







New Girl



I sat and lowered my head to begin the writing assignment. We all looked up again when we heard a knock on the classroom door. It opened and a girl who looked at least sixteen stepped in.

“Yes, what is it?” Mrs. Morgan asked, not hiding her irritation.

“The principal would like to see Jordan March,” she announced.

Mrs. Morgan tightened the corners of her mouth and then looked at me.

“Go ahead,” she said, her voice full of annoyance. “You can leave your things right there. Don’t dawdle in the hallway when you return either. Get right back to do your work.”

I rose and joined the girl at the door. As soon as she closed it behind us, she turned to me and smiled.

“This is your first day here, right?”

“Yes,” I said. “Is that why the principal sent for me?”

“No,” she said, widening her smile. “Boy, are you in trouble,” she said.
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Prologue



With my hands clasped and resting on my lap, I sat at the foot of my bed in my room, waiting for Grandmother Emma March’s chauffeur, Felix, to come up for my two suitcases and me. This morning it was so quiet that I imagined I wore invisible earmuffs. I could hear only my memories: the muffled sounds of my mother and father having another argument behind their closed bedroom door across the hallway, the clip-clop footsteps of Nancy, the maid, coming down the hallway to clean either my brother Ian’s or my room, Ian imitating the sound of some insect he was studying, Grandmother Emma’s voice echoing from the other side of the mansion as she barked out an order to one of the other servants.

As I sat there, it suddenly occurred to me why I wasn’t terribly unhappy about leaving my grandmother’s magnificent mansion. It had never felt like a home to me. It was more like borrowed space. Mother used to say we were even borrowing the air we breathed here. My brother, Ian, and I had to be so careful about everything we touched, even in our own rooms. So-called unnecessary noise was prohibited. Often, we found ourselves whispering, even when Grandmother Emma wasn’t at home. We behaved as if we believed that whenever she went somewhere, she always left her shadow behind to spy on us and make reports. There were tattletales listening in every corner, under every chair, behind closed closet doors.

The rules swirled about us like angry bees ready to swarm down and sting us at the slightest sign of any violation. Just before I fell asleep every night, I could hear the house itself chanting and reminding me, “Beware of smudging furniture or windows. Don’t leave anything out of place. Never track in anything from outdoors. Walk on air. Shut off lights. Respect me. Think of me as you would a very famous holy cathedral and treat me with similar reverence.”

From the first day after we sold our own home and moved in with Grandmother Emma because of Daddy’s economic troubles, my mother dreamed of moving out. The moment she stepped through the tall mahogany double doors, with the gold-painted, hand-carved March crest at the centers, and followed our things in funeral fashion up the stairway to our side of the large mansion, she was draped in dark shadows and weighed down like someone forced to wear layers and layers of heavy overcoats. Each day the brightness seeped more and more out of her eyes, and later I often caught her gazing out the window like someone behind prison bars envisioning an escape. Even in this opulent, rich world, she looked poor, misplaced, homeless and forgotten, or as Ian said, “A prisoner of circumstances beyond her control.”

In the end we all were prisoners of these circumstances, even Grandmother Emma.

No one would have suspected that days of happiness and joy were rare for us. After all, we were the rich March family. Those happy days, however, were our private holidays, occurring just often enough to keep us, especially my mother, from drowning in a sea of depression. She would come up from the dark depth of despair, take a breath in the sunshine and then sink again to wait for the next occasion for smiles and laughter.

Too bad we didn’t have more good and happy times to deposit in some sort of bank, I thought, and draw from them when we were in need of cheering ourselves. We’d always have something for a rainy day. Whoever could do that, whoever had a vault full of wonderful memories, was rich, even richer than Grandmother Emma, whose husband had been a top executive at Bethlehem Steel during the so-called golden age.

My grandparents had been like royalty then, and in the high society of today’s Bethlehem they were still treated like old monarchs. She composed and moved herself as would any queen who merely had to nod or lift her hand to open doors, raise curtains, command the obedience of not only servants but seemingly everything and everyone around her, including birds and clouds. Only Mother was beyond her reach.

Mother and Grandmother Emma never got along. They could pass each other in the hallway without either acknowledging the other’s presence. My mother always believed my grandmother thought she was not worthy enough to marry a March. Mother said Grandmother Emma insisted on us moving into her home not because she felt sorry for us and wanted to help us as much as she wanted to control us and be sure we didn’t stain the Marches’ precious image or put a crack in their solid reputation. There really wasn’t much about our lives she didn’t know and didn’t want to influence or change, and my father put up little resistance.

“You don’t just have feet of clay, Christopher,” I overheard my mother tell my father once. “Your whole body and soul are made of clay and your mother is molding and sculpting or at least still trying. Anyone would expect her to give up by now, but not Emma March. She never surrenders. Ironically, I’m not the one who will always displease her.”

Most of the time, my father ignored my mother’s complaints and criticisms or just shrugged and went on doing whatever he was doing. Complaints and criticisms, whether from my mother or from my grandmother, were to him what flies were to an elephant. And even if he paid any attention and really heard them, he would wave them off with a gesture or a laugh. My grandmother said he was a clone of his father in that way. I never knew my grandfather, so I couldn’t say. Ian knew him for a while before he died, but he told me he was not old enough to form any opinion except to say he didn’t think he would have liked him if he had lived longer anyway. I had no reason to doubt it, because my mother seemed to agree with Grandmother Emma about her description of my father and grandfather.

“March men are selfish. Their eyes are turned inward. They don’t see anyone else,” she muttered when she voiced a complaint and he ignored her.

I never saw that more clearly than I did when my mother told him his little girl had crossed that mysterious boundary into womanhood. At the age of seven, my body, like some impatient Olympic runner, had charged out of the gate before the sound of the starting pistol. I had lurched forward and at times had felt as if I’d been rushed into my adolescence by a traitorous inner self that, on its own, seemingly overnight, had decided to begin forming my breasts, curving my buttocks, narrowing my waist and then initiating menarche.

The most terrifying thing I had overheard my doctor tell my mother was, “Yes, Carol, it is biologically possible for her to become pregnant,” and there I was at the time, finishing the second grade. Living within our protective bubble, attending a private school, and having my friends filtered through Grandmother Emma’s eyes, I hadn’t been exposed to the worldly side of things very much. I hadn’t even known exactly how women became pregnant. It had still been one of those “somedays.” Someday I’ll tell you this; someday I’ll tell you that.

For as long as she could, my mother hid my accelerated development from my grandmother, who made the March family appear so perfect and special that the common cold would turn and flee at the sight of her scowl. We were not permitted to do anything unusual or that could in any way be considered abnormal. In fact, in her eyes members of the March family simply were supposed to be too perfect and too strong to show signs of trouble or illness. If Grandmother Emma had even the slightest symptom of an ailment, she refused to leave her room. The world had to be brought to her until she was a March again.

Knowing this, having lived with it myself and seen firsthand how she could be, I appreciated the deep depression and defeat she was experiencing now back in the hospital, where she remained an invalid, stricken down by a stroke, confined to a bed and at the mercy of doctors, nurses and medicine. She had slipped off March Mountain. Ironically, both of us had been betrayed by our bodies, hers admitting to age and mine refusing to be governed by it.

Ian, who believed that nothing happened by coincidence, that everything had an understandable and explainable explanation, or what he called a cause and effect, once rattled off the downward slide of our family this way:

“Grandmother Emma and her husband, Blake, created Daddy’s personality and weaknesses because of the manner in which they brought him up. They spoiled him and made him selfish. That’s why he has not been a good father to us and a good husband for our mother, why he failed at business and why he womanized.”

“What’s womanized?” I asked him.

Ian’s vocabulary was years ahead of my age, even years ahead of his own.

“He has sex with other women, Jordan.”

“You mean with those tadpoles and eggs?”

He had once explained it all to me and showed me pictures of sperm, which had reminded me of tadpoles. At the time I’d had a great deal of trouble understanding the intricacies of the whole human reproduction process. Ian gave me a book about it on my seventh birthday. My mother was surprised he did that, but she thought it was probably sensible. To her, Ian was always more sensible than even my father, maybe especially my father. My grandmother, on the other hand, thought the book and Ian’s giving it to me were disgusting. She, like my father, never understood Ian.

“Just listen,” he said, impatient with my questions and interruptions. “I’m talking about our family, our father. His upbringing led him to make these choices and mistakes. Mother reacted to his mistakes and wanted to divorce him. Grandmother Emma, who refused to permit the word failure in the March vocabulary, talked Mother into backing down, but as you know, she called them up in the Pocono Mountains at the family cabin where they were meeting to iron out their problems and told them those lies about us, making me look like some pervert just because I was studying your accelerated development and she caught me measuring your budding breasts.”

“Perverted isn’t nice,” I said, shaking my head. I loved demonstrating whatever knowledge I possessed to Ian. I wanted his respect, even more than I wanted his love.

“Of course not. It’s disgusting. However, if she hadn’t done that, made that phone call, Daddy wouldn’t have rushed out in the storm. They wouldn’t have had the accident. He wouldn’t be a paraplegic, Mother wouldn’t be in a coma and Grandmother Emma wouldn’t have hired this sadistic woman, Miss Harper, to be our minder.”

“And you wouldn’t have poisoned her,” I could now add. He had taken rat poison from the groundskeeper’s shed and mixed it in the glass of water Miss Harper had kept at her bedside. She’d been very cruel to us, and when Ian had secretly taken me to see our mother at the hospital in Philadelphia, she’d punished him by taking all of his precious scientific things, including his private notebooks, out of his room.

Ian was already gone by the time Grandmother Emma had her stroke. As I sat thinking about the things he had told me, I concluded, as Ian would, that she had her stroke because of all the previous terrible events that now troubled her day and night. Her iron will finally crumbled under the weight of it all, and she collapsed. But even then, even now, in her battered and distorted form, she still managed to hold on to the reins and run our family.

She arranged for me to live with her sister, my great-aunt Frances Wilkens, on a farm my grandfather and grandmother had seized in a foreclosure many years ago. She kept control of the family fortune and forced my father to agree to everything. She wasn’t here, but her shadows still lingered on our walls and still reported to her. Every precious piece of antique furniture, every chandelier, every painting and sculpture, the very drapes hung waiting for her commands. The house remained loyal to her. She was still the monarch, the Queen of Bethlehem, Pennsylvania. I could feel it even now as I sat there in my room, stared at the doorway and waited for Felix.

Daddy was below with his old girlfriend Kimberly, the woman who’d started all the recent trouble. He had been seeing her secretly, and Mother had found out. I wondered if he would wheel himself out of his bedroom to say good-bye. With his gaze down, his fingers kneading his palms like Nancy would knead dough for bread, he had told me my grandmother was probably right about my going to live with Great-aunt Frances. He would be unable to be a real father to me and with Ian now in some institution because of what he had done to Miss Harper, I would be terribly alone in this grand old mansion.

It had been on the tip of my tongue to say I had always been alone and he had never been a real father to me, but I’d swallowed it back with my tears and clung instead to my hope that someday soon my mother would get better and come for me. Together then, we would go get Ian and somehow, some way, all of us would be a family again. I wished hard for it as I fingered the locket she had given me for my last birthday. Inside were pictures of her and Daddy just after they had turned their love into a marriage, both wearing smiles trapped in gold. Ian whispered they were photographs of illusions. He made me believe they would simply disappear, so I checked often to see if they were still there.

Maybe he was right about illusions, however. In the hollow silence of this great house, in which even footsteps seemed to sink and be lost, it felt out of place to have any sort of hope. If Ian had been here, he would have analyzed it all carefully and told me why I had all these dark feelings rumbling under my heart.

“You’re leaving for a place, a home you’ve never seen, to live with someone you’ve never met, someone you’ve only known through an old picture or some vague reference Grandmother Emma has made. Great-aunt Frances is like some fantasy, a storybook character.

“You’re going to be entered into a new school and be alongside students you don’t know. You won’t have a mother or a father to accompany you and stand up for you. Everything will be unfamiliar, strange, even frightening.

“You won’t have anyone to call. I’m in an institution. I haven’t even answered your letters to me because Grandmother Emma never mailed them to me. You don’t even know where I am exactly. No one will talk about it with you. You can’t call me on the telephone. You wrote another letter describing what’s happening to you, but you can’t depend on Father sending it to me. Mother can’t hear you or speak to you even if she could hear you, and as Grandmother Emma would say, our father is lost in his own self-pity.

“You still have your accelerated development to face. When the mothers of other young girls your age see you, they will probably not want their daughters to be around you. Some will think you’re older and were left back or something. You saw some of that starting to happen here. They’ll be afraid for their daughters. They won’t call you a freak to your face, but they’ll think of you that way. I’m sorry to have to tell you all this, but we have to think about it all sensibly.”

“Then what should I do?” I asked my imaginary Ian.

He was silent. In my mind’s eye I could see his eyes narrowing as they did when he gave something great thought. I waited patiently, relying on my imagination and my memory to help me realize what Ian’s answer would be.

Suddenly his eyes lit up, his whole face brightening with his successful pursuit of an answer. They always came to him from some magical place. He heard voices no one else could hear.

“Be a March,” he replied with his characteristic confidence. “Be like Grandmother Emma.”

“Like Grandmother Emma?”

“Yes.”

“How?” I asked.

“Even if you are afraid, don’t let anyone know it. Not,” he added, turning to me and smiling that tight, self-contented, arrogant smile, “even yourself.”









1

A New Chapter in a Book

Yet to Be Written




“Time to go, Jordan,” Felix said.

He stood there in my bedroom doorway and looked in at me, bracing himself as if he was afraid I might throw a tantrum. I knew that even if I had, it would have been a waste of energy. He had his orders and he wouldn’t disobey them, even if it meant risking his life. For as long as I’d known him, Felix had always been very loyal to my grandmother. Mother told me he had been with Grandmother Emma and Grandfather Blake ever since he was in his early twenties.

“What makes some people devote their lives to others like that, I don’t know,” Mother muttered. “Especially people as arrogant as the Marches.”

Felix lived on the property and had never had a family of his own. He had a brother and a sister who were married and had children, but he never talked to us about them. We knew Grandmother Emma always had gifts sent to his family on Christmas and on their birthdays and she gave Felix expensive watches and rings, beautiful leather wallets, and once even a paid vacation to some Caribbean island. He hadn’t used it. He’d given it to his nephew. He rarely took a vacation.

“Your grandmother knows how to keep the palace guards loyal,” Mother had said. At the time I’d had no idea what she’d meant, but I’d seen that Ian had understood.

I always thought that was unfair. It made me feel like a foreigner in my own home, someone who didn’t speak the same language. I could ask Ian to translate and explain later, and most times he did and enjoyed doing it. He liked teaching, but I still felt frustrated.

“What does Mother mean by palace guards? We don’t actually live in a palace.”

We lived in an enormous mansion, but it didn’t look like the palaces I saw in storybooks and on television. There were no moats and high towers.

“Grandmother Emma thinks we do and what she thinks matters,” Ian had told me.

“But then who are the palace guards?”

“That just means everyone who works for her. She makes sure they are loyal and in debt to her some way or another, just like we are,” Ian had said.

It hadn’t exactly explained it all to me, but I’d been able to see that Ian hadn’t wanted to talk any more about it. All that seemed so long ago that it felt like I’d dreamed it anyway.

I bit down on my lower lip to keep from showing Felix my emotions. Then I slipped off the bed, and he moved quickly to grasp the handles of my suitcases before I changed my mind. He glanced at me to see if I would cry. I wanted to, but I thought of Grandmother Emma, and just like her I stiffened my shoulders and brought back my pride in full dress parade. I could hear her admonition: “Be a March. Always remember, you are a March and what you say, how you behave, what you do reflect on the whole family, even our dead ancestors, and believe me, they’re listening and they’re watching.”

Not wanting Felix to think I was so sad, I snuck a final look at my room. Without me and my most cherished possessions, it would look abandoned if my mother came home and peered in at it. It would become what Ian called “another museum room in the house.” So many rooms were simply there for show, unused and kept spotless. They were there for guests to be paraded past to be impressed. Ian used to say Grandmother Emma wore her house the way other women wear jewelry.

“How can you wear a house?” I asked him.

“In the minds of people who see you, you are inseparable from what you own,” he said. “Nobody looks at her and doesn’t think of this mansion, the furniture, the limousine, all of it. Understand?”

I nodded, but I didn’t. I knew when and how to push on Ian and get him to keep explaining, and when to just pretend I understood what he was saying. Would I ever be as smart as him? I wondered.

“Your brother is a very special person,” Mother used to tell me. “When you get older, you’ll realize just how special he is.”

I had already.

“We have a few hours of riding to do,” Felix said, turning to me in the hallway. I knew that was his way of asking me if I needed to go to the bathroom. In this house, under the cloud of Grandmother Emma, you never said “bathroom.” You said “powder room.” You went there to “do your private or personal business.”

“Toilets are persona non grata,” Ian told me.

When I asked him what language he was speaking, he said, “The language of survival.”

Maybe my brother is really from another planet, I once thought. Daddy acted as if he believed it.

“I’m okay,” I told Felix. I had done my business in preparation.

“Good then,” Felix replied and charged forward as if he was afraid I’d change my mind. I trailed behind him so silently that I felt as if I was floating away. Felix didn’t look back to see if I was coming or if I was crying. I couldn’t say I liked him or disliked him. We’d had so little to do with each other before this.

His short hair was all gray. There were even gray strands in his bushy eyebrows, but he was still broad in the shoulders and stood with a military posture, tall with long arms. My suitcases didn’t seem to weigh anything in his large hands. He moved easily ahead of me down the grand stairway. At the bottom he paused, and I knew he was expecting my father to be out in the hallway to say good-bye. We both looked in the direction of Daddy’s bedroom, and then he turned to me.

“I’ll go let Mr. March know we’re leaving,” he said. “He must have forgotten.”

He lumbered down the hallway, put a suitcase down, and tapped gently on Daddy’s bedroom door.

After my parents had the car accident, Daddy went to therapy to learn how to get around in a wheelchair and take as much care of himself as possible. Grandmother Emma said it was taking longer because he wasn’t being cooperative. When it finally came time for him to come home, Grandmother arranged for his bedroom to be downstairs rather than have one of those chair elevators installed. She said she would never mar her beautiful stairway and hand-carved balustrade with some modern mechanical thing.

I heard Felix mumble to the closed door. He waited and then it opened and he spoke again. He picked up the suitcase and started back toward me.

“He’ll be right along,” Felix said. “I’ll go and put your suitcases in the car.”

I waited for what seemed like a long time before my father came wheeling out of his room. I was afraid to move, even to sit. The grandfather clock in the living room bonged ten times. To distract myself, I played the same game with the shadows Ian often did. This one looked like a humpback whale, that one looked like a tiger about to pounce, and another resembled a giant hawk.

When my father finally appeared, he was in his bathrobe and barefoot. His hair was as wild as it would have been had he just woken, and his eyes looked swollen and red. He used to attend to his personal hygiene closely and some days even shaved twice. He always smelled good. This morning he looked like he hadn’t shaved for a few days. He had a paper bag in his lap.

“Kimberly is in the shower,” he told me, as if I cared whether or not his girlfriend said good-bye to me. “You have everything you need?”

I didn’t know what that meant. If I’d had everything I needed, I would have had my mother, but I nodded.

“Well, okay. You be a good girl. As I said, we’ll come visit you soon. I’ve finally given into this idea of a specially designed automobile for me to drive, so maybe I’ll test it out with a ride out to see you and Aunt Frances.”

Of course, I thought he’d be coming not because of a burning desire to see me but instead to test-drive a special car. Again, I just nodded.

“You know,” he said suddenly, tipping his head to the side, “until this moment, I’ve never realized how much you look like your Grandmother Emma. Something about the way you purse your lips, Jordan. You know both she and Frances were pretty good-looking young women in their time. You have good genes and resemble them both.”

Ian often talked about our genes. He seemed afraid of what he had inherited from Daddy.

“Are you going to see Ian soon, Daddy?”

“Soon,” he said, but without any real enthusiasm.

“Would you please be sure to tell him where I am and please ask him to write back to me when you do see him? I gave you the letter for him. You will give him Great-aunt Frances’s address so he can write back to me, okay?”

“He has written to you,” he said.

I would swear my heart stopped and started.

“He has?”

“That’s what this bag is full of,” he explained. “His letters to you. I found them in the office just yesterday, rummaging through the files, looking for some legal tunnel to escape the prison your grandmother and her attorney have put me in.”

“Ian’s letters?”

“Yeah, your grandmother in her godlike wisdom decided not to give them to you, not that you or anyone normal could make head or tail of what the hell he wrote anyway. I read two and gave up. Kimberly even read a few and was just as lost. Maybe they’ll amuse you,” he added and handed the bag to me.

I looked in it, surprised and elated over how many I saw bundled with a rubber band.

“Will you ever take me to see him, Daddy?” I asked.

“Sure, sure,” he said, waving my request away just as he used to wave away my mother’s.

I would ask him to promise, but Daddy’s promises were like scattered flowers, beautiful for a short time, and then quickly drying and fading until they crumbled and disappeared in the darkness of the earth, just like people.

“Okay. Give me a kiss and get going,” he told me.

I leaned over his lap and kissed his cheek. He grunted something I didn’t understand and spun his chair around. I watched him wheel himself down the hallway toward his room and recalled how he used to lumber down the hallways with his boots tapping the tiles, his head high, moving like the prince he was supposed to be, and for the first time all morning, I thought I wouldn’t be able to stop myself from crying.

I did, though. I imagined Ian standing at the top of the stairway looking down at me, mouthing, “Remember. Be like Grandmother Emma. Don’t cry. Ever.”

I clutched the bag of his letters to my breasts, vanquished the throat lump, turned and walked out.

It was a beautiful late August day. Over the horizon, a stream of milky white clouds seemed glued to the sky. Otherwise, the blue extended unstained in every direction. A warm breeze lifted the flower blossoms in Grandmother Emma’s beautifully manicured gardens but barely stirred the branches of trees or combed the blades of grass. Felix stood outside the car beside the open rear door, waiting for me the way he often waited for Grandmother Emma. Ian used to say he expected him to snap his boots together and salute when she appeared.

I gazed at the limousine. To me it looked like I was about to enter a dark cave, but I walked ahead and never looked back. I crawled in, sliding way over on the right side and pressing myself against the corner as if there had hardly been any room. Felix closed the door. I glanced back at the front of the mansion as he got in. In my imagination Ian was standing there, watching, waiting to wave good-bye, his gaze firm, his eyes betraying no tears.

“Here we go,” Felix said, then he started the engine and drove down the long driveway.

The silence that followed made me shiver. Ian was so correct in my imaginary analysis. I would never feel as alone as I did at this moment. I remembered when my mother and I were once in a crowd after a movie and my hand slipped out of hers. Someone behind me moved me ahead and someone else moved me to the right. I was terrified, but my mother was there quickly, seizing my hand again.

She wasn’t here now. Would she ever be again?

The limousine turned and we headed off, my short life at the grand house trailing behind me in memories made of smoke, disappearing like the car’s exhaust, unseen and gone so quickly that it made me wonder if any of it ever had happened.

“It’s nice where you’re going,” Felix offered, trying, I suspected, to cheer me up. As when he spoke to my grandmother, he didn’t look back.

I used to think it looked like he was talking to himself. It had to be hard never to be able to look at the people to whom you spoke. Ian imagined that he had turned his head when he first started as Grandmother Emma’s chauffeur.

“She probably snapped so sharply at him to keep his eyes on the road,” he told me, “that he felt the bite on the back of his neck forever.”

“I haven’t been out there in some time, but I do remember it being a pretty home,” Felix added.

“It’s a farm, right?”

“Well, it was a farm,” Felix said. “They keep a home garden going, but it’s not a commercial farm. They don’t raise crops to sell. I remember a large pond on the property. Cows used to drink from it back when they had cows.”

“Are there any animals there now?”

“Some chickens, I think. You’ll have fresh eggs all the time,” he added.

I couldn’t really see his face in the rearview mirror well, but I felt he was smiling. It occurred to me that Felix was the only one I knew now who wasn’t a total stranger. It didn’t do any good to be related to someone if you had never met them. My great-aunt Frances would still be a stranger to me. Despite what my grandmother told me in the hospital when I went to see her for the last time, I was afraid Great-aunt Frances wouldn’t like me. Maybe she would be very mean to me. Maybe she hated the idea of having to take a young girl into her home to live with her. After all, as far as I knew, she hadn’t asked for me to come live with her. Grandmother Emma had just told her it would be so. She could give everyone in the family orders through Mr. Pond, her attorney, even now, even though she couldn’t speak well.

But she did assure me that last day in the hospital that her sister would never hate me. She said something even more mysterious to me as well. She said she needed me. How could a woman as old as Great-aunt Frances need a girl my age, especially one who was like me with all my added problems?

Did she need someone to help on the farm even though they didn’t sell crops? Would I gather eggs? Would I plant vegetables? Pick wild berries for jams? I had been imagining all those things as this day had drawn closer and closer.

I wondered if Felix really meant it when he made it sound as if he liked Great-aunt Frances’s home so much. Maybe he didn’t like living in a city.

“Where did you grow up, Felix?”

“Me? Oh, a little town just outside of Philadelphia.”

“On a farm?”

“No. My father had a hardware store.”

“Did you go to college?”

“No. I was in the army for a few years and through a friend, I met your grandfather and he hired me to be his driver after only an hour or so. He was like that, you know.”

“Like what, Felix?”

“He could look at someone and pretty much decide about him or her quickly, and he was unafraid of acting on his impressions. Very decisive man. You know what that means?”

“No.”

“He was very self-assured, very confident of himself, never worried about his decisions, no matter how quickly he made them. Sometimes, your brother reminds me of him. Reminded me, I should say.”

“Really?”

Ian would be very interested to know that, I thought. I pressed the paper bag of his letters tighter to me. I had to be sure to write it down and put it in my next letter to him. I hoped Great-aunt Frances would make sure the letter was mailed to him.

Then again, perhaps she’d been told not to do that. I had no idea what her instructions about me were. I knew she was younger than Grandmother Emma, but I didn’t know exactly how much younger. I wondered if she was as elegant and as aristocratic a woman. Would everything be as formal in her house? Did she bark orders at servants, too? How much did she know about me? The more questions I asked myself, the more anxious I became.

I think Felix was watching me on and off in his rearview mirror. Suddenly he said, “Everything is going to be fine. You’ll see.”

How could everything be fine? I wanted to ask him, but I didn’t want to seem ungrateful either, so I turned instead to look at the scenery and play another one of the games Ian had taught me to play whenever we were trying to ignore a long ride. We’d each choose a color and then claim a point for anything that was that color. Somehow, he always won; he always chose the right colors and got the most points. I didn’t mind it. To me it seemed Ian should always win, always be right and correct. It was truly like having a big brother who was solid and strong in very important ways. Maybe he couldn’t beat up other boys with his hands, but he certainly could destroy them with his words. He could even do it to adults.

I think I was more frightened about being without him beside me than I was about being without my parents.

Despite the game I tried to play and the beautiful sunny day, the ride began to feel dreary and long. I was going to start reading Ian’s letters, but usually when I read in the car, I got carsick faster, and I wanted to save them for when I would be alone.

Twice Felix asked me if I needed to stop or wanted him to stop to buy me something to eat, candy, gum, anything. It surprised me because Grandmother Emma never permitted us to bring gum or candy into her limousine. She insisted on it being kept spotless. It was years old but looked like it had just been built. I wondered if she would ever ride in it again.

Finally, Felix announced we were in the community in which the farm was located. I felt like we were descending into another world, a world stained with shacks and run-down houses, overgrown farm fields, a village with most of the stores boarded up and buildings needing fresh paint. Children along the way gaped in awe at our passing limousine as if they had never seen a car so big on their broken highways. It made me feel as if my grandmother’s car had been a space ship and I’d been an extraterrestrial.

Felix pointed out the school, an old-fashioned looking redbrick building of three floors. I caught a glimpse of the playground and the parking lot. School hadn’t started here either yet, so there were only a few cars there and no students around the building.

“It’s not too far from your great-aunt’s farm,” Felix told me.

“I have to ride a school bus,” I said. I knew that much. Ian and I had always been driven to our private school and back.

“Well, you’ll like that. It’s how you can get to know other kids your age, too. I rode a school bus to school until I had my own car.”

I couldn’t imagine Felix as a young boy. Some people just couldn’t be diminished in your mind. They would always be the same size. It was just as impossible, if not more impossible, to imagine Grandmother Emma as a young girl even though I had seen some pictures of her. She looked so different, softer, happier. Were they really pictures of her? Maybe she used someone else’s pictures.

It was as if the world was really frozen in time. I was always this age and size, and so were my parents and grandparents, everyone. Everything else, the albums, the stories, all of it, was just make-believe.

We turned down a very long highway where there were fewer and fewer houses, and these, too, weren’t very nice. Most were small and old and didn’t look well cared for, because their lawns were not neat and there weren’t pretty bushes and flowers like there were at Grandmother Emma’s home and the homes around it.

Those I saw were far apart from each other. Felix pointed out what he called some working farms and one horse farm, where there were dozens of horses in corrals.

“It’s beautiful country here,” he said. This time he really did sound as if he was saying that to himself.

Maybe he really does want to live here now, I thought, even though the houses don’t seem as nice as the houses in Bethlehem. What if Grandmother Emma never came out of the hospital? Would he remain working for my father, or would he retire? Once he dropped me off now, would I ever see him again?

“Daddy told me he’s getting a special car that he will be able to drive,” I said. I said it to see what Felix would tell me. Would that mean he wouldn’t be needed to drive Daddy anywhere anymore?

“Hmm, so I hear,” he said. He didn’t sound very convinced or at all worried about keeping his job. He sounded confident that my father would always want someone to do things for him. “Okay,” he announced a moment later, “get ready. It’s right ahead on the left side.”

I leaned forward, then slid myself to the left side of the car as we drew closer to the old farm. The property began with a fieldstone wall not much taller than I was. Looking closely at the wall, I saw how weeds and mold had invaded it. Some of the stones appeared ready to topple, and in some places, they had crumbled. Why didn’t anyone fix it? I wondered. Grandmother Emma would be very upset.

At the foot of the driveway, there was a tall iron gate. It was wide open and quite rusted. The gate looked somewhat bent, too, because the hinges had come apart toward the top. The bottom of the right side was stuck in the ground and looked like it hadn’t been closed for a hundred years. Was Felix sure this was Great-aunt Frances Wilkens’s home? He said he hadn’t been here for some time. He could be making a mistake.

“What happened here?” Felix muttered to himself when he slowed down.

“Maybe this isn’t it, Felix.”

“Oh, this is it. I’m sure.”

The driveway itself was nowhere as pretty as Grandmother Emma’s. This one was just dirt and crushed stones with ditching on both sides. Weeds grew up out of the ditching, too. Felix had to drive very slowly because there were large potholes to avoid.

“Well, this is gone to the dogs,” he said.

I looked to the right and saw the uncut grass full of tall weeds. There was another, much smaller house with a small tractor parked off to the right of that. I could see it had a flat tire and leaned so far to the right that it looked like it might topple. An old-looking, dirty blue car was parked in front, parked on what looked like what little lawn the house had.

The grass on my left wasn’t as tall but looked like it hadn’t been cut for some time either. There were weeds and untrimmed bushes everywhere. A sick maple tree in front was having an early autumn and dropped its leaves like tears, crying about itself. There was a wheelbarrow turned on its side beneath it, the inside streaked with rust. It looked like it had been left there fifty years ago.

But my attention went quickly to the farmhouse. This was a very different house from the mansion in which we had all lived with Grandmother Emma, and not just because it was much, much smaller. It was still a large house with two stories and an attic. There was a small tower on the right side with arched windows and the front had a wide porch, but it didn’t look very nice and certainly not what I’d expect to be the home of Grandmother Emma’s sister.

“This was once quite a house,” Felix remarked. The way he emphasized “once” told me he didn’t think that much of it now either. The wall cladding and roofing were composed of continuous wood shingles that had long ago faded and grayed. As we drew closer, I saw that some windows had just window shades drawn down or a little ways up, but few had curtains. Some spindles in the porch railings were missing and some hung loosely and looked as if they would fall out any moment. I could see that the second step to the porch was broken. Because of the way the porch roof shaded the front of the house now, the windows were dark, more like mirrors.

As we came around, I made out the side of what looked like a small barn behind the house, but the grass was wild and uncut around it as well.

I’m going to live here? I wondered. I suddenly remembered the tale of The Prince and the Pauper. I had left the grand castle where I had lived like a princess and now I was going to live like a poor little girl. Why did Grandmother Emma leave her one and only sister in such a place? Didn’t she care that people would see how she had left and treated her only sister? How could Grandmother Emma not know how dilapidated and run-down it was? Exactly when had she been here last? Surely it must have been a long time ago, and it must have been beautiful then or she wouldn’t have sent me. Maybe she knew but didn’t care. And now she was sending me here, too! Wasn’t I a March anymore?

Or maybe being sick had made her so unhappy that she wasn’t worried whether or not I would be.

When Felix stopped the car, he just sat there staring at the house, shaking his head slowly. He couldn’t believe it either. It was all a mistake. He remained seated. For a moment I wondered if he was going to get out at all, or if he was just going to start the engine, turn around, and take me back.

Finally, he opened his door and got out. He stood there for a few moments with his hands on his hips, gazing at the property. He shook his head more vigorously this time, then finally reached for my door and opened it for me.

“I’ll get your things,” he said. “Just wait here.”

I got out slowly while he went to the trunk to fetch my suitcases. There was still no sign of anyone either at the farmhouse or the smaller house to my right. Perhaps everyone left, I thought. That could be it. Everyone left a long time ago. No one lived here anymore and Grandmother Emma just didn’t know yet. I couldn’t help wishing that was so.

Felix came around and started for the front porch.

“Come along,” he said, “but watch the step,” he warned. I could hear the underfloor of anger growling in his throat. He stepped over the broken step, glaring back at it.

Closer now, I could see that even some porch floorboards were cracked, a few broken enough to have fallen in, leaving gaping holes. The front windows were stained with dust and dirt. There were pieces of bushes and tree branches scattered over the porch floor. No one had swept it for some time. There was a flannel shirt crumpled in the corner.

Felix lowered my suitcases carefully to the porch floor, as if he thought the weight of them might cave it in. He searched for a door buzzer and found a hole with a wire. He plucked it and glanced at it, and then at me, with disgust before turning to the door and knocking hard on it—so hard that the panel windows rattled. I thought they’d fall out and shatter. Again, he looked at me, his face dark and gray with displeasure.

I was overcome and depressed by the same disappointment. When I first had heard I was going to live with Great-aunt Frances on a farm, I immediately envisioned the farms I had seen in my storybooks and on television, farms with whitewashed picket fences, pretty, well-kept corrals and lots of fun farm animals. Surely, I kept hoping, Grandmother Emma and the March family couldn’t own anything as dreary as this.

I remembered hearing how my grandfather had gotten the property in a foreclosure, but I also remembered either my grandmother or my father saying he wanted it to be their rural retreat, a vacation home. I knew they had fixed it up. It was all so confusing. If they had fixed it up, how could it look like this? Why or how Great-aunt Frances had ended up living here, I did not know, and I certainly didn’t know or understand how she could be living here now.

No one came to the door, so Felix rapped on it again, this time taking care to hit only the solid section, really pounding on the jamb itself. Finally, we heard footsteps and a high-pitched, “Coming, coming. Don’t bust a gut.”

The door did not open easily. It caught on the jamb as if it hadn’t been opened for centuries and looked like it would be torn in half with any effort to open it. Finally, it did, and my great-aunt Frances stepped out to greet us. Felix, who assuredly had seen her before, actually recoiled at the sight of her. I stood there, gaping in disbelief.

I could hear my grandmother Emma’s chiding. “Don’t stare at someone like that. It’s impolite.”

But how could I not? Great-aunt Frances’s dark gray hair was in clumsily spun pigtails, strands curling off like broken guitar strings. It looked like a poor attempt to make her aged face youthful.

She was about Grandmother Emma’s height, but she was heavier, both in her bosom and hips. She wore a dull blue one-piece dress that had a tear in the skirt hem. The sleeves had a frilly white trim and the bodice had a collar that fit snugly around her neck, just opened at the base. She wore a light red lipstick and had some faint rouge on her cheeks, but her eyebrows were untrimmed. I saw she had a gold teardrop earring on her right ear but none on her left. A charm bracelet dangled off her right wrist. However, it looked like a child’s toy bracelet made of plastic.

“Sorry, Miss Wilkens,” Felix said, “but do you know your door buzzer is broken?”

“Is it? I haven’t had anyone come calling for so long, I didn’t know,” she said, looking at the wires Felix showed her. “Oh, how terrible. Someone could get a nasty shock.”

“No. It’s dead,” Felix said dryly. Then he turned to me. “This is Jordan.”

“Jordan?”

“Jordan March, Miss Wilkens, your grandniece. I know you were informed we’d be here today.”

“Oh, dear me, is today the day? How did I forget?” She looked at me and smiled. “Oh, good,” she said, clapping her hands. “You’re not a baby. I didn’t know how I could look after a baby.”

Felix turned to me. I think we were both thinking the same thing: Look after a baby? You don’t look like you can look after yourself.

“Anyway, hello, Miss Wilkens,” Felix said. “How are you?”

“How am I? Oh, I’m doing just fine, thank you. Thank you for asking.” She looked at him, obviously just realizing who he was. “Oh, yes, you’re Felix, Emma’s chauffeur.” Her eyes narrowed and then widened. “Never mind how I am. How’s my sister?” she followed quickly.

“She’s about the same, Miss Wilkens.”

“Oh?”

She brought her hands to the base of her neck. She looked from him to me and then back to him.

“Does that mean she’s not getting better?”

“Not yet, Miss Wilkens.”

“Oh, dear. Emma will be very vexed about that. She will give her doctors a piece of her mind if she’s not better soon,” she added, nodding.

“Yes,” Felix said, finally smiling. “She’s already done that.”

“Well,” Great-aunt Frances said after taking a deep breath, “is that all you have, dear, those two suitcases?”

“That’s all she has right now,” Felix replied for me. “I’ll bring other things as time goes by and we see what she needs.”

I could almost hear him add, “If she stays here, that is.”

“No matter. There are so many, many things you can wear. I never threw anything out. Emma was always complaining to our parents about that. ‘She hoards everything like a squirrel,’ she cried. I even saved my first lost tooth. It’s in a little box my mother gave me when it fell out of my mouth. Did you save your first tooth?”

“No,” I said.

“Don’t you believe in the tooth fairy?”

I smirked, thinking of how Ian would have reacted to such a question. How could she think a girl my age would still believe in the tooth fairy, especially a girl who looked as old as I did?

“No.”

“That’s sad. There are so few nice things to believe in. We have to hold on to them. Here’s another thing I won’t ever throw away,” she said, holding up her wrist to dangle the charm bracelet. “It’s the first birthday gift I remember my father giving me.”

I smiled, but I didn’t know what to say. Grandmother Emma would certainly never wear anything a child would wear, even if it held some precious memory for her.

“Oh,” she said, realizing where we were all standing to continue the discussion. “I’m sorry. I’ve been living alone for so long, I’ve forgotten my manners. Emma would have me locked in a closet, but manners are important only when you’re with other people. You don’t have to be polite to yourself. Well, it’s time you came in, dear. It’s time you came into your new home. How exciting it must be for you. Welcome,” she added and stepped back.

Felix looked at me. I could see it in his face, the question: Would I just turn and bolt for the car, or would I step into the house? I imagined he wouldn’t blame me if I ran, even if it made Grandmother Emma angry.

I closed my eyes and held my breath for a moment.

“Show no fear,” I imagined Ian telling me. “You’re a March. You can be as strong as Grandmother Emma. Show them all right from the start.”

Clutching the bag of his letters to me as if I thought they would somehow protect me from anything unpleasant, I stepped into the house.

It was like starting a new chapter in a book that had yet to be written, a book that I feared had a sad ending and certainly not an ending written by me.
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At Great-aunt Frances’s




The only light inside the house came from the sunlight that poured either through the windows without shades or the windows with curtains that weren’t drawn closed. The entryway was wide but short, with a dull brass chandelier that was missing bulbs. A wooden coat hanger stood almost in our way on our right. What looked like a man’s black wool overcoat hung on it, with a black woolen hat hanging beside it. Below were a pair of old-fashioned galoshes and what looked like the left foot of a pair of men’s black leather slippers. On the other side of the entryway was a mirror in a gilded frame that practically cried out for cleaning and polishing. I saw gobs of dust in the corners as well. A thin gray rug sat unevenly on the hardwood floor. It was so dirty and worn I could see the wood through the torn threads.

I was immediately taken with the odor of burned toast and bacon, but the scents smelled old, like the aromas of foods cooked days ago and trapped inside. The house did seem stuffy and dank. I wondered why all the windows weren’t thrown open on such a nice day. Nancy, who wouldn’t hesitate to open the windows in my and Ian’s rooms, even on cloudy days, would say, “A room has to breathe fresh air once in a while, too.” She made it sound as if the walls and furniture could suffocate.

Directly ahead of us and to the left was a stairway not half the width and height of the one in Grandmother Emma’s mansion. It, too, had a worn gray carpet over its steps. The railing was much thinner than the beautiful balustrade Grandmother Emma took pride in. It wasn’t as elaborately designed. I saw that the knob at the bottom was missing. Only a stem stuck up.

Along the corridor to the stairway and beyond were framed photographs of people I thought might be family. I was sure one was of Grandmother Emma when she graduated from college. Some were awkwardly tilted, and the one nearest to me tilted forward and looked like it was ready to fall. How could anyone walk by it and not fix it? I wondered.

My gaze went to the walls themselves. They were covered in a faded Wedgwood blue wallpaper with edges curled out and actual tears in some places that made it look like someone had been scratching at it. Maybe the house is going to be renovated, I thought. That was a sensible explanation for all this. Before we had to move to Grandmother Emma’s mansion, my mother once took Ian and me to a house she was considering renovating. It didn’t look in any better condition, but she said that was all we could afford without depending on Grandmother Emma.

Suddenly, a large gray cat with spotted gold eyes stepped out of the room on our right. It arched its back at the sight of us and then relaxed and sauntered down the hallway, bored and disinterested. Ian would say it had the March arrogance.

“That’s Miss Puss,” Great-aunt Frances told me. “She’s twelve years old so she thinks she owns the house and will go anywhere she wants. Don’t be surprised to see her under your bed or on the kitchen table. I should be more stern with her, but thanks to her, we don’t have mice.”

Grandmother Emma never permitted us to have a pet. She was of the belief that all animals were wild by nature and domesticating them was a futile endeavor, which Ian explained meant a waste of time. She said they brought in dirt and odor and were not kind to furniture. Once, Ian asked to have a dog, but only because he wanted to study the animal and repeat some experiments someone named Pavlov had done establishing some important scientific facts. Grandmother Emma wouldn’t hear of it.

“You’re not allergic to cats, are you?” Great-aunt Frances suddenly thought to ask.

“No, I don’t think so,” I said. “We never had a cat or a dog.”

“Lester Marshall has a hound dog named Bones, but he doesn’t come into the house. I think he’s afraid of Miss Puss, even though a dog would never admit being afraid of a cat,” she told me almost in a whisper. She was so serious-looking when she said it that anyone listening might think she really believed dogs could talk.

She just assumed I knew who Lester Marshall was, I guess.

I glanced at Felix, who was studying everything in the house and shaking his head. He looked at Great-aunt Frances and then at me, and I thought there was some real hesitation in his face. He was gripping my suitcases tightly now. I could see it in the way his hands hardened; the veins in them were embossed and his knuckles had turned white. He knew that Grandmother Emma wouldn’t set foot in here, I thought. She would turn around and order an army of house cleaners to report immediately.

Great-aunt Frances moved the coat hanger back. She saw the way I was looking at the coat.

“This was my father’s coat and hat and those were his boots. I put them there to keep him close,” she said, smiling. “If you throw away or hide everything that belonged to the people you loved, you make their spirits feel unwanted. Oh, I know, Emma would say that’s silly,” she added, gazing at Felix. He forced a smile.

I wasn’t sure if I would or not. It sounded sensible, and Grandmother Emma did tell us our ancestors were always watching and listening.

“I’m sure you’re getting hungry for lunch and your little stomach is growling angrily. I’ll make some lunch for you, too, Felix.”

“No, Miss Wilkens, I’m not staying for lunch. I have to start back as soon as I see to Jordan’s being settled. I have things to do back in Bethlehem for Mrs. March.”

“Oh.” She shook her head and scrunched her nose, making ripples in her forehead. “My sister always worked her help too much,” she told me and turned to Felix. “Let’s show Jordan to her room right away then,” she declared, clapping her hands together as if she had just thought of the idea. “Follow me up the stairway.”

She kept her palms pressed together and waddled toward the stairs. A hailstorm of questions peppered my mind. When had she stopped being the beautiful, trim-figured woman in the March family albums? How long had she been living here? Was she always by herself? Why hadn’t she ever married? Why didn’t she have children of her own?
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