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  Dedication




  Thank you to Maddie and Mary Claire for being such good readers!




  Chapter 1




  I don’t know exactly where to begin this story. You see, it really began a long time ago, even though it only started this summer for me, so it’s a new story, but it’s a new story with a very old problem. People have always had problems with their families, and I don’t suppose there is any family that can honestly say they don’t have any problems. In my family’s case, however, the word “dysfunctional” has become completely redefined.




  Though there have always been family problems, matters really came to a head when my grandmother died unexpectedly, and we found some things in her attic.




  Grandmother Ziff was more like a parent to me than either of my real parents. My dad left when I was seven (he’s in California somewhere, and I must say that I’m glad about that, since he’s a real jerk), and my mother has been too busy with her own problems most of the time to notice me growing up. Grandma Ziff, on the other hand, was always there for me. She put band-aids on my cuts, she helped me with my homework, and she was always interested in whatever I was interested in, no matter what it was. When I wanted to collect buttons, for example, she produced as if from thin air several teakwood boxes of old and stale-smelling buttons. She even went to parent conferences at school when Mom couldn’t get off from work.




  It was a complete shock when she died of a heart attack. Even at eighty-three, she was just one of those people you could never imagine really dying. She hadn’t been sick, or suffered any of the normal maladies that people usually associate with the elderly. The guidance counselor pulled me out of Algebra class that day, and I knew that something was wrong before she even said anything, because my mom was there. Mom never came to my school. She hugged me but said nothing. At first, I thought it was my dad who had died, because she had that “I told you he would do something stupid” look on her face. I know this sounds horrible, but when I thought about a world without my dad in it, it actually didn’t upset me very much. That had been my world for a long time.




  Actually, the look on my mother’s face turned out to be more of an “I don’t know how to tell you this” look, rather than a “he’s done it again” look. She loved Grandmother, too, and the tears were streaming down her powdered cheeks.




  I’ll never forget the sick in the pit of my stomach feeling that I had. It was as if I had read a hundred books where the sick stomach cliché figured in the plot—like the feeling Ponyboy got in The Outsiders after Johnny stabbed the soc—and it suddenly was not a cliché. I understood now, and it would never be a cliché again.




  Then there was a funeral. Then we had a reception at our apartment for a few distant relatives (which didn’t, incidentally, include my father, who was estranged from his mother). Then we signed a bunch of papers and ended up with a formal looking death certificate (what do you do with that—hang it on the wall with the family photos?) And then, a little later, we found the stuff in her attic.




  But I’m jumping ahead of myself. My name is Angela Ziff, and I just finished the eighth grade. I’m a little bit tall for my age, but I don’t play basketball and I’m tired of people asking me if I do. I supposedly have my father’s blue eyes and terrible temper, and my mother’s brown hair and mastery of numbers (although she is so disorganized, no one ever thinks she is very smart).




  I also have a best friend, Alan, who is also good at math. We became friends in Mrs. Cross’s Algebra II class. Alan is not like most fourteen-year-old guys—he acts like he has some common sense. He’s shorter than me, a lot in fact, but since it never seems to bug him, I don’t bring it up. Ironically, he does play on the basketball team, and he’s good, too. He’s the starting point guard. He knows better now than to tell me that I should play basketball though.




  Alan went with me to Grandma Ziff’s house the day after the reception was over, and things seemed to be calming down a little bit. We rode our bikes, since our town is small enough to get anywhere pretty quickly, and I didn’t want to get my mom involved. There was always a crisis in her life—something at work, or a phone call from her sister, or a bill that needed paid—so that I was in the habit of only asking her for help when I really had to. A lot of the time she ended up asking me for help, so most of the time I focused on taking care of myself.




  Grandma’s house is one of the historic landmarks in Spring Falls. It’s brick, and has four porches, which seems like a lot until you actually see the house and realize that they fit so well with the Victorian design that they almost have to be there. During many a summer thunderstorm I sat on one of those grand porches and watched the lightning slice through the sky, and felt the rolling thunder shake the foundation, and heard the patter of the rain on the metal roof. It also has four levels, if you count the basement and the attic, so that it seems to have dozens of rooms. I had memories of everything in the house—from the time a tornado ripped through town and Grandma and I hunched in the basement beneath the bay window, watching in awe as a giant maple in the yard was completely uprooted a few feet beyond the tiny cobweb-filled window, to the girls’ sleepovers Grandmother used to host in the expansive guest bedroom when I was a little girl.




  It was a house I had often fantasized about living in. I’d even mentioned it to Mom, who discounted the possibility, though at the same time she had squinted her eyes in a manner that indicated that she had thought of it, too. But my dad, Bill, who had treated both of us so terribly, would likely be the one to end up with the house legally. He was Grandma Ziff’s only child. He wouldn’t even show up for his own mother’s funeral, but he would probably be happy to take anything that had the smell of money about it.




  Seeing the house made me want to cry again. I had been so good about not crying up to this point, even though I still couldn’t really believe she was gone. The house brought back a flood of memories, and it still smelled like she was there.




  “Are you sure you’re ready for this?” Alan said, his face creased with concern. “Your mom told you not to come over here for a while.”




  Another thing I liked about Alan was that he seemed to be able to read my mind. He had lost a grandparent recently, too, and he knew what I was feeling.




  I nodded. “I’m ready,” I said. “If I have to cry, you can run away, or close your eyes. And you know that I don’t care what my mom thinks.”




  He didn’t say anything, but I knew he wouldn’t leave. Alan and I went everywhere together, and we were now of the age where people assumed that we were boyfriend and girlfriend (kind of silly, I think). I also knew he wouldn’t care if I cried. His expression confirmed it again.




  We parked our bikes beside the neighbor’s forsythia hedges and climbed up the worn wooden steps to the front porch, the biggest one of the four porches, which ran from one of the end of the house all the way around to the far side. I had a key because Mom had insisted on locking it up after she died. Grandma Ziff had never locked her doors during the day, and sometimes not even at night.




  “There’s no telling what’s in her house,” my mother had said. “She saved everything. Until Bill decides to come over here and sort through it all, we’ll just have to leave it alone. There are knives in there, toxic cleaners left over from the 1960s, and probably rat poison. It also needs to be locked in case there’s anything valuable in there. Just leave it until Bill gets here.”




  Well, I knew my father wasn’t coming any time soon. “Bill” didn’t even come to the funeral, and Grandmother was the person who had brought him into the world. I think on some level that Grandma loved me so much so she could vicariously still care for her wayward son. I also knew that Grandma Ziff had a lot of personal things that she meant for me to have, and I wasn’t sure I could wait for years until someone else decided what or where they were.




  One of them was an antique dollhouse with miniature furniture in it. Another one was the remainder of the button collection. Grandma had shown me some real ivory buttons in it once. I also knew that I might grow into some of Grandma’s clothes soon.




  Mom had an appointment later in the week with an attorney, but I had learned not to trust them either. They were the same ones who had said Bill would visit me twice a year. They were the same ones who said he loved me, but he just couldn’t be anywhere close to Mother. They were the same ones who said he would pay Mom support money. What a joke all of that was.




  We unlocked the front door and familiar smells of cinnamon and bleach wafted into my nose. We walked down a long hallway to the kitchen. It felt kind of creepy, since all of her things were still sitting out just as if she were still at home, maybe in the next room, ready to come in at any moment and offer us some lemonade. There were even some dirty dishes in the sink. I expected her voice to sound out at any moment, asking me how school was going.




  “Why don’t we clean this up?” Alan suggested.




  I shook my head slowly. All I could think about were the other smells that I had experienced in this room: freshly baked white bread, warm chocolate chip cookies, even things I didn’t like, like squash and cheese casserole. I could smell them all. I could also hear sounds: Grandma’s humming, her rocking chair squeaking, something on the stove boiling and hissing, or a pot banging in the sink.




  Alan picked up a piece of rock-hard toast. “Do you really want the mice and the mold to take over?” he said. “I hope she did leave some poison out. You can’t leave her kitchen like this.”




  I shook my head again. “We can clean it up later. It’s not that important right now since no one’s living here. I want to go up to the attic.”




  “The attic?”




  “Yes,” I said. “Grandma had some things in there, like her old dollhouse, things that she said I was to have. I want to get them before Bill says I can’t.”




  “We can’t take a dollhouse back on a bike,” he said.




  “Sure we can. I’ll tie it down on the back. Even if I can’t, let’s just go look anyway. I can’t wait for adults to get in here and decide who gets what. You know how that will go…”




  The attic was really not an attic but a mostly finished third floor at the end of a narrow staircase. Hot air rushed out at us as the door opened, and a musty smell peculiar to attics followed close behind it. Smells and smells. There were so many smells at Grandmother’s house…




  I flipped the light switch up and walked into the main room. There were boxes everywhere, and piles of clothes, and other things like old brass lamp stands and wrinkly shoes. It looked like an old pawnshop, except that I knew the things had been important to Grandma. And I guess Mom was right—Grandma did keep everything.




  “There’s a lot of stuff in here,” Alan said slowly. “Do you think anyone’s ever going to go through it all?”




  I shook my head and began rummaging. “They’ll have to at some point. Although I’d hate to see her things auctioned off like they did at the Polansky’s. It’s weird to think about buying dead people’s stuff.”




  It didn’t occur at the moment to my teenage brain that it was equally weird to claim dead relative’s stuff.




  I knew it would seem rude, but with Grandma gone, there were things I had never peeked at and an enormous curiosity abruptly swept over me. I opened boxes and moved things aside. We found a box filled with old Life magazines; some gloves made of purple silk; a collection of fragile looking buttons and pins stored in blue jars (why weren’t those buttons in the teakwood boxes?); an unidentified, framed photograph of a large dog; and many, many other items that raised more questions than they answered.




  “I always liked your grandma,” Alan said. “But I also felt like I never really got to know her that well. Looking at this stuff makes me feel like she must have led several different lives.”




  “Why do you say that?”




  “Like the picture of the dog. That doesn’t look like Spring Falls in the background.”




  “I know what you mean. A lot this stuff I don’t recognize.”




  Alan squinted, a sure sign of math-related thinking. “Well, she was eighty-three, so there were almost seventy years of her life we weren’t witnesses to. That’s a big portion, about eighty-five percent of it.”




  I rolled my eyes. Always math. Good thing I liked math, too.




  “Yes, but thirteen years is almost five-thousand days. I think that’s more than enough time to feel like you know someone.”




  We eventually had to quit because there was simply too much to examine. I didn’t find the dollhouse, or the picture books filled with snapshots she had always shown me, sometimes to possibly remind me that Bill had once been a kid, too, or maybe that he was more human than monster. There was too much stuff. On the way out of the attic, probably a little out of frustration, I couldn’t resist opening one last box. I pulled out two things that both made me pause.




  “Cool!” Alan said. “That’s a Nazi army hat, and a real one!” He tugged it from me and turned it toward the light.




  The other object was a thick, handwritten letter, scripted in a foreign language.




  “And that’s written in German,” he said. “Do you know any German?”




  I shook my head. I had a funny feeling as I was holding the two artifacts in my hands, as if they somehow were alive or buzzing with electricity or something. It was kind of creepy. They seemed to weigh much more than an ordinary hat and a few papers should have. I shoved them back in the box.




  “Did your grandfather fight in the war?” Alan asked. “You know, World War II?”




  I shook my head slowly, strange thoughts beginning to swirl around my head. “I never knew Grandpa,” I said slowly. “And Grandma didn’t talk much about him. I always thought he died during the war or something. I guess he would have been the right age, and I think I remember her saying he fought in the Pacific or somewhere like that.”




  “That would be cool!” Alan pulled the hat back out. “This is an SS officer’s hat, or something like it. They’re real collectible and valuable. The SS officers were cruel and fearless Panzer leaders.”




  “What are you talking about? What is a Panzer?”




  “I’ll bet we can get on the Internet and find out about it. Why don’t we go look it up? It’s probably worth a lot of money. I mean a lot! Maybe your granddad fought in Europe and killed a Nazi or something.”




  “Okay,” I said, shrugging. “Why don’t you just take it then?”




  But I was thinking about the weird feeling it was giving me. Something about the letter wasn’t right. I wondered what those words in German were really about, and why it was even written in German. Grandma Ziff’s family was from Germany, I knew that much, but she had been in America for many years, and the letter was dated 1945. Besides, everyone in Spring Falls came from somewhere in central or eastern Europe.




  “There’s a website that translates foreign languages,” Alan said. “Come over to my house and we’ll try to figure it out.”




  I agreed, but something in the air followed me out of the house and seemed to be cautioning me to leave those two items back in the attic. At the end of the sidewalk, as he climbed aboard his bike with the box, Alan nearly ran over a man walking his dog.




  “Sorry, mister!”




  The man regained his balance and patted his dog to calm it. They were actually a perfect matching pair—both were heavyset, dark, and kind of Mediterranean.




  “That’s okay,” the man said slowly, in slightly accented English. “I wasn’t paying any attention either. What do you have in the box that’s so important?”
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