








DARK SECRETS
LEGACY OF LIES


Megan thought she knew who she was.
Until she came to Grandmother’s house.
Until she met Matt, who angered and attracted
her as no boy ever had before.
Then she began having dreams again, of a life
she never lived, a love she never knew...a
secret that threatened to drive her to the grave.

“...a story line thick with intriguing characters
....This is a great book to help teach elements of
suspense and how to build a story through
rising action and climax.”—Kliatt

“...good choice for teens who enjoy a blend of
mystery, suspense, romance, and the
supernatural.”—Library Journal

“...gutsy, likeable protagonist... .”—Booklist

“Pleasingly gothic...intriguing.”—BCCB


IT WAS SWAMPY. . . .
 [image: Image]

I could smell the creek and feel the ground ooze beneath my feet. A rooflike structure supported by pilings stretched over the dark area. I listened to the lap of water against the pilings, then footsteps sounded above. Fear flashed through me like light off a knife blade.

I made my way forward into the shallow water-slowly, so as not to make a ripple of sound. 1 heard the light thump of feet on wet ground, then mud sucking back from shoes. My pursuer was close-whether male or female, I couldn’t tell-the night was cloudy and the person’s face and body covered. I hid behind one of the pilings.

I heard the person walking slowly, prowling and listening, prowling and listening. I guessed that only ten feet remained between us. If I moved, the person would know immediately where I was. But if I waited any longer, I might get trapped. . . .
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Jenny? Jenny, are you there? Please pick up the phone, Jen. I have to talk to you. Did you get my e-mail? I don’t know what to do. I think I’d better leave Wisteria.

Jenny, where are you? You promised you’d visit me. Why haven’t you come? I wish you’d pick up the phone.

Okay, listen, I have to get back to rehearsal. Call me. Call me soon as you can.

I retrieved my sister’s message about eleven o’clock that night when I arrived home at our family’s New York apartment. I called her immediately, if somewhat reluctantly. Liza was a year ahead of me, but in many ways I was the big sister, always getting her out of her messes-and she got in quite a few. Thanks to her talent for melodrama, my sister could turn a small misunderstanding in a school cafeteria into tragic opera.

Though I figured this was one more overblown event, I stayed up till two A.M., dialing her cell phone repeatedly. Early the next morning I tried again to reach her. Growing uneasy, I decided to tell Mom about the phone message. Before I could, however, the Wisteria police called. Liza had been found murdered.

Eleven months later Sid drove me up and down the tiny streets of Wisteria, Maryland. “I don’t like it. I don’t like it at all,” he said.

“I think it’s a pretty town,” I replied, pretending not to understand him. “They sure have enough flowers.”

“You know what I’m saying, Jenny.”

Sid was my father’s valet and driver. Years of shuttling Dad back and forth between our apartment and the theater, driving Liza to dance and voice lessons and me to gymnastics, had made him part of the family.

“Your parents shouldn’t have let you come here, that’s what I’m saying.”

“Chase College has a good summer program in high school drama,” I pointed out.

“You hate drama.”

“A person can change, Sid,” I replied—not that I had.

“You change? You’re the steadiest, most normal person in your family.”

I laughed. “Given my family, that’s not saying much.”

My father, Lee Montgomery, the third generation of an English theater family, does everything with a flair for the dramatic. He reads grocery lists and newspaper ads like Shakespearean verse. When he lifts a glass from our dishwasher to see if it’s clean, he looks like Hamlet contemplating Yorick’s skull. My mother, the former Tory Summers, a child and teen star who spent six miserable years in California, happily left that career and married the next one, meaning my father. But she is still an effusive theater type-warm and expressive and not bound by things like facts or reason. In many ways Liza was like Mom, a butterfly person.

I have my mother’s red hair and my father’s physical agility, but I must have inherited some kind of mutated theater gene: I get terrible stage fright.

“I don’t think it’s safe here,” Sid went on with his argument.

“The murder rate is probably one tenth of one percent of New York’s,” I observed. “Besides, Sid, Liza’s killer has moved north. New Jersey was his last hit. I bet he’s waiting for you right now at the Brooklyn Bridge.”

Sid grunted. I was pretty sure I didn’t fool him with my easy way of talking about Liza’s murderer. For a while it had helped that her death was the work of a serial killer, for the whole idea was so unreal, the death so impersonal, I could keep the event at a distance-for a while.

Sid pulled over at the corner of Shipwrights Street and Scarborough Road, as I had asked him to, a block from the college campus. Before embarking on this trip I had checked out a map of Maryland’s Eastern Shore. Wisteria sat on a piece of land close to the Chesapeake Bay, bordered on one side by the Sycamore River and on the other two by large creeks, the Oyster and the Wist. I had plotted our approach to the colonial town, choosing a route that swung around the far end of Oyster Creek, so we wouldn’t have to cross the bridge. Liza had been murdered beneath it.

Sid turned off the engine and looked at me through the rearview mirror. “I’ve driven you too many years not to get suspicious when you want to be left off somewhere other than where you say you’re going.”

I smiled at him and got out. Sid met me at the back of the long black sedan and pulled out my luggage. It was going to be a haul to Drama House.

“So why aren’t I taking you to the door?”

“I told you. I’m traveling incognito.”

He rolled his eyes. “Like I’m famous and they’ll know who you are when they see me dropping you off. What’s the real reason, Jenny?”

“I just told you-l don’t want to draw attention to myself.”

In fact, my parents had agreed to let me attend under a different last name. My mother, after recovering from the shock that I wanted to do theater rather than gymnastics, had noted that the name change would reduce the pressure. My father thought that traveling incognito bore the fine touch of a Shakespearean romance.

They were less certain about my going to the town of Wisteria, to the same camp Liza had. But my father was doing a show in London, and I told them that, at seventeen, I was too old to hang out and do nothing at a hotel. Since I had never been to Wisteria, it would have fewer memories to haunt me than our New York apartment and the bedroom I had shared with Liza.

I put on my backpack and gave Sid a hug. “Have a great vacation! See you in August.”

Tugging on the handle of my large, wheeled suitcase, I strode across the street in the direction of Chase campus, trying hard not to look at Sid as he got in the car and drove away. Saying goodbye to my parents at the airport had been difficult this time; leaving Sid wasn’t a whole lot easier. I had learned that temporary goodbyes can turn out to be forever.

I dragged my suitcase over the bumpy brick sidewalk. Liza had been right about the humidity here. At the end of the block I fished an elastic band from my backpack and pulled my curly hair into a loose pony-tail.

Straight ahead of me lay the main quadrangle of Chase College, redbrick buildings with steep slate roofs and multipaned windows. A brick wall with a lanterned gate bordered Chase Street. I passed through the gate and followed a tree-lined path to a second quad, which had been built behind the first. Its buildings were also colonial in style, though some appeared newer. I immediately recognized the Raymond M. Stoddard Performing Arts Building.

Liza had described it accurately as a theater that looked like an old town hall, with high, round-topped windows, a slate roof, and a tall clock tower rising from one corner. The length of the building ran along the quad, with the entrance to the theater at one end, facing a parking lot and college athletic fields.

I had arrived early for our four o’clock check-in at the dorms. Leaving my suitcase on the sidewalk, I climbed the steps to the theater. If Liza had been with me, she would have insisted that we go in. Something happened to Liza when she crossed the threshold of a theater—it was the place she felt most alive.

Last July was the first time my sister and I had ever been separated. After middle school she had attended the School for the Arts and I a Catholic high school, but we had still shared a bedroom, we had still shared the details of our lives. Then Liza surprised us all by choosing a summer theater camp in Maryland over a more prestigious program in the New York area, which would have been better suited to her talent and experience. She was that desperate to get away from home.

Once she got to Wisteria, however, she missed me. She e-mailed every day and begged me to come and meet her new friends, especially Michael. All she could talk about was Michael and how they were in love, and how this was love like no one else had ever known. I kept putting off my visit. I had lived so long in her shadow, I needed the time to be someone other than Liza Montgomery’s sister. Then suddenly I was given all the time in the world.

For the last eleven months I had struggled to concentrate in school and gymnastics and worked hard to convince my parents that everything was fine, but my mind and heart were somewhere else. I became easily distracted. I kept losing things, which was ironic, for I was the one who had always found things for Liza.

Without Liza, life had become very quiet, and yet I knew no peace. I could not explain it to my parents—to anyone-but I felt as if Liza’s spirit had remained in Wisteria, as if she were waiting for me to keep my promise to come.

I reached for the brass handle on the theater door and found the entrance unlocked. Feeling as if I were expected, I went in.
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Inside the lobby the windows were shuttered and only the Exit signs lit. Having spent my childhood playing in the dusky wings and lobbies of half-darkened theaters, I felt right at home. I took off my backpack and walked toward the doors that led into the theater itself. They were unlocked and I slipped in quietly.

A single light was burning at the back of the stage. But even if the place had been pitch black, I would have known by its smell-a mix of mustiness, dust, and paint-that I was in an old theater, the kind with worn gilt edges and heavy velvet curtains that hung a little longer each year. I walked a third of the way down the center aisle, several rows beyond the rim of the balcony, and sat down. The seat was low-slung and lumpy.

“I’m here, Liza. I’ve finally come.”

A sense of my sister, stronger than it had been since the day she left home, swept over me. I remembered her voice, its resonance and range when she was onstage, its merriment when she would lean close to me during a performance, whispering her critique of an actor’s delivery: “I could drive a truck through that pause!”

I laughed and swallowed hard. I didn’t see how I could ever stop missing Liza. Then I quickly turned around, thinking I’d heard something.

Rustling. Nothing but mice, I thought; this old building probably housed a nation of them. If someone had come through the doors, I would have felt the draft.

But I continued to listen, every sense alert. I became aware of another sound, soft as my own breathing, a murmuring of voices. They came from all sides of me-girls’ voices, I thought, as the sound grew louder. No-one voice, overlapping itself, an eerie weave of phrases and tones, but only one voice. Liza’s.

I held still, not daring to breathe. The sound stopped. The quiet that followed was so intense my ears throbbed, and I wasn’t sure if I had heard my dead sister’s voice or simply imagined it. I stood up slowly and looked around, but could see nothing but the Exit signs, the gilt edge of the balcony, and the dimly lit stage.

“Liza?”

There had always been a special connection between my sister and me. We didn’t look alike, but when we were little, we tried hard to convince people we were twins. We were both left-handed and both good in languages. According to my parents, as toddlers we had our own language, the way twins sometimes do. Even when we were older, I always seemed to know what Liza was thinking. Could something like that survive death?

No, I just wanted it to; I refused to let go.

I continued down the aisle and climbed the side steps up to the proscenium stage. Its apron, the flooring that bows out beyond the curtain line, was deep. If Liza had been with me, she would have dashed onto it and begun an impromptu performance. I walked to the place that Liza claimed was the most magical in the world—front and center stage-then faced the rows of empty seats.

I’m here, Liza, I thought for a second time.

After she died, I had tried to break the habit of mentally talking to her, of thinking what I’d tell her when she got home from school. It was impossible.

I’ve come as I promised, Liza.

I rubbed my arms, for the air around me had suddenly grown cold. Its heaviness made me feel strange, almost weightless. My head grew light. I felt as if I could float up and out of myself. The sensation was oddly pleasant at first. Then my bones and muscles felt as if they were dissolving. I was losing myself-l could no longer sense my body. I began to panic.

The lights came up around me, cool-colored, as if the stage lights had been covered with blue gels. Words sprang into my head and the lines seemed familiar, like something I had said many times before: O time, thou must untangle this knot, not I. It is too hard a knot for me t’untie.

In the beat that followed I realized I had spoken the lines aloud.

“Wrong play.”

I jumped at the deep male voice.

“We did that one last year.”

I spun around.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you.”

The blue light faded into ordinary house and overhead stage lighting. A tall, lean guy with sandy-colored hair, my age or a little older, set down a carton. He must have turned on the lights when entering from behind the stage. He strode toward me, smiling, his hand extended. “Hi. I’m Brian jones.”

“I’m Jenny.” I struggled to focus on the scene around me. “Jenny Baird.”

Brian studied me for a long moment, and I wondered if I had sounded unsure when saying my new last name. Then he smiled again. He had one of those slow-breaking, tantalizing smiles. “Jenny Baird with the long red hair. Nice to meet you. Are you here for camp?”

“Yes. You, too?”

“I’m always here. This summer I’m stage manager.” He pulled a penknife from his pocket, flicked it open, and walked back to the carton. Kneeling, he inserted the knife in the lid and ripped it open. “Want a script? Are you warming up for tomorrow?”

“Oh, no. I don’t act. I’m here to do crew work.”

He gave me another long and curious look, then pulled out a handful of paperback books, identical copies of A Midsummer Night’s Dream. “I guess you don’t know about Walker,” he said, setting the books down in sets of five. “He’s our director and insists that everyone acts.”

“He can insist, but it won’t do him any good,” I replied. “I have stage fright. I can act if I’m in a classroom or hanging out with friends, but put me on a stage with lights shining in my face and an audience staring up at me, and something happens.”

“Like what?” Brian asked, sounding amused.

“My voice gets squeaky, my palms sweat. I feel as if I’m going to throw up. Of course,” I added, “none of my elementary school teachers left me on stage long enough to find out if I would.”

He laughed.

“It’s humiliating,” I told him.

“I suppose it would be,” he said, his voice gentler. “Maybe we can help you get over it.”

I walked toward him. “Maybe you can explain to the director that I can’t.”

He gazed up at me, smiling. His deep brown eyes could shift easily between seriousness and amusement. “I’ll give it a shot. But I should warn you, Walker can be stubborn about his policies and very tough on his students. He prides himself on it.”

“It sounds as if you know him well.” Had Brian known Liza, too? I wondered.

“I’m going to be a sophomore here at Chase,” Brian replied, “and during my high school years I was a student at the camp, an actor. Did you see our production last year?”

“No. What play did you do?”

“The one you just quoted from,” he reminded me.

For a moment I felt caught. “Twelfth Night.”

“Those were Viola’s lines,” he added.

Liza’s role. Which was how I knew the lines—I’d helped her prepare for auditions.

Still, the way Brian studied me made me uncomfortable. Did he know who I was? Don’t be stupid, I told myself. Liza had been lanky and dark-haired, like my father, while my mother and I looked as if we had descended from leprechauns. Liza’s funeral had been private, with only our closest friends and family invited. My mother had always protected me from the media.

“It’s a great play,” I said. “My school put it on this year,” I added, to explain how I knew the lines.

Brian fell silent as he counted the books. “So where will you be staying?” he asked, rising to his feet. “Did they mail you your room assignment?”

“Yes. Drama House.”

“Lucky you!”

“I don’t like the sound of that.”

He laughed. “There are four houses being used for the camp,” he explained. “Drama House, a sorority, and two frats. I’m the R.A., the resident assistant, for one frat. Two other kids who go to Chase will be the R.A.S for the other frat and the sorority house. But you and the girls at Drama House will have old Army Boots herself. I think last year’s campers had more descriptive names for her.”

Liza had, but Liza was never fond of anyone who expected her to obey rules. “Is she that awful?” I asked.

He shrugged. “I don’t think so. But of course, she’s my mother.”

I laughed, then put my hand over my mouth, afraid to have hurt his feelings.

He reached out and pulled my hand away, grinning. “Don’t hide your smile, Jenny. It’s a beautiful one.”

I felt my cheeks growing warm. Again I became aware of his eyes, deep brown, with soft, dusty lashes.

“If you wait while I check out a few more supplies, I’ll walk you to Drama House.”

“Okay.”

Brian headed backstage. I walked to the edge of the apron and sat down, swinging my feet against the stage, gazing into the darkness, wondering. Brian had heard me say Liza’s lines, but he hadn’t mentioned the voices that I’d heard sitting in the audience. I thought of asking him about them but didn’t want to sound crazy.

But it’s not crazy, I told myself. It shouldn’t have surprised me that being in a place where I couldn’t help but think of Liza, I’d remember her lines. It was only natural that, missing her so, I would imagine her voice.

Then something caught my eye, high in the balcony, far to the right, a flicker of movement. I strained to see more, but it was too dark. I stood up quickly. A sliver of light appeared-a door at the side of the balcony opened and a dark figure passed through it. Someone had been sitting up there.

For how long? I wondered. Since the rustling I had heard when I first came in?

“Is something wrong?” Brian asked, reemerging from the wings.

“No. No, I just remembered I left my luggage at the front door.”

“It’ll be okay. I’ll show you the back door-that’s the one everybody uses—then you can go around and get it.”

He led me backstage, where he turned out all but the light that had been burning before, then we headed down a flight of steps. The exit was at the bottom.

“This door is usually unlocked,” Brian said. “People from the city always think it’s strange the way we leave things open, but you couldn’t be in a safer town.”

Aside from an occasional serial killing, I thought.

We emerged into an outside stairwell that was about five steps below ground level. Across the road from the theater, facing the back of the college quadrangle, was a row of large Victorian houses. A line of cars had pulled up in front of them, baggage was deposited on sidewalks, and kids were gathering on the lawns and porches. Someone waved and called to Brian.

“Catch you later, Jenny,” he said, and started toward the houses.

I headed toward the front of Stoddard to fetch my luggage. As I rounded the corner I came face to face with someone. We both pulled up short. The guy was my age, tall with black hair, wearing a black T-shirt and black jeans. He glanced at me, then looked away quickly, but I kept staring. He had the most startlingly blue eyes.

“Sorry,” he said brusquely, then walked a wide route past me.

I turned and watched him stride toward the houses across the street.

I knew that every theater type has a completely black outfit in his closet, maybe two, for black is dramatic and tough and cool. But it’s also the color to wear if you don’t want to be seen in the dark, and this guy didn’t want to be seen, not by me. I had sensed it in the way he’d glanced away. He’d acted guilty, as if I had caught him at something, like slinking out of the balcony, I thought.

Had he heard Liza’s voice? Had he been responsible for it? A tape of her voice, manipulated by sound equipment and played over the theater’s system could have produced what I heard.

There was just one problem with this explanation-it begged another. Why would anyone want to do that?
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by the time I had picked up my suitcase, dragged it around the building, and crossed the street, the guy in black had disappeared among the other kids gathering at the four houses. Drama House, which had a sign on it, was the best kept of the three-story homes. Covered in pale yellow clapboard with white trim, it had a steep pyramid-shaped roof, gables protruding at different angles, and a turret at one corner.

A guy about my height and three or four times my width blocked the sidewalk up to Drama House, two stuffed backpacks and a battered suitcase resting at his feet like tired dogs. He gazed toward the porch, where a flock of girls chattered and laughed. “She’s beautiful,” he said.

I peeked around him, hoping he’d notice I wanted to get past, but he was lost in wonder. “Which one?” I finally asked.

He blinked, surprised. “What?”

“Which girl?”

He shoved his hands in his pockets and looked embarrassed. “l-l was talking about the house. It’s a Queen Anne, the style built at the end of the 1800s. Look at the way they used the different shapes-triangular, rectangular, round, conical. Look at the texture in the roof and front gable.”

He had a strong Bronx accent-the kind I associated with beer vendors at Yankee Stadium, not an admirer of nineteenth-century architecture. I stifled a giggle.

“If I was painting it, I’d use colors with more contrast,” he went on. “Red, gold, green. Lime, maybe. Yes, definitely . . . lime.” He swallowed the last word selfconsciously. “I’m supposed to be over there,” he muttered, slinging on his backpacks, then reaching for his suitcase. He started toward a peeling gray house that had a stuffed plaid sofa and purple coffee table on its front lawn. Obviously, a fraternity.

“Now, that house,” I called after him, “could use a paint job.”

He turned back and smiled for just a moment. Despite his thick dark hair, bristly eyebrows, and nearly black eyes, his round face looked almost cherubic when he smiled.

As he hurried on to the frat, I continued down the sidewalk to Drama House and up the steps of its wraparound porch. Four girls were gathered there in a tight group, talking loudly enough for three others to hear. I joined the quiet girls.

“So did you get yourself expelled?” asked a girl whose head was wrapped in elegant African braids. Her cheekbones were high, her dark skin as smooth as satin.

“No, Shawna, I did not,” another girl replied, sighing wearily.

“How come?” Shawna asked. “Did they keep giving you second chances?”

“Something like that.”

Shawna laughed. “Well, how many times did you try, Keri?”

“Not as many as I’d planned. I found out who went to the school where my parents threatened to send me. It would be entertaining for a while, but it’d get old.”

As she spoke, Keri combed long nails through her hair, which was cut short and dyed, a high contrast job in black and white. Dark pencil lined her pale eyes-sleepy, half-closed eyes. I knew that look: Liza had used it occasionally to let others know they had better do something if they wanted to hold her interest.

“Hey, Keri, Paul’s back,” said another girl.

“Is he?” The bored expression disappeared.

“Still hot for Paul,” the tall, thin girl observed.

Shawna shook her head. “1 just don’t understand you, girlfriend.”

“Keri doesn’t want to be understood,” said the fourth girl of the group. She had long black hair and velvet-lashed, almond eyes.

“I mean, he’s good-looking,” Shawna began, “but-”

“Oh, look who’s headed this way,” Keri said coolly.

“Boots,” muttered the thin girl.

All of us quiet ones turned to see whom the others were eyeing. I figured it was Brian’s mother, a.k.a. Army Boots.

From a distance she appeared theatrical, with a wide scarf wrapped around her thick, bleached hair and a big gold chain around her waist, but as she got close, she looked more like a P.E. teacher and mother—with a strong jaw, a determined mouth, but lots of little worry lines around her eyes.

“Ladies,” she greeted us, joining us on the porch. “How are you?”

“Fine, okay, good,” we mumbled.

“I hope you can speak more clearly than that on stage,” she said, then smiled. “I’m Dr. Margaret Rynne. You may call me Maggie.”

I thought Brian had said his last name was Jones; perhaps she used her maiden name or had remarried.

“I’m the assistant director, and for the eight of you who have been assigned to Drama House”—she paused, counting to make sure we were eight—”your R.A., or housemother. We’ll start promptly. Here are copies of the floor plan. Please find your name and locate your room.”
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