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          IDAHO

        

      

    

    
      Everyone has secrets.

      Secrets are the things we keep tucked inside, just ours, for no one else, even those we love the most. Sometimes we keep secrets for reasons the holder might find embarrassing, like the middle-aged woman who calls herself Mrs. Eggers though everyone knows there has never been a Mister. Sometimes we keep secrets for reasons the holder knows will get them into trouble, like the man who says he’s across the country on a business trip when he’s really with a woman who is not his wife a few miles down the road.

      Sometimes we hold onto secrets for reasons the keeper doesn’t entirely understand, truths we can’t yet face, or truths that may spark reactions we cannot bear. Some things are simply better left unsaid. At least, that’s what Grace Wentworth thought. There were so many things about her life she didn’t understand, and James and Sarah, her parents, were less than forthcoming.

      Grace had known since she was small that her parents had secrets together that they shared with no one. She also knew that James and Sarah were different from everyone else she knew—they were in the world yet distant from it, happy with their simple life, content with each other. It wasn’t that they were cold toward others. James and Sarah Wentworth hadn’t an unkind bone in their bodies. They had a smile for everyone, even if they didn’t socialize much, preferring to keep their own company. Doctor James Wentworth was a respected professor emeritus of literature who finished his academic career at UC Berkeley. Sarah had also retired from her librarian job at the university. James and Sarah were both young to retire—James was 50 and Sarah was 52—but together they decided it was time to leave their work behind. They bought a home in the picturesque town of Carmel-by-the-Sea along the California coast and they settled into a slow life, enjoying the little things—reading and writing for James, cooking and gardening for Sarah. If there were two people more content on earth, Grace had yet to meet them.

      Grace thought a lot about her parents’ secrets as she drove from Carmel to Portland, Oregon. As she traveled along the highway she watched the landscape morph from urban sprawl to rural beauty back to urban, still wondering about her parents and their intense connection to one another. Whatever secret knowledge they shared, Grace thought, they would take it to their graves.

      Shortly before her road trip, Grace brought the subject of her parents’ secrets up with Olivia Phillips, the woman she called Grandma.

      “It’s only right, Grace,” Olivia said. Olivia’s hoop earrings jingled as she nodded, and Grace smiled at the sight of her dear friend on Skype. At 82, Olivia still looked every bit the gypsy with her billowing blouses and peasant-style skirts. Her hair was more silver now than red, but the white-gray streaks suited Olivia’s mystical energy. “James and Sarah have been through a lot, and married couples should have some secrets together.” Grace nodded, unsure what to say. “Your turn will come, Grace. You’ll see what it’s like to have secrets with someone you love soon enough.”

      Grace laughed. “I don’t think my turn will ever come, Grandma. Only a few people are lucky enough to have what Mom and Dad have.”

      “How do you know you’re not one of those people?”

      “I suppose I don’t for sure. But what Mom and Dad have is special. Something about the way they gaze into each other’s eyes, something about the way they lean toward each other when the other’s talking. It’s as if no one else exists in the world. Sometimes they even forget Johnny and I are there.”

      “How is your brother? On his way to Europe?”

      “He landed at Heathrow yesterday.”

      “How are your parents taking it?”

      “They’re worried, but he’s 18 and they have to let him do his thing.”

      “Indeed, they do. I’ll call Johnny tomorrow.” Olivia moved her face closer to her phone’s camera and Grace couldn’t look away from the steel-gray eyes that seemed to see through her despite their physical distance. “Grace, you’re right. What your parents have together is very special. I know the way your mother’s eyes light up from a simple ‘Hello’ from your father. I’ve seen the way your father glows when your mother walks into the room. You’re a young woman now, and I hope that at 22 you’re old enough to realize how lucky you are to have been raised by parents who love each other so completely since they’ve shared that infinite love with your brother and you. Your parents are beshert, Grace.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “If a husband and wife are meant to be together, they’re beshert. It means the husband and wife are soulmates and it’s inevitable that they end up together. It’s destiny. And you, my darling granddaughter, I wish the same for you. I wish for a soulmate as perfect for you as your parents are for each other.”

      “I just wish they would tell me their secrets,” Grace said. “I know they’re hiding something from me.”

      “Everything in its own time, Grace. We learn everything we need to know in its own time.”

      “But to keep secrets from their daughter?”

      “Nothing is ever what it seems. You’ll learn that for yourself soon enough.”

      When Grace packed for her road trip, she thought she had found a way to broach the subject with her mother. Grace was at her parents’ turquoise-colored house near the Carmel shore, and she was pulling her t-shirts and jeans from the closet and laying them out on her bed. The gently slapping sound of low-tide waves breezed through the open window. Sarah was helping Grace pack by rolling the shirts and jeans and slipping them into the rollaway bags Grace would take with her.

      “I’m surprised your mother has asked me to come to Idaho to visit her,” Grace said. “I only remember her visiting us that once before Johnny was born.”

      “Annabelle is full of surprises, Grace. But she’s asked to see you and it’s nice of you to go.”

      “You mean she’s asked me to help her clean out her house.”

      “Yes, that too, but she’s making contact and that’s a good sign.”

      Grace sat at the end of the bed. “You and your mom don’t get along, do you?”

      Sarah twisted the blue t-shirt in her hands and sighed. “My mother and I, I don’t know, we’re just very different people. She’s very sociable, Annabelle, and I’ve always been more of a bookish introvert. My father, your Grandpa Miles, you would have liked him very much. He and I were much more alike. I don’t know how he stayed married to your grandmother, honestly.”

      Grace pulled a backpack from the closet and filled it with toiletries and her hairbrush. “Isn’t she nice?”

      “She’s…”

      Grace’s father, James, stood in the doorway, his hands in his trouser pockets, his eyeglasses low on his nose. “An acquired taste.”

      Sarah laughed. “Yes, thank you, James. Your grandmother Annabelle is an acquired taste. But she is your grandmother, and maybe it’s time you got to know her.”

      Grace marveled at how her parents had hardly aged. Sarah Wentworth was 52 and she was as beautiful as she had ever been. Her chocolate-brown curls were largely silver now, her curves rounder than when Grace was younger. There was a stillness within Sarah’s dark eyes, a pearl of wisdom, as if she had lived ten lifetimes. James was 50 now, still tall, still strong-looking, his hair still largely gold if graying at the temples. They looked right together, James and Sarah—two halves of a whole.

      “We moved to Boston when I was young,” Sarah said, “but I remember that house in Idaho very well. And Boise has grown a lot since I lived there. I used to have such vivid dreams when I lived in Idaho.”

      James leaned his tall frame against the wall. “You had vivid dreams in Massachusetts too, as I recall.”

      Sarah tried to swat her husband with the t-shirt. “I’ve always had intense dreams. It’s just that some were more meaningful than others.”

      “What kind of dreams did you have?” Grace asked.

      Sarah shook her head. She reached into the closet for a hoodie jacket and began rolling. “I don’t remember the dreams from when I was a child in Idaho, exactly. I remember that I woke up in the middle of the night certain I had come back from somewhere, but I couldn’t have told you where. Then when I moved to Salem I felt as if I had lived in that seaside town my whole life though I had never been there before.” Sarah and James glanced at each other, that secrecy between them.

      “Sounds like something Grandma Olivia would love,” Grace said. “She’s into dream interpretation, mysticism, and all that sort of thing.”

      Sarah set the hoodie into the rollaway bag. “My dreams were so vivid in Salem that I even kept a dream journal to keep track of them.”

      “Was this when you met Dad?”

      “As a matter of fact, the dreams became more powerful after I met your father.”

      “What dreams, Mom?” Grace grabbed Sarah’s hands. “Mom?” She looked at James. “Dad?”

      “It was nothing, Grace,” Sarah said. “I’ve always had vivid dreams.”

      “Do you still have that dream journal?” Grace asked.

      James shook his head, just enough. “No,” Sarah said. “I don’t think I kept it. After a while I didn’t need it anymore.”

      Grace sighed. “Mom, I know you and Dad are keeping something from me.”

      “You make it sound like a conspiracy,” James said. “Your mother and I have only ever wanted the very best for you and your brother. You must know how much we love you. For every single one of your 22 years, Grace, you have been our miracle. And you always will be, no matter what the future brings.”

      “But…”

      Sarah brushed a gold curl from Grace’s blue eyes that perfectly matched her father’s. “There’s nothing you need to know, Grace. I promise you. Everything is fine. Our family is fine. And if you do have strange dreams in Idaho like I had in Massachusetts, then you should keep a dream journal too. You never know what you might discover.”

      “I can’t remember a single dream I’ve had in my entire life,” Grace said.

      “You’re definitely my daughter,” James said. “I don’t remember my dreams either.”

      

      In the morning, James and Sarah loaded Grace’s luggage into the back of Sarah’s white Subaru Forester. Grace’s first stop was in Oregon to visit friends from Portland State University. It was June now, only a month since she graduated from PSU with a degree in American History. She had returned home to attend Berkeley for a Master’s and she was looking forward to it. After all, she and Johnny had practically grown up on the campus. A week after returning to California, though, Sarah’s mother called to say that she needed help cleaning out her house in Idaho and she wondered if Grace would be willing to help.

      “I still don’t understand why Annabelle asked for me,” Grace said as James set the last rollaway bag into the back of the Subaru.

      “I offered to go, but she wanted you,” Sarah said. “She and I agree that since you’re a budding historian you may like her house. Who knows? Most of what she has stashed away is probably junk, but you may find some treasures too. Your Grandpa Miles used to love to go up to the attic and read the books and papers that have been in our family for years. The house isn’t as old as our place in Massachusetts, but it’s seen more than a century pass and your grandmother has a lot of antiques. Her stove is authentic from the nineteenth century.”

      “Doesn’t it smoke her out of her house?” Grace asked.

      “She’s had it modernized so it’s electrical now. Her sewing machine is from the early 1900s. She loves the old-fashioned life, my mother. She loves to garden, bake bread in her old-fashioned oven, ride her horses, and quilt.”

      “That’s not so different from how you and Dad live now.”

      “There’s something peaceful about quiet,” James said. “Sometimes you don’t know how beautiful silence can be until you don’t have it anymore.”

      James slammed the back of the car shut while Sarah put her arms around her daughter.

      “What you’re doing for Annabelle is a wonderful thing, Grace. While she is an acquired taste, as your father said, she is getting older and it’s good for her to get to know her only granddaughter.”

      “If you ask me, she’ll outlive us all,” James said.

      Sarah shook her head at her husband. “I think she’s using the cleaning as an excuse to get Grace to come and see her. After all, she’s lived in that house her whole life, and all of a sudden now she decides to downsize!” Sarah stepped back and looked seriously at her daughter. “You don’t have to go, Grace. It’s nice that she’s asked for your help, but don’t feel obligated. Or I can go with you if you’d rather.”

      “It’s okay, Mom. I don’t mind. I need something interesting to do this summer and maybe you’re right. Maybe as I rummage through her house I’ll find some antiques worth something. We can get an appraiser to look at them on Antiques Roadshow.”

      “Sounds like a deal.”

      Grace hugged her mother again. She was about to step into the car when her father stood in front of her.

      “Say good night, Gracie.”

      “Dad, seriously?”

      “Say good night, Gracie.”

      Sarah laughed. “Just say it, Grace. Your father won’t give up. He never has yet.”

      Grace stretched her arms toward James. “Fine. Good night, Gracie.” She hugged her father, glanced back at the turquoise-colored house with the bay windows facing the ocean, and got into the driver’s seat. She turned the ignition, pulled into the road, and waved goodbye.

      

      After Grace spent a week with her university friends in P-Town, she drove six hours, taking the I-5 North to the I-84 East through Oregon into Idaho.

      Once she was surrounded by the rural landscape there wasn’t much scenery to occupy her thoughts, nothing but grass, mountains, and spindly trees. Her car was the only vehicle on the road until she neared the farmlands—long green patches populated with haystacks and horses. Grace smiled at the raw yellow ochre and emerald green angles of Van Gogh’s pastoral scenes.

      After a while she felt lonely, as if she were the only person in the world. In the distance she spotted an open-back potato truck, but it was moving so slowly she had to pass it before she began driving backward. Soon she encountered other cars, but the sense of isolation remained. In California, the freeways were five lanes wide and everyone drove as if racing to cross some imaginary finish line. Here, there was one lane in either direction. Motorists, unconcerned with the unruly spuds that occasionally rolled onto the highway, continued at a snail’s pace. Most were older, retired, and driving well under the speed limit, their cars older models that needed a good wash.

      Finally, the town of Nampa appeared on the highway signs. As Grace neared her exit she noticed a fire-engine red farmhouse sitting by its lonesome in a field of tall grass under a jewel blue sky, similar to another painted scene, perhaps from Monet. Loitering near the farmhouse were some brown cows, content with their lot as they chewed the cud. Grace enjoyed the impressionist-like scenery, but instead of feeling comforted she thought she had descended on some unknown world where she would never quite feel at home.

      She tried to shake off the heaviness as she took the exit for North Franklin Boulevard. The weight returned, however, when she realized that she wasn’t sure what to expect when she came face to face with Annabelle Alexander, her grandmother by blood though she had only set eyes on the woman once in her life. Grace didn’t know much about Sarah’s mother. Grace knew her age, 85, and she knew Annabelle’s maiden name was Emerson. Grace had that one vague memory from when Annabelle had come to California for a visit around the time Johnny was born. Grace knew that Sarah and Annabelle had never been close. Mother and daughter shared a brief phone call on holidays, and Grace and Johnny knew to expect an envelope from Annabelle with a $20 bill on their birthdays.

      Well, Grace thought as she turned down Happy Valley Road. I guess Annabelle won’t be unknown much longer.

      The GPS voice said to make a left near the gas station with the dinosaur logo, and Grace found her grandmother’s home in the cul-de-sac at the end of the road. Sarah had told Grace that she couldn’t miss the house, and there it was, a two-story structure that looked like something out of Little House on the Prairie with its front-facing brown bricks and wooden log walls. The shutters and awnings were forest green, and the slate-gray front door faced the road at a caddy corner. Grace parked on the gravel driveway and marveled at the odd shape of the house—a square front with an adjoining rectangle that stretched toward the mountains. The other houses in the neighborhood, newer and more modern, were fairly spread out, allowing for a sense of space between the properties. The loneliness Grace felt driving into Idaho returned, and she wondered if she made a mistake coming after all.

      She walked to the white fence in front of the house and saw a backyard with well-manicured grass, flowers, a vegetable plot, and a horse stable with two horses, one gray and one white, both leaning their heads outside as though gauging the weather. Grace made her way to the front door and stopped, unsure what to do. Should she call Annabelle to let her know she was there? Before Grace could decide her grandmother threw open the door.

      “Well, Missy? Are you coming in or are you going to stand there like a lump on a log?”

      Grace exhaled and stepped past the front door that Annabelle held open for her. Grace wasn’t sure what she had been expecting of her grandmother, but this formidable woman wasn’t it. Grace had been thinking more along the lines of a bent-over, downward-looking elderly woman in a wheelchair maybe, or possibly someone shuffling along with a walker. Annabelle Alexander pulled her painted-on eyebrows into a frown as she studied Grace. Grace studied Annabelle just as intently, looking for something, anything that resembled her mother, and finding nothing.

      That wasn’t entirely true. Annabelle had dark eyes and a pale complexion like Sarah. But other than that Grace found nothing that marked them as mother and daughter. Annabelle wore her silver and white hair in an ear-length bob that she brushed away from her face as though she couldn’t be bothered with it. She was dressed in a navy blue housedress with white flowers under a crocheted beige sweater vest though it was June and warm. Annabelle wiped her hands on her frilly white apron as she pulled her lips into a flat line. She looked as though she was about to speak until someone knocked. Outside stood a young man, maybe in his late teens, holding two paper bags of groceries. The young man’s red hair stuck out from under his Albertsons baseball cap, which he pulled over his eyes while he gulped, his Adam’s apple bobbing under the strain of Annabelle’s gaze.

      “What is it with people today? Everyone shows up but no one comes in.” The young man stayed where he was, smiling weakly. “So? Are you planning on bringing my groceries inside? If it takes you that long to step over the threshold I can only imagine how long it’ll take you to get all the way to the kitchen. Set those down there.”

      “Yes, Mrs. Alexander.” The young man placed the bags on the side table where Annabelle pointed.

      “At this rate I might as well have gone and got the groceries for myself.”

      “Yes, Mrs. Alexander.”

      “And do something about that hair, boy. I don’t know how the manager at your store lets you go running around like you have snakes growing out from under your hat. Who are you, Medusa?”

      “Who?”

      “All right now, see, there are these things called books. You ought to try reading one someday.”

      “Yes, Mrs. Alexander.”

      Annabelle grabbed her handbag and pulled some 20-dollar bills from her wallet. The young man nodded at Grace as if to say it’s okay, she does this all the time. Annabelle handed the delivery boy his money and told him to keep the change even if he was late, slow, and strangely Greek-like.

      “Go on,” Annabelle said. “Be gone with you.”

      The young man said a polite thank you and hurried outside.

      “Hmmp.” Annabelle carried the bags into the kitchen. Grace offered to help but Annabelle shooed her away. “We don’t put guests to work in this house.”

      “I’m not really a guest.”

      “You’re my guest. You’ll be doing enough for me by helping me clean this place out.” Annabelle waved toward the living room with its shelves of bric-a-brac. “The very least I can do is take care of things and cook for you.”

      “Thank you,” Grace said. “But I don’t mind helping.”

      “Suit yourself.”

      While Annabelle busied herself in the kitchen, Grace noticed the dark living room with the wooden paneled walls. This place looks like it’s caught in a time warp, Grace thought. The furniture was old-fashioned, with two tan sofas covered by crocheted star blankets near a matching tan recliner, also covered in a crocheted blanket. A rectangular window at the front overlooked the driveway where Grace had parked while a smaller window near the kitchen overlooked the large backyard. A black cocker spaniel slept soundly on the woven rug near the unlit fireplace. To the right was the kitchen with its olive green appliances. To the left, the rectangle of the house, were the bedrooms, Grace guessed. She peeked into the kitchen and saw the black pot-bellied stove her mother told her about, modernized for electric cooking. In the corner was a breakfast nook with a doily-covered table set for two.

      “Dinner is nearly ready,” Annabelle said. “If you’re hungry.”

      Grace wasn’t hungry but she didn’t want to say no, thinking it was best to stay in Annabelle’s good graces, certain that her grandmother could frighten anyone out of their wits with a single stare. Medusa indeed.

      A kettle whistled, and Annabelle gestured for Grace to sit. “You like tea?” Grace nodded. “What would you like?”

      “Earl Grey, if you have it.”

      “As a matter of fact, I do. Earl Grey was your grandfather’s favorite.”

      “It’s Mom’s favorite too. And Dad’s.”

      “Well well. They have all kinds of things in common, don’t they?” Annabelle chuckled to herself, some in-joke only she understood. Annabelle set a box of Twining’s Earl Grey, two tea cups, and a porcelain sugar pot on the table. “Let’s have a cuppa, as my friends from England say.”

      Annabelle dropped three tea bags into the porcelain pot and added boiling water. They sat in silence while the tea brewed, and when the air was sufficiently scented with bergamot Annabelle poured the tea into their cups. She sat across from Grace, blowing on the steaming liquid. After a sip she said, “All right then. Stand up. Let me have a look at you, Grace Wentworth.”

      Grace was going to protest but decided to humor her grandmother. She stood near Annabelle, who leaned close, squinting.

      “All right. You can sit. I’ve seen you. For some strange reason you look like your father to me.”

      “When Mom and I are together people tell me I look like her, but I always thought I looked more like Dad.”

      “People really say that? Interesting.” Annabelle squinted at Grace some more. “I remember James’ gold hair from when I met him at your parents’ wedding. He’s good-looking enough, I’ll give him that, but there’s something odd about him. I went to shake his hand after the wedding and he jerked away like I had the plague. He apologized, said he had a cold, but he didn’t seem so sickly when he kissed your mother like he was going to suck her lips right off her face.”

      “We haven’t seen you much since then.”

      “I saw your parents and you that time I visited California. When was that now?”

      “Around the time Johnny was born. He’s 18 now. He just graduated from high school.”

      “Has it been 18 years? Time flies, doesn’t it?” Annabelle pulled a packet of Virginia Slims and a blue lighter from her sweater vest pocket. She flicked the lighter, lit the cigarette, and inhaled.

      “We might as well start laying everything out on the table since you’re here, Grace. I’m sure you’re wondering why your mother and I never kept in close touch. The truth is I love your mother, and I know she loves me, but we never got on so well. Your mother is, well, we’re not the same. Your mother and her books, you know. And she always had these crazy ideas, and I’ve had my crazy ideas to contend with.”

      “What kind of crazy ideas?”

      “Oh.” Annabelle flicked cigarette ashes onto an empty plate. “When we left Idaho for Massachusetts Sarah acted like it was the best thing in the world. She was five years old, your mother, no higher than this,” Annabelle held her hand two feet off the floor, “and she kept saying, ‘I belong in Massachusetts. Massachusetts is my home.’ Every time we went anywhere in Boston she was always looking around like she was searching for something. Whenever I asked her what she was looking for she said she didn’t know. She’d know him when she saw him.”

      “Him?”

      “Odd, right? Especially for such a little girl. I was worried something was very wrong but we didn’t know anyone in Massachusetts and your Grandpa Miles said it was just a childhood flight of fancy and leave her be. It turned out that Miles was right, but it was a strange thing for a little girl to say no matter how you look at it. Then after Sarah finished college she upped and moved to Los Angeles. I still don’t know what that was about.” Annabelle eyed her granddaughter through the smokey haze. “Don’t you know any of this?”

      “No,” Grace said. “I don’t.”

      “You should ask your mother.”

      “My mother doesn’t like to talk about her past. Neither of my parents do. I wonder…”

      “Don’t keep us in suspense. What do you wonder?”

      “I think my parents are hiding something from me.”

      “I wouldn’t put much stock in it. Your Grandpa Miles and I, well, we had a secret or two in our day. Every family has some secret they have to contend with. Every family is different.”

      “How is our family different?”

      Annabelle sipped her tea as she considered. “We have our own ways. Did you see that red barn as you drove here?”

      “Yes, I saw it.”

      “What did you think of it?”

      “I liked it well enough.”

      “Well enough? Is that all?”

      Grace fidgeted under Annabelle’s gaze. There was a weight to her grandmother’s stare—as though Annabelle pressed her down and held her still without touching her.

      “The Wentworths have our own ways too,” was all Grace could think to say.

      “I gathered as much.” Annabelle watched the quiet road through the window.  She grew thoughtful as some birds flew past. “Has your mother ever mentioned our family in Idaho?”

      “I didn’t know we had family here except for you.”

      “Cousins.” Again, that inquisitive stare.

      Grace finished her tea slowly to allow herself time to find a topic of discussion where she might be able to follow the conversation. “So you moved back to Idaho after Mom and Dad got married?”

      “After Sarah married James and they were so wrapped up in each other I decided it was time to come home. I was never much for Boston, and I didn’t care a hoot for Salem.”

      “Why? It’s just a seaside tourist town.”

      “That’s what they want you to believe.” Annabelle leaned close to Grace, again with that laser-like stare. “You do look like James, though. You have Sarah’s curls but you have James’ blond hair and blue eyes. That’s crazy, isn’t it? It’s like dogs.”

      “Like dogs?”

      “You know how they say dogs and their owners start to look alike after a while. I’m sure there’s a person or two who’d say Casey and I look the same.” She nodded toward the sleeping cocker spaniel. “That must be it.” Annabelle nodded, satisfied with her answer. “If people and their dogs can start to look alike, then so can adopted children and their parents, don’t you think?”

      “I don’t know any adopted children, Annabelle, but if I ever meet one I’ll let you know.”

      Annabelle leaned back in her chair. “You don’t know any adopted children? Good heavens, child.” She took a long drag on her cigarette and stood as she stumped out the flame, shaking her head the entire time. “My mahjong club starts at 4 o’clock and it’s nearly that now.” She put her unfinished tea in the sink and gestured at the stove. “I made spaghetti and there’s tomato sauce in that pan. The meatballs are in the oven. They ought to be done by now. Help yourself to anything while I’m gone.”

      Annabelle grabbed her keys from a drawer near the refrigerator and her quilt bag from a hook near the front door. “Don’t wait up. The games can run late, and I’m sure you’re tired. You’re in the loft bedroom at the top there.” She pointed to the staircase at the end of the kitchen. “And don’t forget to feed Casey. He may need a walk. He’s old but he’s spry in his way.”

      Grace stood near the window and watched Annabelle get into her brown Honda Civic and drive away. Casey, the cocker spaniel, found his way into the kitchen, sitting near Grace’s feet and wagging his stumpy tail. He wasn’t at all frightened by the new person in his house; in fact, he nudged Grace’s hand for a pat, and she was happy to oblige.

      “What have I gotten myself into?” Grace said.

      When the dog didn’t answer, she ate the spaghetti and meatballs in silence. She washed the dishes, then sat on the kitchen floor and petted Casey’s long ears, finding comfort in the dog’s friendly presence. When Casey wandered off she explored the house.

      Kitsch was the word that popped into her mind. The vintage curio cabinets held shelves of Love Is dolls, Merry Mushroom creamer sets, and Berries novelty figurines. In the kitchen, Grace felt the pull of the 1970s even more strongly with the rattan window blinds, orange and yellow flowered wallpaper, and olive green formica countertops that matched the appliances.

      Uneasy in the house, Grace decided to see more of the neighborhood. She attached Casey to his leash and walked him around the block. She marveled at the space, the wide sky unimpeded by tall buildings, the mountainous scenery. Back at Annabelle’s, she let Casey inside, then walked around back to make sure the horses had hay and water. The horses weren’t any more worried by her presence than Casey. She petted the animals behind their ears and they nickered in soft conversation. When the horses seemed fine, she went inside.

      Exhausted, with no one to talk to but the dog, who didn’t have much to say except a low ruff now and again, Grace climbed the carpeted stairs to the loft bedroom. Instead of four walls, there were three with a railing facing the rest of the house, to keep people from falling down a flight, she guessed. Standing as close to the railing as she dared, she looked down into the living room.

      Grace’s mind raced with excuses about what she could say to her grandmother about why she had to leave so soon, right this very minute. No wonder her mother never got along with Annabelle. What a stern, strange woman Annabelle is, she thought. She looked for a window to open but there wasn’t one and she coughed from the musty air. She imagined the walls of the old house falling down around her while she perished unseen under 1970s kitsch memorabilia.

      Grace pulled herself away from the railing and sat on the edge of the bed. She exhaled and reminded herself that everything was all right. The walls were perfectly perpendicular. She was fine. She tried to turn her thoughts to more pleasant subjects and she remembered the cows near the red farmhouse, which reminded her of a story her father told her about the time he moved to Massachusetts with his father. He was born in London, James, although you’d never guess that to hear him speak with his perfect American accent. When James and his father first arrived in Salem, James was surprised at living next door to cows. Everywhere he looked all he saw was cows. He hated the cows, he said, until he found them to be rather agreeable in temperament. Grace nodded because now she was confronted with her mooing neighbors.

      She wandered back to the kitchen and watched the darkening sky through the window. A single car drove past and she sighed. In the distance she spotted the farm with the flatbed trucks stacked with newly harvested, dirt-caked spuds. She jumped when her phone buzzed but smiled at the name on the display—Grandma Olivia.

      “Oh, good, dear. I was afraid you were sleeping already.”

      “I’m here, Grandma.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      “How did you know something was wrong?”

      “I know you too well, Grace Marie Wentworth. I could feel you struggling, something in your energy feels anxious, but I couldn’t make out the problem from here.”

      “Massachusetts is far from Idaho.”

      “Nowhere is too far when you love someone. What’s troubling you?”

      “It still freaks me out when you can tell that something is bothering me.”

      “What can I say? It’s the invisible world, dear. It’s magic. Now what’s on your mind?”

      “I think I’m going to be lonely here.”

      “Is it that bad?”

      “It’s not bad. It’s…strange.”

      “Give it time. The strangeness will pass. You’re there to help your grandmother, and that’s a good thing. Besides, Idaho is full of history, and for a budding historian like you I bet there’s a lot for you to discover there. Take advantage of the opportunities being in Idaho will bring. And it’s only for a few weeks, after all. You’ll be back in California before you know it.”

      “You’re right, Grandma.”

      “Besides, maybe it’s time you had a little adventure in your life. You like to play things safe like your mother, but I know you have some of your father’s adventuresome spirit. Johnny has that adventuresome spirit, that’s for sure. He loves England. He would, of course, with James being from London. Now your father has settled down and likes to play it safe like your mother. I suppose he’s earned it if anyone has.”

      “Grandma…”

      “All I’m saying is give it a little time before you decide to go home. Will you promise me that?”

      “I promise.”

      “And call me any time, dear, no matter what time it is here in Salem. I’m always here for you.”

      “I know, Grandma. Thank you.”

      Grace returned to her loft bedroom and unpacked the larger rollaway bag. The bedroom was much like the rest of the house, old-fashioned and dark, with turquoise, gold, and brown patterned wallpaper while a blue and green patchwork quilt covered the bed. A long chestnut desk and a blue-cushioned wicker chair were pressed against the wall. A wicker bookcase filled with an antique-looking globe and old books stood near a print of farmlands. Grace stopped unpacking when she spotted the small tube television on the dresser. She turned the dial and the television sputtered to life, sort of. It flickered into grainy static.

      As she waited to see if anything would show up on the screen she noticed a hatch door in the sloping ceiling. She was curious but too tired to see what was up there. Finally, the TV snapped on. It was a black and white set with only a dial to change the channels. She flipped the channels and found nothing interesting but local news and old movies. She sighed and turned the set off. She heard a whimper and looked over the rail to see Casey wagging his tail, looking up at her expectantly from the bottom of the stairs.

      “Come on up, Casey. It’s okay.”

      When Casey whimpered, Grace guessed the problem. She went downstairs, lifted the dog, who was heavier than he looked and carried him up. He seemed content when she set him down next to her on the bed.

      “We’ll keep each other company, Casey. What do you say to that?”

      Soon Grace and the dog fell into a sound sleep.
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      Grace’s limbs jolted, a painful flash of static, and she sat up, panting. It took a moment to remember that she was in Annabelle’s house. She saw the old-fashioned furniture, the quilt on her bed, and the tube television on the dresser, and she exhaled, resting back on the pillow.

      “Too bad this wasn’t all a dream,” she said. “I could have woken up in California.”

      She ran her hand over the indentation where Casey slept during the night. He wasn’t there, so he must have made his way downstairs on his own or Annabelle helped him. Grace groaned with the aches that come from sleeping in a hard, unfamiliar bed. She felt exhausted, as if she hadn’t slept at all. She made her way into the kitchen, found the box of Earl Grey, and put the kettle on. Casey appeared, his stumpy tail dancing in greeting. Grace found his kibble in the cupboard, fed him, and gave him fresh water. While Grace waited for the tea to brew she watched the farm down the road come to life while Nampa awakened with a pink line along the horizon.

      Still exhausted, she returned to the loft, crawled into bed, and pulled the quilt over her head. Overwhelmed by the strangeness of her surroundings, and upset for some reason by the reminder that she had cows for neighbors, she wept into her pillow.

      Grandma Olivia is right, she thought. My parents do like to play things safe. But maybe caution isn’t such a bad thing. Maybe it’s better to think things through. I should have asked more questions about Idaho, about Annabelle. I should have known what I was getting myself into. As Grace thought about her parents’ home in Carmel, she drifted back to sleep.

      
      The second time Grace awoke she heard Annabelle shuffling in the kitchen. Grace wasn’t up for any conversation so she stayed in her room. She remembered the tube television on the dresser and turned the clunky dial. She turned from station to station to see if there was anything on, anything at all that might distract her. She passed a quiz show and a cooking show. She saw a classic movie and stopped. She liked black and white films. Her father loved old movies and they had watched many together. Idaho felt a bit black and white to her, like Dorothy in Kansas where everything is rural, ordinary. The film on the tube television must have been from the 1950s based on the actors’ clothing and hairstyles. She recognized Van Johnson from an episode of “I Love Lucy” while the screen filled with happy smiles and soft shoe dancing and everyone was having a grand old time.

      When the announcer said,  “We’ll return to Duchess of Idaho after these messages,” Grace couldn’t have been more surprised. Why are people singing and dancing about Idaho? But she had nothing else to do, and she wasn’t ready to face Annabelle, so she propped the pillows against the wall, got back into bed, pulled the covers to her chin, and settled in to watch. It turned out that “Duchess of Idaho” is a title Esther Williams wins in a dance contest. But the movie was set in Sun Valley, Idaho, not Nampa, and who would want to be Duchess of Idaho anyway? Duchess of Potatoes is more like it.

      When the movie ended, Grace made her way downstairs. Annabelle was resting in her recliner, her eyes glued to a tube television only slightly newer than the one in the loft.

      “There’s bacon and eggs on the hot plate in the kitchen,” Annabelle said. “You can take care of yourself while I watch my stories, can’t you? We’ll start tackling the house tomorrow. Today I’m taking Daisy out for some exercise. Do you ride? Horses, I mean.”

      “I rode a pony once when I was a kid.”

      “That’s one more surprise for my ever-growing list. Your mother loves to ride, or at least she did when she was a child. If you want to ride Daisy or Chuck just let me know. They’re both well-behaved and they’ll let you take them for a spin. I’ll teach you how to saddle up if you’d like.”

      Grace thanked Annabelle, said maybe some other time, and left her grandmother in peace to watch the English soap opera that had her enthralled. Grace sat at the breakfast nook, ate her breakfast, and took a bottle of water up to the loft. As she checked her phone she saw a text from her mother asking how things were going. Grace put the phone away, thinking she’d respond to her mother later. When she went downstairs she stifled a laugh at the sight of Annabelle with her khaki trousers tucked into well-worn riding boots, a contrast to her hot pink blouse under a sweater vest of blue and purple flowers. Annabelle was buckling her riding hat under her chin.

      “Why don’t you come out with me now?” Annabelle said. “You’re not doing anything and there’s no reason for you to sit around feeling sorry for yourself.” Before Grace could respond, Annabelle shook her head. “I’ve seen that pucker on your face since you got here. Idaho might not be to your taste, but you have to give it a chance, that’s all I’m saying. Besides, it might do you good to slow down a little, see the sights, and enjoy the simple things. I’ll teach you to cook, sew, mend, and quilt too. You never know when those skills will come in handy.”

      “I can cook a bit,” Grace said. “And it’s easy enough to buy clothes or blankets.”

      “Sometimes there’s nowhere to buy them.”

      “Are you saying there are no stores in Idaho? Mom said there’s a mall in Boise.”

      “There’s more than that now. But it never hurts to have some practical skills, you know.”

      Grace nodded. “It would be nice to be better at cooking, and I wouldn’t mind learning how to quilt.” She gestured at the quilts hanging from a rack on the wall. “Did you make those?”

      “As a matter of fact, I did. My mother taught me, as her mother taught her, and her mother taught her, all the way back to when our people first settled here in the nineteenth century. Our family came over on the Oregon Trail. Didn’t your mother tell you that?”

      “No, she didn’t.”

      “What do you Wentworths talk about all day? And you interested in history and all. I wonder about Sarah sometimes, honestly I do. I used to try to teach her family things that have been passed down the generations but she was never interested. She likes to cook and garden, Sarah, but sewing, quilting, churning butter, now those are skills that will come in handy no matter what life has in store for you.”

      “Churning butter?” Grace struggled not to laugh. “All right, Annabelle. I’ll try some new things while I’m here. Grandma said I should open myself to the possibilities of being in Idaho.”

      “Grandma? You mean James’ mother?”

      “No, Dad’s mom died before I was born. I mean Olivia Phillips. She’s like a mother to my parents and a grandmother to Johnny and me.”

      “So you call your own grandmother Annabelle and a family friend Grandma? Whatever floats your boat there, Grace. But don’t forget that I am your grandmother. My DNA runs through your veins. I have some family stories I can tell you, and I may even know a thing or two about you.”

      “I didn’t mean anything by it. It’s just…”

      “You and I are virtually strangers. You’re right, we are, and I’m sorry for it, I am. I’ve been interested in you since the day your parents brought you home. I wonder if you’re the one after all.”

      “What do you mean by the one?”

      Annabelle shook her head. “I mean nothing. I’m an old woman talking nonsense. I want to get to know you now you’re here, Grace, that’s all. Now that I think of it, I insist you come riding with me. I’ll settle you on Chuck. He’s a nice boy, an easy-going gelding.”

      “I don’t have the right clothes for riding.”

      “Chuck’s no fashionista. He doesn’t give two figs what you’re wearing. So long as you can sit astride and hold him steady, he’ll do the work.” Grace tried to think of a good excuse, but Annabelle was having none of it. “Do you have some pressing engagement, Missy?”

      “I suppose I don’t.”

      “Come along then. Don’t dawdle.”

      Grace followed her grandmother to the mud room where Annabelle found a second riding hat. Annabelle helped Grace tug on the black riding boots that came to her thighs, big but not dangerously so. Annabelle wondered aloud at Grace’s jeans, which might be too tight to ride in.

      “Let’s see if you can straddle without ripping your bloomers and showing your hoo-hoo to the world.”

      Grace couldn’t help laughing. She was stern, Annabelle, but there was a sense of humor beneath that no-nonsense attitude. They stepped into the afternoon light and the tops of the mountains glowed gold in the distance. Annabelle led the two horses from their stables and saddled them both. She showed Grace how to lift herself and held Chuck steady while Grace mounted, awkwardly, but she made it on her first try without kicking the horse and startling him.

      “All right then,” Annabelle said. “Make sure you’re balanced and steady up there. Don’t be afraid. Chuck’s a good boy. Aren’t you, sweetie pie?” Annabelle stroked the horse’s cheek as she squinted at Grace in the saddle. “Not bad for your first try. Now lean back a little. You look like a wooden board. That’s better. You want Chuck to know you feel natural up there.”

      “I don’t.”

      “But you will.”

      Grace exhaled and tried to relax her muscles. He was indeed a nice boy, Chuck, waiting patiently for Grace to settle. Annabelle demonstrated how to click her tongue to make Chuck go, and how to slow or stop by gently releasing the reins. “After all, the bit’s in their mouth and you don’t want someone yanking your tongue out when they’re ready to stop, now, do you? I didn’t think so. When you’re ready to stop say ‘Whoa’ and release your pressure. That’s all there is to it. But don’t worry. Chuck will follow Daisy and me. You won’t have to think too much.”

      Annabelle and Daisy trotted away, slowly to give Grace time to get going. Grace clicked her tongue the way Annabelle showed her but nothing happened. Chuck thought a moment, as if he were unsure whether or not Grace meant that odd sound as an order. He must have decided it was since he began following Daisy. He took his time with his steps, a nice, slow gait that allowed Grace time to acclimate to the movement and enjoy the scenery. As they trotted along, Grace saw that Nampa was more inhabited than she thought, though she reveled in the rural panorama of farms and mountains. Wisps of clouds floated cotton-like above their heads.

      Grace exhaled fully for the first time since arriving in Idaho. “Maybe I don’t have to rush home after all,” she said.

      “You were going to make the great skedaddle, then?”

      “I said that out loud?”

      “Were you?”

      “It’s just…” Grace didn’t want to offend her grandmother. “It’s so different here from what I’m used to.”

      “But you were in Oregon for college, weren’t you? Studying history?”

      “That’s right, but Portland is closer to what I know at Berkeley.”

      “You don’t feel any connection to Idaho at all?”

      “I haven’t been here long enough to feel anything in particular about Idaho.”

      Annabelle sighed. “Look, Grace. I know I’m an old lady, but I am your grandmother and I do care about you, even if I haven’t been wonderful about showing it all these years.” Annabelle stared straight ahead, as though the conversation hit too close for comfort. Then she glanced at Grace from under the pointed brim of her riding hat. “I’m glad you came, you know. I’m glad I have a chance to get to know my granddaughter. That’s all.”

      “I’m glad I came, Annabelle. It’s beautiful here, and I would like to learn those skills from you, I would.”

      “So, no great skedaddle?”

      “No skedaddling. At least not until after I’ve done what I’ve come to do, which is help you clean out the house.”

      “That makes me happy, Grace.”

      They continued at an easy pace. Cars passed in the distance while children jumped from their school buses with their cartoon character backpacks swinging from their shoulders. Daisy and Chuck trotted toward Old Nampa, the downtown area, and Grace was charmed. With its Art Deco-style brick buildings and brick sidewalks, its old-time Post Office, and charming shops, it had the feel of a quaint life from a bygone era.

      “There’s music down here sometimes,” Annabelle said, “along with food trucks and cafés if you’re into that sort of thing.” Annabelle nodded toward Grace. “Maybe it isn’t as bad as you thought?”

      Annabelle nodded at two older ladies, and from the pleasant greeting between them, Grace guessed they knew each other. It was nice to see Annabelle in a different light, chatting with her friends. Grace had to admit that Annabelle was growing on her. A bit.

      The ladies continued their walk and Annabelle turned Daisy around. “Now let’s head on home, Grace. I want to show you how to plant tomatoes and there’s a recipe for quick-bake biscuits you should know.”

      
      Insomnia was something Grace had dealt with her whole life. She was indeed her father’s daughter.

      When her family first moved to California from Massachusetts, they lived near Berkeley since both of her parents worked at the university. Then, when her parents retired they bought the turquoise-colored house in Carmel-by-the-Sea. The whole Wentworth family loved that house, but Grace in particular adored it. When she lived there she never wanted to sleep. She didn’t want to miss a moment of the whispering ocean breeze, afraid that if she dozed off even for a moment she’d miss a pronouncement of great importance. Her father must have felt the same. How many times had she crawled out of bed in the deepest night to find him hovering near the bay window, the one with the view toward the water, his eyes far away, the street lamp reflecting like mirrors off his eyeglasses, his head hanging as though his thoughts weighed him down? Other nights she found him at the dining room table, a cup of Earl Grey beside him, his laptop open, surrounded by research for his scholarly tomes about Victorian literature, books he had been wanting to write forever, he said, and now that he was retired he finally had the time. Whenever James saw Grace beside him he smiled.

      “You either?” he’d say.

      “Not a wink.”

      James made Grace ginger and turmeric tea, no caffeine for her that late, and they would sit in that comfortable silence they had together.

      “Well,” her father would say, “I’ve been a night owl for as long as I can remember and so it seems are you. You are a true Wentworth.”

      “Isn’t Mom a Wentworth?”

      “She certainly is. But you’re my blood, and while your mother has my heart forever and a day, my blood doesn’t flow through her veins like it does yours.” He smiled. “Oh, yes, my Gracie. You’re a Wentworth indeed.”

      After Grace finished her tea she would finally feel sleepy. She would wash out her cup and saucer, set them on the dish rack beside the kitchen sink, and smile at her father as she headed back to her room. Every time, without fail, her father said the same words.

      “Say good night, Gracie.”

      And every time Grace would laugh.

      “Dad, you’ve been saying that Burns and Allen joke since I was a baby.”

      “Say good night, Gracie.”

      “Good night, Gracie.”

      After a day of helping Annabelle make biscuits and gravy from scratch and planting tomatoes, Grace felt tired in a good way. As she got ready for bed, her phone rang.

      “Grace?” Sarah asked. “Is everything all right?”

      In the background she heard her father. “Gracie? Are you sure you’re okay?”

      “I’m all right, Mom. Tell Dad I’m fine. Why are you asking?”

      “I texted you but you never answered back. Then Olivia said she felt something odd in your energy and she felt it again this morning. Is Annabelle treating you all right?”

      “Annabelle is fine. She’s…”

      “An acquired taste?” Sarah asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Stubborn,” James said.

      “Apparently, I’m drawn to stubborn people,” said Sarah. “Grace, I know Annabelle can be stern, but believe me, under that tough exterior is a woman who would give her heart away if someone in her family needed it.”

      “I think I see that now.”

      “I’m glad. She and I have never seen eye to eye, as I’m sure she’s told you, but I’ve never doubted that she loved me in her way. Are you sure you don’t want me to come?”

      “No, Mom. It’s okay. I feel better today. Annabelle and I have been horseback riding and we’ve gardened and baked together. Annabelle wants to teach me to cook and sew, and I did enjoy the horseback riding even if I am a little sore now. It’s certainly pretty here in Idaho.”

      “Yes,” Sarah said, “it’s very pretty there.”

      “And it is an interesting old house, like you said.”

      “Have you found anything for the Antiques Roadshow yet?” Sarah asked.

      “We haven’t started cleaning anything out, but I wouldn’t be surprised if something worth a lot of money popped up.”

      James’ voice grew louder in the background. “Are you sure you don’t want to come home, Gracie?”

      “Mom, will you please tell Dad that I’m a grown woman and I don’t need you two checking up on me every five minutes? How many times have you spoken to Johnny since he left?”

      “As a matter of fact, we spoke to him last night,” Sarah said. “He’s flying to France today. And we know you’re a grown woman, but no matter how old you are you will always be our child and we will always worry about you.”

      “I know, Mom, I do. But I’m fine. I promise. Annabelle can be cranky, but the truth is I’m starting to like her. I want to get to know her better and learn more about our family. How come you never told me our family came west on the Oregon Trail?”

      “I should have, Grace, you’re right. For me
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