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Prologue

Sometimes I think that Mama Arnold named me Rain because she knew so many tears would fall from my eyes. Other children often teased me, singing “Rain, rain, go away. Come again another day.” When I was older, boys would call out to me in the halls or in the street and say, “You can Rain on me anytime, girl.” None of them would do it if my brother Roy was around, but he knew they often did when he wasn’t, and he got so angry about it once, he raged at Mama Arnold, demanding why she named me Rain.

She looked at him with such innocence and confusion scribbled through the lines in her face.

“Where I come from,” she replied calmly, “where my family comes from, rain is a good thing, an important thing. Without it, we would go hungry, Roy. You ain’t known that kind of hunger, thank God, but I remember it. We called it bottom hunger because you were empty right to the bottom of your poor stomach.

“And I remember feeling that first blessed drop after days and days of lingering drought. My daddy and mama would be so happy, they’d just stand in the downpour and let themselves get soaked through the skin. I recall once,” she continued, smiling, “how we all joined hands and danced in the storm, all of us gettin’ soaked to the bone and not a one carin’. I guess we looked like a crazy bunch, but the rain meant hope and money enough to buy what we needed.

“Why, some people took to prayer sessions and rituals of all kinds to bring on the rain. I saw my first rainmaker when I was about ten. He was a small, dark man with eyes like shiny balls of black licorice. All the children thought he was charged with electricity from being hit by lightning so many times, and we were terrified of his touchin’ us.

“The church paid for him. Nothing he did brought a drop and he left saying we must’ve angered the Lord somethin’ awful to have Him be so unforgiving. You know what that does to a congregation, Roy? Everyone goes peerin’ around at everyone else with eyes of accusation, blaming our troubles on their sins. I heard talk of one community drivin’ a whole family out because they thought they were responsible for a prolonged drought.

“When your sister was born and I saw how beautiful she was, I thought to myself why she’s as pretty and as full of hope for us as a good rain and that’s when I decided it would be a good name.”

Roy stared at her, obviously overwhelmed. Beneatha looked down, sullen because she had been named after some relative and that wasn’t much compared to what Mama Arnold was saying about me, and I remember thinking I had a greater responsibility because of my name. Mama Arnold thought I would bring good luck.

Today, as I dressed to go to the cemetery to visit Grandmother Hudson’s grave, I believed Mama Arnold couldn’t have been more wrong. All I seemed to bring to anyone was bad luck. Of course, Grandmother Hudson didn’t think that when she died. She might have thought it in the beginning when my real mother had arranged for me to live with her under the guise of my being some charity case. That way my real mother, Megan Hudson Randolph, could still keep secret her getting pregnant and giving birth to me when she was in college, even from her husband and especially from her two children, Brody and Alison. My grandparents had paid my stepfather Ken to take me as soon as I had been born. Years later, Grandmother Hudson would take me in reluctantly, like a parent who had to swallow the sins of her child.

Mama Arnold was much sicker than any of us knew, and after my younger sister Beneatha had been killed and Ken, my stepfather, had run off and been arrested for armed robbery, Mama Arnold wanted to be sure I would be safe. When I think back now to that day when she forced my real mother to meet us for lunch and then convinced her she had to take me back, I realize how strong a woman Mama Arnold really was. Grandmother Hudson and Mama Arnold weren’t so different when it came to the importance of and the sacrifices for their families.

On first impression, people like Mama Arnold who scratch out an existence in their state of poverty and hard times don’t look like very much. Mostly, they hobble along looking tired, aged beyond their years, cynical, hopeless, their eyes as vacant as blown lightbulbs. What people don’t see is the great strength, courage and optimism it takes for women like Mama Arnold to do battle with all the evil around them in order to protect their children. Mama Arnold was our fortress.

It seems silly now to think of that fragile little lady as a power of any kind, but that’s who and what she was. She and I weren’t blood related, but she gave me the gift of grit. I stood taller because of her, and one of the things that had so endeared me to Grandmother Hudson was her recognition of that and her admiration for Mama Arnold.

Grandmother Hudson and I had grown so close so quickly. I really loved that woman and I know she loved me, despite her initial reluctance. After all, she was a woman born and bred in the Old South, formal and stern in her ways, and here I was a mulatto and her illegitimate granddaughter. She was a woman who wouldn’t tolerate a stain on her dress, much less a stain on her family honor. However, in the end she proved her deep affection for me by arranging for my dramatics training in London and then, by leaving me so much of her estate: fifty-one percent of this house and property, fifty percent of the business and a two-million-dollar portfolio of investments that provided more than enough for my well-being.

Grandmother Hudson’s older daughter, my aunt Victoria, was so outraged she vowed to fight the will in court. Still unmarried, running the family’s investment and development business, overseeing projects, my aunt Victoria felt unappreciated and, from what I had witnessed during my short time with Grandmother Hudson, was always in some sort of conflict or other with her. Victoria resented her younger sister, my mother Megan, whom she thought their father favored over her, and whom she thought had a head full of air. Perhaps she resented my mother mostly though for having a husband like Grant, a handsome, intelligent, ambitious man, the kind of a man she wanted for herself and thought she could appreciate and satisfy far more than Megan could.

Toward the end of my senior year in high school, Grandmother Hudson had arranged for me to live with her sister Leonora and my great-uncle Richard in England when I attended the Richard Burbage School of Drama. Neither Great-aunt Leonora or Great-uncle Richard knew who I really was. They thought Grandmother Hudson was doing some sort of charity work, sponsoring a poor minority girl. They didn’t learn the whole truth until Grandmother Hudson died.

When I was called back from England along with my great-uncle and great-aunt after Grandmother Hudson’s death, my mother and her husband tried to get me to compromise and surrender much of what my grandmother had left me in the will. I think they both saw their offer as a way of paying me off and getting rid of me forever and ever, but I believed Grandmother Hudson had a purpose for what she had done, and I wasn’t going to change anything in that will, not even a comma.

My aunt Victoria continued to rage about making legal challenges, something I knew was terrifying to Grant, who had political ambitions. The last thing he wanted out in the open was his wife’s past affair with an African-American man and my existence. Even after the funeral and all, he and my mother had still not told their children the whole truth. Brody liked me, I know, but Alison couldn’t understand why I was given so much and why I commanded so much of her family’s attention. She despised me, but I wasn’t sure the truth would make any difference when it came to that and so secrets and lies continued to swirl around this house and family like a maddened hive of bees.

Living in the mansion alone at the moment, I could practically hear those lies buzzing. Soon, they would sting us, sting us all and bring even greater pain, but everyone in this family was focused on his or her self-interests and had tunnel vision. They didn’t see it. Mama Arnold always told me there were none so blind as those who refused to see, those who looked away or down or at some fantasy rather than the truth. This family took the prize when it came to doing just that, from my great-uncle’s strange fantasies in his London cottage, to my mother’s refusal to face reality, to go off and distract herself with new purchases at the least little drop of controversy or stress.

My aunt Victoria mumbled about her, complaining, calling her another Scarlett O’Hara because she was always saying “I’ll worry about it tomorrow.” Tomorrow, tomorrow — it never comes of course, Victoria liked to remind everyone.

Well, whether my mother was going to face it or not, tomorrow had come to this family. Grandmother Hudson in her last will and testament had insisted it come. Even in death, maybe especially in death, she hovered over her family, scowling down at them and demanding they finally take responsibility for their actions, for who they were and what they were.

I wasn’t about to stop all that from happening, but I couldn’t be more frightened of what the future held for me. I didn’t have all that many choices. True, I had found Larry Ward my real father in England and met his family. He had achieved his dream: he had become a Shakespearean scholar and taught in a community college. He wanted me to visit and get to know his family and get them to know me better, including his wife Leanna, but Grandmother Hudson’s last bit of advice was not to push myself on them. She was afraid they would come to resent me. Maybe after a little more time, I thought, when I was more sure of myself, I would revisit him and his family.

Meanwhile, with my stepbrother Roy still in the army in Germany, the only friend I had here was Jake, Grandmother Hudson’s driver. He and I had also grown very close during my time here, and one day before I left to study the performing arts in England, he surprised me by bringing me to see his new race horse that he had named after me.

Jake had history with this family and this property. It had once belonged to his family, but years ago, his family lost it and the Hudsons took it over. Jake had traveled a great deal in his life. He had been in the navy and he had never married and had no children or family of his own. I often felt like he was adopting me.

Today, he waited for me outside to drive me to the cemetery. I had been there before with everyone else of course, but this time I was going alone to say my own good-bye.

After the funeral and the reading of the will, I had moved myself into Grandmother Hudson’s room. I didn’t change anything, didn’t move a picture or shift a chair. It helped me to feel she was still there, still watching over me.

Aunt Victoria had already been through Grandmother Hudson’s things, making sure she had all her valuable jewelry, watches and even some clothing. Parts of the room, dresser drawers and closets looked absolutely pillaged. In fact the drawers were so empty there was not even a piece of lint left and the closets were full of gaping areas, even the hangers gone.

Of course, having lived here and helped take care of the house, I was quite familiar with everything, especially in the kitchen. I recalled the meals I had cooked for Grandmother Hudson and how much she had appreciated them. Her attorney provided me with all the information I needed to maintain the house and property. He said if I wanted, which I did, he would continue to manage and oversee that aspect of the estate. I had the feeling Grandmother Hudson had told him many nice things about me. He seemed very pleased that I had stood up to my mother, her husband and Victoria.

“Up to now,” he said, “you’re living up to your grandmother’s expectations, Rain.”

I thanked him for the compliment and told him even in the short time we had spent together, she had provided the example for me to follow. The only thing was, I wasn’t confident about how much longer I could follow it.

I glanced at myself once more in the mirror and then started down the stairway to make the trip to the cemetery. It was a mostly cloudy day with a cooler breeze announcing the imminent arrival of fall. A perfect day for visiting graveyards, I thought as I stepped out of the house. Jake was leaning against Grandmother Hudson’s Rolls-Royce, his arms folded, waiting for me. The moment I appeared, he smiled and stood straight.

“Mornin’, Princess,” he called as I crossed the drive toward him.

“Good morning, Jake.”

“You sleep all right?” he asked.

I knew everyone was wondering if I would be able to live in a house this large all by myself. Aunt Victoria was hoping I would get spooked and go to her, practically begging to accept the deal she had offered through Grant Randolph.

“Yes, I did, Jake.”

He smiled. Jake was a tall, lean, balding man whose bushy, thick eyebrows almost made up for his loss of hair. He had dark brown eyes which always seemed to have an impish glint, lighting up his narrow face. His chin was slightly cleft and his nose was just a little too long and too thin, but his smile for me was almost always warm, friendly, just as it was this morning.

Lately, he had a crimson tint in his cheeks. I knew he was drinking a little more than usual, but he called it his fuel and I could never say I saw him look or act drunk.

He opened the rear door of the Rolls for me. I hesitated, gazing in at the seat where Grandmother Hudson always sat firmly. I could still smell her perfume, the scent floating out to me. It made me hesitant.

“You all right with this, Rain?”

“Yes, Jake. Yes,” I said and got in quickly. He closed the door and we started for the cemetery.

“Victoria called to tell me I’d be picking up Megan and Grant at the airport tomorrow,” he said as we drove along. “Did you know about that?”

“No.”

“Thought so,” he said nodding and shaking his head. “Sneak attack.”

“How did they even know I would be home?” I asked.

He shrugged.

“Victoria just assumes you will.” He looked back at me, his eyes a little wide. “That woman is all confidence,” he said. He laughed. “I can remember her as a little girl. She walked so straight and perfect and always looked like she was thinking. She was so serious, even back then, and I remember the way she would look at Megan, look down her nose at her as if to say, ‘How did this bug get into our house?’

“One thing about Megan though, she never seemed to pay her much attention. Victoria’s comments slid off her back like ice cubes off a hot plate.”

“Which had to drive Victoria crazy,” I said.

“Exactly. Exactly.” He laughed. “If Megan gave her much thought, she’d be upset, I suppose. Even back then, I nicknamed her Turtle. She’d get this far-off, dreamy look and crawl into her shell of fantasies to escape Victoria.”

“Megan is like that with everyone,” I muttered, more to myself than to him.

“Um,” he said.

I hadn’t told Jake anything about Megan being my real mother and I hadn’t told him about my real father at all. Since the funeral and all that followed, he and I hadn’t really spent much time together. This was the first trip, the first time he was driving me anywhere when I was by myself.

“So, have you decided to return to England, Princess?” he asked me.

“Probably,” I said. “I’ll stay in the dorms this time, of course.”

“I understand. Leonora and Richard are two pieces of work, all right. Frances used to shake her head and laugh at how regal and how English Leonora had become.”

I wanted to tell him there wasn’t all that much that was funny about them. They had lost their little girl who had a defective heart valve and it had left my great-uncle rather bizarre. Shortly before I had left England, he had impregnated their maid, Mary Margaret, whom I discovered was the daughter of Great-uncle Richard’s driver, Boggs, the man who ran his house. No one but Boggs, I and Mary Margaret knew. Both my great-uncle and great-aunt were people who created their own imaginary world to replace the reality they couldn’t face, and Mary Margaret had been forced to be part of Great-uncle Richard’s fantasies.

“You didn’t happen to find yourself a nice young Englishman while you were there now, did you, Princess?” Jake asked.

“No, Jake,” I said.

He raised his eyebrows at the way I had replied. He could hear my audible sigh following. At the school I had met a handsome Canadian boy, Randall Glenn, the type of young man who could make every woman’s heart flutter when he looked her way. We had become lovers for a while. Randall had a beautiful singing voice. I was sure he would be a great success, but in the end, he proved to be too immature for me.

“No one to go back to then?” Jake pursued.

“Shakespeare,” I replied and he laughed.

The cemetery soon loomed before us. We passed through an arch and went to the right and then to the left to the Hudsons’ plots. Grandmother Hudson had been buried beside her husband Everett and to his right were his parents and a brother.

Jake stopped the car and turned off the engine.

“Looks like there might be a little storm later,” he said. “I was going to take Rain out for a little trot, but I’ll wait until tomorrow. Hey,” he said while I procrastinated, building up my courage in the rear seat, “maybe you can ride her from time to time. Until you return to England, that is.”

“I haven’t ridden for a while, Jake, not since school here.”

“Yeah, well it’s like ridin’ a bike, Princess. You just get on and it comes back. Don’t forget,” he reminded me, “I’ve seen you riding. You’re good.”

“All right, Jake. I’ll do it,” I promised, took a deep breath and got out.

I didn’t think as much about Grandmother Hudson during the funeral. There were so many people and so much tension between my aunt Victoria and my mother, I was often distracted. I kept expecting Grandmother Hudson would appear and be outraged by the ostentatious arrangements Victoria had made.

“How dare you conduct such a silly service in my name? All of you, get on with your own lives,” she would command and then smile at me and we’d go home.

Dreaming seemed to be the best medicine for such deep, sickly sadness, I thought and walked toward her grave. Jake remained in the car, watching me.

“So here I am, Grandmother,” I said to her stone, “right where you put me. I know you had your reasons for this. You know they all hate me because of what you have given me. Was it meant to be some sort of test?”

I stared at her stone. Of course, I didn’t expect to hear any answers. The answers, she would say, are in you. Coming here I hoped would help me find them, hear them.

The wind grew more brisk. Clouds looked like they were galloping across the sky. Jake was right about the weather. I zipped up my jacket further.

“Maybe I should just do what they want, take their compromise money and go. I could return to England and never come back here, just like my real father. None of them would miss me and to tell you the truth, I don’t believe I’d miss any of them.

“Somehow, I don’t think that’s what you would like, but what am I to accomplish here, Grandma? What can I do that you haven’t already done?”

I knelt and put my hands on the earth that covered her coffin and then I closed my eyes and pictured her standing there in that doorway the day I had left for England. She didn’t want to go to the airport with me. She said she hated good-byes, but she allowed me to hug her. I could see the hope in her eyes. I had come to be with her to take back my name, a name denied me as soon as I was born.

“Don’t let them take it away again, Rain,” I could hear her whisper in the wind.

“No matter what they do or say, don’t let them take your name.”

Maybe that was the answer, the only answer.

Maybe that was the reason to stay.






1

Jake’s Secret

Very often during the first few days I was alone in Grandmother Hudson’s grand house, I would stop at one of the many antique mirrors and ask my image just who I was at the moment. The expression I caught on my face was so strange and new to me, I hardly recognized myself. It was almost as if some spirit in the house had possessed me for a while or as if the ghosts moved in and out of me at will, each changing my moods, my look, even the sound of my voice.

Back in Endfield Place in London, my great-uncle Richard and great-aunt Leonora’s home, a ghost was supposedly trapped, the ghost of the original owner’s mistress, poisoned by his wife. I didn’t really believe in ghosts, but Grandmother Hudson used to tell me that a house such as this one, a house that had been home for so long to a family, was far more than just wood, stone, glass and metal thrown together to form a structure. It took on the character of the people who resided within it. Minutes, hours, days, weeks, months and years of reverberating with their voices, their laughter and their sobs filled it with memories.

“Think of it as if it were a gigantic sponge around us, absorbing our thoughts and actions, filling itself with our very natures until it became a part of us and we became forever a part of it. A new family can come in here and have the walls repainted, the floors covered with new carpet, different curtains and shutters hung on the windows, new furniture brought into every room, but we will linger in the heart of the house.

“The new owner might awaken one night and hear strange voices as the house replays some moment from our past like a sponge that has been squeezed and drips its contents, revealing what’s really deep inside.”

She smiled at my look of skepticism. Long ago I had stopped believing in tooth fairies and magic. Harsh reality was in my face too much.

“What I really mean, Rain, is when you look at something, whether it be a home or a tree or even the lake and see only what anyone else can see, you are partially blind. Take your time. Let things settle around you, in you. That takes some trust, I know, but after a while, it will become easier and easier and you will grow stronger and fuller because of it. You will become a part of all you see and all you touch,” she told me.

These were rare moments, moments when she permitted herself to let down her own fortress walls and give me the opportunity to look in on whom she really was, a great and powerful lady on the outside, but no more than a little girl on the inside longing for love, for softness, for smiles and laughter and rainbow promises. Even at her age, she could blow out birthday candles and wish, too.

Much of her, of that, remained in the house. Her body rested in the graveyard a few miles away from it, but her spirit joined the spirits of the others who passed from room to room in a chain of memories lighter than smoke, looking for a way to resurrect some of the glory.

They were testing me, visiting me, challenging me by tinkering with my thoughts and feelings. They filled the shadows in the corners and whispered on the stairs, but I wasn’t afraid even though I quickly began to have strange dreams, strange because they were about people I had never seen or met. Yet, despite that, there was something familiar about them, some laugh or wisp of a smile that filled me with even greater curiosity. I saw a little girl sitting all crunched up on a sofa, her eyes wide with surprise. I heard sobs through the walls. My eyes traveled down until they found two teenage girls listening, their mouths open with astonishment. Well-dressed people paraded through the hallways to rooms filled with displays of food and wine. There was the sound of violins and then a beautiful voice could be heard singing the famous aria from Madama Butterfly.

I could make little sense out of any of it, but I kept trying, searching for some clues, some answers. Even though I had lived in the house for a while before going to London, there was still much for me to look at and explore. I spent hours in the library perusing the books and then sifting through the old papers and some of the correspondence still kept in file cabinets and drawers. Most of it was about the various projects for development Grandfather Hudson had started. However, there were some personal letters, letters from old friends, people who had relocated to different states or even different countries, some of them old college friends.

I discovered that Grandmother Hudson had had a close girlfriend in finishing school who had married and moved to Savannah. Her name was Ariana Keely and her husband was an attorney. She had three children, two boys and a girl. The letters were filled with details about her children, but very little about herself and her husband. Occasionally, she would drift into something revealing and I would be able to read between the lines and understand that apparently neither she nor Grandmother Hudson believed they had found the happiness and the perfection both somehow had thought was inevitable for people who had been given all the advantages.

“As you say, Frances, we’re privileged people,” Ariana wrote in one letter, “but all that seems to guarantee is a more comfortable world of disappointment full of more distractions, more ways to ignore reality.”

It all made me wonder that if someone wealthy, born with status and advantages couldn’t be happy, what should I really expect?

I was thinking about all this as Jake drove me home from the cemetery. Neither of us had spoken for quite a while. I sat gazing out of the window, but really not looking at anything. The sky continued to darken.

“You all right, Princess?” Jake asked finally.

“What? Oh, yes, Jake. I’m fine. Looks like it is going to pour.”

“Yes,” he said. “I was going to go into Richmond tonight, but I think I’ll wait until morning, get up early and make the airport pickup.”

I sat back. The dreary sky and my rush of sad memories filled me with a cold loneliness. You’re too young to have to do battle with a great family, I told myself. I didn’t ask for any of this. Thoughts about my mother, her husband and Aunt Victoria ganging up on me again tomorrow consumed me with dread.

“Maybe you oughta go to a movie or something, Princess,” Jake said. “I can come by and take you, if you’d like.”

“No thanks, Jake.”

He nodded.

“Did you keep in contact with any of the friends you made when you went to school here?” he asked.

“No, Jake,” I said smiling. He was trying hard, worrying about me. “I’m okay for a while. I’ll keep myself busy by making myself dinner. Would you like to come to dinner?”

“Huh?” he asked.

“I’ve got a great recipe for chicken with peaches, something my mama used to make.”

“Hmm. Sounds delicious,” he said. “What time?”

“Come by about six.”

“Should I bring anything?”

“Just your appetite, Jake,” I said and he laughed. “You know how well stocked Mrs. Hudson kept the house.”

Jake nodded, looking at me in the rearview mirror. Something in his eyes told me he knew I should be calling her Grandmother Hudson. It occurred to me that Grandmother Hudson herself might have told him the truth, but he never asked me any prying questions. Sometimes, I thought he seemed like someone on the sidelines who knew everything and was just waiting and watching to see how it would turn out.

“That I do. I took her shopping enough,” he said. “No matter how I assured her, she always behaved as if she could never get me when she needed me. She’d always hit me with something like, ‘Why add another worry to the load you’re already carrying on your shoulders?’ That woman,” he said shaking his head, “she never stopped trying to change me.”

“She was very fond of you,” I said.

He nodded, his eyes smaller, darker. Suddenly he was the one who grew quiet. Neither of us said another word until we pulled up to the house. The first drops began to fall.

“Thank you, Jake. I’ll get my own door,” I added before he could step out. “See you later, Jake.”

“Okay, Princess,” he called as I rushed up the steps and into the house.

I was excited. I had something nice to do. I was going to make us a wonderful meal, my first dinner in my own big house. Wouldn’t Mama Arnold laugh if she saw me now?

About an hour before Jake arrived, however, the phone rang and my mood took a plunge back into the pool of depression. It was Grandmother Hudson’s attorney, Mr. Sanger.

“I received a call from Grant, Megan and Victoria’s attorney a little while ago, Rain. It looks like they’re deciding to go forward with this challenge. They’ll be requesting all Frances’s medical records and they’ll try to show she wasn’t of competent mind when she changed the will and gave you so much. It still might all be just a tactic to get you to compromise.”

“I know they’re coming to see me tomorrow,” I said. “Jake told me.”

“I could be there if you’d like,” he offered.

“That might just make it all nastier. I’ll call you if I need you,” I said.

“Sorry,” he said, “but this is often the way these things can go.”

With the wind picking up and whipping the rain at the windows and the roof of the house, and now the news of an impending legal war between me and my reluctant family, I couldn’t keep the trembles from making my hands shake as I worked in the kitchen. I set the table and brought out the candelabra. I imagined Jake would like some wine. I didn’t know anything about wine, so I decided to wait for him to make the choice. When I glanced at the grandfather clock in the hallway, I saw it was about three hours slow again.

That brought a smile to my face. I remembered how unconcerned Grandmother Hudson was about time. Most of the clocks in the house were off, even the electric ones in the bedrooms and kitchen. The fancy French clock in the office had a malfunction she never had fixed and her cuckoo clock in the breakfast nook sometimes worked, sometimes didn’t. It could pop out at the most unexpected times. I asked her many times why she didn’t get it and the other clocks repaired.

“At my age,” she would say whenever I mentioned the clocks, “you don’t want to be reminded how many hours have gone by.”

I told her she wasn’t that old. Jake was older than she was and didn’t even think of slowing down.

“Jake,” she said, “hasn’t the sense to think about his age. If he did, he’d realize just how much of his life he’s wasted.”

I had to smile at that too. She sounded disapproving, but she never really criticized Jake. Her complaints were like whippings with wet noodles. I could see by the way they looked at each other that they had an endearing affection. It was just that whenever Grandmother Hudson smiled at him, she always looked away first as if smiling directly at him might shatter some essential glass wall they had to keep up between them. I thought it had something to do with employers and employees, but I could never be that way, no matter how rich I was.

Anyway, I would soon find out that there were other reasons.

I rushed to the door when the bell sounded. Jake surprised me by being dressed in a sports jacket and tie. He had a box of candy too.

“You didn’t have to get dressed up, Jake,” I said, laughing.

“I couldn’t imagine coming to Frances’s house for dinner without being properly attired,” he said as he entered. “Sweets for the sweet.” He handed me the candy.

“Thank you, Jake. Is it still raining pretty hard?”

“Slowing up. The front’s moving north to get the Yankees now,” he said.

When he saw the dinner table, he blew a low whistle.

“Very nice, Princess. Very nice. Looks like you learned a lot being an English maid, huh?”

“I know what bangers and mash is and I can speak some Cockney slang,” I told him and he laughed. “I didn’t know what to pick out for wine, Jake. I thought I’d leave that to you.”

“Oh. Sure,” he said.

“You know where the wine cellar is, right?” I asked him.

“I do, Princess,” he said. “I even know which floor-boards creak in this house.”

I nodded. Of course he did. He had once lived here a long, long time ago.

“Okay, Jake. I’ll get things started while you do that,” I told him and went to the kitchen.

When I brought in our salads, he had already opened two bottles of wine and poured me a glass. It looked like he had poured himself a second already.

“One thing about Frances,” he said. “She always had good wine, whether it be a good California wine or French. She was a very refined woman, classy,” he added. “Let’s have a toast to her.” He held up his glass and I lifted mine and we tapped glasses after he said, “To Frances, who I’m sure is setting things right wherever she is.”

We both took a long sip of our wine.

“Good-looking salad, Rain. Warm bread, too! I’m impressed already.”

“Thank you, Jake.”

“So,” he said, “tell me about your time in London. I hope you were having some fun.”

I described the school, told him about Randall Glenn, the talented boy from Canada who was studying to be a concert singer and how Randall and I had done a great deal of touring. I told him about Catherine and Leslie, the sisters from France, the showcase presentation I was in and all the encouragement I had received.

“It sounds like you should return then,” he said. “I hope you don’t get stuck here for some silly reason, Rain. Take advantage of your opportunities. Frances would want that. She’d be disappointed if you didn’t,” he said.

When Jake and I looked at each other, I couldn’t help feeling there were things that were not being said. Every time he would mention Grandmother Hudson’s name, he would get a misty glint in his eyes.

I brought out the main dish and he raved about it, saying someday I’d make a lucky man a wonderful wife.

“But you’ll probably be one of these modern women who thinks the kitchen is beneath her,” he added.

“I don’t think so, Jake. Not the way I was brought up,” I said.

He wanted to know more about my life growing up in Washington, D.C. He listened attentively, his face turning hard and his eyes cold when I described with more detail than ever before what exactly had happened to my stepsister Beneatha.

“No wonder your mother wanted to get you out of that world,” he said.

Again, our eyes locked for a longer moment. I was surprised that Jake had already finished a bottle of wine himself and was well into the second. I had yet to finish my first glass. I looked down at my plate, pushed some of my food around with my fork and, without looking up, asked, “How much do you really know about me, Jake?” I lifted my eyes quickly. “How much did Mrs. Hudson tell you?”

He started to shake his head and stopped, a smile on his lips.

“She used to say you had a divining rod for the truth,” Jake said softly.

“Divining rod?”

“You know, those things some people swear can find water.”

“Oh.” I nodded. “So what well of truth have I discovered, Jake?”

He laughed but then grew serious quickly.

“I know Megan is really your mother,” he admitted. He fingered his wineglass. “I always knew.”

“Grandmother Hudson told you?”

He nodded.

“What else did she tell you?”

He looked up.

“Not long before she died, she told me how you hunted down your real father in London,” he said.

“I didn’t exactly hunt him down.”

“Those were her very words. I just knew she would do it, she said. Frances wasn’t angry about it. She was impressed with your resourcefulness.”

“Why did she trust you with all these deep family secrets, Jake?”

I fixed my eyes on him intently and he poured the remaining wine into his glass.

“Maybe because she had no one else she really trusted,” he said and drank his wine.

“I didn’t think she needed to tell anyone anything.”

He looked surprised, his bushy eyebrows hoisted.

“Naw,” he said. “That was just what she wanted everyone else to think. She wasn’t really as much of the iron queen she pretended to be.”

“Why did she leave me so much and make it so difficult for me with the family? Did she tell you that? Did she explain what she hoped would happen?”

He shook his head and shrugged.

“She thought a lot of you, Princess. You came crashing into her life like a wave of freshwater. She was very depressed about her family until you arrived on the scene. When you’re that age and your family is disappointing, you start to wonder what it was all for and that can make you very sad. You took most of that sadness away. She wasn’t going to check out without making sure you were strong.”

“I’m not so strong, Jake, even with all she’s left me. I’m by myself again. Grandmother Hudson’s attorney called me a short while ago to tell me that my mother, Grant and Victoria are pushing forward with the legal challenge even if it means dragging everything into the open, Grandma’s health records, my mother’s past, everything about me, too. She’ll make me look like some fortune hunter taking advantage of an elderly lady. I’d be better off if I had inherited nothing,” I moaned.

“Hey, hey, don’t talk like that,” he ordered, but I couldn’t keep the tears behind the dam of my lids. They began to pour over and streak down my cheeks. “All the people I love are either dead or too far away to help me.”

“I’m here,” he boasted and rose from his seat. He came over to me and put his arm around my shoulders. “You’re going to do fine, Princess. We owe it to Frances,” he said.

“Sure,” I muttered and flicked the tears away with the back of my hand.

“I’m going to help you,” he insisted.

“Okay, Jake.”

“I mean it. I can help you.”

“Okay, Jake.”

He stepped away and stared at the wall.

“I’ve got to believe she worked it so I would do this,” he muttered, more to himself than to me.

“Do what, Jake?”

He was silent for a long moment. Then he turned and gazed at me, looking down at me as if he was high up on some mountain.

“Give you our secret.”

“Whose secret?” I shook my head. “You’re confusing me even more, Jake.” I looked at the wine. Was he babbling now because he had drunk so much?

“Frances’s and mine,” he said. He smiled. “And now yours, but you keep it like some last resort, some last bullet to put into your gun, okay?”

I stared at him. He still made no sense. Jake was nice. He was a kind man. I actually loved him, but it was best to just nod and finish up the dinner, I thought.

“You don’t believe me, don’t believe I can give you something to strengthen your position and your resolve, huh?”

“Sure I do, Jake.”

He sat and turned to me.

“Frances and I were lovers once,” he said quickly. “We had an affair. It lasted quite a while actually. We had lots of opportunity and we took advantage of it. We stopped when she became pregnant.”

“Pregnant?”

“With Victoria,” he said. “She’s mine. I’m just about positive and so was she.”

I shook my head to throw the words back out of my ears. Grandmother Hudson, unfaithful to her husband? She was my rock of morality.

“It wasn’t anyone’s fault. It just happened. Everett neglected Frances. He was obsessed with his business interests and rarely traveled or went to a social occasion unless there was a financial benefit or reason to do it.

“One day we started to spend more and more time with each other. I don’t think it ever occurred to Everett that she might stray or have a romantic interest in anyone else, not that I ever believed she had any for him.

“Theirs was one of those Old South, old-fashioned marriages. You know, parents get together and decide wouldn’t it be perfect if your daughter married our son. Parents always knew better in those days. So much for what they knew better, huh?”

He finished the wine in his glass.

“Did my grandfather know? I mean, about Victoria not being his daughter?”

“I think so, but he never said anything. He wasn’t the sort who would,” Jake said.

“What sort is that?” I asked, grimacing.

“Upper crust,” Jake said. “One just couldn’t conceive of such a thing in that world. Frances never said anything to him. As soon as she realized she was pregnant, she just decided that was it for us.

“When I returned from my years in the navy and knocking about, Victoria was already in her late twenties. I used to be afraid that anyone could take one look at her and see me in her face, but Victoria has one of those faces that seems to have created itself. She doesn’t look much like Frances and I don’t think she looks very much like me. Our noses are different, our mouths. Maybe we have similar eyes and ears,” he conceded.

“Maybe she isn’t your daughter then,” I said.

“She didn’t look much like Everett either. You’ve seen his pictures. What do you think?”

“Maybe there was someone else.”

“What? Someone else?” He shook his head. “No, never.”

“Why not? If my grandmother had an affair with you, she could have had one with someone else, too.”

He stared at me a moment as if the idea had never occurred.

“Or are you upper crust, too, Jake, more upper crust than my grandfather, and can’t even conceive of it?” I asked him.

He continued to stare and then he smiled and shook his head.

“No, Frances told me with an air of certainty that couldn’t be challenged. We stood down by the dock late one afternoon, just before the sun set, and she said — I’ll never forget it because of how she put it — she said, ‘We’ve gone and done it up good, Jake.’ Of course, I didn’t know what she meant.

“‘What’s that mean, Frances?’ I asked.

“‘I’ve got a cake in my oven,’ she said. That’s what she said. Some cake. ‘Too much unbridled passion,’ she added, ‘passion that makes you throw caution to the wind.’

“I was stunned. I just stood there playing with a stick in the water and watching the ripples and thinking, What’s going to be?

“‘Of course, we won’t see each other that way anymore, Jake. I’m sorry. I’m sorry I needed you so much,’ she told me and walked away.

“I felt like everything had evaporated inside me. I felt like a shell. Any minute a wind would come sailing over the water, lift me like a kite, and blow me over the trees.

“I guess in a way it did because soon after that I joined the navy.”

He sat there silently, staring down at his plate and his empty wineglass and then he closed his eyes.

“I never loved anyone but Frances,” he continued. “I couldn’t. It was like I was given just enough love fuel for one woman and I used it all on her. I returned to work for her just so I could be around her.

“Sometimes, when I drove her places, I’d pretend I wasn’t her hired driver. I’d imagine we were man and wife and I was taking her somewhere just the way any husband would take his wife some place. If Victoria went along, I even imagined I was like any other husband and father.”

Everyone spends time in his or her fantasies, I thought. Everyone.

“Does Victoria have any idea? Did Grandmother Hudson ever tell her?”

“Oh no, no,” Jake said quickly. “But that’s why I wanted you to know, to have this information. When and if she has you up against the wall, you can fling it at her and I’ll be there to verify it.

“They got ways to test the blood and prove it beyond a doubt, you know. She’ll know that so she won’t be so sure of herself. It will knock her off that high pedestal,” he promised.

“It would be revealing Grandmother Hudson’s secret, too. I don’t know if I could ever do that, Jake.”

“Sure you can. If the time comes, you’ll do it. You knew her well enough to know she wouldn’t mind,” he said confidently.

“Wow,” I said shaking my head. “Talk about skeletons in the closet. The closets here should be rattling.”

He laughed.

“I’d better get going,” he said. “I got to get up early and head for Richmond to pick them up at the airport.”

“Don’t you want some coffee, first?” I wanted him to have coffee because he had drunk so much wine, but it didn’t seem to faze him.

“No. Thanks. This was a great meal. You want me to help you clean up?”

“No, Jake. I’m very experienced at it, remember?” I said referring to my days at Grandmother Hudson’s sister’s home in London, as well as my days here.

“Right. Okay. Maybe I’ll see you some time in the afternoon when I bring them around.”

“Oh, are they staying overnight?” I asked quickly.

“No. I’m taking them back for a nine o’clock flight.”

Good, I thought. Jake kissed me on the cheek and left. When the door closed behind him, the emptiness of the great house settled around me like some dark cloud. The thickness of the night still heavily overcast turned the windows into mirrors flashing my image back to me as I crossed through the rooms. The wind was still strong enough to make parts of the house creak and groan. Just to have other sounds floating through, I turned on the television set and found a music channel. I made it loud enough to hear while I cleaned up the dining room and then the kitchen.

Afterward, I returned to the den and watched some television until my eyelids felt heavy and I caught myself dozing on and off. I’ll sleep well tonight, I thought, but the tension over tomorrow’s family meeting slipped in beside me as I walked up the stairs. By the time my head hit the pillow, there was static in the air crackling around me, and with its tiny sparks of lightning, scorching my brain.

No matter how I turned or scrunched the pillow against my cheeks, I was soon uncomfortable, turning and tossing again and again until it was nearly morning. Then, I finally fell asleep the way someone would accidentally step into a poorly covered old well, descending in a panic down into the darkness, my screams rushing out above me as if they were tied to a hot red ribbon. The moment I hit bottom, my eyes clicked open. Sunlight was already streaming in, flooding the room with wave after wave of insistent, unrelenting illumination.

I groaned. Every part of me ached. I panicked with the possibility of my getting sick. If there was ever a wrong time for that, it was now, today of all days, I thought. When I rose, I poured some of Grandmother Hudson’s sweet-smelling bath powder into a hot tub and soaked for nearly twenty minutes before I got dressed and went down to make myself some coffee.

The phone rang almost as soon as I entered the kitchen. It was Mr. MacWaine, the administrator of the Burbage School of Drama in London, the man who had discovered me and, with Grandmother Hudson’s help, had brought me to England.

He wanted to know how I was doing and what I was planning for my immediate future.

“If I’ve had one inquiry concerning you, I’ve had ten,” he told me. “We do hope you’ll be returning, Rain,” he said.

“Thank you. I expect I will. I was going to contact you about arrangements to live in the dorm this time, Mr. MacWaine.”

“That won’t be a problem,” he assured me. “I am happy to see you will continue with us. I am sure Mrs. Hudson would have wanted that,” he said.

I thanked him for his concern and interest.

“Oh, before I forget,” he continued, “there was one inquiry I promised I would pass on to you. Apparently you won the admiration of a London professor, a Shakespearean scholar, Doctor Ward. He’s an acquaintance of one of the board of trustee members and he’s asked after you. Was he at our showcase?” Mr. MacWaine wondered.

“Yes,” I said. I didn’t know what else to say, but almost immediately after I said it, I regretted lying. Whenever I lied about my secret past, I just added to the deception, the false foundation beneath this family now, I thought. I hated being any part of that.

“Lovely,” Mr. MacWaine said. “Do keep me informed as to your arrangements. In the meantime, I’ll see to the dormitory space,” he promised.

Speaking with him lifted my spirits and reminded me that I did have a place to go, a future just waiting for me to fulfill it. I was certainly not stuck here. How wonderful that my real father was asking after me, thinking about me, looking forward to seeing me and getting to know me. Grandmother Hudson had been disappointed in people too often to believe there would be any value for me in pursuing my real father. I understood her cynicism, but I wasn’t at all ready to accept it.

Buoyed, I discovered I was hungry and prepared myself some breakfast. Then I went through the house, dusting and cleaning some so that Victoria couldn’t point to anything and say, “See, see how she is letting our property deteriorate.”

As I was cleaning up after breakfast, the phone rang again. This time it was Aunt Victoria.

“Your mother,” she said punctuating the word with such venom, she turned it into a curse word, “and Grant are flying in this morning. We will be at the house by two o’clock. We’re meeting with our attorney for lunch first,” she added, which was clearly meant to intimidate me.

“It seems like lawyer’s day,” I replied coolly.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” she fired back.

“I’m meeting with my attorney for lunch here at the house, too,” I said.

I wasn’t, of course, but I wanted to do her one better and show her I could be just as intimidating. There was a long pause.

“You’re making a big mistake being so obstinate,” she said.

“Isn’t that odd?” I countered.

“Isn’t what odd?”

“I’ve been thinking you’re making a big mistake being so obstinate.”

If a moment of silence was ever packed full of explosive energy, this was it.

“We’ll all be there at two,” she repeated. “Make sure you’re there as well.”

“I have no place I’d rather be today,” I said. “Thanks for the warning.”

When I hung up, my heart was pounding.

But to me it sounded like all the ghosts in the house were clapping.
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Fortune Hunter

When the doorbell sounded only a little after twelve, I knew it couldn’t be my mother, Grant and Aunt Veronica. It was too early. My first thought was it might be Mr. Sanger, my lawyer, who must have decided he had to stop by and give me advice.

Instead, Corbette Adams stood there looking in at me after I opened the door. Corbette had played George Gibbs to my Emily Webb in the Dogwood High School production of Our Town that had earned me Mr. MacWaine’s admiration and the invitation to study the performing arts at his school in London. Easily the most handsome boy at Sweet William — the sister school to Dogwood, the private school I had attended while living here with Grandmother Hudson — Corbette had moved like some soap opera star over our campus, basking in the swoons of so many of my classmates.

He was the first boy with whom I had made love, and confronting him now filled me both with angry heat and guilt. Who could blame me, however, for falling beneath the power of his charm and good looks then, especially me, someone so overwhelmed by all the wealth and privilege he and all the others enjoyed? I had been lifted from one world and dropped into another with little or no preparation.

Corbette’s familiar sapphire orbs brightened once again at the sight of me. He didn’t look much different from the last time I had seen him. His brown hair with hints of copper was still unruly, curling upward at the nape of his neck, the only imperfection in his otherwise perfectly respectable appearance. Despite the position of esteem his family held in the community, there was always something defiant in Corbette, a danger which made him even more attractive and exciting to most girls, and admittedly, once to me.

His strong lips opened and fell back in a soft smile.

“You’re even prettier now,” he said. “Or else I have just forgotten how beautiful you were.”

“Hello, Corbette,” I said coldly.

I stood there in the doorway not backing up to let him in. He wore his Sweet William dark blue blazer over a light blue shirt, jeans and a pair of white tennis sneakers. In his right hand he carried a bouquet of white roses and quickly extended them toward me.

I didn’t reach for them and the smirk of displeasure remained on my face. He shifted his weight from one foot to the other.

“Sorry about Mrs. Hudson’s death,” he said. “My family went to the funeral and I heard how beautiful and dignified you looked. Many people were impressed with how sad and upset you appeared for a girl who only had been Mrs. Hudson’s ward and for so short a time, too. There’s a lot of gossip about you, about what she might have left you in her will,” he added, still smiling with that unrestrained self-confidence that I had come to despise.

After all, once he had succeeded to have his way with me, he couldn’t wait to brag and then treat me like some trophy he could cast off cavalierly.

I still didn’t take the roses. Remaining unimpressed, I looked from them to him.

“What do you want, Corbette?” I asked briskly.

“Oh, I just came to see how you were doing and pay my respects.”

“I didn’t think you knew what respect meant,” I snapped back.

Confronting him now, I realized that time had done little to diminish the embarrassment and belittlement I had felt that day he had brought some of his friends over from Sweet William to watch me horseback riding. From the lusty smiles on their faces, I knew immediately that he had told them everything about our intimate night after the play performance. He tried to get me to sleep with one of his friends, offering me up as if I belonged to him now and he could give me to whomever he wanted, whenever he wanted.
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