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To my brothers and sisters






Before

“Would you like to buy some magic dirt?” asked Margaret.

“Magic dirt?” Gran looked surprised. “Why, that’s just what I was looking for. How much is it?”

“It usually costs ten dollars a bag, but today you can buy six bags for a dollar.”

“What a bargain! What makes it magic?”

“It makes worms come to your garden.”

“That’s all fine and well,” said Gran, frowning, “but does it cure chicken pox?”

“Noooo.”

“What about stomachaches? Does it do anything for those?”

“Gran! You’re not supposed to eat it!”

“Sounds like you two are up to your old tricks again.” Tad came out onto the front porch and rested his fishing pole against the railing.

“Margaret says her magic dirt attracts worms, but it doesn’t do a thing about chicken pox,” said Gran indignantly.

“As long as the worms like it, I’ll take some,” said Tad. He pulled a dollar bill from his pocket and held it out to Margaret.

“You get five more bags for that much,” she said, picking up one of the brown paper bags in front of her.

“Put ’em on my account.” Tad sat down on the top step and opened his tackle box. “Come on, sport. Are we going fishing or aren’t we?”

“The picnic’s all ready,” said Gran. “It won’t take more than a minute to mix the lemonade.” She disappeared inside the cool, dark front hall.

Margaret sat down next to her grandfather and rested her chin on her hands. In silence she watched him untangling his lures. Then she said, “Tad?”

“Hmm?”

Margaret frowned. “Is Dad going to marry that lady?”

Tad gave her a quick glance. “You mean, Wendy?”

She nodded.

Tad lifted up the top layer of hooks and took out a pair of clippers. “Well, I can’t say for sure, Margaret. Why? You think it’s a good idea?”

She shook her head.

“I thought you two seemed to be getting along real well those times she came down here with you and your dad.”

“I don’t really like her.”

“You don’t, huh?” Tad took his time unwinding a length of line from the spool, measuring it to the right length, and cutting it. “Your dad says she’s a great mother.”

“I don’t need a mother,” Margaret said. “I have Dad.”

“Well, it’s true that you two have done fine on your own all these years. I guess you don’t miss your mom, seeing as she died so soon after you were born.” Tad fed the line through the hole in the lure and tied it. Then he put it back in the box and picked up another one. “But mothers can do a lot of things fathers can’t,” he said. “And what about those little girls? Your dad says they’re crazy about you.”

“They’re babies.”

Tad laughed. “Seems to me that’s the way you started out, and you didn’t turn out so bad,” he said, nudging her with his elbow. “Might be nice having three younger sisters to boss around. You can make them clean your room, and do your homework, and stuff.”

“I like it just Dad and me,” Margaret said stubbornly.

She heard Gran’s quick steps coming back down the hall toward them. Gran always moved quickly, whether she was working in the garden or hanging out the wash. She did everything with brisk, efficient motions, like a bird. The screen door burst open, and she came bustling out onto the porch behind them. “I told you it wouldn’t take long.” Gran put the picnic basket down and looked at them expectantly. “Are you two ready?” Tad looked up at her over Margaret’s head. “We’ve been talking about Matt and Wendy,” he told her. “Margaret’s worried they might be planning on getting married.”

“Oh, but lovey.” Gran sank down on the other side of Margaret and put her arm around her shoulders. “Think of what fun it would be if they did. Wendy’s a lovely woman, who loves you and your father very much. You’d have the little girls to play with and share things with. . . . Think of what a big, happy family you’d have.”

“We already have a happy family,” Margaret said, not looking at her.

“Of course we do.” Gran gave her shoulders a little shake. “And if your father and Wendy get married, it will just be a bit bigger.”

“Margaret says she likes it just her and Matt,” said Tad.

“Yes . . . Well, there are a lot worse things than having to share someone you love,” Gran said firmly. She took her arm from around Margaret and straightened up with resolve. “Besides, there’s nothing you or Tad or I can do about it. And don’t you worry. No matter what happens, Tad and I will be here to help hold you up. Won’t we, Tad?”

“Like bookends,” he said cheerfully.

It felt good being sandwiched between the two of them—Gran so small and quick on one side, Tad so tall and calm on the other. Margaret knew they would be there to help her, because they’d always been there. But she didn’t care what Gran said about there being worse things than sharing someone you loved. She couldn’t imagine anything worse than having to share her dad.

“You can’t be bookends,” she said sourly. “You’re uneven.”

Gran and Tad laughed. Then Gran said to Tad, “This is all your fault, you know.”

“My fault?”

“Look at her.” They both leaned in from either side and peered into Margaret’s face. She frowned even harder and stared straight ahead, as if there was something very important out in the yard she had to keep her eyes on.

“She doesn’t get those frown lines from my side of the family,” said Gran.

“Hmm, I guess you’re right.” The tip of Tad’s nose was so close, it was almost touching Margaret’s cheek. It was all she could do not to reach up and scratch. “My great-aunt Lucy used to grow corn in her furrows,” he said. “Looks like Margaret could give her a bit of competition. But what about this?” She tried not to squirm as he ran his finger firmly down her spine, but she couldn’t help it. “This is a Hanson stubborn streak if I’ve ever seen one.”

She knew they were trying to make her laugh, but she was determined not to. Then they started to lean against her on either side, gently at first, and then harder, until her shoulders were pressed firmly up against her ears, and her stomach felt like it was going to pop.

It was impossible.

“Hey! You’re shmushing me!” she yelped.

When Gran and Tad stopped leaning, Margaret sagged gratefully against Gran’s side.

“That’s better,” said Gran. She patted Margaret’s knee and stood up. “Brooding is a waste of time unless you’re a hen. Now, come on, we’ve got work to do.” She picked up the two plastic containers she’d left on the rocking chair and handed one to Margaret. “If we’re going to have those blueberry pancakes you asked for tomorrow morning, we’d better get picking.”

“We might have to eat right here on the porch,” said Tad. He glanced up at the sky. “Looks to me like rain.”

“On Margaret’s last day? It wouldn’t dare.” Gran started down the steps. “I think you’ll have to bring the basket, Tad. Margaret’s too small.”

“I am not,” said Margaret indignantly. She jumped down and stood next to Gran on the walk, standing as straight as she could. “I’m almost as tall as you are, Gran.”

“Yes, well, you can be thankful you inherited that Mack gene,” Gran said. “None of the women in my family have been over five foot two.”

“Your grandmother’s the tallest of the lot,” Tad agreed, “and she’s no bigger than a minute.”

“Lucky for you I’m not, David Mack,” said Gran.

Tad gave a snort of appreciation.

“I think you’d better let Tad take it, Margaret,” Gran said to Margaret as she started to cut across the front yard. “It’s very heavy.”

“Not to me it’s not.”

“Are you sure?”

“I’m sure.” But it was heavy. Margaret had to use both hands to lift it up and hold it against her chest. “You must have a lot of food in here,” she said.

“All your favorites,” called Gran airily. She stopped when she got to the huge maple tree near the end of the walk and put her hand absentmindedly on the rope ladder that hung down from the tree fort. “Tad’s Folly” Gran had named it. Anything Margaret asked for, Tad added to it. In addition to the rope ladder it had a swing, a slide that spiraled down to the ground, a bucket on a pulley for Margaret to lift things up in, and a real picture window. Tad was going to build a turret with windows next.

“Are you sure you can manage?” Gran said now.

“Yep.”

Too late Margaret recognized the mischievous grin on her grandmother’s face.

“Good . . . Then the last one to fill her bowl cleans the breakfast dishes,” Gran said, and took off running.

“Hey! No fair!” shouted Margaret. She tried to run, but the basket banged against her legs.

“Looks like she pulled a fast one on you,” said Tad. “I’ll bring the basket, Margaret. You go get her.”

She put it down and ran, but Gran was way ahead. Margaret didn’t catch up to her until Gran was halfway across the field.

Then they walked, hand-in-hand and breathless, the rest of the way to the pond.
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