We crossed two sets of railroad tracks. I watched the scenery change from outlet stores to fields of corn and soy and low horizons of trees. The sky was half the world on the Eastern Shore. Ginny asked a lot of questions and seemed more interested in talking about life in Tucson than life in Wisteria.


“What’s my grandmother like?” I asked at last.


For a full minute the only response was the roar of the car engine.


“She’s, uh, different,” Ginny said. “We’re coming up on Oyster Creek. Wisteria’s just on the other side.”


“Different how?” I persisted.


“She has her own way of seeing things. She can be fierce at times.”


“Do people like her?”


Ginny hesitated. “Have you spent much time in a small town?” she asked.


“No.”


“Small-town folks are like a big family living in one house. They can be real friendly and helpful, but they can also say nasty things about each other and squabble a lot.”


She hadn’t answered my question about how others saw my grandmother, but I could figure it out. She wasn’t the town favorite.


We rumbled over the metal grating of the drawbridge. I hung my head out the window for a moment. In Tucson, creeks were often just trickles. This one was the width of a river.


“We’re on Scarborough Street now,” Ginny said. “The streets off to our right lead down to the commercial docks, where the oyster and crab boats are. The streets to the left border the college. In a few blocks we’ll be crossing over High Street, which is Main Street for us. Want to drive down it?”


“Sure.”


We passed a school, went a block farther, then took a right onto High. The street had a mix of houses, churches, and small shops, all of the buildings made of brick or wood. Some of the houses edged right up to the sidewalk; a few had tiny plots of grass in front of them. Pots of bright chrysanthemums perched on windowsills and steps. The sidewalks on both sides of High Street were brick and ripply, especially around the roots of the sycamore trees that lined the street. But even where there weren’t roots, the brick looked softened, as if the footprints of two and a half centuries had been worn into it.


“It’s pretty,” I said. “Are there a lot of wisteria vines around here?”


“People grow it,” she said, “but actually, the parcel of land that became the town was won in a card game called whist. That was the town’s original name. Some upright folks in the 1800s, who didn’t approve of gambling, added to it. I guess we’re lucky they weren’t playing Crazy Eights.”


I laughed.


“There’s my shop, Yesterdaze.” Ginny slowed down and pointed to a storefront with a large, paned window that bowed out over the sidewalk. “Next door is Tea Leaves. Jamie, the owner, makes pastries to die for.


“The town harbor is ahead of us,” she went on. “Only pleasure boats dock there now. I’m going to swing around to Bayview Avenue and show you where I live. You know you’re welcome to stay with me if things get difficult.”


“Difficult how?” I asked.


She shrugged. “I find it isolated out there on the other side of the Wist. And Scarborough House seems awfully big without a family to fill it up.”


“Is that why my grandmother invited me? She can’t get anybody else to come?”


“I doubt that’s the reason. Mrs. Barnes has never liked company—whoa!” Ginny exclaimed, hitting her brakes hard, sending shoe boxes tumbling over the seat from the back of the station wagon.


A guy in an open-topped Jeep, impatient to get around a car making a turn, had suddenly cut in front of us. The backseat passengers of the red Jeep, two girls and a guy, held on to one another and hooted. The girl in the front seat turned briefly to look at us, laughing and tossing her long hair. The driver didn’t acknowledge his near miss.


“Jerk,” I said aloud.


Ginny looked amused. “That was your cousin.”


“My cousin?” I twisted in my seat, to look down the side street where the Jeep had made another sudden turn.


“Matt Barnes,” she replied.


“I thought he was in Chicago.”


“Your uncle moved there, and Matt’s mother is somewhere in the North, I believe.”


“Boston,” I told her. It had been an ugly divorce, I knew that much.


“Matt has spent nearly every summer in Wisteria. He transferred to the high school here last winter and is living full-time with your grandmother. You didn’t know that?”


I shook my head.


“She bought him the Jeep this past summer. Rumor has it he’s getting his own boat. Matt’s usually carting around jocks or girls.”


Spoiled and wild, I thought. But things were looking up. No matter what he was like, spending two weeks with a guy my own age was better than being alone with a fierce seventy-six-year-old. I’d just fasten my seat belt and go along for the ride.


“Does my grandmother drive?” I asked.


“Pretty much like Matt,” Ginny replied, laughing.


When we got to Bayview, she pointed out her house, a soft yellow cottage with gray shutters, then returned to Scarborough Road.


We crossed the Wist, rumbling over an old bridge, drove about a quarter mile more, then turned right between two brick pillars. The private road that led to my grandmother’s started out paved, but crumbled into gravel and dirt. Tall, conical cedar trees lined both sides. They did not bend gracefully over the drive, as trees do in pictures of southern mansions, but stood upright, like giant green game pieces. At the end of the double row of trees I saw sections of sloping gray roof and brick chimneys, four of them.


“We’re coming up behind the house,” Ginny said. “The driveway loops around to the front. You’re seeing the back wing. That picket fence runs along the herb garden by the kitchen.”


“The house is huge.”


“Remember that you are welcome to stay with me,” she said.


“Thanks, but I’ll be fine.”


Now that I was here, I was looking forward to the next two weeks. I mean, how much of a terror could one little old woman be? It’d be fun to explore the old house and its land, especially with a cousin my age. Four hundred acres of fields and woods and waterfront—it seemed unbelievable that I didn’t have to share them with other hikers in a state park. A wave of excitement and confidence washed over me. Then Ginny circled the house and parked in front.


“Megan,” she said, after a moment of silence, “Megan, are you all right?”


I nodded.


“I’ll help you with your luggage.”


“Thanks.”


I climbed out of the car slowly, staring up at Grandmother’s house. Three stories of paned windows, brick with a shingled roof, a small covered porch with facing benches—it was the house in my dreams.


I took my luggage from Ginny, feeling a little shaky. For the second time in twenty-four hours, I walked up the steps of the house. This time the door swung open.
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“WELL, WHAT IS it?” asked a short, heavyset woman whose hair was tipped orange from an old peroxide job.


“I’m here to see Mrs. Barnes.” My voice sounded timid as a child’s.


Ginny climbed the porch steps behind me. “Nancy, this is Megan, Mrs. Barnes’s granddaughter.”


Nancy’s response was to turn her back and retreat into the house. I glanced questioningly at my mother’s friend.


“Nancy comes in three times a week to cook and clean for your grandmother,” Ginny informed me in a low voice.


“Is she always this friendly?”


“’Fraid so.”


Without stepping inside, I peered down the long, unlit center hall. Nancy stopped at a door near the foot of the stairway, knocked, then entered. When she returned to us, she spoke to Ginny. “Mrs. Barnes wants to know how much she owes you for bringing the girl and whether you’d accept a check.”


A look of surprise flickered across Ginny’s face. “Please tell her it was my pleasure.”


“Thanks for picking me up, Ginny,” I said, slightly embarrassed.


“Sure thing. You know where to find me.” She squeezed my hand and left.


Score one for Grandma, I thought as I lugged my bags inside the house: I hadn’t even met her and already she’d made me feel like an inconvenience.


Nancy, having emerged a second time from the room by the stairs, fixed me with her eyes, then pointed a thumb over her shoulder. I figured it was a signal for me to go in. There was no chance to ask, since the housekeeper exited quickly through a door at the back of the hall.


I stood by the front door, considering my options. What would happen if I simply waited here? Who would give in first, me or Helen Scarborough Barnes?


I decided to take my time studying the center hall, which ran from the front door of the house to a smaller door under the main stairs, its wide plank floor covered with islands of rugs. I had never been in a hall large enough to contain sofas, side chairs, and tables. Heavy wood doors led into four rooms, two on each side. The broad staircase rose toward the back of the house, turned and climbed several steps against the back wall, then disappeared as it turned again toward the front. A grandfather clock ticked on the stairway landing: 4:25.


“Megan.”


The voice was low and firm, used to being obeyed. I took a deep breath and walked down the hall, stopping inside the frame of the door. The room was a library, its dark walls lined with shelves of books. It smelled of leather and old fireplace ashes. I liked it immediately; I wish I could say the same for the white-haired woman who sat stiff-backed behind a desk.


She rose slowly, surprising me with her height. I was three inches taller than my mother, and so was she. Helen Scarborough Barnes observed me so closely I felt as if she were counting the threads in my clothes, adding up them and everything else she saw to see if I passed. Fine. I could study her, too, and decide whether she passed as a grandmother.


She had pale skin and high cheekbones. Her hair, pulled back in a French twist, and tiny drop earrings gave her a kind of elegance despite the fact she was wearing jeans. I met her light blue eyes as steadily as I could.


“You may sit down,” she said.


“I’d like to stand, if you don’t mind. I’ve been sitting all day.”


There was a slight pause, then she nodded and seated herself. “Just don’t pace.”


I felt an incredible urge to pace but kept it in check.


“How is your mother doing?” she asked.


“Good—well,” I corrected my grammar. “Did you know she finished her master’s degree? Last month she started a new job. She’s at the same school, but as a reading specialist. She loves the kids. She’s terrific with them.”


I knew I was chattering.


“And your brothers?”


“They’re great. Pete, who’s twelve, is into music. Dave’s ten and lives for sports.”


“And your trip here?”


“My father’s doing great, too,” I said, though she hadn’t asked about him. “He was honored by the Sonoran Desert Museum for his work with mammals.”


“Please answer only the questions I ask,” Grandmother told me.


“Just filling in the details,” I responded cheerfully, though we both knew otherwise. I wasn’t about to let Dad be cut out of the family.


“How was your trip here?”


“Fine.”


She waited a moment, perhaps to see if I’d fill in the details. I didn’t.


“I had expected you to come here in the summer, Megan.”


“As Mom explained to you, I go to a year-round school and had already committed myself to working at a camp for my three-week summer break. October was the next free time.”


“What is your parentage?”


The sudden question took me aback. I stared at her for a long moment. “My mother is Carolyn Barnes, my father, Kent Tilby,” I said, as if that were news.


“You know what I mean, girl.”


I pressed my lips together.


“Your coloring is . . . unusual,” she observed.


I decided not to reply. I have straight black hair, which I keep shoulder length, gray eyes, and skin that refuses to tan. In the bronze land of Arizona, I stand out like a white mushroom, but I didn’t think that was the point of her comment.


Correctly deducing that she wasn’t going to get any information about my birth parents, Helen Barnes rose from her chair. “I will show you your room.”


I followed her into the hall, fuming. I don’t know what I had hoped for from her. An effort to get to know me, a conversation that lasted longer than three minutes and revealed some interest in me, other than genetic? Some shyness or awkwardness that told me that she, too, had intense feelings about this first meeting? There was no such sign. Her eyes could have iced over the Gulf of Mexico.


“You will see the downstairs first,” she said.


I nodded. Apparently, “Would you like to?” wasn’t part of her vocabulary.


She showed me the three other rooms that opened off the center hall. Like the library, each had a high ceiling and corner fireplace, but their walls were painted in bolder colors: peacock blue in the front parlor, bright mustard in the music room. The dining room, which was at the back of the main house and across the hall from the library, was blood red. All of the rooms had paintings with heavy gilt frames; the theme in the gory-colored dining room was animals and hunting. I hoped we ate in the kitchen.


“When was this house built?” I asked, abruptly turning away from an impaled deer.


“In 1720,” my grandmother answered, “by a family named Winchester.”


“When did our family move in?”


The Scarboroughs bought the house, the land, and the mill in the mid-1800s.”


“Is that when our family came over from England?”


“The Scarboroughs”—she said the name clearly, as if to make a distinction between that family and what I called our family—“have been in Maryland since the 1600s. This land was purchased by the seventh generation as a wedding gift for a son.” She led the way back into the hall. “Carry whatever luggage you can,” she told me, resting a thin hand on the curved banister. “Matt will bring up the rest when he gets home from his study session.”


Study session? I thought. Better not mention that my cousin had come close to hitting Ginny’s car when he was supposed to be hitting the books. I carried all of my luggage.


The trim in the upstairs hall was the same blue as the parlor’s, but the walls were softened by faded wallpaper. A mirror, darkened with age, hung on one wall; on another were several photographs, old tintypes. My grandmother grew impatient as I looked at them.


“Megan.” She waited by the door at the top of the stairs, the only one open in the hall.


I entered and set down my bags. The square room had a fireplace in one corner and a four-poster bed in the center. Though the inside shutters had been pulled back and the windows opened, there was a musty smell, reminding me that a river was near.


“Where’s the water?” I asked, quickly crossing to a window. “On the map it looked close to the house. Oh, my gosh, the trees!” I couldn’t hide my enthusiasm. “I’ve never seen so much green, not in Tucson. Look, their tops are just turning gold.”


My grandmother, not interested in looking, remained in the doorway. “You can see the creek and river when the leaves have fallen. These old homes were not built directly on the water because of the insects. Now they spray.”


“Oh.”


“I’ll leave you to unpack,” she said. “Your bathroom is through that door. Dinner is at six. If there is anything you need—”


“What am I supposed to call you?”


She hesitated.


“What does my cousin call you?” I asked.


“Grandmother.”


“That’s cool.”


I don’t think she thought so, but she didn’t object. She reached back for the door handle to pull it closed behind her. “Just so we understand each other, Megan. I will respect your privacy and assume you will respect mine.”


I gazed after her as she shut the door. What was that supposed to mean? I had been respecting her privacy for the last sixteen years. If she didn’t want to open the door between us now, why had she bothered to invite me?


I glanced around the bedroom. The rooms in this house were big—formal downstairs, and simple, almost stark, upstairs. To my relief, they were nothing like the cozy room where I often played in my dream. That would have been a little too weird. There were explanations for the outward resemblance of the two houses. Mom might have described her home to me long ago, when I was too young to know I shouldn’t ask about it. Or maybe I’d seen a picture of a colonial house that resembled this one. Now and then Mom subscribed to East Coast magazines that had photos of old homes. There were probably just a few basic styles.


I unpacked my clothes, then lifted out several small, framed pictures and set them on the bureau, smiling at the menagerie of people and critters. Dad’s a veterinarian and Mom volunteers at an animal shelter. Our home is a small zoo, and I’m not just referring to my brothers.


I put on a clean shirt and took out a comb, running it through my hair, then looked around the room for a mirror. Above a dressing table, where a mirror usually would hang, was a framed piece of embroidery: the Ten Commandments. Well, that’s nice, I thought, a friendly reminder to guests to behave themselves! I used the mirror on the medicine cabinet in the small bath attached to my room.


As I emerged from the bathroom, I heard my cousin’s Jeep circling the house. I quickly finished putting away my things and headed downstairs. At last I had someone my age to hang out with. When I reached the landing with the clock, I could hear his voice.


“She shouldn’t have come. I told you before, Grandmother, it was a bad idea to invite her.”


Surprised, I leaned forward to hear Grandmother’s response, but she spoke too softly.


“It’s just a gut feeling,” my cousin said. “No, it’s more than that. You haven’t been acting like yourself since you f rst got this crazy idea.”


I walked noiselessly down the steps, straining to hear Grandmother’s answer, but the library door was partially closed and her voice muffled.


“I really don’t care,” Matt insisted loudly. “She’s not my cousin—she’s adopted—and you’ve always been the first to point that out. I can’t believe you didn’t tell me she was coming today. I don’t know what you’re up to.”


This time I was close enough to hear Grandmother. “Worried?” she asked.


It was tempting to sneak up on them. But two long weeks loomed ahead and embarrassing Matt wouldn’t make things easier. Give him a chance to change his mind, I told myself. I pounded down the last few steps, so they would hear me and have time to switch topics.


Grandmother was sitting at her desk again. Matt’s backpack was on the floor, his back turned to me.


“Hello, Megan,” Grandmother said, then glanced in Matt’s direction.


“Hello,” I replied, and followed her glance. Matt reached for a book high up on a shelf and began to page through it, keeping his back to me. I doubted he was as interested in the book as he pretended.


Well, okay. I could play this game. I sat down with my back to him.


“Grandmother,” I said, “I was hoping you’d have some family pictures hanging up.”


“There are three in the upstairs hall,” she replied.


“The ones from the 1800s? They’re cool. I was hoping you might have some of my grandfather and you. I’d love to see pictures of Mom and Uncle Paul when they were growing up.” I glanced around the room. Despite the space available on the desk, the long fireplace mantel, and walls of shelves, there wasn’t a family photograph in sight.


“I don’t like to display photographs,” she said.


“Oh. Well, do you have some picture albums?”


“No.”


“How come?” I asked.


“I don’t approve of taking pictures of ourselves. It’s vain. It glorifies our own image.”


I frowned. “It also allows us to remember the people we loved.”


Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Matt turn his head slightly.


“You mentioned my cousin,” I said. “Does he visit Wisteria often?”


Her eyes flicked sideways, watching Matt. “He lives here.”


“Oh, good! Will he be here for dinner?”


I caught the look of amusement in her eyes. “Yes.”


“What’s he like?”


A sly smile lit the corners of her mouth, as if she were enjoying the game. “You’ll have to decide for yourself, Megan.”


“Good point. It’s not fair to judge people before you actually meet them.”


The pleasure she took in our rude standoff convinced me to put an end to it. I rose and walked over to my cousin. “Just so I don’t misinterpret things,” I said, “I want to know, are you shy or a snob?”


He carefully closed the book and set it back on its shelf, so I got a good look at his profile, a tanned face that was too strongly cut to be described as “cute.” His hair was brown and thick.


When he finally turned to me, I was ready to glare back and treat him to what my brothers call “the hot coals.” But his eyes took me by surprise. They were dark and beautiful, fathoms deep, like a river on a moonless night. Now I knew why three girls were riding around with him in his Jeep.


We both took a step back. His intense gaze made me unsteady. “I’m Megan,” I said, anchoring my hands in my pockets so I wouldn’t twist my hair.


“Matt.”


He kept staring at me. I waited for him to say more, but he didn’t. I wished he was either less good-looking or less of a jerk. I’d rather not be drawn to rude and arrogant guys. Until now, I hadn’t been.


“Nice to meet you,” I told him.


He nodded, then turned and walked past me to pick up his backpack. “Are we eating at six, Grandmother?”


“As always,” she replied.


Apparently our little family reunion was over. “May I go for a walk before dinner?” I asked. “I’d like to look around.”


“Keep the house in view,” Grandmother warned. “We don’t want to have to search for you.”


“Would anybody like to come with me?” I added, giving friendliness another try. Maybe Matt would behave better when Grandmother wasn’t around.


“No.” Her reply was blunt, but it was more of a response than I got from my cousin, who left the room silently.


“Sorry, Matt,” I called. “I didn’t hear your answer.”


He turned back in the hall, a flash of annoyance in his eyes. “No. No, thank you.”


I shrugged, wishing it was as easy to toss off the strange attraction I felt toward him.


After promising Grandmother I wouldn’t get lost, I headed outside. I made a circle of the house, awed by the expanse of lawn and even more, the tall trees. I found the herb garden, which fit neatly into the L-shape created by the main house and back wing. The brush of my fingers against the plants shook loose a dozen delicious smells. When I exited through the picket gate, I saw what appeared to be another garden, surrounded by a red brick wall with creamy roses tumbling over it. I hadn’t noticed it when Ginny drove in, for it was on the far side of the circular drive and I had been focusing on the house. Curious, I strode toward it.


As I got closer, I could see that it was a cemetery, probably a family burial plot. I opened the wrought-iron gate and stepped inside. Some of the gravestones were extremely old, round-shouldered, and leaning forward as if they were tired, their names and dates no longer readable. There were new markers made of shiny granite and I walked over to look at them.


Thomas Barnes, I read. My mother’s father. I touched his stone lightly, then turned to the marker next to his. It was fancier, with roses carved into it. Avril Scarborough. The name echoed in my mind, as if someone had spoken it from the end of a very long hall. I read her dates, then drew back. I did the math again: She was just sixteen when she died—she was my age.


The grave gave me an eerie feeling. I didn’t want to touch her stone. I turned, suddenly compelled to get out of there. As I left I glanced toward the house. The lowering sun flared off the panes of glass; still, I noticed it, the movement of someone stepping back from a second-floor window, as if trying not to be seen. After a moment I realized the person had been watching me from my bedroom. I walked quickly toward the house, but the reflected light made it impossible to see in.


A vague uneasiness seeped into me. Since my arrival, neither Grandmother nor Matt seemed interested in getting to know me. But obviously, someone was interested enough to keep an eye on me.
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I RETURNED TO the house forty minutes later, feeling a million times better, full of the clear blue and gold light of the river and setting sun. I entered by way of the herb garden, walking up onto a covered porch and opening a door that led into the back hall. The small hall, which ran under the stairs, connected the back wing with the center hall of the main house. It had service doors to the dining room and library, and steps leading down to the back wing.


There I found Grandmother in a kitchen with a huge open hearth. An old stove sat halfway inside the blackened fireplace. She stood next to it, stirring something in a pot.


“So you found your way back,” she said.


“Yes. I saw the river. It’s awesome.”


“Then you must not have kept the house in sight,” Grandmother observed shrewdly. “You cannot see it from any place along the riverbank, not this time of year.”


“I, uh, guess I did lose sight of the chimneys. But I have a pretty good sense of direction.”


She didn’t reply.


“Shall I set the table?” I offered.


“It’s set.”


So we were eating in the dining room with all those appetizing paintings of dying deer and fox.


“You may carry out the meat and biscuits. The rest will get cold if Matt—well, it’s about time,” she told him as he came through the door.


“It’s three minutes to six,” he replied mildly, then joined her at the stove and began dishing out the greens. I may as well have been a kitchen stool he walked past.


I carried out the platter of meat, then biscuits. He and Grandmother brought the soup and green beans. Grandmother sat at the head of the table with Matt at her right, which left me the seat across from him. As luck would have it, I was also across from the goriest deer of the hunting series.


“We always pray first,” Grandmother said as I pulled up my chair.


She folded her hands, resting them on the edge of the table, so I did the same. Matt stared down at his plate.


“Dear Lord,” Grandmother began, “forgive us our trespasses this day. Though we lie with our lips and our hearts, call us back to your truth, and grant us mercy rather than the justice we deserve. Amen.”


It was the gloomiest dinner prayer I’d ever heard. “Maybe we should give thanks, too,” I suggested, “as long as we’re praying before a meal.”


Matt glanced up.


“You may pray however you like on your own,” Grandmother replied, then handed me the ham. “I am relieved to see your parents didn’t bring you up to be a complete heathen, though, no doubt, they’ve passed on some kooky ideas.”


“No doubt,” I said cheerfully. She wasn’t going to drag me and them down. I took a little of the meat, more of the green beans, and one very hard biscuit. A bowl of thick soup was dished out for me.


What appeared to be ham was so salty I could hardly swallow it. It was as if someone had glued fake bacon bits together, then sliced them ultra thin. “What do you call this kind of meat?” I asked.


“Smithfield ham,” said Grandmother. “It’s a tradition.”


I took a long drink of water, ate another mouthful, then bit into a rock-hard biscuit.


“Those are beaten biscuits,” Grandmother told me. “Another tradition.”


Some of that traditional airplane food I’d turned down was looking pretty good now. I sampled the green beans, then gobbled them up.


“Try your stew,” Grandmother ordered.


I pulled the bowl closer and spooned lumps of grayishwhite stuff .


“They’re not raw,” Matt said, “not when they’re in the stew.”


“What’s not raw?” I asked, setting down my spoon.


“The oysters.”


I ate one mouthful. It was the slimiest seafood I’d ever tasted, swimming in heavy cream. “May I have the green beans, please?”


“You’re not a vegetarian, are you?” Grandmother asked. “I refuse to feed you if you are.”


“I’m trying a little of everything, Grandmother,” I replied patiently, “but I have always liked green beans.” I used to like biscuits, I thought, taking another bite of the hard, flat thing.


“It would be just like her parents to raise her as an animal rights extremist,” Grandmother said to Matt. “The two of them have always had strange ideas.”


It annoyed me to be referred to in the third person, and it hurt to hear my parents put down, but I kept my cool.


“Dad doesn’t like hunting,” I admitted, “which isn’t real surprising since he’s a vet. But as you know, Grandmother, his father was an Eastern Shore farmer. Dad was raised on meat and still eats it.”


“It’s unnatural to avoid meat,” she went on.


“Look,” I exclaimed, frustrated, “I am not a vegetarian! Though the paintings in this room are pushing me in that direction.”


Matt’s eyes flicked around the room, then came back to me. His dark gaze was unreadable, but at least he’d given up the pretension of not seeing me.


“So what is your mother up in arms about these days?” Grandmother asked. “Migrant workers, I bet.”


She knew Mom better than I thought. Two letters on migrant living conditions had been sent to senators last week.


To Matt, Grandmother said, “Carolyn marched for integration, raising taxes for education, luxury condos for chickens— for everything but common sense.”


“That’s an exaggeration,” I countered. “For the chickens she supported two-bedroom apartments.”


Matt’s mouth twitched, but he remained silent. Grandmother grimly ate her ham and biscuits. Obviously, she had no sense of humor, which meant I wasn’t going to be able to joke my way out of an argument.


“College ruined her,” Grandmother went on. “It made her a sloppy thinker.”


“Mom says that when she arrived at college she found out how narrow-minded she was.”


Grandmother laid down her fork. “There was nothing narrow about Carolyn’s mind. When she left my house she saw the world clearly and knew right from wrong. After four years away she became hopelessly muddled.”


“It is easy to see clearly, when all you see are black and white,” I argued, “when you believe that everything has to be one or the other. But it doesn’t.”


“What is clear to me is that you weren’t raised with manners,” Grandmother countered, her eyes glittering. She didn’t like me, but she liked conflict. “You weren’t taught respect for your elders.”


“I was. But I don’t fake well, and despite what Mom and Dad say, I don’t respect people who don’t respect others.”


A long silence followed. I chewed and listened to the clink of silverware.


At last Matt pushed back his chair. “I’m going to a movie tonight. Alex is picking me up.”


“What movie?” Grandmother asked.


“Sheer Blue. It just opened at the theater on High Street.”


“That film got a great review in the Tucson paper,” I said. “I’ve been wanting to see it.” Maybe he’d take the hint and ask me along. I was eager to be with kids my own age. “The chase sequence is supposed to be fantastic,” I added.


“That’s what everyone says,” he replied. “I’ll be home by one o’clock,” he told Grandmother, then rose and picked up his dishes.


I wasn’t going to be invited.


“You mean twelve-thirty,” Grandmother told him. “Who’s going besides Alex?”


“Kristy, Amanda, and Kate.”


“Oh, the girls you were studying with today,” I ventured casually.


He turned around, surprised.


“It’s just Alex that he studies with,” Grandmother informed me.


“Really?”


Matt gave me a look, which translated into something like drop dead, then left.


I sat sipping water, waiting for Grandmother to finish her meal. When she pushed back her chair, I did the same. “Do you have any special instructions for washing dishes?” I asked.


“We each do our own.”


“I’ll do yours,” I off ered. “You did the cooking.”


“Nancy does the cooking,” she corrected me.


“Well, I’m still glad to do them for you.”


But, as she said, we each did our own. Grandmother could not bend in any of her ways.


When the kitchen was cleaned up, she told me it was her custom to read in the evening. I could sit in the library with her, as long as I did not talk or listen to music. Her invitation didn’t give me warm and cozy feelings. And I doubted she’d approve of the book I’d picked up at the airport: The cover showed a woman with a torn dress and half-bared breasts running from a big house on a stormy night.


As it turned out, sitting inside a cozy circle of lamplight on the high four-poster bed, with the dense night falling around Grandmother’s house, was the perfect way to read a gothic romance. When I heard Grandmother come up, I changed into my nightgown but kept turning pages. The face of the deranged housekeeper started to look like Nancy’s and the warm-hearted cook spoke with Ginny’s voice. The story melted into the events of the day and my eyes closed.


Two hours later I sat straight up, knocking my book off the bed.


I had been dreaming about the house again, playing in the same cozy room with the sloped ceiling and dormer windows. But my old dream had become so clear, so real, I could hardly believe I was awake in a different room. In the dream I had a new toy: a dollhouse that was a miniature of Grandmother’s house.


I threw back the quilt and slid off the edge of the bed. The night was brighter than when I’d fallen asleep, the air colder. I pulled a sweatshirt on over my nightgown, then stood at the window that looked down on the herb garden. The laterising moon silvered the roofs of the back wing, both the shiny tin over the kitchen porch and the duller wood shingles that peaked above each second-floor window. Dormer windows and a sloped roof! Was my playroom in the back wing? Was it real?


I snatched up my purse and dug for my key chain. It had a penlight anchoring it which, with the moonlight, was bright enough to show my way. I eased open the bedroom door. The hall was lit dimly by a lamp on a side table. All the doors were shut, just as they had been earlier in the day.


I glanced back at my alarm clock: 11:59. I doubted Matt would be home before curfew. I slipped down the wide stairway, hurrying past the grandfather clock. In the shadows it seemed like another person, standing stiff and tall on the landing, watching me with disapproval. Just as I reached the bottom of the steps, it began its long toll of twelve.


A lit wall sconce in the lower hall guided me through the door that led into the back hall. I passed the service entrances to the dining room and library and tiptoed down the steps to the rear wing. I walked through the kitchen and opened a door next to the big hearth, then followed a hall that ended at a corner stair.


As I reached the stair, the sound of an engine caught my attention. Matt was being dropped off . I quickly climbed the narrow, triangular steps.


The room at the top had a low, sloping roof, peaked in the middle, with dormer windows on each side, just as in my dream. But it was empty. I played my penlight over the walls. Its beam flashed off a bright object, a knob. I outlined the rectangle of a built-in cupboard, then walked over and opened it.


Something ran across my feet. I jammed my hand in my mouth to keep from screaming, and then to silence my laughter—nervous laughter. The mouse was probably just as rattled. I shone the penlight inside the cupboard and my grip tightened. There it was, the dollhouse, a smaller version of Scarborough House, accurate down to the dormer windows in the back wing where I was standing.


I slid the house out of the cupboard and into a pool of moonlight, then knelt before it. There were large hinges on the corners which allowed the entire front to be opened as one panel. I gently pulled it back. Inside was miniature furniture, replicas of that in the real house.


I sat back on my heels, trying to come up with a reasonable explanation for dreaming about something I’d never seen, then seeing it for real. As a little kid, I used to pretend I was going inside the pictures of my books. I’d imagine fairy-tale castles in three dimensions and daydream about living inside them. Among the photos Uncle Paul had sent Mom, I remembered a picture of her Barbie doll. It was possible that the dollhouse was in those photos and that I had imagined going inside it, until it became a house in my dreams.


As for the similarity between this room and my dream room, there were many ways to account for that. The lodge where my family vacationed in Flagstaff had a sloping roof and dormer windows, and I’d always liked the place. It figured that I’d turn it into a playroom inside my dream house.


I closed the front of the dollhouse and slid it back inside the cupboard. When I stood up, I noticed a door that might lead back to my room by an upstairs route, but played it safe and left the way I had come. At the bottom of the narrow stairs I clicked off my penlight and walked noiselessly toward the kitchen. After making sure that Matt wasn’t having a latenight snack, I tiptoed through the kitchen and up the steps connecting the wing to the main house. In the back hall I stopped abruptly.


Matt was in the library, sitting at Grandmother’s desk, his back to me. He was leaning over a drawer, searching it, opening files and boxes, sifting through contents that I couldn’t see. What was he up to?


For a moment I thought of bursting in and asking him, but then I’d have some explaining to do as well. I slipped down the hall and padded upstairs to my room.
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SATURDAY MORNING MATT and I arrived downstairs at the same time, close to ten o’clock. Grandmother greeted me first. “You’ve wasted a fine morning.”


And good morning to you, too, I thought. But it was a new day and I was determined to make it start out well. “I wish I’d gotten up earlier,” I said. “I guess I’m still on Arizona time.”


She turned to my cousin. “I don’t like being left with the chores, Matt.”


“What chores, Grandmother?” he asked, then leaned down from the waist in a runner’s stretch.


He was wearing shorts and a T-shirt, which showed off the muscled body of a guy who worked out often. Stop looking, Megan, I told myself.


“You live here,” Grandmother answered him sharply. “You know what has to be done.”


“Yes,” he replied, his voice patient, “but what exactly did you need done?”


“My car has to be washed.”


“I did it Thursday afternoon, remember?”


“The house gutters must be cleaned.”


“I’ve done most of that. I’ll finish up after the football game this afternoon.”


“There is raking.”


“It would make more sense in another week.”


“Is there something I can do?” I asked.


Matt gave me a cool look. I mirrored it, then saw the spark in Grandmother’s eye. She enjoyed the fact that we didn’t get along.


“I can handle things,” he told me.


What was his problem? Did he think I was competing for brownie points? He seemed too sure of himself to worry about being anything less than “number one” with her. And even if some of that confidence was an act, he knew how Grandmother felt about adopted children.


As irritated as I was with Matt, I was even more annoyed with myself for continuing to give him chances to be rude. But something defiant in me, something that refused to believe this was the genuine Matt, kept trying.


“Are you going for a run?” I asked.


He nodded.


“Can I go with you?”


He picked up a plastic bottle from the kitchen counter and twisted off the top. “No.”


“Why not?”


“I’m doing serious running.”


I prickled. “Meaning you don’t think I can keep up with you?”


“Maybe you can,” he said with a shrug, then took a vitamin.


“Then why not? In twenty-five words or more,” I added, tired of his short answers.


He gazed at me with dark brown eyes. “I work hard yearround to keep in shape for lacrosse. I run cross-country, not little loops around a track.”


“At home my dad and I do trails through the Catalinas,” I told him. “They’re low mountains, but next to the Eastern Shore, they look like the Rockies.”


He nodded, unimpressed, then opened a different bottle and took another vitamin.


“Tell me,” I said, “what kind of supplement do you take to grow an attitude like yours?”


A crack of a smile, just a crack. Then he pushed both bottles toward me. “Help yourself, though I think your attitude’s developed enough.”


I glanced at the bottles, which contained ordinary vitamins, then sat down at the kitchen table to drink my juice. I wished I had a newspaper to read, something to page through casually while waiting for him to leave. I grabbed a cereal box and studied that until I heard the screen door bang shut. Out of the corner of my eye I saw Grandmother mark a page in her Bible, then put it on a shelf by the window.


She returned to the table, resting her hands on the back of a chair. “You’re not at all like your mother.”


I glanced up, surprised. What an odd comment from someone who never forgot I wasn’t related by birth! “Did you expect me to be?”


“Children learn from the person with whom they live. Even as a teenager, your mother was sweet-natured and gentle with people. She never had a harsh comment for anyone.”


“Still doesn’t,” I said, setting aside the cereal box.


“So where did you get that sharp tongue?” Grandmother asked.


I sighed and stood up. “Don’t know. Where did your child get her gentleness?”


I went for a run by myself that morning, following Scarborough Road away from town, passing field after field of harvested corn. I knew better than to expect an invitation to the football game that afternoon. After a long shower and a quick brunch, I asked Grandmother if she wanted to do some shopping in town. She informed me that she only mixed with “the riffraff ” when absolutely necessary.


“I shall tell Matt to drop you off ,” she added.


“Thanks, but I can get there myself.”


I figured it was only a twenty-minute walk to the stores on High Street, and I was too proud to accept any ride she had commanded.


In the early afternoon I crossed the bridge over Wist Creek. When I turned onto High Street, I saw a sign advertising “Sidewalk Saturday.” About four blocks from the harbor, the shopping district turned into one long sale. Paperbacks were piled in wheelbarrows by the steps of Urspruch’s Books. Mobiles and wind chimes dangled from the sycamore tree in front of Faye’s Gallery. Teague’s Antiques had transformed its patch of bricks into a Victorian parlor with chairs and a sofa. Groups of people strolled in and out of the small shops, some of the crowd walking in the street. Cars crept along, apparently used to this weekend style of life.


When I arrived at Yesterdaze, Ginny barely had time to say hello. Her shop clerk had gone home ill, which left Ginny trying to guide shoppers and cover the register.


“Want some help?” I asked. “I work at Dad’s animal hospital. I know how to count change and do credit card purchases.”


“Oh, honey, it’s your vacation.”


“But I’d like to,” I told her. “Matt doesn’t want to hang out with me. Grandmother doesn’t want to hang out with anyone. This would give me something to do.”


Ginny played with the amber beads around her neck. “Well, I could sure use a hand,” she admitted, her eyes darting after a customer. “You’re on.”


Wearing a work apron embroidered with the shop’s name, armed with credit forms and a money box, I took my place at a table outside. I bagged and boxed. I read price tags and squinted at driver’s licenses, copying their numbers onto checks. Some customers were locals, but more were visitors, many from Baltimore and Philadelphia. I enjoyed watching the parade of people and listening to the conversations around me. I learned that shoppers are not as easy to deal with as dogs and cats.


A senior citizen with salon-molded hair argued with Ginny for selling a jacket she had asked Ginny to hold over two months ago. Her nurse companion, a heavyset woman, forty-something, picked through the lace handkerchiefs on the table next to me. “She’ll go on like this for another five minutes,” said the aide. “Maybe ten. We’ve argued our way down two blocks of High Street. Always do.”
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