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CHAPTER ONE
GRACE



THE EASTERN SHORE OF MARYLAND, JUNE 1947

This home was never a happy one, not with Dad’s constant carping and the caterwauling of the wayward girls in the night—but it’s really been unbearable since she showed up.

I haven’t been in the main house two minutes before my entire body goes flushed and prickly. She’s here; I can feel it. My peony-pink nails bite into my palms. I try to ignore her. Breathe in and out. Steady. Avoid the mirror.

“Are you all right?” my brother asks, concerned. Cooper always looks concerned lately, like he’s forgotten there are other ways to look at me.

“It’s cold in here, don’t you think?” I lie. It’s the second week of June and the Eastern Shore is already sweltering hot and sticky with humidity. We haven’t got money for one of those newfangled air conditioners.

I pace the front hall like a restless cat. Not now, please. We’re expecting the Thorpes any minute; Dad has summoned us to the main house to greet them. Us being me and my perpetual sunbeam of a twin brother, Cooper Harrow. We look an awful lot alike, which is to say we are both tall and blond and beautiful. Cooper has thick eyelashes that are completely wasted on a boy, magnified by specs that might get him teased if he weren’t the fastest tailback at Greeley High. His newly crooked nose is sunburnt, his hair a rumpled haystack. The feminine half of our class is positively mad for him, but he’s never had a steady. Too focused on books and football and, these last couple months, mother-henning over me.

Footsteps emerge from Mrs. Langford’s office. Not the graceful click of the boss’s peep-toe heels, but Dad’s heavy stride. My shoulders tense. Rage simmers in my stomach, a teakettle primed to shriek.

Is that anger mine or hers?

I can’t tell anymore, and that scares me more than anything.

Dad rounds the corner, tall and thin to the point of gaunt. His lips are tucked beneath his pencil mustache, his blue eyes crackling with anger. He’ll be searching for a scapegoat right about now.

“Grace, fix your hair,” he snaps. “Summer is no excuse to be slovenly. We raised you better.”

I can’t avoid her any longer. I glance into the big brass mirror, and she skitters into view. White skin and bobbed black hair, her lipsticked mouth stretched wide.

I blink and she’s gone. It’s just me in the mirror: the same sun-streaked blond hair as Cooper, but my eyelashes need a good coat of Maybelline to compete with the dark circles under my eyes. I used to be the picture of pink-cheeked health before she showed up.

I glance at Coop, but he’s unbothered. He doesn’t see her.

Nobody sees her but me.

Nobody feels the fear that swamps me, trickling down the nape of my neck and puddling sweat at the base of my spine.

I’m afraid I’m losing my mind. It keeps me awake at night. Keeps me flinching every time I pass a mirror or a dark window or a silver spoon.

I blink at my reflection: upturned nose scattered with freckles, square stubborn jaw, honey-colored hair pulled back on both sides. I don’t look like my heart’s racing fit to burst. I’m doing my best to hide it all.

But I’m not sure how much longer I can keep it up.

“Vanity is a sin, Grace,” Dad barks. “Fix your hair and be done with it!”

I move one barrette a quarter of an inch. It doesn’t matter; what matters is that I obey him without question. And that I seem appropriately chastened while I’m at it.

Mostly, Dad wants to prove that he’s still got one girl left to boss and bully.

I uncurl my fingers, which have clenched into fists at my sides. I breathe deeply, in and out, until the hot poison in my gut dissipates. Till I know I won’t say something I’ll regret. Something Dad will make me regret.

“What do you think they’ll be like? The Thorpes?” Cooper asks.

“Spoiled. Used to being waited on hand and foot. And we’re nothing but the hired help now,” Dad says, bitter.

In February, a rich hotelier from Washington approached Dad about turning the Harrow Home for Wayward Girls into a fancy hotel. Dad didn’t want to sell. This house and its ten acres on the Chesapeake have been in the family for generations. But the maternity home business dried up during the War. Girls in trouble could say they’d married their soldier on furlough and been widowed by the Nazis, and nobody was any the wiser. We were hip-deep in debt. So, Dad sold it all, lock, stock, and barrel.

In March, construction began on the White Heron Hotel. In April, our family moved to the newly renovated caretaker’s cottage. The hotelier’s widowed sister, Mrs. Langford, arrived in May to oversee the refurbishment. Mr. Thorpe can’t oversee it himself because he’s in Europe on his honeymoon. With his new wife. His fourth wife. (Dad shares that detail gleefully, as proof of the Thorpe family’s utter moral collapse.)

Now Mr. Thorpe is sending his daughters here for the summer. They’ll be staying in the family residence, the suite of rooms upstairs that used to be ours.

I wonder if those rich girls will learn to close the drapes before it’s dark enough to see a face not their own reflected back at them. If they’ll learn to cover their mirrors with scarves.

Probably not. Probably I’ll still be alone in it, only now there will be three more people I have to hide it from: this fury that rushes over me in unexpected waves.

Our family’s livelihood depends on the Thorpes now.

The idea makes my belly cramp.

I am unpredictable of late, even to myself.

“I hope they won’t expect me to wait on them,” I grumble.

“If your mother asks you to, you will. And you’ll do it with a smile,” Dad decrees. “Without any complaint. Unless you think you’re too good for an honest day’s work. Is that what you think?”

I freeze like a deer in the sights. “No, sir.”

In the fall, when the White Heron opens, Ma will be the head chef. When Mr. Thorpe came to see the property, she served him a crab cake supper with Smith Island cake for dessert. He offered her a job on the spot. He wants authentic Eastern Shore food for his guests, and Ma’s the best cook in Queen Anne’s County. This summer, she’ll cook and keep house for Mrs. Langford and the Thorpe girls.

Dad isn’t happy about it. He doesn’t think women should go out to work. But Ma put her foot down for once, because it means we can stay here, even if it is in the caretaker’s cottage. And Mr. Thorpe agreed to give Dad a try as hotel manager. (The trial part vexes Dad.)

“I want you to make the Thorpes feel welcome. Be polite. Friendly. But not overfamiliar,” Dad lectures. “Remember your place. Their father is the boss now.”

“Sure,” Cooper says, affable as ever. Dad gives him a hard look. “I mean, yes, sir.”

I grit my teeth. I’m not good at kowtowing at the best of times.

And these are hardly the best of times.

“Grace?” Dad says. “Do you understand? Be sweet.”

“As pie.” I paste on a brittle smile.

“Why don’t Grace and I go wait for them outside?” Cooper’s eager to get me away from Dad.

“Sounds good, son.” Occasionally, to keep us on our toes, he likes to dole out a little praise.

Cooper runs a hand through his haystack hair. “Come on, Gracie.”

Gladly. I cannot abide being inside this house. I hurry to the door, anxious to leave her behind. Dad, too, if I’m telling the truth. As we come out onto the wide front porch, I gulp at the briny air like I’m drowning. My shoulders fall down from my ears.

Cooper peers at me. “You sure you’re all right?”

“I’m fine.” I cut my eyes at him. “Quit pestering me.”

He leans against a rickety white column. “You think these Thorpe girls are gonna be as bad as Dad says?” He’s changing the subject. He’s a real champ, my brother.

“Worse,” I predict. “They’re probably dumb Doras who only care about boys and band leaders. They’ll hate being marooned out here in the middle of nowhere.”

He shoves his hands into the pockets of his slacks. “I don’t know, I think we should give ’em a chance.”

I huff in annoyance. Cooper always wants to give everyone a chance. It’s irritating.

But he didn’t turn his back on me when he had every right to.

Instead, he’s stuck to me like glue. Even when I try my best to push him away.

A shining black Cadillac turns onto the rutted lane. “Here they come,” I say. Ready or not.

“Be nice, Grace,” my brother begs.

I give him a toothy smile. “Whatever do you mean? I’m always nice.”

Then, in the blinding reflection off the Cadillac’s windows, I see her. Just a flash, there and gone. I let out a little gasp.

I’ve never seen her outside the main house before. I can’t always avoid the house, but I can leave. Go outdoors. That’s been my refuge.

Does this mean I can’t escape her anywhere?

Anger wars with the fear bubbling in my belly. Maybe I deserve this. Truth is, sometimes I am the furthest thing from nice. Sometimes I resent the bejesus out of my sweet brother. Sometimes I’m so full of wanting—I don’t even know what—it feels like I could swallow the whole world. More often than not, I’m grudging and greedy and spiteful.

But I can’t admit any of that out loud, not even to Cooper.

Because if there’s one thing I know for sure, it’s that nobody—nobody—likes an angry girl.







CHAPTER TWO
ROSE



The first time I see the Harrow twins, they are lounging against the weathered white columns of the hotel with the midday sun glinting down on them like beautiful golden gargoyles. Her soft pink blouse glows against her long, tanned limbs. His collared white shirt is neatly pressed. Her honeyed hair falls in perfect pin curls; his is charmingly tousled. She wears red lipstick. No, what does Miss O’Malley say? “Be more specific, Rose. The best writers are keen observers of human nature.” Scarlet lipstick stains her pretty pout. Glasses perch on his crooked nose, like a blond Clark Kent. They both snap to attention when they spot the Caddy rattling up the potholed drive.

Are they posted there waiting for us?

“Who are they?” Ella breathes, rapt.

Lou squirms out of the middle seat and presses her hot little face to Ella’s window.

Honestly, I’m equally rapt—captivated—but at seventeen, I’m too proud to show it. I tuck my red T-shirt into my high-waisted, side-buttoned shorts. This combination, with ankle-strap wedges, was the fashionable look at Miss Parker’s. Nanny warned me that folks on the Eastern Shore might be more conservative—staid—straitlaced. But I didn’t pay her any mind. Now I notice how the girl’s pleated skirt falls to mid-calf, and her blouse is buttoned up to her collarbones.

I eye my sister’s pink cropped top. At least the matching wrap skirt is knee-length. “Ella, are you sure you don’t want a sweater?”

“A sweater?” My sister scowls. “It’s hot as heck out here!”

I wince. “It’s just—they look like they’re wearing Sunday school clothes. We want to make a good first impression, don’t we?”

“‘Don’t we?’” Ella mimics. “You’re not the boss of me, Rose.”

Don’t I know it. She’s been testy all week, and my patience is running thin. If I were the boss of her, I’d—oh, I don’t know what. She’s far too old for a spanking, and Father’s never laid a hand on us anyhow.

I wish Nanny were here. She would know how to manage Ella.

The truth is, my sisters and I have never spent an entire summer together. Usually, Ella and I are flitting off to camp by now. Then I spend the latter half of July with my roommate, Clara, at her family’s place in the Poconos, and Ella spends the first half of August with her roommate at Cape May. But not this summer. This summer, the three of us are staying put at Father’s new hotel. Ella feels it as a punishment, and so did I till my bust-up with Clara. Now I see it as an opportunity, a fresh start: No one knows me here. I can be whoever I want, free of the expectations and suspicions of Miss Parker’s.

And I’m going to get to truly know my sisters. We’ll be a real family, Ella and Lou and me. I mean, good God, look at the Harrow twins: They’re like something out of a Norman Rockwell painting! By August, that could be us.

Lou yanks open Ella’s door, darts around the Caddy, and screeches to a stop in front of the twins. She sticks her forefinger in her mouth. It’s a babyish habit Nanny’s been trying to break her of, with little success.

Our driver opens the door for me. “Thank you, Milton.”

“Of course, Miss Rose.”

I catch Grace raising her eyebrows at that. I gather the Harrows don’t have household staff.

“Who are you?” Lou asks them.

“Manners, Lulu. We don’t say, ‘Who are you,’ we introduce ourselves and say, ‘How do you do,’” I remind her. But I can’t fault her for not knowing any better. She’s only five, and she hasn’t had a mother to speak of.

Ella slouches against the car, mortified. She’s fourteen, and everything mortifies her now.

“I’m Grace Harrow.” The girl has a low, throaty voice. Every word feels like she’s telling—divulging—a delicious secret. She holds out her hand, and Lou pumps it enthusiastically, rather like the handle of a well. “This is my brother, Cooper. We live here. Down in the caretaker’s cottage. Since your dad bought our house.”

“Grace!” the boy hisses.

Oh. Dad told me that the previous owner and his wife were staying on as the hotel manager and chef. He mentioned that they had kids. He did not mention that they would be living on the property—or that the “kids” are my age and intimidatingly beautiful.

“Hello. Sorry about my sister.” Cooper is blushing. Imagine: a boy who blushes! He’s handsome behind those glasses, freckles splashed like cinnamon across his tanned cheeks and crooked nose. He gives us a bashful smile, and I can’t help but return it.

“How do you do. I’m Rosemary Thorpe. Rose.” They tower over me, even in my wedges. Barefoot, I’m five one. Even Ella is taller than me now. The indignity of it, being outgrown by my little sister! She hangs back, staring down at her Keds. “May I present my sisters, Eleanor—Ella—and Louisa.”

“Welcome to the White Heron. We’re so pleased to have you.” Grace’s smile is like a bite; it shows all her teeth.

I bristle—it’s our hotel—and then think better of it. We’re going to be stuck with each other all summer. Nanny always says, you catch more flies with honey.

“Thank you. We’re happy to be here.”

“Speak for yourself,” Ella mutters. I wince again, embarrassed.

“Your aunt said you’ll be spending the summer with us while your dad’s on his latest honeymoon.”

I don’t miss the word latest, or the amusement in Grace’s voice. Clearly, my father’s reputation has preceded him. He’s a wolf in business but an absolute meatball when it comes to love. Ella and I haven’t met our newest stepmother, but she could hardly be worse than the last one. Father met Lou’s mother in a dance hall. Where she was onstage. Millie liked attention, and she didn’t want to share even a smidge of Father’s. She packed Ella and me off to boarding school the moment she could. When Lou came along—an accident, I overheard Millie say, as though Lou could be anything but a delight—she foisted her off on Nanny. It still wasn’t enough. Right before Lou’s second birthday, Father caught Millie necking with her driving instructor, who was a Bolshevik, or a Communist, or at least Russian. I was fourteen at the time and heard about it from our staff, who are a bunch of gossips. They were glad to see the back of her, too.

I paste on a smile. “Father’s such a romantic.” A romantic dingbat. “He and Lena are in Paris now.”

“Paris! How grand.” Grace’s eyes narrow. “I hope you aren’t too disappointed to be stuck out here in the sticks with us.” Her brother elbows her.

“Not at all. It’s very pretty.” Actually, the place seems forlorn—ramshackle—desolate. My gaze travels from the porch, with its peeling white paint and rickety floorboards, up past the second story, to the shingled gray roof and crumbling widow’s walk situated between two brick chimneys. Wings stretch out to the north and south, sun glinting off the barred windows.

Why would they need to bar the windows?

I know that the place used to be a maternity home that housed girls as they waited to give birth and then convalesced afterward. Did the barred windows prevent girls from escaping? The thought that they might have been held against their will gives me the shivers. The house is awfully isolated, squatting in the middle of flat green fields at the end of a long drive. We passed through a town perhaps fifteen minutes ago, then took a series of winding dirt roads and rattling bridges. Beyond the house is only the shimmering blue of the Chesapeake.

If a girl wanted to escape this house, where would she even go?

I look at my sisters. Ella is scowling. Lou’s bottom lip is quivering. We’re all feeling anxious, though I’m determined to make the best of it. Auntie is the wild card; she’s little more than a stranger to us. She came around more when we were younger, but she loathed Millie—I can hardly blame her for that—and kept her distance. Then her husband was killed in France back in ’44, and she’s been in mourning ever since. Father says it isn’t healthy; Auntie is still a young woman. Keeping the White Heron on track is meant to give her new purpose.

Father thinks everyone should handle grief the way he does, by keeping busy.

Normally, my sisters and I would have stayed in Washington between our camps and travels. Father being away is nothing new. He comes home, laden with presents; then he goes away again. But two weeks ago, Nanny—the great constant in our lives till now—tripped over Lou’s kitten, tumbled down the stairs, and broke her leg in two places. She’ll be laid up at her sister’s all summer.

So, here we are, shipped off to Auntie. When Father gets an idea in his head, no one else has much of a say.

The door groans open and a tall, dour man emerges. He has a thin mustache and pomaded dark hair, and he looks a bit like William Powell in The Thin Man, if William Powell were an undertaker. Perhaps a little less cheerful.

That’s a good line. I’ll describe him that way in my diary later. I clutch it through the leather of my pocketbook. It’s my version of Lou’s stuffed bunny. A security blanket of sorts.

“Miss Thorpe, I presume?” The man has the unctuous tone of an undertaker, too.

“Rose.” I stick out a hand. “How do you do.”

“How do you do,” he drawls. His handshake is crushingly firm, his hands icy. “Welcome to the White Heron. I’m Joseph Harrow, hotel manager. I see you’ve already met my children.”

This is the twins’ father? They must get their looks from their mother.

I introduce my sisters. Lulu’s finger is in her mouth again.

“Mrs. Langford is meeting with the foreman. I told her you’ve arrived.” Mr. Harrow turns to Cooper. “Son, show the driver where to take their luggage.” Cooper starts toward the door, but Mr. Harrow coughs. “Don’t go empty-handed, Coop.”

“Oh, you don’t have to do that,” I protest. “Milton will get them.”

“No, no. It’s our pleasure. We’re at your service, Miss Thorpe,” Mr. Harrow insists.

I catch Grace rolling her eyes behind her father’s back. Cooper obediently hauls some of our luggage out of the trunk. As he and Milton go in, Aunt Joan comes out, and I nearly gasp to see her. The Auntie who came to Easter two months ago was prim and practical in a mauve shirtwaist dress, pumps, and stockings. This Auntie is positively transformed. She wears wide-legged, high-waisted trousers and a snug white cashmere sweater that shows off her trim figure. She is tanned and flushed and happy.

Mr. Harrow grimaces. “Mrs. Langford.”

“Girls! I’m so happy you’re here.” Auntie beams at us. “We’re going to have such fun.”

“It’s going to be the best summer,” I enthuse, letting her pull me into an embrace.

She seems genuine enough. But Millie pretended to want us at first, too.

This is a fresh start, I remind myself. I shan’t be a Negative Nellie. Unlike some people. Ella is scowling again, or perhaps her face is stuck that way. Lou takes my hand, her finger wet against my palm. In the awkward silence, with the door thrown open, I can hear the rasp of saws and the pounding—pummeling—cacophony of hammers.

“Come in. I’ll show you to your rooms. You must be tired from the drive.” Auntie is undeterred by my sisters’ lack of enthusiasm. “Do excuse the mess. We’re behind schedule because of all the rain. Renovation of the public spaces—the breakfast room, dining room, parlor, and library—is underway, but nothing is quite finished. Except the family quarters and the kitchen. Your father put a rush on those. Eddie—that’s Mr. Lloyd, the foreman—he and his team have been working night and day.”

“It’s lovely,” I say gamely, because someone has to say something. “What a beautiful spot, right on the water. What a lucky duck you are, Grace, to grow up here!” I’m imagining clambakes on the beach, sailing regattas and swimming races.

As I step across the threshold, my stomach tips and tumbles. The lobby has new oak floors and high ceilings and a gleaming counter that stretches beneath the double staircase. Sunlight streams in through tall, curtainless windows and catches on the crystal chandelier. Rainbows dance along the walls.

It’s all very pleasant—that’s how I’ll describe it later in my diary—but I feel suddenly, unaccountably hot and panicky and trapped. Heat rushes to my face. What if Auntie’s enthusiasm is all for show? What if she doesn’t want us here? What if no one wants us here? I glance at my sisters. We have no one to depend on but one another, stuck in this desolate place, this little hayseed town, with—Grace is watching me, frowning, as though she can read every disparaging thought—people who clearly don’t like us.

“I hope you’ll be every bit as happy here as we were.” Grace’s smile is sugary sweet, but her eyes are cold.

As I follow Auntie up the curving staircase, I glance behind me. Mr. Harrow’s oily gaze follows Ella, his thin lips pursed disapprovingly. As I watch, he claps a hand on his daughter’s shoulder. Grace tenses beneath his touch. The movement is slight, but unmistakable.

Inauspicious.

Exactly how happy were they here?







CHAPTER THREE
GRACE



As I follow Cooper into the caretaker’s cottage, I hear the most irksome sound in the world: Magnolia Sutton’s giggle.

Our houseguest is perched on a kitchen chair with her high, round belly pushing against her bottle-green dress. My boyfriend is opening her Coke bottle while he stares, mesmerized, at her overflowing bosom.

“Hi, Stanley,” I say.

His guilty eyes snap to mine. “Gracie! There you are! You want a Coke? Some strawberry shortcake?” He plops down next to Magnolia and forks shortcake into his mouth without waiting for my answer.

Ma bustles around the cramped kitchen, pouring him a glass of milk, then one for Cooper. She’s always serving somebody.

“Did you meet the Thorpe girls? What are they like?” Magnolia asks eagerly. She wanted to come up and see them for herself, but Dad forbade her. I guess he didn’t think our pregnant “cousin” would make the best first impression.

“They seem nice,” Cooper says.

“Did they?” I ask, skeptical. “They’re very fashionable. I think they’ll be awfully bored.”

“How could they be bored here?” Magnolia asks, as though the one-stoplight cow town of Greeley, Maryland, is some sort of paradise.

I put a hand on Stanley’s shoulder, marking my territory. He brushes a kiss across my cheek. His breath smells like strawberries and beer.

Has he been drinking already? My heart sinks. It’s barely one o’clock.

“Wanna go for a swim? I brought my birthday suit,” he wisecracks. He’s definitely been drinking. Ma clears her throat as she hands him a glass of milk. “Heh. Sorry, Mrs. Harrow.”

“It’s so hot.” Magnolia swipes at the trail of perspiration between her breasts. Stanley’s wandering eyes follow. “Gosh, I miss swimming at the lake back home. Guess I’ll have to settle for putting my feet in.”

She doesn’t have a bathing suit that fits. It would be indecent in her condition, anyhow.

“Guess so,” I mutter unsympathetically.

The boys guzzle their milk and scatter to change. Magnolia waddles outside.

“Grace,” Ma says. “Can’t you try to show her a little Christian kindness?”

Christian kindness. Is that what she and Dad call taking money from Magnolia’s father to hide her away here till her baby’s born, and then selling the baby to the highest bidder? They aren’t the ones who have to share a bedroom with her. She gets up to use the bathroom every two hours, and she leaves her things all over the floor because she’s used to having a maid pick up after her.

I carry Magnolia’s and Stanley’s dirty dishes to the sink. “She was just flirting with my boyfriend in my kitchen! Right in front of me!” I seethe. I’m not jealous; it’s the principle of the thing. Stanley Grotowski is my ticket out of this house, not hers. “And she never cleans up after herself!”

Ma starts scrubbing the dishes. “She’s only trying to make friends. Put yourself in her shoes.”

Ma is always putting herself in other people’s shoes. She works her fingers to the bone, and never thinks of herself, and for what? So she can cook and clean for the people who stole her home out from under her? So Dad can find fault with every little thing?

“Maggie’s lonely,” Ma continues. “Her family hardly writes. Imagine how you would feel in her situation.”

Never. I have my share of faults, but I’m not careless.

“All right.” It’s not worth the argument. Magnolia’s the last wayward girl. We’re supposed to tell the Thorpes that she’s our widowed cousin. It’s a pretty thin ruse, but I don’t know. Maybe they’re so sheltered, they’ll buy it.

I hurry to my (our) bedroom and change into a modest red one-piece with a built-in brassiere and a swing skirt.

A pea-gravel path leads from our back porch through Ma’s vegetable garden to the new, rectangular hotel pool. It was filled a week ago in preparation for the Thorpes’ arrival. God forbid they spend the summer without their luxuries.

Magnolia is already sitting on the concrete, dangling her swollen feet in the water.

“I don’t know how I’m gonna survive till August, Grace,” she moans, as I throw myself into a lounge chair.

Should have thought of that six months ago. But I keep my mouth shut.

Christian kindness and all.

Stanley cannonballs into the deep end. Cooper follows. They wrestle around like overgrown otters: Stan dunks him, then lightning-fast Cooper dunks him, then Stan holds Cooper under for a minute before climbing out. He shakes like a wet dog, and I squeal and shy away like I’m afraid of a little water, because he likes it when I act dizzy.

I hear their voices before I see them. My shoulders tense. This is how it will be now, I remind myself. It’s their father’s property. They’re free to come and go as they please.

“Come on, Rosie!” The little girl darts down the path from the hotel, tugging her sister by the hand. Lou is wearing a polka-dot swimsuit and a swim cap. Honestly, I’m not fond of children (Stanley’s sister’s boys are always sticky and shouting), but this one is pretty cute. She runs to the diving board, bounces, and leaps into the deep end.

“Can she swim?” Cooper asks, alarmed. Always ready to save a damsel in distress.

“Like a guppy,” Rose assures him. “She’s had lessons.”

Of course she has. The Thorpe girls have probably had lessons in all sorts of things: Swimming. Horseback riding. French. Piano. Driving, for Rose. I would kill for driving lessons, but Dad forbade Cooper to teach me, and that was that.

Lou pops back up, paddles toward Cooper, and splashes him right in the face. He laughs and splashes her back. She screeches with delight. Children adore my brother. It’s as though they can sense he’s a safe harbor.

I guess I ought to make introductions. I stand. “These are the Thorpe girls: Rosemary, Ella, and Lou. Girls, this is my boyfriend, Stanley Grotowski.”

Poor Stanley can’t decide where to look. Rosemary’s navy-blue one-piece isn’t much more revealing than mine, but the fabric clings to the curves of her wide hips and full bosom. Ella’s wearing a daring pink two-piece. She’s flat as a board up top, but her legs are a mile long in that high-cut bikini bottom. She’s like a foal, all wobbly limbs and bravado. Any cutting remarks I’d intended to make are forgotten. It’d be like slapping a baby.

“How do you do. Please, call me Rose. Only my teachers call me Rosemary. And only when I’m in trouble.” Rose grins. I wonder how often she gets in trouble, and for what. I can’t picture her sitting in detention. She’s very polished, with her chestnut ringlets and rounded vowels and fine manners.

“Nice to meet ya. Your dad’s doing a swell job with the place,” Stan says.

Magnolia lumbers over. I sigh. “And this is our cousin, Mrs. Magnolia Sutton.”

(That isn’t her real name. And of course there was no husband.)

Ella’s brown eyes go round as dinner plates when she sees Magnolia’s belly, then fly to the gold wedding band on her finger. Dad has a dozen of them in a drawer somewhere.

“How do you do, Mrs. Sutton,” Rose says.

“My friends call me Maggie.” Which is why I call her Magnolia. “I do hope we’ll be friends. I’ll be here till September, and I’m absolutely desperate for some girl talk.”

What am I, chopped liver? I make a face.

Rose catches it. She doesn’t miss a thing, that one; she caught me rolling my eyes at Dad earlier, too. I’ll have to be careful.

“Your aunt says you go to Miss Parker’s,” Magnolia says. “I was a Glenarden girl.”

That’s true. Till she got knocked up at fifteen and had to drop out.

“My roommate’s cousin went to Glenarden! Do you know Sarah Bancroft?” Ella asks.

Artless as a newborn. I almost admire it.

Magnolia stares at her feet. What a dumdum. She obviously mentioned Glenarden to endear herself to the Thorpes, to indicate they’re of a similar station. But she doesn’t want word of her condition getting back to Sarah Bancroft.

“I—I don’t think I know anyone by that name,” she mumbles.

“No matter. We won’t breathe a word,” Rose reassures her.

I wish she’d let her squirm for a minute.

“Thank you,” Magnolia says fervently.

“Of course. I loathe gossip.” Rose is equally fervent.

That’s conviction borne from being the target of it.

What skeletons are hiding in Rose’s closet? I wonder.

Magnolia giggles. “You have the prettiest eyes, Rose. They’re so blue. Like the ocean.”

Ugh. Although, to be fair, Rose does have pretty eyes. I’ve never been to the ocean, so I can’t speak to that. But they’re as blue as Ma’s cornflowers, or the deep of the Chesapeake.

“Rose was destined to have blue eyes. I learned about it in my biology class,” Ella says.

Rose laughs. “You learned about my eyes?”

“No,” Ella huffs. “Eyes in general. We studied dominant and recessive alleles, and did those little charts … Punnett squares, they’re called. If both of your parents have brown eyes, you’ll probably have brown eyes, too, but you could have blue eyes if any of your grandparents did. If one parent has blue eyes and one has brown—like me—you’ve got a fifty-fifty chance. And if both your parents have blue eyes—like Rose—you’re guaranteed blue. It’s science.”

I’m thinking of Ma’s slate-colored eyes and Dad’s pale gaze. “That can’t be right. Cooper and I have brown eyes, but our parents both have blue.”

Ella frowns. “That’s impossible.”

“Maybe you’re adopted,” Magnolia says.

“I wish.” What I wouldn’t give to know there’s nothing of Dad in me. Nothing of his hard-heartedness, the cruelty that seems to come second nature.

“Grace,” my brother scolds. “You don’t mean that.”

I scowl. I do, too. I guess he can’t fathom that his own sister (his twin sister) could be so unnatural. But Dad’s a bully, and Ma’s a doormat. It’s a poor combination.

“You must be mistaken, Ella. Maybe you missed part of the lesson,” Rose suggests.

“I did not,” Ella says, indignant. “I like science.”

I frown. I feel hot and resentful and cross.

“Rosie, watch!” Lou shouts. “Watch me dive!”

Rose turns as a cloud sweeps across the sun. I glance down at the pool.

The water, mirrorlike, reflects the blue sky (blue as Rose’s eyes) and the puffy white cotton-boll clouds. Then, quick as a flash, there’s a face. It’s her, beneath the water, peering up at me. White skin and dark, bobbed hair. Her red mouth is open, like she’s begging. Pleading.

Or screaming.

I blink and she’s gone. I shudder back from the edge of the pool, trying to fix my face before Cooper can see, or he’ll know. He’ll know I’m not all right.

That’s the second time today that I’ve seen her outside the main house.

I’m not safe here. Maybe I’m not safe anywhere.

I knock into Rose. She’s stumbling, shaken. She’s gone pale as milk.

“Rosie! Rosie, did you see?” Lou calls.

My heart hammers. “Are you all right, Rose?”

She looks like she’s seen a ghost.







CHAPTER FOUR
ROSE



My God, what was that? That face—that awful face, like something out of a nightmare or a Munch painting, desperate— furious—vanished.

Now there’s only water, and the blue-and-gold tile that Father imported from Italy.

But I saw it. Her. I did. She was right there, in the shallows, and she was so vivid …

I feel hot and dizzy. My heart is galloping like one of Thea’s Thoroughbreds. My mind spins, trying to make sense of it.

Was it a reflection, warped as Lou dove into the pool?

That doesn’t make sense. None of us have dark, bobbed hair.

Was it some sort of hallucination, brought on by the heat?

It isn’t that hot. And I’ve never seen something that wasn’t there before.

I fight the desire to cross myself the way Nanny does when we pass a black cat or a graveyard. We aren’t even Catholic!

“Rosie! Rosie, did you see?” Lou means her dive.

“Are you all right, Rose?” Grace asks. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

I stare at her. There isn’t any such thing.

But she’s watching me. Studying me, almost. Was it a prank? I’m no stranger to a little hazing, but at Miss Parker’s, that means a toad on one’s pillow, not—whatever that was.

And no one is laughing.

“It was aces, Lou,” I lie.

I sink into one of the cast-iron chairs, shaking, my stomach sour. “I’m feeling a little woozy.”

“It’s the heat. Poor thing.” Grace smirks. She hands me a bottle of Coke.

“Thanks.” I hardly know what I’m saying. My heart is still racing, my thoughts muddled. Am I losing my mind? Is this how it started for Anna—with strange hallucinations?

“Open it for her, Stanley,” Grace says.

Stanley grabs his Swiss Army knife from the table. “You want one, too, doll?” he asks Ella.

“Yes, please.” Ella’s shed her cover-up, but she’s hiding behind a Photoplay magazine and an enormous pair of sunglasses. She’s all arms and legs and pale, concave stomach in her candy-pink two-piece. She’s at the age where she goes back and forth: Look at me! My God, don’t look at me!

The Coke is sweet and fizzy on my tongue. Grace is still staring at me, her dark eyes searching—for what? A reaction to her prank? How could she have engineered that? A film projector seems impossible out here.

Eventually, she shakes her blond head and walks—stalks—to the diving board. She arcs beneath the water, long and lithe. The combination of natural athleticism and easy arrogance reminds me of Thea.

Thea was the first girl in our crowd to be kissed. The summer after our third year, she necked with a friend of her brother’s in the back seat of his Bantam Riviera roadster. When she told us, we were all abuzz with curiosity. Neither our mothers nor our nannies had told us what happened between boys and girls in the dark. A dozen of us packed into Thea’s dorm room, desperate for a little know-how: Did you close your eyes? Where did you put your hands? Where did he put his hands?

Thea had tossed her thick hazelnut hair. “It’s not like kissing your own arm at all. Nor a pillow.” She sighed. She was playing at being exasperated by how hopeless we all were, but I could tell she enjoyed having the upper hand. “Do you want me to show you?” Her brown eyes surveyed the room and landed on me. I still don’t know what she saw. Why she chose me. We weren’t friends. “Rosie. Come here.”

I went. Perched on the edge of her bed, trembling and trying not to show it. Thea’s hand was hot and firm on the small of my back as she drew me close. She slid her fingers into the curls at the base of my skull. “Close your eyes,” she instructed. Then she brushed her lips against mine. Once, twice, three times. Her mouth was soft and a little sticky. A few of the other girls giggled, scandalized. My eyes flew open. My heart was racing.

Thea drew back. “There. See? There’s nothing to it.”

But I had felt her trembling, too, her heart going like a rabbit’s.

Thea was—is, still—the star of the school’s equestrian team. She tasted like ripe red apples; she smelled of leather and hay. We kissed in empty stalls and the corners of the tack room all that fall and winter. It wasn’t something we spoke of, even after our hands had slipped beneath one another’s snug wool sweaters. Then Thea’s brother’s friend invited her to visit him at Penn, and Stuart Hayden asked me to the spring formal at Parkhurst, the boys’ school down the hill. Thea’s notes in my mailbox grew few and far between. By the time we went our separate ways for summer, it was already over.

“Do you have a steady, Rose? Rose?” Maggie asks, and I shake off my memories.

Knock it off, Rosie. This is a fresh start, remember? You can be a normal girl here. But you’ve got to stop mooning over Thea.

I give Maggie a bright smile. “No. Not at the moment.”

I’ve kissed a few boys in the year since Thea, but none of them rated. Not compared to her. And after what happened at the end of term, the boys from Parkhurst won’t be lining up to ask me out anytime soon.

Maybe there is something wrong with me.

Women have been institutionalized for less.

I’m shaking again. It takes effort to still my limbs.

“How about you, Ella?” Maggie asks. She’s sitting at the edge of the pool, her skirt hiked above her knees so she can dangle her feet in the water.

Ella flushes. I don’t think she has a steady, but I’m not certain. We hardly see each other at school. The three-hour drive from eastern Pennsylvania back to Washington was the most time we’ve spent together since the Easter holiday. I sat nervously gnawing the red varnish off my nails—an unattractive habit, I know—and wondering if I’d be welcome back at Miss Parker’s in the fall. Ella dozed in a puddle of sunshine, snoring softly.

“No, I don’t, do y—” Ella grimaces.

“My husband died in an automobile accident the day before Christmas. Only two weeks after we were married.” Maggie’s eyes go wide and woeful. “My parents didn’t approve of the marriage, on account of me only being fifteen, but my cousins have been kind enough to take me in. Uncle Joe is going to find a wonderful home for my baby.”

“I’m very sorry for your loss,” Ella says earnestly.

“You have our deepest condolences,” I agree.

I suspect it’s all a bunch of bunk. Maggie seems to enjoy—relish—savor her sad story a little too much. Is she really the Harrows’ cousin? Or is she one last wayward girl?

Maggie casts her gaze at the concrete, her lower lip wobbling performatively. “Thank you.”

“Grace, how long have you and Stanley been going together?” Ella asks.

“Forever,” Grace says. “Three and a half years.”

“I was a senior. Quarterback of the Lions. Coulda had any girl in town,” Stanley boasts, scrubbing a hand over his buzz cut. “Gracie was only in eighth grade, but I knew she was gonna be the prettiest girl in Greeley. She was still kinda scrawny when I left for the army, but when I got back…” He wolf-whistles. “Check out the legs on my sweetie pie.”

Grace, somebody’s sweetie pie? More like sourpuss.

She does have nice legs, though.

I wonder how long Stanley’s been back. I was barely fifteen when the war ended. Girls in my year wrote to brothers or neighbors or cousins, not boyfriends. But sometimes the older girls read letters from their beaus aloud at dinner. Some of them collected soldiers like trophies, like we used to collect Girl Scout badges. Willa Randolph held the school record: She wrote to three boys in the navy, three in the army, two pilots in the air force, and three marines. One boy was killed on Omaha Beach, and one at Iwo Jima, and Willa was really broken up about it.

Grace must be relieved Stanley made it back to her safe and sound.

“You got a hot date tonight, Coop?” Stanley asks.

Cooper is still splashing around in the pool with Lou. He’s like an advertisement for the all-American boy: blond and freckled and carefree.

“Nah,” he says. “Unless—hey, Lou, you wanna be my girl?”

Lou scrunches her nose. “No, thank you.” I’m proud of her manners till she adds, “Nanny says boys are more trouble than they’re worth.”

Grace lets out a loud barking laugh. She sounds like one of the seals we saw sunbathing on the pier in San Francisco last summer. “I like your gran.”

“Oh, she’s not our…” I kick Ella’s ankle and she trails off. If Grace finds out we had a nanny as recently as last month, at our big age? She’s bound to make fun.

“I know some girls would be happy to trade places with you,” Stanley says. “If I’m too much trouble.”

“Don’t be silly!” Grace hauls herself out of the pool and drops into his lap. “You’re the best thing that ever happened to me.”

Stanley nuzzles her neck, one big hand on her thigh. My goodness. Ella is blushing behind her Photoplay. I didn’t bring a magazine, so I opt for the pool. The water is chilly, but I can see clear to the bottom and there’s nothing except a few leaves. What I saw earlier—

Perhaps it was only the heat, and the stress of the day. I try to put it out of my mind.

“It was nice of your father to fill the pool,” Maggie says.

“Father is very generous.” With his money, if not his time. “The tennis court is for Ella—she’s on the team at school—and the pool is for Lou. She’s part fish, I think.”

Maggie giggles. “What did you get?”

“A new Parker fountain pen and a stack of notebooks.” The writing supplies were waiting on the desk in my new bedroom. I was rather surprised to find them. Perhaps Father has read my clippings from the school paper after all. “How long have you been staying with your cousins?”

“Since March. For the first month, we were up in the main house.” Maggie shivers. More theatrics, I assume, because her round face is flushed with heat, and sweat darkens the sides of her green dress. “I don’t envy you girls, being stuck up there all summer. That place gives me the heebie-jeebies.”

“The hotel?” Despite the high ceilings and fresh paint, something about it did feel—off. Unwelcoming.

The spectral face in the pool doesn’t help.

But no one else seems bothered. Ella is reading her magazine; Grace and Stanley are necking; Lou and Cooper are taking turns diving into the deep end. It’s a perfect, picturesque summer afternoon.

“I’m sure the hotel will be spiffy once it’s finished. But when I got here, it was a real dump.” Maggie lowers her voice. “Did you see the bars on the windows? Grace said Uncle Joe used to lock the girls in at night. I know I should be grateful he took me in, but he gives me the heebies, too.”

“Has he mistreated you?” I feel protective. She’s only a year older than Ella.

“He yells a lot … I don’t think he’d dare lay a hand on me. My father wouldn’t stand for that. The way he treats Grace— But I mustn’t gossip.”

“Of course not,” I say solemnly.

“Grace said that girls died. One jumped from that old widow’s walk! I bet Joe drove her to it. He says any girl who ends up in that predicament is a slut with the morals of an alley cat … Not me, of course. I’m family. And a widow,” Maggie adds hastily.

“That’s awful,” I say sympathetically. Although an unwed teenaged girl, sent away by her parents, abandoned by her lover, might have other reasons to feel she couldn’t go on besides Joe Harrow’s lectures.

Coop swims closer. I wonder if he’s overheard. If he’ll defend his father.

“I’m telling you, something feels wrong here,” Maggie declares. “I’m very sensitive to that sort of thing. My nana was a spiritualist. The night she passed, I saw her standing at the foot of my bed, clear as day.” She mimes crossing her heart, then sighs and lumbers to her feet with some difficulty. “Pardon me, I have to go powder my nose.”

I watch her walk—tramp—trudge down the pea-gravel path. She obviously has a flair for theatrics. Is she making up stories, or is there some truth to it? Not about the spirits, of course, but about Mr. Harrow being cruel to Grace and the girls under his care. Something about the man makes me uneasy.

On the other hand, I wouldn’t put it past Grace to try to scare Maggie with tall tales.

Cooper is leaning against the blue-and-gold tile of the pool, his freckled arms propped behind him. “Did you hear all of that?” I ask. He nods. “Is any of it true?”

“A girl did jump from the widow’s walk. One of the maids used to say you could hear her wailing. But I’m pretty sure that was just the pipes.” Coop grins at me. “It’s an old house. Maisie was trying to scare us. Now Grace is doing the same thing to Maggie.” He glances at his sister, his grin fading. Stanley has his tongue down her throat.

“So the hotel isn’t haunted?” I tease.

Coop swipes a hand through his wet hair and takes his time answering. “I don’t think a place has to have ghosts to be haunted,” he says finally.

The June sun is hot on the crown of my head, but I shiver.

What have we gotten ourselves into?







CHAPTER FIVE
Grace



“Grace! Ma’s coming!” Cooper sings out a warning.

I swear, that boy has ears like a bat.

I extricate myself from Stanley, whose octopus hands are everywhere, and plop down on the lounge chair at Ella’s feet. She seems a little shocked by our necking. Maybe her boarding school isn’t a hotbed of sin after all.

But I haven’t kept Stanley from straying with chaste, close-mouthed kisses good night.

Ma bustles down the path in her navy loafers, pausing to yank a stray weed from the marigolds. Her brown hair frizzes around her face, and she’s wearing an old Hooverette wrap dress she’s had as long as I can remember. Possibly since Hoover was actually president! I feel a stab of embarrassment. Rose’s aunt is a dead ringer for Hedy Lamarr, and she went to Bryn Mawr. Ma left school in eighth grade to keep house for her dad (an oysterman down in Queenstown) and raise her brothers after their ma died.

“Hello, Miss Thorpe.” Ma smiles at Rose. “I’m Martha Harrow. I’ll be taking care of you this summer, cooking and cleaning and anything else you need. If there are any ingredients you don’t care for—or any you’d especially like—just let me know.”

“How do you do. Please, call me Rose. These are my sisters, Ella and Lou. Girls, say hello to Mrs. Harrow.” Even standing waist-deep in the pool, the bottom of her curls dripping wet, there’s something queenly about Rose. I guess rich girls are used to giving orders. But I admit (grudgingly), there’s something warm about her, too. “Lou is allergic to nuts. And Ella doesn’t care for mushrooms. Otherwise, we aren’t picky.”

Ma smiles and gestures at me. “Well, that will be a nice change from this one.”

“I am not picky because I refuse to eat scrapple!” I scowl.

“What’s scrapple?” Ella asks.

“It’s better if you don’t know,” I say darkly.

Rose peers up at Ma. What have those keen eyes of hers caught? I bristle, afraid she’ll point out a loose thread or a missing button.

“Your pockets have little cornflowers stitched on them!” she says, delighted. “How cunning! They’re one of my favorite flowers.”

“Mine, too. We used to call them bachelor’s buttons.” Ma traces the blue cornflowers on the frilly white pockets of her skirt. “I made this back when the twins were babies.”

Ma’s a deft hand with a needle or her Singer. She’s made most of my dresses.

I bet Rose has never worn anything homespun in her life.

“You made it yourself? It’s lovely. The blue suits you. It brings out your eyes,” Rose says.

Ma blushes. “Thank you, Miss Rose.”

“Just Rose. Really.”

When Ma smiles like that, she looks almost pretty. Rose is right; the blue does favor her coloring and bring out her eyes. I never noticed it before.

Is it really so rare for blue-eyed parents to have brown-eyed children?

Ella probably isn’t remembering the lesson right.

“Grace, it’s almost time for Maggie’s checkup with Nurse Mackey,” Ma says. “I’ve got to go and get supper started up at the hotel. Could you sit with her, please? And then put that tuna noodle casserole in the oven?”

“Do I have to?” It’s always me who has to hang the laundry out to dry, or snap the green beans, or can the tomatoes, or wash the dishes, or iron Dad’s trousers, or mind the babies at church. Never Cooper. Of course he couldn’t sit with Magnolia during her checkup, but he’s perfectly capable of putting a casserole in the oven!

“It would be a big help,” Ma says. “Stanley, will you be staying for supper?”

“No, ma’am. My mother’s expecting me,” he says. “I’ll pick you up at seven, Gracie.”

“What picture are you seeing? Mr. Harrow will want to know,” Ma says. As though the little movie theater in Greeley is in the business of showing blue pictures.

“High Barbaree, with June there.” Stanley gestures to the Photoplay magazine in Ella’s hands. The headline trumpets How June Allyson Is Learning to Be Happy.

I bet being happy is easy for an MGM starlet.

She probably doesn’t have to worry about what her boyfriend will get up to in the dark of the theater.

I tighten my ponytail, and Stan’s class ring catches in my wet hair. I usually take it off for swimming, but I forgot in all the hustle and bustle of the Thorpes.

Ella watches as I slide it back on my finger, envy plain on her face, but Rose doesn’t seem impressed. Not like Kitty and Barb and the other girls. They’re all jealous that my future is settled.

(Everyone thinks my future is settled.)

As I head toward the cottage, my temper starts to rise. My chest feels tight.

Rose can afford to be choosy. We don’t all have the luxury of a rich father. A fella with wandering eyes and wandering hands might be my best shot at getting out of this house.

And I have to get out. I can’t stay here. I can’t.

I slip through the back door, wincing as my shoulder bumps the frame. The spot where Dad grabbed me earlier is sore. Probably already purpling into a bruise.

I hate him. I hate being the scapegoat for his anger. I hate wondering, every time I snap at Ma or my brother, if I get that from him. If I was born with his mean streak. His proclivity for violence.

I don’t care if Cooper thinks I’m a hard-hearted ingrate, I do wish we were adopted.

What if Magnolia (nitwit that she is) was onto something? Cooper and I don’t resemble our parents. Ma and Dad are older than most of our friends’ folks; they were married for eleven years before we came along. Granddad had passed and Dad was running the Harrow Home by then. If they wanted a baby—well, they had plenty of babies right here for the taking.

Dad’s proud. He would never admit he and Ma couldn’t have kids of their own. He scoffs about the milksop men who can’t father a child. Calls them soft, and sissies, even though he makes his money off them.

My imagination is probably running away with me.

But what if it isn’t?

I can’t ask Ma; I’m not that mean. Asking Dad is out of the question. Maybe I could track down some of the old Harrow Home staff? I’d have to be careful, though. If Dad heard that I was poking my nose where it doesn’t belong …

It would go poorly.

There’s a knock at the seldom-used front door. Nurse Mackey.

“Good afternoon, Grace. How’s our patient?” she asks.

“Doesn’t have the sense God gave a goose, but otherwise all right.”

She laughs and runs a hand over her chin-length blond bob. It doesn’t do her long, horsey face any favors.

“Let me change out of my swimsuit quick, and then you can come back,” I say.

“Sure. Take your time.” The nurse glances around the cramped parlor, probably contemplating our reduced circumstances: all five of us stuffed into the six-room cottage that used to house the cook and groundskeeper. It sat empty for a decade. Stan and I snuck in once, looking for privacy, but it was full of cobwebs and mice. Hardly romantic.

(That was back when I wanted to be romantic with him.)

I march into my (our) bedroom. Magnolia sits on her twin bed, chewing on her bottom lip. She gets real anxious about these appointments. I guess if I were carrying a cantaloupe under my dress, I wouldn’t want to step on a scale, either.

“Thanks for sitting with me,” she says. As though I had a choice in it.

I shrug. “I’ve got to do my hair for the movies anyhow.”

Maybe I can use this appointment to my advantage.

Magnolia turns her back while I change into a pink shirtwaist dress. (She’s awfully modest for a girl who’s been naked with a boy at least once.) Then I fetch Mrs. Mackey.

“How have you been feeling, Maggie?”

“Enormous,” Magnolia complains. “And hungry all the time.”

“Well, you’re eating for two, but don’t overdo it,” the nurse warns. “You don’t want to make it hard to get your nice figure back.”

I tune out their chatter and sit at my vanity, twisting my damp hair into curls and pinning them to my scalp. It takes me a lot of work to get the plump ringlets Rose was born with. Some girls have all the luck. She and Ella are already rich, why couldn’t they have greasy hair or acne?

By the time I’ve finished a dozen pin curls, Nurse Mackey has weighed Magnolia, taken her blood pressure, and listened to the baby’s heartbeat with her stethoscope. Now she’s getting her tape out to measure Magnolia’s belly.

“Oh, that was quite a kick!” She chuckles.

“He does that all the time now,” Magnolia says proudly.

“An active baby is a healthy baby.” Mrs. Mackey rolls up her tape and makes a note in her file. “The head is toward your ribs, but the baby has plenty of time to turn.”

“I think he’s a boy,” Magnolia declares.

“Do you now?” the nurse says absently, putting her instruments back in her bag.

Magnolia nods, her white-blond curls bobbing. “I have a feeling. Mothers just know, don’t they?”

Magnolia and her infernal feelings.

It’s the first time I’ve heard her refer to herself as a mother, though. I assumed she thought of the baby as a nuisance, a temporary inconvenience.

“Boy or girl, what’s important is that the baby is healthy. That’s why I’m here. To make sure you’re taking care of yourself, getting some exercise, and eating well.” Nurse Mackey pats Magnolia’s shoulder. “Only three more months to go! We’ll start biweekly visits now. Before you know it, you’ll be back home with your family. Back at school.”

Magnolia swings her bare feet to the floor. “Do you know the couple who’s going to adopt him?”

Mrs. Mackey frowns. “Don’t you worry, Mr. Harrow will choose the very best home for baby. You’re doing the right thing, Maggie. A girl your age, with no husband … You aren’t ready to be a mother. It’s hard work. Important work. The most important work you’ll ever do. Someday, when you’re older, when you’re married … then you’ll have beautiful children of your own.”

Magnolia’s lip quivers. It’s the perfect time for me to ask. I’m only redirecting the conversation away from any unpleasantness. “You must have delivered a lot of babies.”

“Hundreds,” the nurse says. “But every single one is a miracle.”

I don’t roll my eyes, tempting as it is.

“Did you deliver us?” I adjust a hairpin in the mirror, pretending I don’t know the answer. “Me and Coop?”

Nurse Mackey laughs good-naturedly. “I know I must seem ancient to you, Grace, but I was still in high school when you were born. I didn’t start working for your dad until ’42, when Birdie O’Neill joined the Army Nurse Corps. She was the one who delivered you. She worked at the Harrow Home for twenty-five years.”

I wait a beat. “Oh, I remember her. Irish, wasn’t she? A redhead? She was always chasing us outside. ‘Children need fresh air and lots of it,’ she said.” I purse my lips as though I’m trying to think. “She was always arguing with one of the maids. A Black girl who used to tell us ghost stories. Scared me silly.”

“That would’ve been either Maisie or Florence,” Mrs. Mackey says. Thank the Lord for small towns. “Sounds like Maisie. She would’ve been just a kid herself back then. Maisie Mitchell. She works over at the inn now.”

I snap my fingers. “Maisie! That’s right.” Dad used to get after Maisie about running her mouth. Maybe I can pay her a visit, see if she remembers anything about the summer we were born. “Whatever happened to Mrs. O’Neill? Was she killed in the war?”

“Killed? Heavens, no,” Nurse Mackey says. “She lives out on Razor Creek Road with her daughter, Dot. Dot’s husband lost a leg in France. And the poor girl has four boys, can you imagine? Dot went to work for the telephone company, and her mother minds the boys.”

“Hmm.” I make a sympathetic noise.

After I have a chat with Maisie, maybe I’ll pay that old battle-axe Birdie O’Neill a visit.

If Birdie’s the one who delivered us, surely she’ll remember it.

Twins don’t come along that often.

Twins given straight to the boss’s wife and passed off as her own?

That ought to be pretty memorable.







CHAPTER SIX
ROSE



“What are you girls doing tonight?” Grace asks.

She’s floating on an inner tube, the Seventeen she borrowed from Ella propped on her stomach. Her father forbids those kinds of magazines, but he’s driven up to the Poconos to visit one of our other hotels.

The twins seem glad of the reprieve.

It’s a week into our stay, and I’ve nearly managed to put that awful, screaming face out of my mind. Nearly. I wouldn’t say I feel comfortable at the hotel, exactly, but my sisters and I have settled into a routine. I’m woken by Lou jumping onto my bed at an ungodly hour. That’s followed by breakfast on the terrace, “school” for Lou, a bit of reading or writing in my diary till I get roped into whatever game she’s playing, lunch, tennis with Ella while Lou naps, and then a midafternoon swim. But Lou begged to come to the pool early today. A storm is brewing. The sun is shining, but the air feels close. Thick. Thick as pea soup.

“Auntie is going to Annapolis for a fundraiser. She won’t catch the ferry back till morning,” Ella says sleepily from her sun-drenched chaise.

It strikes me again how isolated this place is. In order to get to Annapolis or back to Washington, one has to drive up to the tip of the Bay, around Baltimore, and down to the city—or take the ferry from Kent Island across the Chesapeake, which only runs at certain hours.

“So I s’pose we’ll listen to the radio and babysit Lou,” Ella says.

“I’m not a baby!” Lou shrieks.

“Course you aren’t.” I grin at her from my spot in the shade, kicking my feet in the pool and coddling the sunburn I got yesterday. “Babies can’t write their names, can they?”

“No!” Lou shouts, mollified. I’ve taken up where Nanny left off teaching her the alphabet. Yesterday she wrote LOUISA in big wobbly letters, and I felt fiercely proud, even if the S was backward. I hope her mother has to scrimp and save and eat nothing but borscht at every meal. Lulu’s better off without her. I’ll make sure she never wants for anything.

Who needs a mother, anyhow?

“It would be the perfect time to have a little P-A-R-T-Y. If only we knew more people.” Ella sighs plaintively. “Who wants to stay at home on a Friday night?”

I expect some withering remark from Grace, but she holds her tongue. If I were the one complaining, she wouldn’t. I’m sorry we aren’t providing you with adequate entertainment, or I know we country bumpkins must seem terribly dull after the vaunted Miss Parker’s.

I look at my sister, slathered in suntan oil, stretched out on the chaise in her pink bikini. If we were back in Washington, she’d be sunning herself with a passel of girlfriends from our lower school days. She’s made no bones about being bored here. Yesterday she complained that playing me at tennis is no fun; she can beat me too easily. She wasn’t wrong—but I did not respond graciously after chasing that stupid ball back and forth for a whole hour.

“We really ought to meet some people,” I agree, entirely for her sake. I doubt the Harrows could introduce us around at the yacht club. And Auntie is preoccupied with the hotel. She takes breakfast with us—coffee and grapefruit for her and me, cornflakes with sliced peaches for Ella and Lou—and then dinner promptly at seven. In between, we’re left to our own devices.

“We can introduce you around.” Cooper is as sweet as his sister is sour. “Can’t we, Grace?”

“What if you invited some kids over to the hotel? We have loads of records. And we could borrow a few bottles from Father’s store in the basement. No one would miss them,” Ella says.

I stare at her, shocked. She’s not quite a stranger, but not my little sister, either.

“I could invite a few fellas from the football team. Nice guys,” Coop offers.

“Wizard!” Ella claps. “Grace, you’ll come, too, won’t you? Could you invite a few girls?”

“Grace probably has a date with Stan.” Coop’s giving her an out, I think.

“You can bring Stan. Unless—is he too old for high school parties?” Ella frowns.

“Oh, no, Stan loves a party.” Grace’s face is inscrutable, but there’s something resigned in her voice. “We’ll come. He’ll bring beer.”

“This is going to be swell,” Ella declares. “Won’t it, Rosie?”

“Swell.” I don’t care for beer, and I don’t think I care for Stanley, either. He’s been affable enough when he’s joined us by the pool, but his eyes are always on Ella’s legs or Maggie’s breasts, and his hands are all over Grace. If she doesn’t mind, I suppose I shouldn’t, either. But he seems like a real wolf to me.

Honestly, I’d be happy to curl up with a book after I tuck Lou in. I’m working my way through a stack of Mrs. Christie’s mysteries.

“Maybe Rose would prefer a dance at the yacht club,” Grace says. “Champagne.”

You’re a snob, she means. You won’t fit in here.

“No, this is aces,” I say. Do I fit in anywhere?

I wonder what Grace would think if I told her about the last time I drank champagne.

It was the end-of-term bonfire. Half my class and most of the graduating seniors had snuck down to the woods behind Parkhurst, the boys’ school.

I remember passing sticky champagne bottles around a roaring fire; woodsmoke curling through the crisp air; sparks scattering like fireflies in the night. Being pressed up against a tree by Cecil Townsend. Shoving his hand away as he tried repeatedly to inch it beneath my skirt. The livid imprint of my palm on his whiskey-flushed cheek. Stumbling back to school, my head spinning.

Then Thea, holding back my hair.

My stomach sinks as I remember. I ran into Thea outside Miss Parker’s. She boosted me in the first-floor washroom window and helped me sneak back to my room. When I ran to be sick, she followed and held back my hair. She made toast in the dorm kitchen. We made fun of Cec and what a bad kisser he was, and then I fell asleep.

When I woke, the sun was creeping through the window and Thea was reading a novel on Clara’s bed.

I was mortified. Thea—perfect, tidy Thea—had seen me upchuck. My hair was a rat’s nest, and I had toast crumbs in my cleavage.

I sat up, and Thea grinned. “Well, hello, sleepyhead. How are you feeling?”

I had a dim memory of her handing me water and aspirin. “Not too bad, thanks to you.”

She plopped down at the end of my bed. “It was nothing.”

“It was not nothing,” I said. “You took care of me.”

I wasn’t used to that. Not from anyone who wasn’t paid to do it.

“You were a mess, Rosie.” She said it fondly, and then she reached out and tucked a curl behind my ear. “You’re adorable when you’re all rumpled, you know that?”

I flushed. “You didn’t have to stay. We’re not friends anymore.”

She took my hand. It felt impulsive, but Thea isn’t impulsive.

“Friends,” she said, her brown eyes on mine. “Is that what we were?”

She bit at her red-apple lips—sometime before I woke, she had reapplied her lipstick; the knowledge made me flush hotter—and leaned toward me. My breath caught.

Then Clara burst into the room with a face like a thundercloud. “How could you?”

Thea snatched her hand back. We tumbled apart.

Could Clara tell what she’d nearly interrupted?

“My brother will be here soon, and I’ve still got loads to pack.” Thea stood. “Hope you feel better, Rose! Write me this summer?”

“Of course,” I said.

Before the door closed, Clara whirled on me. “You backstabber! How could you? You know I’ve been crushing on Cec all year. You don’t even like him! You said he was full of himself and had ears like a teacup!”

I couldn’t help a tiny smile. Had I said that? It was very astute. He did have ears like a teacup.

Clara glowered. “It’s not funny!”

“I had too much champagne,” I muttered.

“I’m supposed to be your best friend.” The hurt in Clara’s voice made me ashamed. “What kind of girl goes off like that with a boy she doesn’t even fancy?”

Lots of girls did. The end-of-term bonfire was infamous for it.

Still.

“Were you trying to make someone jealous?” Clara asked. “Some other boy?”

“No. There’s no one special,” I said.

“Well, Cec was special to me.” She was yanking the hairpins from her braided crown. “And you knew it, and you went off with him anyhow! He told everyone you came on to him, but as soon as things started getting hot and heavy, you slapped him. He said you were a tease.”

That rat. “He asked me if I wanted to go for a walk, and I did need some air … I wasn’t thinking clearly. If it makes you feel better, he’s a terrible kisser. Very wet. And he tried to put his hand up my skirt! The front of my skirt. That’s why he got a slap. What kind of girl does he think I am?”

Clara seethed. “The kind who goes off to neck in the woods!”

At least she was calling me fast, not frigid.

“You’ve never done anything like this, even when you were foxed.” She stared at me in the mirror as she unbraided her caramel hair. “Were you trying to hurt me?”

“Of course not! I wasn’t thinking about you at all.” Tears glittered in Clara’s eyes, and I wished I could stuff the careless words back down my throat. I was a monster. “I don’t know why I did it. Just—to see if I could, I guess.”

It sounded horrible put so plainly, but that was the truth. Half the girls in our year were mad for Cec, and on bonfire night he had turned the bright light of his attention on me. In my champagne haze, I felt flattered. I thought: Why not let him kiss me? If Cec didn’t rate, maybe the trouble was with me; maybe I didn’t like kissing boys.

“I don’t think I want to room together next year after all,” Clara said quietly.

“What?” She couldn’t mean it. She and I had roomed together for four years. I had made a mistake. A stupid, selfish error. But I could fix it. “No! I—I’ll make it up to you. I’m sorry, Clara, truly I am.”

“Maybe you could room with Thea. The two of you seemed awfully cozy when I came in.” Clara’s hazel eyes met mine in the mirror. “I’d watch out if I were you. I heard that she and Charlotte Mott were caught kissing backstage. Remember how Thea kissed you that time, in front of everybody? I wouldn’t want anyone to get the wrong idea, Rosie.”

I stiffened. Was that a friendly warning, or a threat?

“Don’t be silly.” My voice was tart. “Everybody knows Thea’s going with her brother’s friend from Penn.”

“I don’t know,” Clara said. “The way she was looking at you when I walked in … There’s something unnatural about her.”

I could have salvaged it if I’d thanked her for warning me. If I’d groveled a bit. That would have been the smart thing to do. The safe thing. Instead, stung by the idea that there was something unnatural about me, I put my hands on my hips. “There is not. And I don’t want to room with a girl who’d spread such vicious rumors! Besides, you snore like a freight train.”

Clara gasped. “I do not!”

“Do too,” I retorted, childish.

She stormed around the room, gathering her things. “I’m going to wash up, and when I get back, I hope you won’t be here. I can’t even stand to look at you right now.”

She slammed the door behind her. I changed my clothes and went to breakfast. When I got back, her side of the room was empty. She had already left for the summer holiday.

I haven’t heard a peep from her since.

In hindsight, I can see that I hurt my dearest friend, and why?

To prove that there was nothing unnatural about me?

Out of a sense of loyalty to Thea? I assume that she and Charlie Mott, star of the drama club, were sneaking around like she and I used to. But there was always a boy like the one from Penn waiting in the wings to soften the scandal. There had to be. Last fall, a girl was expelled because of a rumor that grew legs. Nola Hearst’s mama went to the headmistress and complained that Delphie Brennan had made unwanted advances toward her precious angel. Mrs. Hearst couldn’t in good conscience keep Nola—or the Hearsts’ large donations—at a school with such a deviant! Delphie claimed her advances hadn’t been unwanted—or unreciprocated—and produced a love note in Nola’s handwriting. Nola claimed it was a prank that had gone too far. There was an enormous fuss; everybody took sides. Some girls called Nola a stoolie; some accused Delphie of being a depraved lesbian. In the end, Delphie was asked to leave Miss Parker’s for good.

That’s the sort of trouble even Father couldn’t ignore.

Father’s a man of action. Not so much when it comes to his children, but when it comes to business. Or addressing potential scandals in his household. If he thought I was a deviant, he’d want to do something about it.

He might try to fix me. Like he tried to fix Anna.

The thought makes me feel hot and sick. What if Clara tells our whole circle about the way Thea was looking at me? What if she reminds them of that long-ago kiss? I don’t want word to get around that I’m fast, but it would be a thousand times worse if people thought I was a lesbian.

Am I a lesbian?

I can’t be. I have wanted boys to kiss me. It’s only that when they have, it’s been so disappointing. I felt a brief triumph when Cec chose me out of all the girls at the bonfire. But it turned out all I’d won was the dubious honor of having to let him kiss me. He had a tongue like a slug.

I spent all last summer chasing my neighbor Gil—a college boy—until I caught his attention. Then I couldn’t wait for him to go back to Notre Dame. Last fall I crushed on Ollie Levine after I read some of his poetry in the Parkhurst literary magazine, but he turned out to be a crashing bore in person. Couldn’t shut up about T. S. Eliot. I kissed Stuart Hayden after the spring formal sophomore year, and that was all right, but nothing to write home about. He paled in comparison to Thea.

Will boys always pale in comparison to Thea?

I stare into the hotel pool, remembering the electricity between her and me, feeling hot and angry and ashamed. I can practically see her face, reflected in the water. Her shiny brown hair, and her red-apple lips, and her big brown eyes. But then it changes. Morphs into something—someone—else.

Her hair is shorter, darker, streaming across her face like seaweed. Her soft lips stretch into a scream.

My God. Who is that? What is that?

I scramble back from the edge of the pool, hugging my legs to my chest. My breath comes out in shuddering gasps. I feel molten, even though I’m still in the shade.

“Rosie, what’s wrong?” Ella and Grace and Coop and even Lulu are all staring at me.

They look confused. Concerned.

No one else saw her.

What is happening to me?

“A bee. There was a bee.” My voice comes out hoarse.

“Oh, don’t be silly! It won’t bother you if you don’t bother it,” Ella says. “Grace is going to phone her friends Kitty and Barb, so we’ll have even numbers for dancing. I’ll go through the pantry and see what we have in the way of snacks.”

My heart is pounding so fast. “Marvelous. I’ll dust the library.”

Grace smirks. “Rosemary Thorpe with a feather duster? Now that I’d like to see.”

Right. Grace thinks I’m soft. Spoiled. “I can sew on a button and bake an apple pie as well as any girl, thank you.”

“A domestic goddess! Hestia, reborn!” She laughs.

My heartbeat slows. A party will be just the ticket. We’ll set out potato chips and Cokes; we’ll play records and dance. Maybe I’ll meet a local boy. It’s the sort of Friday night that normal girls dream about.

Coop swims over and props one arm on the concrete next to my bare feet. “Is this really all right? I don’t want to get you in trouble with your aunt.”

I guess he noticed my scowl. I’ve never met a boy who pays attention like he does, who’s so solicitous of everyone’s feelings.

Would Auntie mind if we gave a little party? She’s so laissez-faire, it’s hard to tell.

But that’s not what gives me pause.

I think there’s something strange going on here. Something downright sinister.

It has to be this place. It has to be.

Because otherwise … it’s me.







CHAPTER SEVEN
GRACE



“Brother dear.” I bat my eyes at Cooper as we finish lunch.

He pauses mid-guzzle. “Sure.” He has a milk mustache.

“I didn’t ask for anything yet.”

He swipes the back of his hand across his mouth. “You used your asking-a-favor voice.”

“You don’t want to know what it is?”

“Nope.” He gives me his gap-toothed grin. “But make it quick. I gotta get to work by one.”

Last spring, he started working a couple afternoons a week down at the feed store. It’s hardly glamorous (mostly it’s filling sacks with grain, weighing them, hauling them out to customers’ trucks, and sweeping up). But he’s getting out of the house. He’s earning money of his own. Most of it goes toward gas for that old rust-bucket of his, but he’s hidden cash in the baseball glove in his closet. (Not that I was snooping to see if he had any dirty magazines, but for the record, he does not.)

I thought maybe I could get a job, too. Work as a chambermaid when the White Heron opens. But Dad said it was out of the question. What do I need money for? Doesn’t he provide for us?

If I told him I want to save up for college, he would have a conniption. After graduation I’ll marry Stanley and raise a family. Have a passel of little blond babies. I don’t need college for that. Look at Ma, she didn’t even finish high school!

The thing is … I’m smart. People see my tiny waist and long legs and blond hair, and they assume otherwise. But I’m top of my class in math. Numbers come easy to me. I never thought much about it till last fall. Stanley and I were at his dad’s drugstore, having milkshakes. Mr. Grotowski was behind the counter, figuring the dose of a new medication, scribbling on scratch paper. I did the calculation in my head and blurted out the answer. When Mr. G. said I was correct, Stan looked at me like I was a two-headed calf. Mr. G. gave me a couple more equations, and I figured them in my head, too. Faster than he could on paper. He was impressed. Said I was a bright girl, and I should think about college.

No one had ever told me that before.

I’ve had a lot of time to think about it since. When school starts in the fall, Johnny Dixon is going off to the University of Maryland. I’m going to ask Mr. G. if I can have his after-school job at the drugstore. It’s the one place Dad might let me work. Stan’s mom helps out when they’re busy. His sister, Maja, worked there part-time before she had her boys. If Dad says it’s not appropriate, that would be an insult to my future in-laws, wouldn’t it?

I could earn money (my own money!) and get some work experience. And then next August, after I turn eighteen … I’m gone. I’ll rent a room in a women’s boarding house in Philadelphia or maybe Baltimore. Somewhere far enough that a broken engagement won’t follow me. I’ll get another drugstore job. I’ll save up for college. Maybe I’ll become a pharmacist myself someday.

Goodbye, Greeley. Goodbye, Stanley. Goodbye, Dad.

Goodbye, unsettling thing in the mirror.

Once I get out of here, I’ll feel better. I’ll be better. I just have to make it that long without hurting anybody else.

Next August feels awfully far away, though. That’s why I want to do some sleuthing. This idea nagging at me, that Cooper and I could be adopted, probably won’t amount to a hill of beans. But maybe there’s something to it.

Maybe this Grace (angry, selfish, violent) is not who I am by nature.

Dad is in the Poconos till tomorrow. Ma is out in the garden, picking green beans. Magnolia is in the powder room. (And did she take her dishes to the sink when she left the table? No, she did not.)

“Could you give me a ride into town? Drop me at the library?” I ask.

My brother’s gaze turns suspicious. “You want to go to the library?”

I’m not a big reader, but I’m not a complete nitwit. I just prefer math to a bunch of dusty old books. “Isn’t that what I said?”

He lowers his voice. “Are you meeting Stan somewhere?”

“Stan is at work.” I tighten my ponytail and scowl. “I do have other interests!”

Do I, though? Cooper plays football, runs track, writes for the school newspaper, works down at the feed store, and maintains that old jalopy. He studies hard, and always has his nose in some detective novel or comic book. Meanwhile, I have … Stanley. And a pile of chores.

“Sure, Gracie. I’ll drop you at the library,” Cooper says.

I don’t like the way he’s studying me, worried. I stand. “Thanks. Let me go do my face.”

“Okay. I’ll clear your dishes,” he offers.

“And Magnolia’s!” I holler.

I race to my bedroom to apply mascara and some lipstick. I was a scrawny kid scared of ghosts the last time I saw Maisie Mitchell. Now—well, I’m still pretty scrawny, and I’m still scared of ghosts (is that what she is?). But I’m too big to be shooed outside, and I’m determined to get some answers.



I wait till Cooper rattles away down Main Street before I head across the street to Greeley’s only inn. It’s not as nice as the White Heron will be, but tourists who come to town for duck hunting or sailing seem to like it well enough.

!

I stop at the desk beneath the stairs. A woman Ma’s age is reading today’s Easton Star-Democrat. Blessedly, I do not know her from church or school, and hopefully she doesn’t know me. “Hello, I’m looking for Maisie Mitchell.”

“She’s not in any trouble, is she?”

“No, ma’am.”

She points to the ceiling. “She’s turning over the Sassafras Room.”

I stroll down the upstairs hallway with its plush rose-colored carpet and pink floral wallpaper, trying to seem like I belong. Praying I won’t run into anybody who knows Dad and might mention seeing me.

I spot the maid’s cart at the end of the hall, piled high with linens. The door to the Sassafras Room is wide open, so I peek inside. “Maisie?”

A skinny woman with brown skin and Marcel-waved hair is stripping the four-poster bed. She turns when I call her name. Squints at me for a second, then grins. “Gracie Harrow! My stars. I haven’t seen you since you were just a little thing.” She raises her plucked, arched brows. “You staying here?”

“I was hoping to speak with you, actually. If you have a minute.” I run my palms over my green skirt, nervous.

“Sure.” She gestures to the cart. “You remember how to make a bed?”

“Yes, ma’am.” I used to help her make the beds at the Harrow Home when I was a kid. Thought I was helping, anyhow. Probably got in her way. I recall jumping off the bed with a sheet flying out behind me, pretending it was a parachute and I was a bomber pilot from the Great War. To her credit, she never told me that girls couldn’t be bomber pilots.

“Hand me a sheet, then.”

I grab one from the pile on the chair, hand her a corner, and move around the bed to do my part.

“Now, what’s on your mind?” Maisie asks.

I tuck the bottom sheet in tight. “When did you start working at the Harrow Home?”

She pauses to think. “1930. September of 1930.” Damn. I try not to let my disappointment show. Cooper and I were born in August of 1930. “I worked there almost five years. Till I got married in June of ’35. Why? You want to give me a job at that fancy new hotel?”

I raise my eyebrows. “You want to work for my father again?”

Maisie cackles. “Can’t say as I would.” She tosses me a pillowcase.

“That’s what I thought.” I pull it over a thick feather pillow. “So you weren’t working at the Home when Cooper and I were born?”

Her hands still for a moment. “No. You were newborns. Your poor ma … Two babies at once. It was you doing most of the squalling, as I recall.”

I roll my eyes. Of course Cooper was mild-mannered and perfect, even as an infant.

“Your dad hired me as a housemaid, not a nursemaid, but I helped out some till your ma got her feet under her. Lord knows I had experience. I’m oldest of eight.”

I nod, plumping the pillow and grabbing another pillowcase. “Who else worked at the Home back then?”

“Let’s see … There was a schoolteacher came out two nights a week for the girls that were school-age. Miss Payne. And there was Florence. She helped me with the cleaning and laundry. Miss Sylvie took over the cooking from your ma. She made the best biscuits I ever had. Her husband was the gardener. It was a good group of folks. Your dad hired us all that September.”

“I remember Sylvie and Ralph.” I frown. “Wait. You all started in September?”

“Yes, ma’am. I remember because it was my momma’s birthday. September the ninth, right after Labor Day.” Maisie nods at the heavy quilt, and together we pull it up over the sheets.

My pulse starts to race. “That’s peculiar, isn’t it?”

“Well, I wouldn’t know.” Maisie smooths the quilt.

Why would he need a whole new staff? Unless he let the old staff go all at once?

Unless something happened that summer that he didn’t want anybody around to see.

Or the lack of something. Like Ma carrying twins.

“When you got there, Dad had a house full of girls, didn’t he?” I press. When I was little, the Harrow Home had sixteen rooms in each wing—eight up and eight down—and a waiting list once those thirty-two spots were filled. Girls arrived in their fifth month, or as soon as their bellies started showing, and stayed on for a month or two after giving birth. “Who took care of them if there was no staff?”

Maisie shrugs and empties the wastebasket under the desk. “Your ma. And Mr. Harrow’s sister, before she passed.”

I know almost nothing about Dad’s kid sister, Emmeline. She died in a boating accident before Cooper and I were born. We didn’t find out she existed till we were eight and drawing a family tree for school. When I asked how come Dad never talked about Emmeline, why we didn’t have any pictures of her, Ma said he had a lot of regrets.

That’s hogwash. I don’t believe my father is capable of regret.

“And that old battle-axe of a nurse.” Maisie scowls. “She was always around.”

I laugh. “Birdie O’Neill.”

“You remember her? She used to shoo you and Cooper outside. ‘Kids need fresh air,’ she said. ‘You’ll ruin your eyes with all that reading.’ You never minded, but your brother … he loved his comic books. He was a real smart little fella. Only four when he started reading.”

“I know.” It’s a point of pride for Ma, too. Dad was more of a mind with Mrs. O’Neill. Thought boys should be outside. But Cooper cried over the dead fireflies in our mason jar, and he hated hunting and fishing. Dad called him soft and worse. Till we were thirteen. I swear Cooper grew six inches that year. He took up running, and he was fast as a bat out of hell. He started winning track meets and scoring touchdowns for the jayvee team, and guess who became Dad’s new target.

Lucky me.

“Coop’s a wonder. But why would Dad let his entire staff go? Especially when Ma was … indisposed?” I ask delicately.

Unless she wasn’t.

“Honey, I never could figure that man out. Why you asking all these questions?”

I shrug. “I’m writing a report. For school. On the history of the Harrow Home.”

“During the summer?” Maisie wasn’t born yesterday.

“For extra credit,” I lie.

“Uh-huh. Well, you know what they say about curiosity and the cat. You be careful, snooping around grown folks’ business.” She smiles at me. “You always were a curious little thing. ‘How come birds can fly, but I can’t? How come there ain’t any girl generals? Why’s that girl crying like that?’ I used to make up real outlandish answers.”

“I remember. You scared the pants off me.” I pause, hoping she’ll take the bait.

Maisie carries a stack of thick white towels into the bathroom and hangs them on the rack. “Imogen Lee. She was your favorite. The girl who jumped from the widow’s walk. They say she got word that her lover was marrying another gal. Poor Imogen was having his baby … You still hear her howling?”

“That was the old plumbing,” I say dryly.

Maisie cackles. “Well, the rest of it’s true. If any place in town was haunted, it would be the Harrow Home, that’s for sure.”

I think of the face lurking in the mirrors.

Did Maisie see something when she worked there? Feel something?

“Why do you say that?” I ask.

She unwraps a bar of soap shaped like a seashell. “Don’t you feel it? That sense that somebody else is right there? Just around the corner, out of sight? Watching you. Waiting.”

Goose bumps prickle on my bare arms.

Maisie bursts out laughing. “Look at your face, girl! You’re too old for ghost stories! There’s no such thing.”

I scowl. “I know that!”

“Uh-huh,” she says. “Those poor girls. Hidden away up there, waiting for their babies to come. Nobody to say a kind word to them, and your dad hollering on about their sins … I’m not surprised Imogen Lee jumped. It’s a wonder more of ’em didn’t.”

“You’re right. Anyhow. I should get going. Thank you for your time.”

“Sure.” Her dark eyes search my face, and I wonder what she sees. “You take care of yourself, baby girl.”

“I will.”

I have to. Nobody else is going to do it for me.







CHAPTER EIGHT
ROSE



By seven thirty, I’ve read Lou several Beatrix Potter stories and tucked her in with her stuffed rabbit, Mopsy. I carry my record player down to the library and set it up on one of the built-in bookshelves on either side of the fireplace. I pull the sheets from the new furniture and cast a critical eye over the room. It isn’t terribly homey; the front rooms haven’t been painted yet; there are no drapes and no rug. But I suppose it will do. True to my word, I run a feather duster over the bookshelves, the mantel, and Ella’s gleaming baby grand piano.

As I shove the leather davenports and armchairs to one side to make room for dancing, I wonder what Greeley boys will be like. Parkhurst boys are a privileged class—the wealthy sons of businessmen, lawyers, politicians, and judges. The world is their oyster. They aren’t accustomed to being told no, and they don’t care for it. Like Cec in the woods on bonfire night.

I only slapped him when he tried to put his hand up my skirt a third time.

My cheeks go hot. I remember turning my head away from his insistent mouth. Putting my hands on his shoulders—not to bring him closer, but to try to create space between us. “Let’s take a breath,” I’d suggested, laughing to take the sting out of it.

Nothing I did said Yes, more, please.

Perhaps he thought I was playing hard to get. That I had to say no, even if I meant yes, to preserve my reputation.

See? Even now I’m making excuses for him. I bet people have made excuses for his ugly behavior all his life. I bet he’s never been held accountable for anything!

The library feels close. I shove open one of the front windows and breathe in the cool night air. It’s raining cats and dogs out there; the sky is the angry violet of a fresh bruise. Wind swirls and musses my hair. I peer at my reflection in the other window, patting my curls back into place, wondering if I ought to reapply that berry lipstick before our guests arrive. I know scarlet is de rigueur, but this is such a pretty, kissable color—

Suddenly, a face is reflected back at me.

Bobbed black hair and big dark eyes and bloodred mouth open wide.

That’s not me!

My hands scrabble over my face: I’m still here, still Rose.

What—who—is that?

Thunder cracks overhead. I start and back into something— someone?

I scream and whirl around.

It’s the armchair. There’s no one else here. I glance back at the reflection, but it’s me again. I dash to the open window and peer out—actually lean out, since there are no screens, bracing myself on the wide windowsill—but there’s no one on the porch, either.

She isn’t real. Isn’t—corporeal.

It’s the third time I’ve seen her in one week. The second time today.

My heart scampers like a frightened rabbit.

Am I losing my mind?

There has to be a rational explanation. Maybe someone slipped belladonna into my cosmetics, the way Admiral Chandler poisoned Hugh’s shaving cream in Mrs. Christie’s short story “The Cretan Bull.”

No. Think sensibly, Rose. Grace might not like me very much, but surely she wouldn’t poison me. Mr. Harrow gives me—and Maggie—the heebies, but he’s out of town. And I haven’t had any symptoms of atropine poisoning.

Footsteps in the hall. I watch the doorway, holding my breath.

It’s only Ella, carrying a bowl of potato chips and a plate of cocktail weenies.

“Scaredy-cat,” she teases. “Since when are you afraid of a little thunder? I hope you didn’t wake Lou, screaming like that.”

“Sorry,” I mutter, busying myself with the feather duster. I’m still trembling, trying to catch my breath.

Ella goes to the kitchen and comes back with a cream cheese and onion dip.

“Aren’t you going to get the champagne?” she prompts.

I want to ask her to come to the cellar with me, but my pride won’t allow it. I can hardly tell her I’ve been seeing a woman who isn’t there—a woman no one else can see—a strange, screaming woman. She’ll think I’ve gone mad, like—

My stomach twists. Like her mother.

I can’t do that to Ella. She was only five when Anna was sent away. The same age Lou is now.

If I weren’t here, who would teach Lou her letters? Who would tuck her in at night?

No. Without Nanny, without mothers, with Father popping in when he feels like it, and then popping right back out again—my sisters need me. I have to get hold of myself.

I creep down the rickety basement stairs, gripping white-knuckle-tight to the railing, and liberate two bottles of champagne. Then I scurry back upstairs like a frightened child.

I am frightened. The last thing I feel like is a party. I wish I could beg off, but it would be unforgivably rude after the twins have gone to so much trouble.

Besides—do I really want to be alone with my thoughts?

Better to try to put it—her—out of my mind.

I’m setting out half a dozen crystal coupe glasses when someone knocks at the front door. I fix a bright smile on my face and open the door. Just be normal, Rose.

“Welcome! Come in,” I say.

Stan is carrying three six-packs of National Bohemian beer. Grace is wearing a knee-length plaid skirt with a short-sleeved white blouse, her golden hair falling in loose curls around her face. She looks like a fresh-faced coed. I wasn’t sure what to wear; I didn’t want to be too fancy or too casual. In the end, I went with a raspberry-colored shirtdress, and I pulled my hair back on both sides with mother-of-pearl combs. Raspberry is rather nice—flattering—fetching with my complexion.

“You’re here! Hello!” Ella whirls into the lobby in her short, sleeveless red romper. I catch Stanley staring—leering—at her legs again. She’s wearing her dark hair down, copying Veronica Lake’s peekaboo style with one curl over her right eye. She’s awfully pretty. I hope none of the boys get fresh with her.

Unless, I suppose, she wants them to.

“Ma’s at her Ladies’ Aid meeting, so we needn’t worry about her dropping by,” Grace says. “And Dad is in the Poconos till tomorrow.”

“But I bet he’s ever so much fun at parties,” I joke. It’s low-hanging fruit, but Grace laughs. It sets my nerves a little more at ease.

Coop arrives with three other boys in tow. He met them for a Coke after he swept up at the feed store, he says. They all wear cuffed blue jeans and button-down shirts with the sleeves rolled to the elbow. One has dark red hair and freckles; one has enormous ears; and one has eyes as startlingly blue as Frank Sinatra’s. I forget their names two seconds after we’re introduced.

I gulp down my first glass of bubbly and relax more as the library fills with chatter. Grace’s friends arrive as the boys are cracking open their beers. Grace introduces them to Ella and me.

“Thank you for having us.” Kitty is a brunette in a short plaid skirt, baggy blue sweater, and penny loafers. “The place looks swell.”

“Everybody in Greeley’s real excited about the new hotel.” Barb is a smush-faced blonde in a mint dress.

Grace rolls her eyes. “Thank heavens for the Thorpes. Our saviors.”

“I didn’t mean anything against your family, Grace.” Barb sighs, and I wonder if Grace is as sharp-tongued and prickly with her friends as she is with me. “Dad says it’ll be good for business, is all. He owns the Oyster House. Have you girls been yet? It’s right on the water; the tourists love it. You should come for supper sometime. Best crab cakes in town.”

Grace sniffs. “Can’t hold a candle to Ma’s.”

I hand Kitty a glass of champagne and change the subject to something less contentious. “What does your crowd usually do on Friday nights?”

“I’m head cheerleader,” Kitty says, “so I’m usually cheering on the boys. Then we go to the diner to celebrate our wins. Or drown our losses in chocolate milkshakes.”

Barb bumps her shoulder. “You better lay off the chocolate shakes, or you’re not gonna fit into that uniform come fall.”

“Can it, Barb.” Kitty runs an anxious hand over her hips. “What about you, Rose? Grace said you go to a ritzy boarding school in Pennsylvania.”

“I don’t know about ritzy,” I demur.

Grace takes it upon herself to switch the record from Sinatra to Glenn Miller.

“Let’s dance already,” she says, bossy—presumptuous—imperious. Like this is her party.

I try not to mind. These are her friends, and I suppose the house must still feel like her home. We all watch as she pulls Stan into a Lindy Hop.

“Isn’t Grace the luckiest?” Barb sighs, positively pea green with envy.

I can’t say anything nice, so I don’t say anything at all. I’d rather be a wallflower than put up with Stanley and his wandering eyes.

The boys crowd around the snacks, debating the relative merits of the Philadelphia Athletics versus the Phillies versus the Washington Senators. The girls tap their toes to the music, shooting annoyed glances at the boys. They are clearly waiting to be asked to dance.

Is this party going to be a dud?

“Come on, Ella Jane.” I pull her up from the sofa. She’s wearing heels, so it’s rather like dancing with a wobbly giraffe. But it makes her smile.

Emboldened by our example, Barb and Kitty start dancing next to us.

Halfway through the song, Blue Eyes appears, holding out a gallant hand. “May I cut in?”

I put Ella’s hand in his. “Of course.” I’m happy to retreat to the sofa, flushed and out of breath. Red asks Barb to dance, and Dumbo asks Kitty.

Perhaps the party won’t be a dud after all.

Coop maneuvers around the coffee table. “Nicely done.” He really does notice everything. “Care to dance?”

“I’d love to,” I say. I find that I would. With him, I would.

He’s quick and light on his feet, easily the best dancer among the boys. I’m sorry when the song ends and we all switch partners. When a Charleston plays, Grace grabs her brother’s hand and says, “Let’s show ’em how it’s done.” Together, the twins are electric. Ella and I have had dance lessons, and at school we all listen to records and dance in the parlor, so we’re not half bad—but Coop and Grace put the rest of us to shame. When the song ends, everyone claps for them except Stanley, who’s too busy cracking open another beer.

A few songs later, while I’m being twirled by Blue Eyes, Kitty yelps. Stan’s stomped on her foot.

“Ouch!” She hops, then stumbles into the coffee table, knocking over the second bottle of champagne and the plate of cocktail weenies.

Ella grabs the bubbly before it spills. “Good save,” I say. “Are you all right, Kitty?”

She’s sitting on the sofa, grimacing. “I’ll live,” she mutters. “Sorry about the mess.”

“Let’s play a game,” Grace suggests. She’s flushed, but I can’t tell whether it’s from exertion or embarrassment because her boyfriend is already sauced. As Ella crouches to pick up cocktail weenies, Stan is rather obviously ogling her backside.

“How about post office?” Blue Eyes says, with a mischievous grin. Dumbo and Red hoot in approbation.

“Sounds good to me,” Stan says, guzzling another beer.

I look askance at Grace. I’m not sure. “How about charades?”

“Aw, don’t be a square.” Barb’s wheezy laugh reminds me of one of those little pug dogs.

“Yeah, loosen up, Rosie,” Ella says scornfully.

I bite my lip, stung. Am I being a square? Would I be more excited if there were a roomful of pretty girls for me to kiss?

Maybe. My stomach sinks.

Barb and Kitty are already primping, fluffing their curls and smoothing their skirts. Ella glares at me as though I’m embarrassing her.

I meet Coop’s eyes. He seems a little trepidatious, too.

What would it be like to kiss Cooper Harrow?

Altogether different from the pushy Parkhurst boys, I bet.

“All right,” I say. “Post office it is.”

Grace takes charge again. “Boys, go out into the hall. Girls, you stay in here.”

The boys troop out of the library. Barb pulls a compact from her pocketbook and fixes her red lipstick.

Ella raises her hand.

“Yes, Ella?” Grace asks, like a schoolmarm.

My sister giggles. “What are the rules? I’ve never played.”

“Oh, it’s easy,” Grace says. “One of us will knock on the door. One of the boys will answer and say how many stamps—how many kisses—your letter costs.”

“What letter?” Ella asks.

“There isn’t any letter. It’s a blank piece of paper. An excuse for kissing,” Kitty says impatiently. “Who wants to go first? Who do you hope you get?” She lowers her voice. “I wouldn’t mind kissing Gene. He’s good-looking, don’t you think?”

I shrug. I can’t remember which is Gene. The only one who stands out to me is Coop.

And Stanley, for all the wrong reasons.

Is that abnormal? Should I have taken more interest in the other boys?

“You first, Rose. It’s your party,” Barb says.

Ella pouts. “It’s my party, too.”

“You can go next,” Grace reassures her.

I tuck a stray ringlet back into my pearl comb, then make a show of sashaying to the hall door and knocking once, twice, thrice. I can do this. It probably won’t be too repulsive—only a quick kiss for show. No one will get fresh in front of a crowd.

Who will be on the other side? Please, God, not Stanley.

Cooper opens the door.

Oh. I feel a pleasant little buzz of—excitement? Curiosity?

“Hello, Mr. Postman.” I flush as his friends hoot and holler and press into the hall behind him to watch.

Coop’s eyes dart past me to the girls arrayed on the sofas. “That will be, uh, three stamps.”

Three. Does that mean he wants to kiss me? Or is he only being polite?

It would be an insult to say one stamp, wouldn’t it?

Coop shuffles his feet. Blue Eyes laughs. “Are you gonna kiss her or what, Harrow?”

“Pretend they aren’t here,” I whisper, smiling up at him.

He smiles back. He has outrageously long eyelashes for a boy. He leans down, and my eyes drift closed. His lips brush mine once, twice—and on the third kiss, he takes his time. His hands settle gently on either side of my waist. His mouth is soft and unhurried. My hand on his shoulder relaxes, fingers unclenching. Not pushing him away. Melting into him.

I almost forget that it’s only a game.

Then one of the boys wolf-whistles, and Coop and I break apart, both of us blushing madly.

“Oh, your letter! Here.” He hands me a folded piece of paper from his back pocket.

“Thank you!” I push the door shut and sail back to the sofa. That was a nice kiss. Disconcertingly nice. I’m used to boys with rough, fumbling hands. Their kisses leave me feeling bruised and unseen, as though it hardly matters who they’re kissing. I could be anybody with lips and breasts and legs. Kissing Coop—it wasn’t like that.

I glance at Grace out of the corner of my eye. She’s leaning against the cold fireplace, sipping a Coke. Surely she has uncharitable thoughts about me kissing her brother, but she doesn’t seem angry. She’s pulled her hair into a perky ponytail, but she looks … sad.

Barb snatches the paper. “You have to push it back under the door, Rose. I’ll do it.”

“Right. Sorry.”

“Lucky duck,” Kitty sighs. “Coop’s never kissed any of us like that.”

Hasn’t he? What does that mean?

Does Cooper Harrow fancy me?

Could I fancy him?

“Your turn, Ella,” Barb says impatiently.

“Oh, I—I have to go to the washroom. Excuse me.” Ella flees through the pocket door into the adjoining parlor, avoiding the hallway full of boys.

“I’ll go.” Grace knocks on the hallway door, shave-and-a- haircut-style.

Red opens it. His cheeks go almost as bright as his hair when he sees Grace. “Uh…”

“Watch it, Gene,” Stanley growls.

“It’s only a game, Stanley.” Grace rolls her eyes. “How many stamps, Mr. Postman?”

“Just one!” Gene barely pecks her.

Grace glares at Stan, grabs the letter out of Gene’s hands, and slams the door.

Barb is matched with Dumbo, who requests four stamps. “He tastes like onions, and his hands are all wet,” she grouses afterward. She clearly fancies Blue Eyes, and Kitty fancies Gene. I feel a little bad for poor Dumbo.

“What’d I miss?” Ella asks, coming back through the pocket doors.

“Stan’s being a dope,” Grace mutters.

“I think it’s sweet,” Barb says. “He doesn’t want anyone else to kiss you.”

Grace frowns. “It’s not a two-way street. You’ll see.”

Maybe she does notice the way he ogles other girls.

“Are you ready now, Ella?” Barb asks.

“You don’t have to play,” I remind her. She’s three years younger than everyone else.

“Don’t be silly.” Ella takes a long sip of bubbly, then shoves the letter back under the door, giggles, and knocks.

Stanley opens the door. My heart sinks.

“H-how many stamps?” Ella stutters.

Stan holds the letter up high, above her head, teasing her. “Five.”

He’s a grown man, broad-shouldered and clean-shaven, over six feet tall. Even in her heels, with her makeup done and hair down, Ella’s a skinny child next to him.

“Stanley, no!” Grace hisses. “She’s just a kid!”

“You don’ tell me what to do,” he slurs.

“You don’t have to play, Ella,” I say again.

My sister scowls. “I’m not a kid anymore, Rosie!”

Stan leers. “She don’ look like a kid to me.”

“She’s fourteen!” I protest. He’s twenty-one. I know girls at school who’ve dated older men, and no one’s batted an eye, but—this is my little sister!

Would it be her first kiss? I remember mine with Thea. Maybe it was unnatural—and it was in front of a crowd, too—but at least I wanted to kiss her. I liked kissing her.

I want to stop this. Say the game is over and send everyone home.

But then I’d look like a real square. And Ella would be absolutely livid. This is just the way men are, especially when they’ve been drinking.

So I don’t say anything. I don’t stop it.

Not when Stanley bends his head and kisses Ella, one arm yanking her close. He’s clumsy; Ella stumbles in her heels and falls against him. He mashes his mouth against hers, hard. I catch a glimpse of his pink tongue and feel a little sick, but still—I don’t speak up.

“Stanley!” Grace’s voice is like a whip.

Stan raises his head, but he keeps one arm around Ella. His big hand rests on her barely there hip, his pinching fingers entirely too close to her backside. She leans away, rubbing her hand over her mouth. His bleary eyes sharpen on Grace.

Grace is holding out his Swiss Army pocketknife. We’ve been using it as a bottle opener, but she’s holding out the knife. She’s pointing it at Stanley.

How much has she had to drink?

She strides toward him, her gait jerky, her shoulders tight. Even her face—

Her face is so contorted with rage, she doesn’t look like Grace anymore.

“If you don’t take your hands off that girl right now,” she says, “I will cut them clean off.”







CHAPTER NINE
GRACE



Something is wrong with me.

I’m so angry. Have I ever been this angry in my life? My entire body feels flushed with it. My cheeks are hot; my jaw is clenched, teeth grinding, shoulders tight. My eyes narrow on Stanley’s hand, his sausage fingers inching toward Ella’s bottom. His mouth, wet from slobbering on her like that in front of everybody.

Her lipstick is smeared. She’s blinking back tears.

She’s just a kid. Fourteen.

She’s a year older than I was when Stanley took up with me.

I didn’t feel like a kid then. I felt flattered and grown-up. But I was starting eighth grade, and Stan was a senior, almost eighteen. Everybody told me how lucky I was that he picked me. Wanted me. He could’ve had any girl in town! And he was real sweet at first. Respectful. So I let him kiss me. Touch me. I let him slip his hands under my sweater, and later (right before he left for the service) under my plaid skirt. Let him rub himself against me, his breath hot in my ear, his tongue in my mouth, his octopus hands everywhere, till he collapsed in a sweaty heap and stroked my hair and told me I was beautiful.

I didn’t enjoy it. Didn’t even understand what was happening.

“It’s only a game, Grace.” That’s Barb’s nasal voice. Throwing my words back in my face.

It is a game, to Stanley. A game that only he can play. He can put his lips and his hands all over Ella, humiliating me in front of my friends (humiliating me in front of Rose!), and I’m not supposed to say boo about it.

Well, I am not playing by those rules anymore.

A tear slides down Ella’s cheek. “I’m sorry, Grace!”

I know that look. Shame.

She feels like this is her fault.

It’s not. But I’ve worn that look too often since Stanley came back. Especially since that night last fall when he pushed me to my knees and told me to take him in my mouth. Didn’t I want to make him feel good? If I wouldn’t, he bet some other girl would. And it’s not as though I’d get a baby that way.

I did it, but I hated us both for it.

What had I said—what had I done—to make him think I was that kind of girl?

Now I understand. It’s not my fault. It’s not Ella’s fault. This is all Stanley’s fault.

I stalk closer, gripping the knife in my outstretched hand.

“Aw, baby, don’ be jealous,” he slurs.

“I’m not jealous,” I say, scornful. “I’m angry.”

I feel like a storybook dragon, breathing fire, aflame with it.

“Grace.” Cooper sounds worried. “Hey. Give me the knife.”

“No.” I jut my chin at Stanley. “Let go of her.”

Kitty gasps. “She’s soused!”

I’m not. I’m never. If I was drunk and didn’t insist on it, would Stan wear a rubber? I am not getting tied to this man and this town for the rest of my life, so help me God. I would rather die.

“You’re acting nuts.” Stan sounds nervous. Good. “Your sister’s nuts, Harrow.”

I don’t feel nuts. I feel clarified by the anger rushing through me, tightening my muscles, clenching my fist. I feel strong.

I take another step. I’m within arm’s reach. I could leap forward and slash him right across his big, meaty forearm. How would he use his octopus hands then? I’d have to push hard to saw through the muscles and tendons. The knife is small. Stan is big. Strong. He’d probably be able to wrestle the knife away from me. Even if he was bleeding.

I’d like to make him bleed.

“Grace.” That’s Rose, with her plummy boarding-school voice.

Am I still Grace? I feel like someone new. Someone vicious.

I like it.

Stan can tell. He’s scared. Of little old me? Gee. My heart pumps with pleasure.

He shoves Ella in front of him, the coward.

He’s nothing but a goddamn coward.

“I don’t blame you for wanting to stab him, honestly. He’s a complete boor, even when he isn’t foxed,” Rose says. “I’m only worried you might hurt Ella by accident. You don’t want to hurt Ella, do you? None of this is her fault.”

“I’m sorry.” Mascara weaves dark trails over Ella’s thin face. “I’m so sorry, Grace.”

If I stab him, I might hurt Ella.

None of this is her fault.

Slowly, Rose’s words penetrate the fog of my fury.

I don’t want to hurt Ella. I want to hurt Stanley. Only Stanley.

Later. I’ll get him later.

I nod. My shoulders relax. I lower my outstretched arm.

Cooper sees the moment it’s over, the moment it’s safe, and grabs for the knife. Lowers it so it’s pointed at the floor. He lets out a pained hiss between his teeth. In his hurry, he’s cut himself on the blade.

I hurt him. Again.

The euphoria of my anger is fading, replaced by confusion. Embarrassment.

What have I done?

“Hey. It’s all right.” Cooper tries to put a comforting arm around me, but I shrink away. I don’t want anyone to touch me. “It’s just a scratch, Gracie. I’m fine.”

(I’m not. I feel so strange. Empty. Like my insides have been hoovered out. My thoughts feel slow. Muddy.)

Now that he no longer needs her as a shield (goddamn coward), Stan releases Ella. She flees to Rose, who wraps both arms around her and rocks her like a child, smoothing her dark hair. For a moment, Ella’s sobs are the only sound in the library. Everyone else is shocked silent by what I did.

(What the hell did I do?)

“It was lovely to meet you all, but I’m afraid the party is over,” Rose says, one arm still wrapped around her sister. “Thank you ever so much for coming, and for such a warm welcome to Greeley. I hope we’ll see each other again soon.”

She doesn’t need to say it twice. She has that bossy rich-girl way about her. Gene and Art and Fred mumble, “See ya, Harrow,” and head out in a subdued pack. Kitty and Barb thank Rose for the party as they tie silk scarves over their hair to protect their curls from the rain. Neither meets my eyes. Neither asks if I’m all right.

(They’re supposed to be my best friends.)

Stan pulls out a pack of cigarettes, fumbling with his lighter. “Grace, baby, it was jus’ a game. Don’ cry.”

Oh. I touch my wet cheek. I never cry in front of people.

“I’m sorry, perhaps I wasn’t clear.” There isn’t an ounce of apology in Rose’s voice. “I’d like you to leave, too, Stanley.”

He straightens, his lip curling into a snarl as he glances at Rose. He jabs a finger toward me. “Tha’s my girl. I’m not leavin’ without her.”

As though I’m a thing. A possession, not a person.

But my anger is a pale imitation of what it was. I feel small and tired. When Stan comes toward me, I shrink.

He’s never hit me, but sometimes it feels like we’re one beer away from it.

How many times have I shrunk away from Dad like this? Tried to make myself less of a target, or—less, in general? What is it in me that makes them so mad?

Rose steps between us. “Do you want him to take you home, Grace?”

What? I blink at her. Nobody has ever asked me that.

I don’t want him to. I really don’t. But if I say that—

He’ll be so mad. I’ll have to make it up to him later.

“I’ll make sure Gracie gets home safe,” Cooper says.

My brother never interferes between Stan and me. I never let him. I made it clear years ago: Stan was my choice, and Cooper didn’t have to like it, but he had to let me be.

“Why don’t you let her sleep it off?” He knows I’m not soused. “You can see her tomorrow at the weenie roast.”

“All right. Yeah. Night, Harrow.” Stan scowls at Rose, but she purses her little rosebud mouth, unbothered, and waits him out. She keeps her body between us.

It’s dangerous, standing up to a man like that. It’s marvelous.

“I’ll phone you tomorrow, Gracie,” he says finally, around Rose.

“Okay. Good night.” I sniffle as he lumbers out into the hall.

The moment the front door slams behind him, I sink into the nearest armchair and bury my face in my hands like I’m a puppet with the strings cut.

Why couldn’t I keep my stupid mouth shut? It’s not the first time Stan’s gotten fresh with another girl during a party. He’s a wolf when he’s drinking (and he’s been drinking a lot these last eighteen months). It doesn’t mean anything. But it makes me feel such a fool in front of everybody.

I peek between my fingers at Ella. She’s curled up on the other armchair with her bare feet tucked beneath her. She’s staring out the open window at the rain, her expression blank. What must she think of me?

I glance at Cooper. He’s wrapped a linen napkin around his palm. Blood seeps through.

“We have a first-aid kit in the kitchen. I’ll go get it,” Rose says.

Cooper nods. When she’s gone, he kneels next to me.

“I’m sorry,” I whisper. “I’m so sorry.”

“It’s all right. You’re all right. Nobody got hurt,” he says.

“You got hurt.”

Like last time. Twice, my rage has spilled over, and my sweet brother has paid the price.

“I’m fine. Just a scratch.” He grins at me.

I jerk my head in Ella’s direction. “What if I’d hurt her?”

“I wouldn’t have let you.”

Could he have stopped me? I wasn’t myself.

Or was I more myself than ever? I felt so clearheaded and purposeful.

Usually, when I feel hot and angry, I know she’s here. I see her. I feel her.

This time, I didn’t. What if all that anger was mine?

“What’s happening to me?” I whisper.

Coop’s brown eyes are worried behind his specs. “I don’t know.”

“What if it happens when you’re not here?”

What if I hurt someone in a way I can’t take back?

What if some part of me is like Dad?

Rose comes back with a first-aid kit, a bottle of brown liquor, and four crystal tumblers filled with ice, all on a fancy silver tray. She sets the tray on the coffee table. “I think we could all use some scotch. For medicinal purposes. Nanny says it calms the nerves.”

“Your gran?” Cooper asks.

I smirk, feeling a little more myself. “Their nursemaid. Like the dog in Peter Pan.”

“She’s been with us since my mother died,” Rose says mildly.

Cooper gives me a reproving look, and I feel rotten again.

“When did your mom pass?” he asks.

“When I was born.” Rose hands us each a glass. I sip mine. It tastes like smoke, and it makes me cough, but it burns away some of the fog in my brain.

I watch as Rose approaches Ella cautiously. While Cooper and I were talking, Ella wiped her face and smoothed her hair. She sits curled into herself, closed-off, brittle. It does not invite comforting. Nor apologizing.

“Do you want some?” Rose asks. Ella nods, and Rose hands her a glass with a sigh. “I wish Nanny were here.”

“Me too,” Ella whispers. The yearning in her voice makes my heart ache. Imagine wanting someone who was paid to look after you, not your family. For the first time, I feel a little sorry for the Thorpe girls. At least I’ve got Cooper.

Rose’s hand flutters over her sister’s shoulder, like she isn’t sure whether or not to touch her. In the end she doesn’t. She goes over to the record player and puts on some jazz. With the steady drumming of the rain and the liquor burning its way down my throat and a saxophone wailing, the library feels almost cozy. Almost safe.

I try to reassure myself: I am safe. We’re all safe.

But for how long? Dad will be back tomorrow. I’ll have to see Stan at the weenie roast and make things right. And I never know anymore when she’ll pop up.

Cooper sits on the couch next to the first-aid kit. Rose perches next to him.

“Let me.” She dabs some iodine on his cut, and he yelps like a big baby. “Does it sting?” She blows cool air across his palm, and the way my brother looks at her—

I’ve never seen Cooper look at a girl like that.

I wasn’t sure he could look at girls like that.

Rose gets out a roll of bandage and winds some around his palm. “I’m in the Junior Red Cross at school,” she explains as she tucks the bandage in. They’re both blushing now.

I think Rose likes my brother. I saw the little breath she let out when he kissed her. She let down her guard.

I can never do that with Stanley.

Tears knot my throat. I’ve already given him so much.

I don’t want them to see me cry again.

“I’m going to the powder room.” I choke out the words.

I nab the bottle of liquor as I pass the end table. Then I head down the hall, through the house that used to be ours, into the south wing. The dormitory-style bathroom has been torn out. The walls between the eight small bedrooms have been knocked down, and in their place is the framing for four large guest rooms, each with a private bath. I walk through them, my penny loafers scratching against the scarred old floors, until I reach what used to be the Blue Room.

(Cooper and I called it the Blue Room on account of the wallpaper: bluebells on a cream background. All the bedrooms in the south wing had soft, floral wallpaper. I guess somebody thought it would be calming for the girls.)

There’s still wallpaper on the exterior wall, around the barred window. They’ll paper over it eventually. And they’ll take the bars off the windows and paint the windowsill. They won’t want their hotel guests to see the ninety-four lines carved into the wood. Cooper and I counted them once, years ago. Wondered about the girl who must have painstakingly scratched them with a hairpin. Girls weren’t permitted nail clippers or tweezers or anything too sharp, for fear they might hurt themselves in some desperate moment.

“Was it you?” I gather the courage to check my reflection in the dark window, but the only face I see staring back at me is … me.

What if she isn’t real? What if all that anger and violence is mine—an ugly inheritance from my father?

I’m not like him. I don’t want to hurt people.

Not unless they deserve it.

I take a sip from the bottle and cough as it burns my throat.

“Who are you? Were you one of the wayward girls?” I can’t make Dad into a doting father, and I can’t make Stan stop drinking, but I can try to figure out who she is and what she wants. “Was Dad cruel to you? Is that why you’re haunting me? The sins of the father, et cetera?”

I trip over an uneven floorboard. Maybe I’ve had enough to drink.

I lean against the skeleton wall, staring at the windowsill with its ninety-four scratches. Maybe we aren’t so different, biding our time here. I’ve got fourteen months till I turn eighteen, and between Stan and Dad and her, sometimes it feels unbearable.

I slide down the wall and sit on the floor. The room smells sweet, like sawdust. I toy with Stan’s class ring. He’s going to be so mad at me for embarrassing him like that.

“Why is this happening to me?” I’m begging now, but no one answers.

I lift the bottle to my lips, then stagger to my feet.

Fine. I’ll go and find the answers myself.







CHAPTER TEN
ROSE



After Grace excuses herself for the powder room—and takes the scotch with her—Ella stands. Barefoot, with her dark hair falling out of its curls and traces of tearstains on her cheeks, she reminds me of her sweet baby self. I could strangle anyone who’d hurt her.

The violence of my love takes me aback. There’s something about this place, out here in the middle of nowhere, that makes me feel slightly feral. Like the prim polish of Miss Parker’s has worn away, revealing it was only a spit shine all along. Perhaps I’m coming back to the real me: the dogged, bossy little truth-teller I was as a girl.

Ella and Anna and I, we were a team. Us against the world.

Until that world was obliterated by Anna’s illness and Father’s “cure.”

“I’m going up to bed,” Ella says, “but you take your time. I’ll check on Lou.”

I stand. “I’ll come with you. We can clean up in the morning.”

“No, stay.” Ella glances between me and Coop. Her voice is chilly—reserved—no longer the wavering, tear-soaked thing it was half an hour ago. “I’m awfully tired. I’ll fall right asleep.”

“Are you sure? Can I get you anything? Water? Aspirin? A cup of tea? We don’t have to talk. We could listen to the radio till you fall asleep.”

I’m pushing, I know. The more her posture telegraphs Leave me alone, the more desperately I want to help. But I don’t know how. It makes me feel sick with shame. When Anna went away, I promised I would take care of Ella, but it’s been years since I was the one to comfort her.

I wish I could phone Nanny and ask her what to do.

How pathetic. I can imagine Grace’s mocking. Poor lonely little rich girl.

“No, thanks. Really, I’m bushed.” Ella is already braiding her hair into one long plait. She’s got her mother’s hair; it gleams rich and nearly black in the lamplight. I used to brush Anna’s hair every night before bed. I remember the heft and weight of it in my hands: a shining, crackling waterfall that plunged to her hips. Anna wasn’t vain, except for her hair.

“All right. Good night, then.” I try not to feel terribly rejected.

“Night. Night, Coop.” Ella gives him a smile, but it doesn’t reach her eyes.

Coop opens his mouth to speak—to apologize for his sister, maybe—but in the end he only mutters, “Night.”

I look at the wreck we’ve made of the library: the beer bottles littered across the bookshelves, the girls’ lipstick-stained coupe glasses on the coffee table, Grace’s half-empty bottle of Coke abandoned on the mantel, hors d’oeuvres plates smeared with onion dip and potato chip crumbs, a cocktail weenie forgotten under one armchair. I should straighten up.

Instead, I sink down on the leather sofa next to Cooper.

“I don’t know what to do,” I confess. “I hate not knowing what to do.”

“For Ella, you mean?”

I knot my hands together in my lap. “We hardly see each other at school. I’m not the one she comes to with her heartbreaks. I don’t even know if she’s had any heartbreaks. We aren’t close like you and Grace.”

Coop’s mouth twists, rueful. “Just ’cause I see Grace every day doesn’t mean I understand what goes on in her head.”

I hesitate. “She wasn’t foxed, was she? She was fed up.”

Beyond fed up. I’ve never seen a girl get mad like that. She was incandescent with it. If I hadn’t been worried for Ella—for the potential consequences of Stanley getting stabbed at a party we held while Auntie was out of town—I would’ve almost admired it. Grace was frightening—shocking—fearsome.

Girls aren’t allowed that kind of anger, warranted or not.

Was it warranted?

Coop scruffs a hand through his hair. “She never drinks much.”

“I was ready to punch Stanley in the nose myself,” I say hotly.

Coop grins. There’s a gap between his two front teeth. “I would’ve liked to see that.”

“He’s a Philistine. I don’t know what Grace sees in him.”

“They’ve been together since we were kids. Stan was different then. I mean, he was never a great conversationalist.” Coop chuckles. “Not much of a thinker, you know? But he used to treat Grace better. His buddy Vic was killed in France and Stan—he was right there. He took it hard. He’s been drinking ever since he came back … I wish Grace would dump him, but Dad likes Stan. Says he keeps her in line.” Coop makes a face, perhaps at the notion of anyone keeping Grace in line. “I guess I’m in the same boat as you. I don’t know how to help my sister.”

His brow rumples into a deep, worried V. His hand is on the sofa between us, his fingers long and freckled. Impulsively, I put my hand over his. “You did help. You were splendid, getting the knife away from her.”

He flushes. “You’re the one who talked her down. I was afraid she’d hurt somebody else this time.” He pulls his hand away and rubs it nervously over his blue-jeans-clad knee.

Oh. This isn’t the first time Grace has lost her temper and hurt him.

I catch his gaze with my own, full of questions. “‘This time’?”

The rain picks up again. The wind moans through the open window and sends a curl across my face. Coop reaches out and tucks it behind my ear. His fingers are warm, gentle on the curve of my neck. His eyes—the light brown of tea with milk—are warm on my face. For a moment, I think he’ll deflect with a kiss.

Do I want him to? I think I do.

I think kissing Cooper Harrow again could be awfully nice.

Instead, he gets up. Crosses the room and shoves the window shut. It squeals. I lean back against the sofa, disappointed. I shouldn’t have pried. Nanny says I’m nosy. Miss O’Malley says writers should be curious. But Clara says people don’t like to feel as though they’re being put through the Spanish Inquisition.

“I’m sorry, I—”

“No, it’s—Grace hasn’t been herself the last couple months.” Coop collects the empty beer bottles, grouping them on the coffee table, as though he needs something to do with his hands.

“How so?” Surely he wants me to ask. I gather the girls’ coupe glasses onto the silver tray.

“She’s been angry. Reckless … There was an incident, back in March … Dad was being rough with one of the girls. Manhandling her.” Coop’s eyes flick down to the bottle in his hands. “That’s not unusual. I don’t mean—it’s not right. But we’ve seen it our whole lives. Grace knows better than to interfere … I don’t know why this time was any different. I heard the girl scream and Dad holler, so I came running. Grace was swinging for Dad, scratching at him like a wildcat. Cussing like a sailor, too. I got between them and she punched me right in the nose. Broke it.” He rubs a hand over the crook in his nose.

“My God.” I’d assumed that was from a football tackle, not his sister!

“The girl—well, the baby started coming.” Coop blushes. “While Dad went to phone the midwife, I got Grace away. Once she calmed down, she was real apologetic. But it was like tonight. She wanted to hurt Dad. She was one hundred percent focused on it. If I wasn’t there, I don’t know what might’ve happened. As it was—it was pretty bad.”

The words rush out of Coop like a river that’s been dammed up for too long. His shoulders are slumped, his mouth turned down, his brow furrowed with—worry? Frustration? Anger?

What would a man like Joe Harrow do to his daughter for attacking him?

What would Grace’s brother do in order to protect her?

I know better than to ask. Every family has its secrets.

“That must have been very frightening,” I say.

Coop’s stacking the little glass hors d’oeuvres plates. I reach across the coffee table and still his hands with a touch. I wish I could smooth the worried lines from his face.

He meets my eyes. Swallows. “Yeah. I was—well, I was pretty scared.”

It feels more intimate than a kiss.

The front door slams.

Grace? She’s been in the bathroom for ages.

Footsteps clomp down the hall. Stanley leans against the doorway.

“I dropped the damn keys! Can’t find ’em anywhere and it’s pourin’!”

A gracious hostess would invite him in to wait out the rain, but he’s done enough damage for one night. I don’t want him here. I look at Coop.

“I’ll drive you home,” he says. “You can get your truck tomorrow.”

“You’re a good man, Harrow.” Stanley glances between us. “Sorry for interruptin’. Guess you ain’t a fairy after all, huh?”

I draw in a breath. What an absolute jackass. I should have let Grace stab him.

Anger flickers over Coop’s face. “Guess not,” he says shortly. “Get in the car. I’ll be out in a minute.”

“Sure, sure.” Stanley gives us a knowing leer and lumbers off.

Coop shakes his head. “I’m sorry, I—”

“You needn’t apologize for him.”

“It isn’t true.” He stares at his tennis shoes.

“I wouldn’t think less of you if it were.” I’ve no room to judge, after all.

I’m not scandalized, exactly. But the thought that he might prefer to kiss boys—that the kiss between us, and the way he looked at me—the way I thought he looked at me—might have been just for show—

Well, it stings more than I’d like.

He glances up. “You won’t say anything, will you? About Grace, I mean.”

I smile. “No. Of course not.”

Coop shuffles his feet. “One of the guys is having a weenie roast tomorrow. Would you like to go? With me? I know it’s kinda last minute. If you’ve got plans…”

I’m too tired to play coy. “I don’t,” I blurt. “I’d love to go with you.”

He gives me a quick grin. “Great. Look, Stan’s an ass, but I’ve got to get him home. In this state, he’s liable to drive himself straight into a tree.” His eyes fall on Grace’s rain jacket and pocketbook, tucked in the corner. “Could you check on her for me? I’ll come back to walk her home.”

“Of course.”

I watch him head out into the rain. Then I take the silver tray laden with empty bottles and glasses and deposit them in the kitchen. The door to the powder room off the lobby is ajar. I peek inside, but Grace isn’t there. I make another trip for the hors d’oeuvres plates and serving dishes. The library could use a good hoovering; the new floors are covered in crumbs. But that can wait till tomorrow.

Grace still isn’t back. I’m loath to go hunting for her—I know she won’t want to see me—but I told Coop I’d check on her.

She isn’t in the library, the parlor, or the kitchen. Not in the dining room or the breakfast room. I walk through the dark, skeletal guest rooms, calling her name. Softly at first, then louder, till I’m almost shouting. There’s no answer. I wonder if she slipped out the back. I didn’t hear anything, but I was pretty wrapped up in Coop. If she went home, she left her pocketbook and her rain jacket behind, and she’s made off with Father’s good scotch. It doesn’t seem like her, but what do I really know about Grace?

Would she have gone upstairs? To her old room?

I don’t think she’d make any trouble for Ella, but—

A frisson of doubt runs through me. Grace is volatile. Unstable, maybe.

I take the stairs at a run.

My sisters’ bedroom doors are both shut tight. The door to the attic is open, though. A cold draft swirls down the hall. A dim pool of light falls from the single bulb at the top of the staircase. What could Grace be doing up there? I set one foot on the bottom step, and it creaks ominously.

The stairs lead up to an enormous attic; it must stretch the entirety of the central wing. Sheet-covered furniture looms up before me like hulking ghosts. Old twin bedframes lean against the sloped walls. Dust rises at my footsteps. I sneeze, then hear a faint scurrying. I close my eyes in horror. When I reopen them, I notice footsteps in the dust ahead of me, a little bigger than mine. They lead around an old armoire to a trapdoor with a pull-down ladder. It must go to the widow’s walk.

I stand at the bottom. Above me is the cloudy night sky. Raindrops fall on my upturned face.

What is Grace doing up there in the rain?

Stargazing? There are no stars.

I remember Magnolia’s story of the wayward girl who threw herself from the roof.

No. Grace can’t think—

I kick off my wedge heels and clutch the rickety ladder with both hands. I don’t care for heights, but it can’t be helped.

As soon as my head pops above the slate roof, I spot her. Grace is standing at the railing, peering out. Her blond ponytail is dripping, her white blouse sheer enough that I can make out the brassiere beneath. Father’s bottle of scotch lies at her feet.

“Grace! Don’t!” I shout, climbing faster.

She startles, whirling around so fast that she loses her balance on the wet roof. She reaches for the railing to steady herself, but it gives way. Rotted wood tumbles from her touch.

I watch, helpless—horrified—as Grace begins to fall.







CHAPTER ELEVEN
GRACE



I grab for the railing and it crumbles. Falls to pieces that slide away down the roof. I tilt into empty air. My shoes scramble on the wet wood, and I slip and there’s nothing to catch me, only the sloping roof and the hard ground three stories below.

I’m going to fall.

I’m going to die.

I windmill my arms, trying to catch my balance.

Then Rose grabs my wrist, yanking me back with surprising strength.

I stand there, shaking, staring down at her. She’s breathing fast, her blue eyes wide. For a full minute, there’s only the drumming of the rain and our panting breaths. Then:

“You could have died!” she says accusingly.

“Only because you scared me half to death!” What the hell is she doing up here, anyhow?

“I—!” Rose huffs, indignant. “I saved your life!”

“My life wasn’t in any danger!” I trip over the bottle, pick it up, and take a swig. It doesn’t burn my throat so much now. Before the almost-fall, my head was swimming, my thoughts pleasantly muzzy. Now it’s cleared. Adrenaline, I guess.

I want that nice bleariness back.

Is that why Stan drinks so much?

Rose grabs the bottle. “Unless you didn’t want saving. Is that why you’re up here? Do you know what that would do to your brother?”

It takes a minute to puzzle out her meaning. “I wasn’t going to jump, you dope!”

“Then what are you doing up here in the pouring rain?” Rose swipes irritably at the wet curls plastered to her forehead.

I gesture behind her at the dark Chesapeake. “Admiring the view.”

“Baloney.” Rose drinks, then coughs and wipes her mouth with the back of her hand. I smirk. Champagne is obviously more to her taste.

Then the smirk falls from my face. “Do I really seem desperate enough to jump?”

“No,” Rose says. “But—”

My shoulders slump. “You think I’m loony. Everybody will.” Maybe I am … I really wanted to hurt Stanley. Wanted to make him bleed. Make him feel a little of the pain and embarrassment he’s caused me.

“Look, between Stanley and your father, I don’t blame you for being fed up.” Rose shivers in the rain and takes a daintier sip.

“What does my father have to do with anything?” I demand. Rose makes a face, like she’s said something she shouldn’t, and I swear. “What did Cooper tell you?”

“Nothing.” She’s a bad liar.

“That was a private family matter!” I stomp my foot, but it only makes an unsatisfying squelch. I can’t believe Cooper told her. One kiss and he’s already spilling all my secrets! “I’m going to strangle him.”

I head for the ladder, but Rose gets in my way. “Don’t, please. He’s worried.”

“I don’t need him mother-henning me! I can take care of myself!”

“Can you?” Rose puts her hands on her hips. “You made a real muddle of things tonight.”

I raise my chin. “Mad that I ruined your party?”

“Please. I didn’t want to have a party in the first place. I don’t give a damn what any of those people think,” Rose says. “I never have to see any of those kids again if I don’t want to. But you do. You can’t let your temper get the best of you like that.” Rain drips from her nose, from her chin, from her hair. “You can’t go around stabbing Stanley every time he does something disgusting. You’d be stabbing him constantly. Just imagine the mess! How would you get the blood out of your clothes?”

Who knew Rose had a sense of humor.

“When he put his hands on Ella like that, I snapped. I don’t know how to explain it,” I confess.

“I wanted to punch him in the nose, too,” Rose says. I bark out a laugh; I can’t imagine that at all. She flushes. “There’s something about this place that makes me feel a little savage.”

“You?” Even with her dress drenched and her curls flattened to her skull, she seems as though she could command a drawing room full of servants.

Rose scowls. “You don’t know everything about me.”

“I suppose everyone has their little secrets.” She lets out an exasperated growl. I do enjoy provoking her. “Go ahead, tell me your problems, princess.”

“So you can mock them? No, thank you. I should have let you fall,” Rose grumps. There’s a flash of real hurt on her face as she moves toward the ladder.

“No, stop!” I feel rotten, remembering how lonely she and Ella seemed earlier. “I won’t make fun. I swear.”

Rose hesitates. “I think I’m losing my mind,” she blurts.

I don’t know what I expected. Some scandal with a boy back home. A catty stepmother. Something frivolous. Something I could, despite my promise, poke fun at.

Not the same fear that’s been plaguing me for months.

“If you tell anyone, I will deny it,” Rose says evenly. “I’ll have your family let go.”

“All right, I understand. It’s a secret.” I raise my hands in the air. I don’t think she would have anyone fired. She may not like me, but she likes Ma. And Cooper. I’m a little impressed that she would threaten it, though. “Why do you think you’re cracking up? You seem sane enough to me. Spoiled rotten, but sane.”

“I’ve been seeing things,” she says, and my breath catches. “Things that aren’t there. A woman, specifically. Or a girl? Our age, maybe a little older. Black bob. Big, dark eyes. Pale face. Red lipstick. And she’s always—”

“Screaming.” I grab Rose’s wrist. My heart is racing. “Swear it. Swear on your mother’s grave. If this is some sort of prank, I will throw you off the roof.”

Rose blinks raindrops from her eyelashes. “I swear on my mother’s grave.” She crosses herself. The hope on her face must be mirrored on mine. “You—you see her, too? In the pool?”

“Yes. I thought—that first day, you went all pale and strange. Like you’d seen a ghost. But—oh my God.” I bury my face in my hands.

It’s not only me. Rose can see her, too.

Neither of us is losing our mind!

Relief rushes over me, sweet and heady. I sway and Rose reaches out to steady me. “I’m all right. It’s just—I’ve been seeing her for three months. I thought I was going nuts.”

“Three months?” Rose looks horrified. “I’ve been ready to jump out of my own skin after one week! I’ve been too afraid to tell anyone. I didn’t even write about her in my diary.” I’ve seen Rose carting around a little leather-bound book. “I can feel her, too, right before I see her. I feel hot and angry and wrong.”

“Me too!” The words rush out of me like air from a popped balloon. “I feel prickly and furious, like I’m burning up. Then I see her. At first she was only in mirrors, and only in the main house. But I’ve seen her in the pool now, and in car windows, and at the cottage in the back of a spoon.” That nearly scared the life out of me. I threw the spoon across the kitchen and then I had to pretend I was trying to hit Cooper. As though my aim isn’t any better than that! “I can’t escape her.”

“I saw her in the pool this morning, when I said there was a bee, and then in the library window right before the party. I screamed and Ella thought I was a ninny afraid of a little thunder,” Rose confesses.

My mind is racing. I’ve never put much stock in the supernatural, but—

“Do you think she’s a ghost?”

Rose hesitates. “I always thought that ghosts were a bunch of bunk, but—my God, maybe Magnolia is right! Maybe the hotel is haunted.”

I roll my eyes. “Magnolia is simple. Her meemaw was about as much of a spiritualist as J. Edgar Hoover. But if any place in town is haunted…” I remember Maisie’s words. “It would be the Harrow Home. I bet the ghost was one of the wayward girls.”

“That makes sense,” Rose allows. “She probably died in childbirth.”

I don’t know about that. “I think something terrible happened to her, Rose. Something that made it so she can’t rest … Sometimes I get so angry, like tonight. I don’t feel in control of myself. I think that’s her. I think she can get inside my head, my heart … I’m afraid I’ll hurt someone, do something I can’t take back. I have to figure out why this is happening to me.”

“To us,” Rose corrects.

I cut my eyes at her. “You haven’t tried to hurt anyone yet.”

The yet makes her breath hitch. I don’t mean to scare her. But that terrifying urge for violence—is it me or the ghost? I’m not sure. Rose should know what might be in store for her.

“I have to figure out who she is, and what she wants,” I say. “Isn’t that how you lay ghosts to rest?”

“We,” Rose insists. “We’re in this together now, so you’ve got to trust me. Why did you come up here, really? I know it wasn’t to admire the view.”

“Dozens of girls have probably died here over the years. But Dad keeps his records locked up tight. The only girl I’ve heard about is Imogen Lee, who jumped from the widow’s walk. I thought if I came up here, she might give me some kind of clue … It was silly. Nothing happened.”

“That isn’t silly.” Rose is kinder than I deserve.

I scoff. “For all the good it did. Now we’re both soaking wet.”

Headlights appear down the drive. As they come closer, I can make out the roar and suck of tires on the muddy lane. “That’ll be Coop,” Rose says. “Stanley lost his keys, so Coop drove him home.”

I head to the ladder. “How am I gonna explain why I was up here in the rain?”

“You haven’t told him about the ghost?” Rose follows me down.

“I haven’t told anyone,” I explain when we both reach the bottom. “Only you.”

We stare at each other in the dim, dusty attic. She was brave to confide in me. If it had been up to me, we might never have found out that we were—what did she say? In this together?

I still don’t quite believe that Rose and I have a common goal.

“You can trust me,” she says earnestly, as though she can see the doubts written on my face. I want to be cagier than that, but between the lateness of the hour, her father’s whiskey, and the shock of it all, I must be slipping. “I get the sense, from the way your friends acted, that maybe you aren’t used to having a girlfriend who will stick up for you. Somebody you can trust with your secrets. And to tell you the truth, I haven’t always been that kind of friend. I’ve been too worried about my own reputation. But I’m going to do better by you. We are in this together, Grace. And we will figure it out. Together.”

I don’t know what that all means, but I could use help. I hate admitting it, especially to Rose. But I could.

“We better,” I say. “Before somebody else gets hurt.”







CHAPTER TWELVE
GRACE



The next morning, I am suffering the effects of too much liquor.

It’s easier to tell myself that booze is the culprit behind my sleepless night, not almost stabbing my boyfriend while under the influence of an angry ghost.

(Was it her influence? I want to believe that, but there’s no proof. Maybe I just have a violent streak. Like Dad.)

My head aches something awful. It’s too sunny in the cottage’s cramped eat-in kitchen. I was hoping for a thunderstorm, so that Levi’s annual weenie roast would be postponed. My stomach churns at the thought of facing Stan and my so-called friends.

Barb is such a blabbermouth, gossip will already be all over town how I got jealous of Stan kissing another girl (it was only a game) and drank too much and went after him with a knife. Imagine Grace Harrow doing a thing like that!

No one will believe I wasn’t sauced. Maybe it’s better that way. Girls are still put away for hysteria, aren’t they? Sent to places like the Harrow Home, but for loons instead of sluts.

Across the breakfast table, Magnolia is devouring a stack of toast with strawberry jam. Dad is due back from Mr. Thorpe’s hotel in the Poconos soon. If I skip the weenie roast, I’ll have to stay here. With them.

I would rather poke my own eyes out with this fork.

“Are you feeling all right, Grace?” Ma asks, forehead furrowed. Cooper makes the same expression sometimes. Maybe we are blood related.

Cooper kicks me under the table. He means it as a show of brotherly sympathy, I think. When Rose and I appeared back in the library, soaked to the gills, Rose said that we were out dancing in the rain. Either he’s too enamored to ask questions or he figured that’s some whimsical nonsense that rich girls do, but he bought it hook, line, and sinker. We got home and in bed without Ma being any the wiser. This morning, she asked what happened to his hand (my fault my fault my fault) and Cooper mumbled something about a dare from the guys, and that was that.

It must be marvelous, being a boy, not being interrogated over every little thing.

“You aren’t eating. You usually eat like a horse.” Magnolia looks at my still-full plate. She’s one to talk about eating like a horse. I think she has jam in her hair.

I shove a forkful of eggs into my mouth. “I’m fine.”

“Don’t talk with your mouth full,” Ma scolds. “It’s unbecoming.”

Well, God forbid a girl be unbecoming, even at her own breakfast table.

The telephone rings. Cooper hops up to answer it. “Harrow residence, Cooper speaking … Hey, Stan. Good morning.”

My eggs threaten a reappearance. I’m not ready to apologize yet! Certainly not within earshot of Magnolia. I shake my head frantically at Cooper.

“She’s not available right now.” He’s a champ. No one could have a better brother. “No, she’s … uh … she’s in the bathroom … No … I mean, it could be a while.”

I bury my face in my hands while Magnolia titters.

“Cooper!” Ma squeaks, mortified.

Sorry, he mouths. “You know how girls are. She’s probably curling her hair. Could take ages … Ha. Yeah, I’ll tell her you phoned. Or, hey, you want to meet us at Levi’s? Can you get a ride from somebody in town? We can get your truck after … Yeah. Sure. Okay. Bye.”

As soon as Cooper hangs up the receiver, Magnolia pounces. “Why don’t you want to speak to Stanley? Are you two on the outs?”

I remember the feel of the knife in my hand. “Mind your own beeswax, Magnolia.”

“Grace!” Ma chides. “There’s no call for rudeness.”

I grit my teeth. Why is she always sticking up for that girl over her own daughter?

“I’m sure if you apologize to Stanley…,” Ma starts.

That’s her way, isn’t it? I’ve seen her say sorry to a chair she bumped into. She makes endless excuses for Dad. Tread lightly, honey, Dad had a bad day … Best to steer clear tonight, Dad’s tired … Be sweet, Grace, men don’t like girls with smart mouths.

The worst part is, she’s right. I have to apologize. If Dad hears Stanley and I had a fight, he’ll be livid. In his eyes, Stan is about perfect. He served in the army, so he’s not soft. He doesn’t have any newfangled ideas about women working. He makes sure that I know my place.

Never mind that he isn’t kind. That he isn’t clever or curious, and we have nothing to talk about.

Magnolia gasps. “You’re not wearing his ring!”

Her eyes are fixed on my left hand, which is clasped around my glass of orange juice.

Stan’s class ring isn’t on my finger. In its place there’s a pale band of skin.

“It must have fallen off.” I didn’t see it when I made my bed, though. I swallow my rising panic. “May I please be excused?”

“Of course.” Ma smiles. “I’m sure you’ll find it, honey.”

“I’ll help you look.” Cooper follows me down the hall.

I tear my bed apart, ripping the sheet from the quilt, tossing pillows onto the braided rug, reaching inside the pillowcases. “It’s not here! I have to find it!”

He doesn’t respond. I glance over. His freckled jaw is tight.

“Look, I’ll only say this once, and then I’ll shut my trap. You don’t have to put up with Stan. The way he treats you—”

“I know. I know, Cooper.” Lord, I know he means well, but I do not have time for this right now. I drop to my hands and knees to search under the bed.

“I’m just saying, I know some nice guys who’d love to have a shot with you.”

I climb to my feet. “Yeah? And what do you think Dad would say about that?”

Folks in town have always looked at Dad a little sideways. Maybe because of the house full of unwed pregnant girls. Maybe because he’s mean as a snake beneath that eely, ingratiating smile. The Harrow name has become a threat. You get yourself in trouble, I’ll send you out to Joe Harrow’s place. The Grotowskis, on the other hand, are beloved. Mr. G. runs the Rotary Club and a popular Friday night poker game. Mrs. G. is president of the Garden Club and half a dozen committees at church. Since Stan and I started dating, Ma’s been invited to serve on the refreshments committee. Dad has been out fishing on Mr. G.’s boat, the Maja. That means something in Greeley.

To Dad, it means a sight more than whether or not I’m happy.

“I’ll stand up to Dad for you,” Cooper promises.

I sigh. “That’s sweet, but how do you think that would go for you?”

His fists are clenched. “It went okay last time.”

The first and only time we stood up to him. Dad pushed that poor, pregnant girl and I went nuts. I broke Cooper’s nose swinging for Dad. Later that afternoon, Dad came to my room, limping, his face all scratched up.

I wasn’t proud of myself. I was terrified. I didn’t understand what had come over me. Why I’d done something so stupid.

When Dad came into my room, Cooper stood.

“No,” he said, putting himself between us.

“What the hell do you mean, no? This is my house.” Dad’s face purpled. “She attacked me! She broke your damn nose!”

“Ground her, then. Send her to bed without supper. But you’re not gonna hit her.” Cooper looked placid, but his throat bobbed as he swallowed nervously. Could he stop Dad? I thought maybe he could. He was wiry, but strong from football and track and lugging feed sacks.

They stared at each other for a long, silent moment. Cooper had a couple inches on Dad. My heart raced, ready for anything. For Dad to slug him. Or lunge around him and backhand me. Or kick us both out of the house. Where would we go? We don’t have any family except Ma’s brothers, and we’ve only met them once, at Pop Pop’s funeral.

“Fine.” Dad glared at me. “You stay in this room until I tell you you can come out. And if you ever raise your hand to me again, girl, you’ll be sorry. You hear me?”

I kept my eyes down. “Yes, sir.”

“And, son, if you ever try to tell me what I can and cannot do under my own roof again, I’ll throw you out on your ear so fast your head will spin. You got that?”

“Yes, sir,” Cooper said.

Dad kept me locked in my room for a week. The first night, I didn’t get any dinner. After that, Ma or Cooper brought food, but they only stayed to talk when Dad was out. I was stir-crazy after two days, but without Cooper’s interference—

It would have gone worse for me. A lot worse.

“He’ll put you out if you talk back,” I say now. “And then what? You have to finish high school to get your teaching degree. We just have to keep our heads down. I can put up with Stan till I turn eighteen.”

Cooper frowns at me, miserable. “That’s still a year away, Gracie. Fourteen months.”

I fake confidence I don’t feel. “I know. I can do it.”

But first I have to find Stan’s ring. I riffle through my pocketbook from last night. No dice.

“I have to tell you something.” Cooper clears his throat, nervous. “I asked Rose to come with me to Levi’s.”

I open my armoire and search for last night’s plaid skirt. “As a date? Did you kiss her again? For real?” I ask, interested. Cooper has no trouble getting a date whenever he wants (he does look like me, after all) but he seems content to pal around with the guys, mostly.

He’s blushing like a fire engine. “A gentleman doesn’t kiss and tell.”

Imagine dating a gentleman! I know Stan has bragged to all the guys about what I let him do in the back of his pickup. If I broke up with him before I left town, word would get around that I was fast.

(It matters less when everybody thinks you’re going to get married.)

“You should kiss Rose again.” I’m searching the skirt pockets. “She likes you.”

“You think?” Cooper sounds awfully eager. If that spoiled little bitch breaks his heart, I’ll kill her.

“I know you don’t like her much,” he says.

“She’s all right.” I don’t know how I feel about Rose after last night. I bang the armoire shut. “Where in the hell is it?”

“Where’s the last place you remember having it?” Cooper asks.

I remember grabbing Rose’s wrist, demanding she swear on her mother’s grave that she’d seen the ghost. Was the ring on my finger? I don’t know. I did have it in the Blue Room; I remember fiddling with it.

Ugh. I feel strangely shy about seeing Rose again.

“What’s wrong?” Cooper asks.

I make a face. “I have to go up to the main house.”

!



I remind myself to knock instead of walking right in.

Rose answers the door with Lou peeking out behind her. “Grace. Hello.”

She looks fresh as a daisy. I wish I’d put some Max Factor Pan-Cake on the dark circles under my eyes. “It’s strange to knock.”

“I bet.” She peers up at me. “Is there something I can help you with?”

I hold up my left hand. “I lost Stan’s class ring.” Rose makes a face. “Don’t. I’ve already had a lecture from Coop, and I don’t need another. Just help me search?”

“All right.” Rose crouches down to Lou’s height. The little girl is straight out of a Sears catalog with her hair in two dark braids tied with red bows; a smocked red dress with white Swiss dots; and ruffly white socks with Mary Janes. Except her little knees are crisscrossed with Band-Aids. “Grace lost her ring, Lulu. Do you want to help us find it?”

“Yeah!” Lou nods. “I’m a good finder.”

“Swell. I could really use the help.” She makes it hard to be a grouch.

“I hoovered the library—there were crumbs everywhere—and I didn’t see it,” Rose says. “Where did you go after that?”

“The Blue Room.” I lead them through the lobby. There’s a cacophony of hammering and sawing from the north wing. I make my way through the skeleton walls of the south wing to the room with bluebells-on-cream wallpaper. Red-faced, I remember begging her for answers. I’m glad there was no one here to see me like that, desperate and a little drunk.

I search the floor for a glint of gold. Nothing.

I drop to my hands and knees, running my palms over the old oak floorboards. Rose and Lou join me, but Lou loses interest fast and begins to crawl around on all fours, meowing.

I expect Rose to chide her, but she only pats Lou’s head. “Good kitty.”

“I’m Patches,” Lou says. “Meow.”

“Patches is her little calico kitten,” Rose explains. “He’s back in Washington, and Hannah—that’s our housekeeper—is taking very good care of him.”

“Meow,” Lou says again.

My hand smashes into an uneven board. “Ow!” That must be what I tripped over last night. It’s part of a dark rectangle of wood unbleached by the sun, unworn by footsteps. Must have been under a piece of furniture. Probably the bedframe.

The nails anchoring the floorboard in place are missing at both ends. That’s strange. The workmen haven’t run the wiring or plumbing in here yet. But if it wasn’t them …

My heart races. Did one of the wayward girls use this as a hiding spot?

I glance at Rose, my eyes wide. She’s noticed. (Of course she’s noticed.)

“Lulu, could you go upstairs and get Grace a Band-Aid, please?” she asks.

Lou peers at my hand, interested. “Did you hurt yourself?”

“I—yes, I did.” I put my finger in my mouth. “Ouch.”

“I’ll get you a Band-Aid!” She races off.

Rose nods at the floorboard. “Can you lift it?”

I tug the board from its slot. It comes up easily, revealing a hole beneath. I peer in.

There’s something down there!

I stick my arm in (please don’t let there be spiders) and pull out a bunch of newspaper. It’s a yellowed edition of the Easton Star-Democrat. Frowning, I unfold it, and a bracelet falls into my lap. Brass rectangles hinge together, each link with a pale green gem—or maybe colored glass—in the center, and tiny metal beads around the edges. It’s about three inches wide. I hold it out for Rose to see.

She kneels next to me. “Pretty. How long do you think it’s been here?”

I smooth out the yellowed newspaper so I can read the masthead.

July 11, 1930.

My hand flies to my mouth. “This bracelet—it was hidden a month before Cooper and I were born.” I slip it onto my wrist. The metal is cold against my skin.

A shiver starts at the crown of my head and works its icy fingers down my spine, all the way to my toes.

Last night, I asked, Who are you? And then I tripped over this floorboard. I thought it was the scotch, but what if this was her answer? What if the ghost wanted me to know that she was here, in this room, in the summer of 1930? What if she wanted me to know—

“Rose,” I hiss. “What if the ghost is my mother?”

“Were you and Coop adopted? That … would make a lot of sense.”

“I’ve been thinking about what Ella told us, about how eye color works. Remember? She said it’s impossible for Cooper and me to have brown eyes.”

Rose frowns. “Wait, this has to do with Ella’s biology lesson? Your parents never said—”

“Dad would never admit it,” I explain. “But he and Ma were married for eleven years before we came along. What if they couldn’t have children, so they adopted twins? I did a little digging. Dad fired all the Harrow Home staff except the midwife that summer. Isn’t that odd? What if—” I take a breath. My thoughts are coming so fast. “What if the ghost is our birth mother, and Dad took us from her, and she died of heartbreak … or even childbirth? Then the construction disturbed her spirit, and she’s angry at Dad, and that’s why she’s haunting me? Us?

“I know it sounds far-fetched.” I’m flushed with a mix of excitement and embarrassment. “But we can see a ghost, Rose. Is what I’m saying any more far-fetched than that?”

In the ensuing silence, I hear voices coming from the central wing, getting louder. Rose and I exchange panicked glances. I slide the floorboard back into place. Rose grabs the crumpled newspaper and shoves it into the deep pocket of her skirt.

I recognize Dad’s voice. My stomach curdles with dread.

Rose scrambles to her feet. “Give me the bracelet!”

I pull it off my wrist and toss it to her as the hall door bangs open. Dad strides toward us, his steps echoing in the empty wing, sawdust rising in his wake. I watch Rose out of the corner of my eye. She slides the bracelet into her pocket.

Somehow, we both feel that Dad mustn’t see it.

“What are you two doing? You have no business being back here,” he says sharply.

“I misplaced Stanley’s ring,” I confess. “Rose is helping me look for it.”

“‘Misplaced’ is just a fancy word for lost.” Dad’s lips thin. “Didn’t your mother and I teach you to take better care of your things?” He glowers at the empty room. “Why would it be back here? Have you been fraternizing with the workmen?”

“What? No!” I’ve never shown interest in any man besides Stanley. And the construction workers are old. Dad frowns at my tone, and I backpedal. “I mean, no, sir.”

“Grace was keeping Ella and me company last night,” Rose says. It’s not exactly a lie. “She was telling us what the Harrow Home used to be like.”

Dad huffs. He can’t rebuke the boss’s daughter, so he casts about for something else to find fault with. “I know there are a bunch of silly rumors about this house … Do you know I found a spirit board hidden in Magnolia’s things? A family heirloom, she said. That’s the only reason I didn’t break the blasted thing in half. She can have it back when she leaves, and not a minute sooner. I won’t have nonsense like that in my house!”

“Yes, sir,” I say.

Rose gets a sly look. “I heard the hotel is haunted.”

“Nonsense.” Dad draws himself up to his full five feet ten.

“I told Rose it was complete foolishness. Who would haunt the Harrow Home, anyhow?” I ask. “You never lost any girls.”

“Well.” Dad clears his throat. “Childbirth is a dangerous business. We lost a few, here and there.”

Is that why the bracelet is here, unclaimed, seventeen years later? Did she hide it before she gave birth to her baby (or babies) and never get a chance to retrieve it?

Did this bracelet belong to our birth mother?

“Most of our girls had no trouble. They were young—too young, if you ask me—and healthy. Physically healthy, anyhow. Spiritually, morally … that’s another story.” He eyes Rose, as though he has some doubts about her spiritual and moral health, too.

“Well.” Rose edges toward the door. “We didn’t find the ring back here.”

Dad reaches into his jacket pocket. “One of the workmen found it in the library.”

“Oh, thank goodness!” It must have fallen off after Rose and I came down from the widow’s walk, wet and shivering. I slide it back onto my finger.

“You should be more careful. You’re lucky to have Stanley, you know,” Dad says.

Rose looks incredulous. But if I told Dad how poorly Stan treated me last night, he would find a way to blame me.

Imagine having a father who cared whether I was happy or not. Whether I was being treated well. Who thought Stanley was lucky to have me!

Maybe I do.

Maybe, somewhere out there, I have a birth father who’s kind and generous and good.

Maybe Cooper takes after him.

Maybe we both could.







CHAPTER THIRTEEN
ROSE



“Hi.” Cooper Harrow is standing on my doorstep, smiling at me. My stomach flips.

“You look swell,” he says. He looks pretty swell himself in a striped blue shirt over a pair of navy swimming trunks, his honey-colored hair combed neatly.

“Thank you.” I wasn’t sure what to wear to a small-town weenie roast doubling as a first date—Is this a date? I think it is, or he would have invited Ella, too, wouldn’t he?—but I settled on a lemony halter top and a matching high-waisted skirt. It reveals an inch of midriff, and I feel a little self-conscious.

“Are you ready to head out?” Coop asks.

“Sure,” I say, and he leads the way to a beat-up black sedan.

“Ford 48 Fordor?” I guess.

He stares at me in surprise. “Yeah.”

He opens the passenger door for me and, once I’m inside, pats the roof. “Be good, Myrtle, okay?”

“Myrtle?” I tease. I don’t think I was meant to overhear that.

“That’s what I call her.” Coop blushes adorably as he slides behind the wheel. “Do you drive?”

“I do. Father paid the chauffeur to teach me last summer.”

Myrtle starts with an ominous cough.

“Grace will be jealous!” Coop shouts over the noise. “She wants to learn how, but Dad said no. I would teach her anyway, but some nosy Nelly is liable to see her behind the wheel and tell Dad, and then there’d be hell to pay … How’d you learn so much about cars?”

“Milt’s been with our family since I was little, but he’s old enough to be my grandfather. We didn’t know what to talk about during our lessons. He started pointing out the make and model of the cars we passed. There are all sorts of people in Washington, you know—senators to shopkeepers to sailors—so there are all sorts of cars. We made a game of it,” I explain. “I got pretty good at it.”

“Myrtle’s a 1935,” Coop says as we bump and rattle down the drive. I grip the door so that my head won’t hit the roof. “I bought her off Levi’s dad last summer.”

“You paid for this car yourself?” I’m impressed. None of the kids I pal around with have after-school jobs. Father did say the Harrows were pretty skint before he stepped in, though.

And Mr. Harrow hardly seems the generous sort. Watching him with Grace was enlightening. There was no warmth whatsoever. He seemed determined to find fault, and Grace showed a grudging obedience—subservience—obeisance that felt wholly unlike her.

“Dad said Granddad never gave him handouts. If I wanted a car, I could work for it.” There’s no resentment in Coop’s voice, but it hits me how different our lives are. I’ve never had to work. Some Miss Parker’s girls attend college and then become docents at art museums or assistants at publishing houses, but that’s more of a lark, till they have children. We’re trained to manage a household—or two, if we’ve got a summer place—and throw gracious dinner parties for our husband’s colleagues. Perhaps serve on the board of various charities. We may have the appearance of freedom—college, travel, money—but it all leads to the same circumscribed ends.

I chafe at it sometimes. Miss O’Malley says my writing shows real promise. But even if I wrote a novel, would anyone ever take it—or me—seriously?

“The last two summers I worked for Levi’s dad. Baling hay, milking cows, mucking out stalls. Hard work, sure, but his dad’s a nice guy. And I liked the animals. Thought I might want to be a veterinarian for a while … Oh shit!” Coop looks at me, abashed. The front of the car is billowing steam.

“Oh no!” I say sympathetically.

Coop groans and pulls the car to the side of the narrow dirt lane. There’s nothing but farmland around us, tall rows of corn and furrows of leafy green plants. “She’s overheating. I’m sorry. I’ll have it fixed in a jiff.”

He gets out of the car. I follow, careful not to fall in the ditch. The road is muddy from last night’s rain. “Is there anything I can do to help?”

“Could you hand me the tubing and the pocketknife and the glue on the floor in back, please?” He pops the hood. “The radiator tubing keeps coming off. I keep spare just in case, but I was really hoping she’d behave today.”

His face is red behind his freckles, and I can’t tell if it’s from the steam or embarrassment. I hand him the materials and he cuts some tubing. “Some first impression, huh? Most guys you’ve gone with probably have spiffy new cars.”

“My last beau drove a red Ford Super De Luxe convertible,” I admit. Coop whistles. “It was a beaut. But he could only talk about three things: himself, college football, and that car. I couldn’t wait for him to drive it back to Notre Dame come August.” Coop chuckles, but I’m serious. “I don’t want you to be anybody but yourself, Cooper.”

His hands pause as he’s affixing the new tube. “Thanks for saying that.”

I meet his brown eyes over the still-steaming grille. “I mean it.”

Coop grins, then changes the subject. “Hey, is your aunt home from her fundraiser? Did she give you a hard time about the party?”

I’m about to lean against the car but think better of it; it’s splattered in mud. “She’s back, but I hoovered the library and did the dishes this morning, so unless she spots the empty bottles in the trash, I think we’re in the clear.” I shrug. “We didn’t talk much. She said she was in desperate need of a pot of coffee, but she looked perfectly gorgeous as usual.”

He glances at me and then back inside the hood. “You take after her.”

“No, I don’t.” Everyone says she looks like Hedy Lamarr.

“You don’t think so? I’m not just blowing smoke. I think you do.”

“Well, thank you.” I flush. Auntie and I have the same hourglass shape, though mine is considerably wider. My hair is the same riot of dark chestnut curls, parted in the middle, and my face is heart-shaped like hers, with the same pointy chin and long narrow nose. She’s taller, though—almost everyone is—and has hazel eyes under perfectly arched brows that she draws on. A relic of plucking them too thin back in the thirties.

“Who do you take after?” I wonder if Grace has shared her theory that she and Coop might be adopted. It seems rather far-fetched to me, but she was awfully excited about it. And with a father like hers, I can’t blame her.

“I don’t think Grace and I look like either of our folks, to be honest.”

He’s right. Mr. Harrow is tall and thin, but without any of the twins’ athleticism. He has black hair, a strict widow’s peak, pale skin, and icy blue eyes. Mrs. Harrow is short and plump, with a button nose, round-apple cheeks, kind blue-gray eyes, and brown hair that has a natural curl.

But lots of kids don’t resemble their parents. Grace’s evidence is pretty scant.

I want to ask more, but I’m wary of prying. Have you ever considered that you might be adopted? How would you feel about that? seems uncouth first-date patter.

“Your ma’s sweet,” I say instead. “The hotel is lucky to have her. Her cooking is—wow.”

“Thanks.” Coop finishes his ministrations under the hood and stands up straight. “We should give Myrtle a couple minutes to cool off. Then we can be on our way. Sorry about this.”

I smile. “I don’t mind the delay. It gives us a chance to chat.”

His brow furrows. “I wanted to ask you—Grace didn’t give you a hard time last night, did she? While I was driving Stan home?”

“Not any more than usual.” I don’t mean to sound flippant; I know he’s worried about his sister. But Grace hasn’t told him about the ghost, and I can’t go giving away her secrets. Nor my own. I like Coop, but I can’t trust him. Not yet.

I think of my father and Anna, and I shudder. Maybe not ever.

Even the most genial men can do a lot of harm.

“There’s something you’re not telling me, isn’t there?” Coop says.

I’ve never met a boy who pays attention the way he does. It’s nice. And right now, it’s dangerous. We can’t risk anyone finding out that Grace and I are seeing a ghost.

“Grace did share a few confidences. I suspect Father’s scotch played a role, but don’t worry, her secrets are safe with me,” I say lightly.

“Even from me?” Coop asks. I’m not sure which answer he’s hoping for.

“Would that bother you? If Grace and I became chums?”

I’m not sure chums is the right word. Reluctant allies, perhaps.

“No. I’m glad she felt like she could talk to you. She doesn’t really have friends like that.”

“I got that sense.” I shrug. “I’m a good listener, if you ever want to try me.”

The sun is warm on the crown of my head, and Coop’s brown eyes are warm on my face. He opens his mouth to—what? Flirt? Share a confidence of his own?

Then a red truck speeds down the lane behind us.

“Ford F-100 half-ton pickup—1940 or 1941.” Now I’m showing off.

Coop grins. “That’s a neat party trick.”

The truck slows and its passenger leans out the window. She’s redheaded and freckle-faced. “Hey, Coop! Everything all right?”

Gene, the redheaded boy from the party, slides across the bench seat and yells out the window. “Oh, man! Myrtle conk out on you again? You need a ride?”

“Hey, Alma. Hey, Gene. That’s all right. We’re just letting her cool off for a minute.”

“Who’s this?” Alma looks me up and down.

“Alma, this is Rose Thorpe. Her dad owns the new hotel. Rose, this is Gene’s sister, Alma,” Coop says.

“Pleased to meet you,” I say.

“Likewise. About time you got yourself a girl, Coop!” She laughs. Coop blushes.

“See you at Levi’s!” Gene calls, then motors off.

“Sorry,” Coop says. The only sounds are the birds and the truck’s receding growl. “I guess it’s been a while since I’ve taken anybody out … I mean, I have taken girls out before. But nobody special.”

Does he think I’m special? Or that I could be? Or am I only a cover? Stanley’s insinuation is still in the back of my mind. I bump Coop’s shoulder with mine. “Well, I’m extra flattered that you asked me, then.”

“I’m glad I did,” Coop says. “You’re easy to talk to, Rose.”

I smile. “So are you.”

It’s true. And it’s going to make keeping secrets from him even harder.







CHAPTER FOURTEEN
GRACE



I don’t want to be here.

“Here” is the sandy little stretch of beach where Levi Miller hosts a weenie roast every year for his birthday, ever since we were kids, on the section of his father’s dairy farm that slopes down to meet the Chesapeake. Even though it’s near eighty degrees, he and a bunch of the other fellas built a bonfire for roasting hot dogs and marshmallows. A cooler full of Cokes sits on the tailgate of somebody’s pickup. Most of our class is here, plus some tagalong brothers and sisters. The boys are tossing a football around and shoving hot dogs slathered with Heinz into their mouths. The girls are building a sandcastle and sunbathing in bikinis so revealing, Dad would be scandalized.

Those girls are asking for trouble, he’d say. Their parents ought to be ashamed. I’d never let you out of the house dressed like that.

I’m wearing a red-and-white-striped T-shirt and a knee-length red skirt, with my blond hair pulled into a ponytail, white Keds on my feet, and red lipstick on my mouth. I look beautiful (especially with sunglasses covering my tired eyes) and I know it.

It’s not enough. Not without Stan on my arm.

Usually, the girls shout my name and make space on their blanket (or in their booth at the diner or their table in the lunchroom). Today, when I dropped my bicycle in the grass and made my way down to the beach, no one even waved. Sure were a lot of whispers, though. Especially from the picnic blanket where Barb and Kitty and Jeanne were posing like pinup girls.

Jeanne and I sat next to each other in calculus last year, the only two girls in the class. Neither of our dads sees the point in college, though. When I meet her eyes, she raises her hand to wave, but Barb elbows her in the ribs, and she drops her hand like a hot potato. Coward. I stuck up for her every time Barb called her a drip for playing the French horn.

Kitty won’t even look at me. She’s nicer than Barb and twice as pretty, but she follows her around like a shadow.

Orders have clearly been given: I’m being shunned. I can almost hear the whispers.

High-and-mighty Grace has lost her marbles—and her man!

I can’t blame them. (I do blame them.) That must be how it seemed. I wish Barb or Kitty cared if I was all right, but the truth is, our friendship has never been like that. Barb’s dad owns the nicest restaurant in town. Her Pop Pop was the mayor when we were kids. She never paid any attention to scrawny me with my creepy dad and falling-down house. Not till I started going with Stanley.

And then, oh, I lorded being Stanley Grotowski’s girlfriend over her. Stan gave me his letter jacket because I was cold and told me I could keep it. Stan gave me his class ring and asked me to wait for him! Look, I got another letter from Stan. Giggling, I’d let you read it, but it’s private. I squealed about my brave soldier. When he came back, I crowed about never having to worry about finding a date on Friday night. I’m a lucky duck, aren’t I?

I never share the things I have to do to keep him.

It’s really no wonder that Barb hates me.

I grab a marshmallow and a stick and stalk toward the bonfire, ignoring the whispers.

“Harrow!” someone shouts, what feels like hours later.

I glance up hopefully, but he isn’t talking to me. Cooper has arrived with Rose. She stumbles in her ridiculous wedge heels and beams up at him when he steadies her on the rocky sand.

“Rose!” Barb and Kitty shriek, scrambling to stake their claim on the new girl.

I glower. Fortunes rise and fall awfully fast around here.

Barb tilts her head close to Rose’s and whispers something.

Rose’s big blue eyes search the beach and land on me. I must look pathetic, standing here by myself, on my third marshmallow, friendless.

“Oh, there she is!” She waves and makes a beeline right for me. “Grace! Hi!”

Barb catches her elbow. “I’m surprised you’d want anything to do with her, after how she ruined your party. She was drunk as a skunk! What a hypocrite. She always acts like she’s better than everybody else.” She pitches her reedy voice loud enough for everyone to hear. “Stanley’s not here. I bet he called it quits. About time, I say. She was never good enough for him.”

I clutch the pointed stick in my hand, wishing I could poke her eyes out.

Rose blinks at her. “I don’t know what you mean. Stanley’s positively devoted to Grace. That’s plain to anybody. But she’s so clever, I don’t wonder that she finds Greeley a little stultifying. Especially if all her friends are two-faced snakes like you.”

I gasp.

Barb flushes as red as one of Ma’s prize tomatoes.

One of the guys hoots, “She told you!”

Barb is famous for her sharp tongue. Hardly anybody goes against her except me, and I always had the ace (Stanley) in my pocket. The crowd enjoys seeing the pretty new girl serve it right back. Jeanne’s laugh is a loud goosey honk.

I can’t believe Rose stood up for me like that.

She saunters over and hooks her arm through mine. “Ooh, marshmallows!”

I tip the pointed stick in my hand toward her, and she plucks the marshmallow off and pops it into her mouth. “Thank you.”

“Thank you,” I say fervently. “I didn’t deserve that after—”

“Don’t mention it.” Rose glances around. “Really, don’t. I think that pug-faced shrew is trying to eavesdrop.”

It’s the most I’ve ever liked her.

Back by the pickup truck, Cooper is talking with Levi and the other guys. There’s a lot of backslaps and wow-ee whistles about how he’s landed himself a real little spitfire. And she’s a looker, too!

“So, you and my brother, huh? Is this a date?”

Rose smiles coyly. “We’ll see.”

“If you break his heart—” I glare at her.

“Suppose he breaks mine?” Rose picks her way carefully over the pebbly sand down to the water. “I’ve never had a steady before … Don’t look so surprised!”

I am surprised. “I just assumed—”

“That boarding school girls are fast?” She says it without any rancor as she bends and unbuckles her wedges. “I’ve kissed a few boys, but they were all duds. Nothing serious. I gather it’s the same with Coop?”

“He’s a late bloomer, I guess.” He took Polly Vaughn to Homecoming last year. She clearly hoped it would turn into something more, but he never seemed terribly interested. Honestly, I wondered if it was just to get everybody off his back.

Dad wasn’t the only one who thought Cooper was soft. The boys used to call him a sissy and worse. Back in fifth grade, Billy Patterson called him a fairy, so I slugged Billy and made his nose bleed and ruined his good church clothes. Dad gave me a beating for it (fighting at church was nasty behavior for a girl) but Billy never bothered Cooper again.

I kind of forgot about it till two summers ago, when I biked over to Levi’s to bring Cooper the lunch he’d forgotten. I surprised him and Levi in the barn. There was a lot of shuffling up in the hayloft and some fumbling with trousers as they came down the ladder, and—well, it was clear I’d interrupted something. We never talked about it. A week later, Levi started seeing Harriet, and now they’re talking about getting engaged. So I don’t know what to think.

Cooper is the best brother I could imagine. But if he is a homosexual, the world will be harder for him. If Dad found out—

I wonder if that’s why Cooper has money stashed away in his baseball glove.

In case we both need to get out of town.

Rose gasps at the cold as she wades into the water.

“Don’t be a baby,” I tease, toeing off my Keds.

“Grotowski!” My stomach plummets. I glance back at the beach. Stanley is carrying a six-pack of beer over to the pickup truck, wearing only swimming trunks. He’s stayed fit after his army service, I’ll give him that. He turns a lot of girls’ heads as he struts past.

I have to apologize. I square my shoulders.

Rose puts her dimpled, sun-warmed hand on my arm. “Don’t. Let him come to you.”

She doesn’t understand. She’s not from here; she can’t fathom how much of my social capital comes from being Stanley Grotowski’s girl. Rose is worldly in some ways, and real sheltered in others. But she didn’t have to stick up for me with Barb. So I try not to snap at her.

“He won’t. He’ll flirt with other girls.” He’ll become the life of the party, even though it’s a party for my class. He’ll want to show me how easily I can be replaced by some other girl.

“Let him.” Rose lowers her voice. “We need to talk.”

A group of girls, including that jealous cow Barb and her little sister Lottie, have gathered around Stan. He flexes his biceps like Popeye the Sailor Man. Lottie squeezes it, and her inane giggle rings out across the beach. Lottie is only fourteen, but a known flirt. I should go and stake my claim.

But if I do, isn’t that as good as saying sorry? I’m not sorry.

I join Rose in the water. (It really is cold.) “What do you want to talk about?”

No one else is around, but Rose lowers her voice to a whisper anyhow. I have to step closer to hear her. She smells like rose water and baby powder.

“We need to talk about our ghost.”







CHAPTER FIFTEEN
ROSE



“I want to make sure we’re in agreement on this. We can’t tell anyone else.”

I follow Grace’s glance back at the beach. Coop is tossing a football around with a few guys, his hair a honey-colored mop from the salt air. He’s taken off his navy-striped shirt. I watch as he leaps into the air to catch the ball, then runs down the pebbly beach till he’s tackled face-first into the sand. He emerges laughing and searches for something to clean his specs with.

“Not even my brother?”

“Not even Coop.” I’m surprised by how much that troubles me.

Grace’s shoulders tighten. “He would never hurt me.”

If I insist without telling her why, she’ll get her back up. But she must sense that it isn’t safe. “Then why haven’t you already told him?”

She scowls. “He worries enough. I don’t want him to think—”

“That you’re cracking up?” I try to say it lightly, but I can’t. “You aren’t. We aren’t.”

Grace wades in until the waves lap against the hem of her red skirt. The current is gentler here than the Atlantic, only a soft tug. The bottom is a suck of mud, but if I stand still, silvery fish dart by my ankles.

“I know that now. But—I was so scared.” Her voice breaks. She stares out at the sapphire horizon. “I was fighting so hard, all the time, to push the fear away. I had to hide it from everybody, but it was hardest with Cooper. That boy notices everything. I don’t know how much longer I could have gone on like that.” She shivers and runs her hands over her arms. “I was drowning, and you threw me a rope. I wasn’t going to jump off the roof, I would never, but you saved me anyhow.” She sniffles and swipes at her cheeks, and I’m pretty sure that behind her big aviator sunglasses, Grace Harrow is crying.

Talking about the ghost out here, with the sky so blue above us and the shush of the waves all around us, the tang of smoke and salt and suntan oil in the air—it doesn’t feel as terrifying anymore. The part that thrived in secrecy has been siphoned away.

But the other part of me is more terrified of being discovered than ever. Not only for my sake, but for Grace’s. If she has another, more public episode where she acts erratically—rashly— violently …

No one else can find out about the ghost. That’s all there is to it.

“We’re in this together. I mean that.” I bite my lip. I’ve never told anyone about Anna.

“But?” Grace prompts. I have no poker face.

“But if your father found out we’re seeing something he can’t see, what would he do?”

“He’d say I was possessed, and he would try to beat the devil out of me.” My eyes go wide, but Grace continues, horribly matter-of-fact. “Maybe he would send me to a reformatory school. But I think he’d prefer to take matters into his own hands. He’s itching for an excuse.”

Magnolia was right; Mr. Harrow is a dreadful bully.

“I don’t think he’d put his hands on the boss’s daughter, but if he could call you a sinful influence, a devil in sheep’s clothing … I don’t know how far he might go,” Grace admits. “What do you suppose your father would do?”

“I don’t have to suppose. I know.” I step into the icy water until I’m thigh-deep, right next to her. “I’m going to tell you a secret, so that you understand why we mustn’t tell another soul. Not even Coop. But you can’t let Ella know I’ve told you. Promise me.”

If pressed, Ella says her mother is in a sanitarium in Switzerland. Everyone assumes she’s consumptive, and it sounds rather romantic. I don’t want to contradict her, so I’ve never told anyone the truth. Not even Clara.

“I promise.” Grace lifts her sunglasses so she can see me better. Whatever’s written on my face must alarm her. “Jeez. Tell me already.”

Pressure builds behind my eyes and collects in my throat as I search for the right words. I could fill whole notebooks trying and never get her right. Anna was so full of life. So vivacious. Until she wasn’t.

“Anna was bright—funny—warm. She loved us desperately. She never made me feel any less hers than Ella … I was only three when Ella was born, but I remember the first time Anna got sick. She stayed in her room with the curtains closed for weeks. She couldn’t sleep, couldn’t eat, she was so afraid something awful would happen to the baby. She went away for treatment—electroshock therapy, hydrotherapy, God knows what—and she came back different. Docile. We were happy for a while, her and baby Ella and me, but then it happened again. It went on that way for years.

“When she was well, she was always merry. We had tea parties for our dolls and acted out stories with costumes from our dress-up trunk. She seemed more like another child than a proper grown-up. Once she woke us in the middle of the night to paint a canvas by stomping on it, which was great fun until we had to have turpentine baths. During the blizzard in ’36, she took us out to make snow angels—except she forgot our coats, and we came in blue and shivering, and Ella came down with pneumonia. Then Anna wanted to fry doughnuts for Mardi Gras, but she started playing hide-and-seek with Ella, and I couldn’t find her when the oil caught fire. I woke the whole house, screaming. The fire brigade came, and Father was mortified.”

Grace is listening attentively, her brow furrowed. She looks like her brother.

“Nanny learned to keep a closer eye, and as I got older, I could look after Ella, too,” I continue. “We prevented any true disasters. But when Ella was five and I was eight, Anna’s melancholia came back. The treatments didn’t work. She slept all day and roamed the halls all night and only picked at her food. Her bones poked when she hugged us, and her beautiful hair started to fall out. Father found a Swiss doctor who promised a miracle. He said he could reduce her ‘excesses of emotion,’ but—”

“What happened?” Grace whispers.

“He butchered her brain. Took out some of the important bits. She lives in a sanitarium now. It’s in the Swiss Alps, and Father says it’s very nice. She’s very well taken care of. He visited her a few times, before the war. Before he met Millie—that’s Lou’s mother—and sued Anna for divorce.” My voice hardens. “He said he loved Anna, but…”

I stare down at the water. It blurs and I blink back tears. When I was twelve, I asked Father if we could visit Anna once the war was over and it was safe to travel abroad. I understood that she would never be well, and that was why Father had remarried. But Anna is still our mother. She will always be our mother.

Father told me that there would be no point. She wouldn’t recognize us.

I refused to believe it. I still can’t.

He’s promised me a trip to Europe next summer after I graduate. I’ll go to Switzerland and see Anna myself. But what if there’s no recognition in her eyes, no delighted Rosie! on her lips?

If it’s true—

I imagine Grace locked up in a madhouse, experimented on, losing the parts of her brain that make her bright and cutting and Grace.

I imagine myself there.

“He replaced her.” Grace is staring up the beach at Stanley. “Your father replaced her like she was nothing.”

“Yes.” I gather myself. Take a deep breath. “I don’t expect you to feel sorry for us. Father has never laid a hand on me, and he’s generous with his money, if not his time. He didn’t send Anna away because she was a nuisance, or an embarrassment, or because she didn’t obey him. He wanted to help her. But if he found out that I’m seeing a ghost…” Or that I like to kiss girls as well as boys. “He might try to help me, too. For my own good. And I can’t risk that. We can’t risk that.”

Grace is solemn. “I’m pretty fond of my brain.”

“Me too.” I can’t imagine losing my curiosity, my stubborn streak, my ability to read and write. Can Anna still paint? She loved to paint.

My father loves me.

But he loved Anna once, too.

“Normally I would file this away and use it against you later, when I need the upper hand,” Grace jokes. “But I’m really angry on your behalf. On … Anna’s.” She says her name hesitantly, as though she isn’t sure it’s allowed.

It does me some good to hear it.

“I meant what I said, about never mentioning this to Ella,” I remind her.

“I won’t. I promise.” Grace meets my eyes, then tilts her face back to the sun.

“So. That’s why no one else can know about our ghost,” I say.

“I’ll keep it from Cooper for now. But if the ghost is our birth mother, I’ll have to tell him. Once we have proof.”

I’m not convinced that the twins are adopted, much less that the ghost is their mother. If she is, I’m not sure what it would change. Not much in their day-to-day, I imagine. But I suppose Grace couldn’t keep it a secret from her brother forever.

“You’ll talk to me about it first?” I ask. Grace hesitates, scowling at the thought of having to ask permission. “Neither of us will tell anyone without talking to the other first. Agreed?”

“Agreed.” She puts out one tanned hand. “Shall we shake on it?”

We do.

“All right,” I say. “What’s next?”







CHAPTER SIXTEEN
Rose



After a week in each other’s pockets at the hotel, I am starting to learn Ella’s tells. The laugh I hear echoing from the library is one of them. It’s a shrill giggle that lets me know she’s nervous.

Grace and I have just gotten back from the weenie roast. Coop gave Grace a ride back with us, and then—as he and I stood next to Myrtle, staring awkwardly at each other—Grace asked if she could borrow my bracelet. The bracelet.

“Sure.” I smiled at Coop. “Thanks again for inviting me.”

He grinned. “Maybe we can do it again sometime. Without my sister.”

“Hey!” Grace grabbed my arm. “Come on, Rose.”

“I’d like that very much!” I called over my shoulder as she tugged me toward the porch.

Now I’m creeping through the hotel lobby on silent cat feet, eavesdropping, a finger to my lips to caution Grace. A man’s voice floats out of the library.

“We could go for a drive sometime. There’s a lookout that’s real nice at night. Romantic. You can see the stars out over the water.”

I scowl. There’s only one reason to invite a girl to a lookout! I try to remember if Coop’s friends were still at the beach when we left. None of them seemed particularly taken with Ella last night, but—

“I—I don’t think my aunt would approve,” Ella titters.

“You’re a big girl, aren’t you? What she don’t know won’t hurt her.”

That is a man’s voice, gruff and confident. None of Coop’s friends sound like that. I peek around the newly painted doorframe. Ella sits on her piano bench, shoulders hunched up around her ears. A workman from the construction crew is standing next to her. He’s sandy-haired, clean-cut, wearing blue jeans and a paint-stained work shirt. He’s too close. Crowding her. She inches toward the wall but can’t move back because of the wet wainscotting.

I exchange glances with Grace, who is clearly seething.

I need to handle this, quick, before her temper explodes.

“Ella!” I sing out, stepping into the library. “We’re home!”

“Rosie!” Her shoulders sink with relief. The workman moves away from her, quick as quick can be. “How was the weenie roast?”

“Lovely. Hello.” I whirl toward the workman. “I’m Ella’s big sister, Rosemary Thorpe.”

He sticks out a hand splashed with paint. “Hank McIntosh.”

I do not shake it. “I’m not sure if you’re aware, Mr. McIntosh, that my sister is fourteen.”

McIntosh wipes his hands on his thighs, eyeing Ella like a prime rib in the butcher’s window. “She don’t look fourteen.”

“She’s tall,” I snap.

“Hey, I’m not some kinda pervert! She was flirting with me!”

“I don’t care if she was perched naked on top of that piano, you ought to think twice before propositioning the boss’s teenage daughter!” I draw myself up as tall as my five-feet-one-inch allows. Even in my yellow playsuit, with wind-mussed curls and sandy feet shoved into my wedges, I am every bit a wealthy hotelier’s daughter, a Miss Parker’s girl. I look down my nose at him. Which is quite a feat at my height. “My aunt will not be pleased when she hears about this.”

At the threat of consequences, McIntosh begins to backpedal. “I didn’t mean any harm, Miss Thorpe. I need this job.”

“Perhaps you should have thought of that before you cornered my sister.”

McIntosh swears and storms out. I turn to Ella. “Are you all right?”

“I’m fine.” She won’t look me in the eye. She uncrosses and recrosses her long legs. “You didn’t have to do that. I wasn’t going to go anywhere with him.”

I sit on the piano bench next to her. “He shouldn’t have been so familiar with you.”

“Because he’s the help?” Ella scowls. “Don’t be such a snob! Isn’t she an awful snob, Grace?”

I glance at Grace, expecting her to confirm that I am, in fact, an awful snob.

“No, I don’t think so,” she says slowly. “He’s old enough to be your dad, Ella. And he didn’t invite you to the pictures, or out for a milkshake. He was only after one thing. Rosie’s looking out for you.”

Oh. Grace has never called me Rosie before. That’s what my friends call me. Are we friends now?

Ella sulks. “I don’t need looking after! I’m not a kid.”

“Were you flirting with him?” Grace asks.

“A little. At first.” Ella squirms on the piano bench.

Grace leans against the baby grand. “It’s awfully flattering to capture the attention of an older man, isn’t it? To make him want you. It’s a kind of power, and Lord knows we girls don’t have much. But you’re better off practicing on a boy your own age. One you really like.”

Ella flushes. “You must think I’m a little tart, especially after—”

After Stanley. The way he kissed her and put his hands on her last night.

“No.” Grace smiles ruefully. “I was just the same when I was your age.”

She was only thirteen when she and Stanley started going together. Younger than Ella.

“And I’m sorry.” Grace flushes, her eyes on the piano instead of Ella. “About last night. It was never you I was angry with. It was always him.”

Ella nods, then buries her face in her hands. “Don’t tell Auntie about this, Rosie, please.”

“I think I have to. If there aren’t any repercussions for him, the others might try their luck. What’s to stop one of them coming by next time Auntie’s at a fundraiser and we’re here alone?”

One brown eye peers out from between Ella’s long fingers, and she groans. “I feel like such a dumb Dora. I asked him silly questions about the hotel, and I paraded around in these shorts, and when I caught him looking at my legs”—she lowers her voice as if she’s confessing something shameful—“I liked it. It made me feel grown-up. I didn’t mean for it to go any further.”

Guilt crawls over me. I should have checked on Ella this morning. Made sure she knew that what happened with Grace and Stanley wasn’t her fault. That no one blamed her or was angry with her. I should have stayed home instead of going on a date. I’ve been so preoccupied with the Harrow twins and the ghost, I haven’t been paying enough attention to my sister.

I wrap an arm around Ella. “It’s all right. I’ll see to it that he won’t bother you again.”



After Grace and I console Ella, I tiptoe upstairs—past the bedroom where Lou is napping—and fetch the bracelet from my jewelry box. Grace tucks it carefully into the pocket of her red skirt. I wonder if the possible connection to her birth mother makes it feel precious to her. She heads down to the cottage, and I head to Auntie’s office, a little room off the lobby dominated by a big cherrywood desk.

Mr. Lloyd, the foreman of the construction crew, is perched on the corner of the desk. Auntie’s chair is scooted close, her face tilted toward him like a sunflower to the sun. Her chestnut curls are pulled back on both sides with tortoiseshell combs, and she’s wearing brick-red lipstick and a matching red shirtwaist dress.

And her hand is on his leg. On his thigh?

“Rosie! Hello!” Auntie snatches her hand back as she spots me hovering in the doorway, and Mr. Lloyd slides off the desk.

“I didn’t mean to interrupt.” I feel myself flushing. “I’ll come back later.”

“No, I gotta get back to work. We’ll talk later, Joanie.” Mr. Lloyd ducks out, but not before winking at Auntie.

I’m fascinated. Are they having a love affair?

“I’m sorry to be a bother,” I start.

“You’re never any bother. I wish you’d bother me more, honestly! You girls are terribly self-sufficient.”

Grace would roll her eyes at that: We don’t do our own laundry or cook our own meals or scrub our own commodes. But emotionally we are rather self-sufficient, I think. At Miss Parker’s, tattling to teachers or dorm mothers is strongly discouraged. I am not in the habit of going to adults with my problems.

I feel an intense responsibility where Ella is concerned, though. Auntie’s sweet, but she’s considerably less watchful than Nanny. Father’s an ocean away, and we haven’t received even a postcard, much less a telephone call, to see how we’re getting on. If anyone is going to look out for Ella, it’s me.

I drop into the chair across from Auntie’s desk. “Is everything all right? You went out this afternoon, didn’t you?” she asks. “With Cooper Harrow? Did he do something untoward?”

“No! No, Coop’s wonderful.” Truthfully, I spent most of the picnic talking with Grace while Coop threw the football around. Then the three of us sat on a frayed picnic blanket that Coop found in Myrtle’s trunk, eating hot dogs. At one point I reached over to wipe a dollop of ketchup off Coop’s chin, and the way he looked at me when I brushed the pad of my thumb across the blond stubble of his chin—I felt an actual honest-to-God spark.

If Grace hadn’t been there, I think he would have kissed me.

I’m keeping an awful lot of secrets. Would he still want to kiss me if he knew them?

I bite my lip. Here, at least, is one problem I can fix. “There is something I need to tell you. One of the workmen cornered Ella. He invited her for a drive to a lookout. She said you wouldn’t like it, and he said what you didn’t know wouldn’t hurt you.”

“Oh, I don’t like that at all.” Auntie scowls. “Did you get his name?”

“Hank McIntosh. He claimed not to know she’s only fourteen. Still. He knew she was the boss’s daughter. I’m afraid if an example isn’t made…”

Auntie nods. “Of course. I’ll ask Eddie to let him go.”

I wince. “I’m sorry. Ella asked me not to tell you, but I—”

“You did the right thing. I’ll take care of it.” Auntie fiddles with her gold-plated fountain pen for a moment, then glances up at me earnestly. “I want you to feel like you can come to me with anything, Rose. I never had that as a girl.”

I imagine not. Granny was a terror who believed children should be seen and not heard.

“You know I adore your father. But this parade of stepmothers … it can’t be easy for you. I see that. I see you, Rosie, and the way you’ve been looking after your sisters.”

I shrug, bashful. “It’s past time I was more of a big sister. Ella and I have been away at school so much, we hardly know each other.”

Auntie smiles. “Well, it’s past time I was more of an auntie, too. After William died, I was lost in my grief and my anger. But I’m here now. If you ever want to talk about—well, anything, really … I’d love that. I really would.”

Oh. I’m pleased that Auntie wants to be close, but I don’t know how to go about it.

“How did your date with Cooper go?”

“I like him,” I admit. That’s easy enough. “I’d like to see him again. But I don’t think Mr. Harrow would be pleased.”

“Joe Harrow is a miserable old ass,” Auntie says with unusual candor. “He makes my work here twenty times harder. Argues with every decision I make. Never mind that he has no experience in hotels. He thinks he ought to be in charge, because he’s a man. Never mind that he ran his business into the ground! You let me know if he gives you any trouble, and I’ll put him in his place.”

“Thank you. I will.” I know I won’t. The idea of Auntie dressing down Mr. Harrow makes me uneasy. If he can’t talk back to Auntie, who will he take his anger out on? Grace?

Auntie comes around the desk and perches on the chair next to me. “What you saw earlier—well, Eddie and I weren’t being very discreet. I hope you aren’t too shocked, darling. After William died, I thought I’d never look at another man. But Eddie is a breath of fresh air. So forthright. And virile.” She flushes almost as red as her dress. “I don’t know that anything can come of it. We lead such different lives. You understand. It’s the same with you and Cooper. It’s a lovely diversion for the summer, though.”

I haven’t thought beyond another date, another kiss. It’s true that Coop isn’t like Cec or Gil. I like that about him. Father probably wouldn’t.

If Clara and I were still speaking, she’d tease me about slumming with the help. How scandalous. How delicious. I wouldn’t be the first Miss Parker’s girl to have a fling with one of her father’s employees—but a fling is all it could ever be.

A lovely diversion for the summer.

Is that why Grace assumes I’ll break Coop’s heart?

Does everyone know what this is except for me?

Auntie pats my hand. Her nails are varnished the same brick red as her dress. “It’s only June, darling. Neither of us needs to worry about the end of summer yet.”







CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
GRACE



Early Saturday evening, I’m sitting on the rickety back porch steps, idly tracing the metallic beadwork on the bracelet. Did it belong to my birth mother?

Could she be the ghost who’s been haunting me? Maybe she hasn’t been trying to make me doubt my sanity; maybe she’s been trying to communicate with me in the only way she can. Let me know that she was here. That she’s angry Cooper and I were taken from her.

I’m so lost in thought that I don’t hear Dad crunching down the pea-gravel path. Before I know it, he’s coming up the porch steps.

His pale eyes fall on me. On the bracelet encircling my wrist.

I snatch my hand off my knee, try to hide it in the pocket of my red skirt, but it’s too late, he’s already seen it, and now I look like I’m trying to hide it from him. Why did I risk taking the bracelet out in the first place? I’ve only had it for an hour! Rose trusted me with it!

“Where did you get that?” Dad points with a shaking finger, his voice strange and hoarse.

His gaze never leaves the bracelet. His face has gone white as milk.

He recognizes it!

He grabs my wrist with bruising fingers. “Don’t make me repeat myself, Grace. Where did you find that?”

“You’re hurting me! What do you care about some old bracelet, anyhow?” I whine.

“Answer me!” He squeezes the thin bones of my wrist till it feels like they’re grinding together.

I whimper and hate myself for it. I hate him. “Rose gave it to me.”

He swears. “How did she get hold of it?”

“She found it.”

“Where?”

I wince. “Up at the hotel. I don’t know where!”

I hate the calculus he forces me to do: What answer will have enough truth to it that he won’t hurt me? Will that answer get Rose in trouble? Will he remember seeing us this morning in the Blue Room, and put two and two together?

Dad yanks the bracelet off my wrist. He’s rough, and one of the hinges breaks. It falls on the porch steps below me in pieces. I want to cry out, scramble to pick it up, but I swallow my words and keep still. If he sees that it means something to me, he’ll take it away. This is my fault; I was stupid to put it on. Now it’s broken. It might be the only thing I’ll ever have of my mother’s, and it’s broken!

“What else did she squirrel away?” I’ve never seen him like this. The trembling hand, the muttering, the way his pale eyes dart from side to side …

He seems almost afraid.

Did he hurt the woman who owned this bracelet?

Is he afraid that, somewhere, there’s proof of that?

Something sparks in me. Could I find proof? Could I make him pay for what he did to her?

“What else, Grace?” Dad wrenches my shoulder. Makes me look at him instead of down at the warped porch steps. His breath smells like black coffee. I wonder what he sees on my face. Hate? Fear?

Did my birth mother look at him like that?

“There’s nothing else. I don’t know what you’re talking about!” I blurt.

Cooper comes running up the path, breathing hard, his burgundy Greeley High Lions shirt soaked with sweat. He comes to an abrupt halt when he sees me and Dad.

“Everything all right?” His voice is too mild to be accidental.

“Fine,” Dad snaps, stepping away and straightening his suit jacket.

“I thought you were heading up to the hotel,” Cooper says.

“I did. Summoned for a meeting with Her Majesty,” Dad says. Mrs. Langford, he means. “There was some trouble with the Thorpe girl.”

“Rose?” My brother’s face is a clear pane of glass. It’s a good thing Dad isn’t looking at him.

“The other one,” Dad says. “She’s been prancing around the place in clothes so short they’re indecent. One of the workmen made a pass and Her Majesty sacked him for it! That girl makes herself cheap and then cries wolf when a man responds the way any red-blooded man would. There are names for girls like that, aren’t there, son? Unless you haven’t noticed.” Dad eyes Cooper with disgust. “What kind of man doesn’t notice legs like that?” I work hard to keep my face blank, even though the idea of Dad leering at Ella’s legs is nauseating. “Unless it’s not girls you’re looking at.”

“I look at girls.” Cooper runs a hand through his damp hair. “But Ella’s just a kid.”

“She’s old enough to suffer the consequences of her actions,” Dad snaps.

Dad thinks a girl like that (a girl like Ella, like me) who can turn the heads of grown men (men old enough to know better) ought to face the consequences of inspiring their lust.

The consequences of being fourteen (or sixteen or twenty-two) and wanting to be looked at.

Is that really such a sin?

I rub my shoulder where Dad grabbed me. I’ll have a bruise tomorrow. I’ll have to make sure my collarbones are covered for church. And make an excuse for my bruised wrist.

Ella’s just a kid, Cooper said.

That’s why Rose swooped in to save her. Why Mrs. Langford fired Hank McIntosh. Ella will never have to see him and feel humiliated.

A tiny part of me (a low, mean part) resents the way Ella’s been protected.

Nobody was there to protect me.

I was thirteen when Stan took me up to the lookout for the first time. It was May, a week before he left for army training camp. In April, he’d asked me to be his girl and given me his class ring. I was the envy of every girl in school. I felt special. Honored. Stan had been pretty respectful up till then. We necked a lot, and I’d let him fondle my barely there breasts and sit me on his lap, but I’d been able to redirect his wandering hands when they ventured south.

But that night, he had been drinking with his buddies. He picked me up for a drive (to look for shooting stars, he said, which was a load of bunk). We went straight to the lookout, where he mashed his lips against mine, wormed his tongue into my mouth, and squeezed my breasts. He ignored me when I said ow. He reached up my skirt, between my legs. When I tried to push his hand away, he said, Hush. I’ve been patient long enough. He said, Doesn’t that feel good? His jabbing at me didn’t feel good, and I tried to squirm away. But then he unbuckled his belt, and I thought he was going to hit me with it and I froze. I guess he took that as permission. He unzipped his jeans and rubbed himself against my thigh till he cried out and collapsed on top of me. See, that wasn’t so bad, was it? You’re so beautiful, Gracie, I can’t help myself.

I didn’t feel beautiful. I felt sticky and dirty and ashamed.

The fact is, I haven’t got Ella’s money, or her station. And ever since I turned thirteen, no one’s treated me like I’m a kid anymore.

“Those Thorpe girls are trouble,” Dad says now. “Both of them. You stay away from them, you hear me?”

He brushes past me and goes inside, the screen door banging shut behind him. The moment he’s gone, I snatch up the broken bracelet and shove it into my skirt pocket. Cooper gives a low whistle, staring into the house after Dad.

“What was that about?” he asks. “You sure you’re all right?”

I nod. “Fine. You know how he gets about Mrs. Langford.”

Cooper is looking at me with his concerned face. He knows I’m not fine. But I’m going to burst into tears if he doesn’t knock it off, and I don’t want to cry in front of him.

I flee to my bedroom. Collapse on the bench at my vanity. I take the bracelet out of my pocket and finger the little metal beads. Rosie said they’re called millegrain, and the green gems are peridots. Of course she would know things like that.

I wonder if the bracelet was a present from my real father. I wonder if he and my mother were in love. I wonder what happened between them, why my mother ended up at the Harrow Home, with no choice but to give me (us) up.

Dad recognized this bracelet.

Something about it made him afraid.

It feels like he’s hated me ever since I turned thirteen and started shooting up, tall and slender, legs for days. Even before I developed breasts or hips. I thought it was because I was becoming a girl instead of a child, and he hates girls. Hates how they make him want, so he has to boss and bully and subdue.

But maybe it’s more than that. Maybe I remind him of my mother.

Who was she?

I stare into the mirror over my vanity. My stupid freckles, my straight blond hair, my square jaw—who do I get them from?

Not from Ma or from Dad. But the ghost doesn’t look like me, either. Her complexion is pale, her hair dark, her face round. Do I take after my father?

“Who are you?” My voice is full of desperation, two steps from tears. “Please tell me who you are. Help me find you. What’s your name?”

I don’t see her, but I feel her. I go hot and prickly, and my face flushes till it looks like I’ve been running the country roads alongside Cooper. Rage rises in me like the tide, and I match it.

How dare he break that bracelet.

He knew it was precious to me.

He’ll never let us be happy.

Then the bedroom door bangs open.

Magnolia gasps. “What are you doing?”

I start. On the mirror, over my reflection, there’s a wobbly red D.

I’m holding my red lipstick in my right hand, uncapped. The rich brick red that Dad says makes me look like a harlot. Like I want to be kissed.

(What’s so wrong with wanting to be kissed?)

I don’t remember picking it up. I don’t remember uncapping it or writing anything.

All that anger rushes out of me and leaves me empty and trembling. I drop the lipstick.

What am I doing? Why did I write that? What does it mean?

Did I write that? Or did she? How long was it between when I felt her and when Magnolia burst into the room? Two minutes? Ten?

“Grace?” Magnolia is staring at me like I’m loony.

“I had a fight with my dad,” I manage.

She nods, her white-blond curls bobbing. “He’s a nasty piece of work.” She looks like she wants to say more, but she doesn’t.

“Yeah.” I grab a tissue and rub out the letter. The lipstick leaves a waxy smudge. I scrub harder, till all trace of it’s gone. I don’t like this. I wanted the ghost to tell me who she was, to help me—but not like this.

The ghost is getting stronger. Strong enough to wear me like a puppet.

And I think her name starts with the letter D.







CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
GRACE



Two days later, I’m helping Ma shell peas. We sit side by side on the back porch, in wooden chairs worn soft and gray. Her round face is flushed; it’s already hot for nine o’clock.

“How’s Stanley?” she asks.

I split a pod cleanly with my thumbnail. The peas make a little plunk-plunk-plunk as they hit the tin bottom of the pail on the floor between us. I drop the pods into another bucket.

“Fine, I guess.” We’re still in a game of chicken. I didn’t say hello to him and his folks yesterday before church, and he didn’t bring me a lemonade in the fellowship hall after.

He was too busy flirting with Barb’s little sister.

It was humiliating, watching that girl hanging off his arm like an overripe peach off a tree, and every Methodist in town staring at me to see what I was going to do about it.

Luckily for me, Dad was too busy jawing with Barb’s father to notice. Something about sending his guests to the Oyster House once the hotel opens. Anything to ingratiate himself.

“Is he coming over later?” Ma asks. “It’ll be a nice day for a swim.”

I grab another handful of pea pods. “No.”

“Gracie,” Ma starts. I stare at her hands. She slathers them with Pond’s cold cream every night, but they’ve got sunspots and callouses. There’s a scar across the back of her thumb where she burned it on the oven a few years ago, and there’s dirt under her nails from the garden. Her hands aren’t pretty like Mrs. Langford’s; her nails aren’t even varnished.

“Are you happy with Stanley?” Ma asks. I look up, startled. The kindness in her blue eyes almost undoes me. “You were so young when you started going together, honey. People change. There are a lot of other fish in the sea, especially for a pretty girl like you.”

I sink back in my chair. Pretty. Is that all anyone sees in me? Even Ma?

The screen door bangs. Dad walks onto the porch, sipping coffee from his thermos, right on schedule for his nine thirty meeting with Mrs. Langford. He likes to be waiting in her office, so he can complain later about what a layabout she is.

As he passes me on the narrow porch, I recross my legs at the ankle. My foot sticks out into his path. He trips over it, stumbling down the rickety stairs, righting himself before he tramples Ma’s cornflowers. But he’s spilled coffee all over himself.

Occasionally, things do go my way. All that scheming over my scrambled eggs paid off.

“Dammit, Grace!” he hollers.

I wring my hands in a show of dismay. “I’m sorry! Are you all right?”

Ma leaps up, clutching her pea pods. “Joe! Did you burn yourself?”

“Quit fussing. I’ve got to change or I’ll be late, and that’ll be another black mark against me with Her Majesty.” Dad stomps back into the house.

I hop down into the garden and pick up the thermos he dropped. “I’ll get him more coffee and see if I can get those stains out before they set.”

“Good girl,” Ma says approvingly. “Go ahead. I’ll finish up the peas.”

I pour more coffee from the Pyrex percolator (Dad’s prized possession) and knock on his bedroom door. I pray my plan will work. This could be my only chance.

Dad scowls as he buttons a fresh white shirt over his undershirt. “When will you learn to be more careful? I could’ve broken my neck falling down those steps.”

We should be so lucky. It’s four steps, for God’s sake.

“I’m sorry.” I hand him the thermos. “Here. I poured you more coffee.”

He grabs it and stalks away, leaving his clothes on the floor.

I pick up the pants he’s left in a heap, assuming Ma will clean them. A grin spreads over my face at the telltale jingle.

He forgot his keys.

The next five minutes are crucial. Once he reaches the hotel, he won’t come back for them till after the meeting. Which usually lasts about an hour.

I slip the keys into the deep kangaroo pockets of my pink dress. Hopefully, Ma will head up to the hotel soon, and Cooper will take a nice long run. I’m not overly worried about Magnolia; she’s liable to fall back asleep midmorning in this drowsy heat.

I’m in the kitchen, blotting the coffee stains with club soda, when Ma comes in.

“Let that soak a little before you rinse it,” she advises. “Cooper’s going to drive me to Brennan’s to pick up some strawberries. Joan’s been craving a strawberry pie.”

Joan? If Dad heard Ma speaking so familiarly about Mrs. Langford, he’d have a conniption. But this is perfect; Ma and Cooper will be out for at least an hour. Ma always runs into somebody she knows and gets to talking.

“Are you making us a pie, too?” Magnolia comes lumbering in from the parlor, where she’s been listening to the radio with her feet up. God forbid she help shell peas, or hang laundry, or do anything useful around here.

“I can,” Ma says, affable as always.

“Can I ride along to the market? I’m bored,” Magnolia whines.

“All right. Get your shoes.” Ma turns to me. “I’ll make meat loaf for dinner, with parsley potatoes and fresh peas. And strawberry pie for dessert.”

Her meat loaf is my favorite. We ate it a lot during the war years, enough that Dad grouses about having it now. I wonder if she’s making it because she thinks I’m broken up about Stanley. Will she cook something fancier for the Thorpes? Rose is probably used to prime rib.

While Ma finds her pocketbook and Magnolia finds her shoes, I set up the ironing board and throw Dad’s clothes over it to soak. When they leave, I watch out the front window till Coop’s old clunker rattles down the drive.

It worked! I can hardly believe it. I’m home alone, with Dad’s keys.

Now I’m glad that he insisted on having a study in the cottage, even if it meant there are three bedrooms instead of four and I have to share with Magnolia.

I tiptoe into the darkened room. I’ve only been in here to help Ma with the weekly dusting.

The window is covered with heavy floor-length drapes. I pull the cord on the desk lamp, and it throws a circle of light that barely reaches the row of olive-green filing cabinets. A big oak desk sits in front of the window with a banker’s swivel chair behind it. On top of the desk is Dad’s old Royal typewriter, a tray with some mail (bills we can finally afford to pay, I reckon), and a stapler. Everything is orderly.

I try several small gold keys before I find one that opens the top drawer of the leftmost cabinet. Inside, hanging files are organized by year, then by the girls’ last names. This drawer contains files from 1905, when Granddad first started the Harrow Home. The labels are written in his neat copperplate, the paper yellowed with age. The first file reads: Abbott, C. Further back, there’s 1906, then 1907.

So many girls. Each with her own sordid, painful history.

There are dozens of files in this one drawer, and four drawers in each of the five cabinets. How am I going to find her file before Dad gets back from his meeting?

Fumbling with the keys, I move to the third cabinet. The top drawer starts with 1922. We’re getting closer, but there are more files per year. The late 1920s were the pinnacle of the Home’s popularity. Before Granddad died and Dad took over.

1930 is at the front of the fourth cabinet! I give a silent cheer and start thumbing through the files, frantic to find one that starts with D.

Bennett, D. My heart catches like a hooked fish.

I yank the folder out and open it with shaking hands. The first page is a typewritten admittance form with the patient’s information written in a cramped blue scrawl. Dad’s handwriting, not Granddad’s.


Name: Dorothy Bennett

Date of Admittance: September 26, 1930



Our birthday is August 12. Dorothy was admitted after we were born. That can’t be her. I close the file and shove it back into the cabinet. It catches on something and hangs askew, and I have to reach in and fix it. Dad will notice if everything isn’t in order.

I flip through the alphabet. Murphy, D.

Could this be her? Am I a Murphy?


Name: Diane Murphy

Date of Admittance: January 21, 1930

Estimated Delivery: May 28, 1930



No. Diane’s baby was due months before we were born.

I flip through the rest of 1930, but there are no other girls whose names start with D.

Could I have misunderstood the ghost’s clue? What if her surname started with D, not her Christian name?

I flip to the front of 1930 again. Donnelly, S.


Name: Shirley Donnelly

Date of Admittance: December 13, 1930



Admitted four months after we were born. Next.


Name: Roberta Dixon

Date of Admittance: February 14, 1930

Estimated Delivery: June 28, 1930



Two months before we were born, again.

Dammit! I lean my forehead against the cold metal of the cabinet. I don’t have much time. There are too many girls! Hundreds, all subject to my father’s rules and whims.

What if the ghost isn’t our mother? What if the newspaper was old, and she wasn’t here during the summer of 1930 at all?

Wait! Is it strange that none of these girls arrived during the late spring or summer of 1930?

Four is a small sample. I look at the drawer again. There are fewer files under 1930 than there are under 1931. A lot fewer. Quickly, I count them. There are only forty folders when there should have been—I do the math—at least sixty.

Maybe Dad stopped taking on girls for a while, after his father died that winter?

No. He isn’t the type to let grief interfere with business. And I found files from January and February, right after Granddad died.

I start at the front of 1930 and work my way through, glancing at the date on each.

I can’t help wondering about these girls. Ruth. Irene. Gladys. Ethel. Lucille. Edith. Anne. Lois. Jean. Marion. Sarah. Ida. Lillie. Betty. Helen. Mary. Some of them were my age. Did they date guys like Stan who pushed and pleaded? Did they say no? Or did they think they were in love?

And what happened after? Were they able to go home and graduate high school without folks being any the wiser? Did they find husbands and have children (children they were able to keep and raise and love)? Did they make amends with their families, forgive and forget?

How could you forgive being sent to a place like this?

I couldn’t. I wouldn’t.

When I reach the end of the alphabet, I lean against the cabinet. No girls were admitted from May until mid-September of 1930. Why? Because Ma was pregnant with twins?

Or because she wasn’t, and Dad didn’t want anyone to know?

My heart races. Is that why he got rid of his whole staff, too—everyone except the midwife?

I smack the cabinet in frustration. I’m running out of time, and I still haven’t found any proof. I’ve taken this enormous risk for nothing.

I could go ask Birdie O’Neill, but that old battle-axe is loyal to my father.

I can’t leave with nothing!

I open the drawer and grab one of the files.


Name: Sadie Haddaway

Date of Admittance: February 2, 1930

Estimated Delivery Date: June 13, 1930

Home Address: 123 Washington Avenue, Chestertown, MD 21620



Sadie Haddaway was at the Harrow Home that summer. And Chestertown is only half an hour drive. Maybe Rose and I could find her. She might remember a girl who was carrying twins, who came in a month or two before she left. Maybe she would even recognize the bracelet.

The back door bangs.

My stomach drops. If Dad catches me in here—

I shove the file back in place and shut the drawer. Turn the little gold key in the lock. I move as quickly and quietly as I can. I pray he’s refilling his coffee first.

I tiptoe out of the study and across the hall, into my parents’ bedroom. Dad’s wet trousers and shirt are draped over the ironing board. I slip the ring of keys back into his pants pocket.

“Grace?”

I freeze. Did he see me?

I pick up the iron.

Slowly, I turn. I feel hot and panicky, my heart racing, my skin prickling.

My fingers grip the handle. Even without water in it, the iron is heavy.

Swung with enough force, it could crack a man’s skull.

He deserves it. Think of how much pain he’s inflicted. Not just me and Cooper but all those girls. Hundreds of girls.

“What are you doing?” Dad asks. “Where is everyone?”

I set the iron down. I am horribly careful.

“I thought I’d iron your trousers.” I hardly know what I’m saying. “Ma went to Brennan’s to pick up some strawberries.”

“I was in such a hurry, I forgot my keys.” Dad fishes them out.

I shove my shaking hands into my pockets.

“For God’s sake, Grace, take your hands out of your pockets and stand up straight. How many times do I have to tell you? Nobody likes a girl who slouches.”

He leaves again, safe. My breath is coming fast.

I’m still me. Still Grace. And I’m not a murderer.

Not yet.







CHAPTER NINETEEN
ROSE



I’m behind the wheel of Auntie’s cadillac convertible coupe, a green silk scarf tied over my curls to match my jade-green shirtwaist dress. I feel like a Hollywood starlet, a character in a detective film—except instead of playing the femme fatale, I’m the private eye.

Grace and I are on our way to question Sadie Haddaway about her summer at the Harrow Home—if she still lives in the same town where she lived as a teenager, if we can locate her, if she’s willing to give us the time of day. Grace’s plan has more ifs than I’m comfortable with. But I don’t have a better one.

Grace is wearing a light blue dress with white piping. With ruffled white socks and penny loafers and a white pocketbook, her honeyed hair tied back with a blue ribbon, she looks a treat. Like Alice in Wonderland. But she’s tapping her pink nails against the side of the car and jiggling her knee as I drive across the bridge into Chestertown. I suppose if the ghost had suggested I bash my father’s skull in, I would be anxious to get some answers, too.

Are her violent urges coming for me next? In the last few days, I’ve seen the ghost in the brass mirror in the lobby and in my bedroom mirror when I woke from a nightmare. I’ve taken to dozing with the lamp on. Even my five-year-old sister doesn’t sleep with a lamp on!

I take a deep breath. It’s a sunny day and I’m driving this beaut of a car past a small-town post office, on my way to solve a mystery. We will figure this out.

“You told your mother we were shopping in Chestertown, right?” I ask. Not that Auntie is particularly strict regarding my whereabouts. When I asked if I could borrow her brand-new car, she said, “I don’t see why not. Have fun, darling,” before turning her attention back to a catalog of draperies.

“I did. Ma said what a sweet girl you are. ‘Such fine manners, but she never puts on airs.’ You really have her fooled.” Grace smirks. “She’s going to tell Dad I went shopping with Kitty, though. ‘No need to go looking for trouble,’ she says.”

She sighs as though she wishes her mother would go looking for trouble sometimes.

I haven’t seen Mr. Harrow since Grace told him that I found the bracelet and he ordered the twins to stay away from me. I haven’t talked to Coop, either. Grace says he’s been working a lot down at the feed store.

Yesterday morning he ran past the terrace while Auntie and Ella and Lou and I were eating breakfast, though. I wondered if he knew we would be there. Perhaps it’s arrogant to think I had anything to do with it. He smiled and said hello, but he didn’t stop to talk.

It was a very nice smile. The sort of gap-toothed grin that made me feel like I was napping in a puddle of sunshine. He can’t smile at everyone like that, can he?

“Who are you getting all moony-eyed over? Are you thinking about my brother?”

“What? No,” I lie. “Look, a parking spot!”

I pull Auntie’s car into a spot on High Street. Grace and I walk down the uneven brick sidewalk through a little park with a fountain. Ahead of us, at the corner of Lawyers Row and High Street, is a redbrick building with a bell tower. Across the street is a drugstore called Stam’s.

I point. “Shall we try there?”

Bells chime above the door as we enter. The soda jerk has a white mustache and a suit to match. “Hello, girls. What can I get for you?”

“We’re looking for Sadie Haddaway?” Grace squeaks.

He chuckles. “Sadie George, now. Hasn’t been Sadie Haddaway for a decade.”

“Oh.” Grace stares at her loafers. It’s strange to see her nervous, out of her element.

“Of course. She’s an old friend of my mother’s.” I pull out some stationery—a letter from Nanny, but it will do in a pinch—and look at it with feigned dismay. “I’m such a silly goose, I’ve gotten the directions all wrong. Mama will be positively furious with me if we don’t see Mrs. George. We’re only in town for the afternoon.” I sniffle performatively.

“Now, hold on, there’s no need for all that!” The man—as allergic to the tears of a pretty girl as I suspected—gives us an address on Queen Street. “You girls go on and see Mrs. George and then come back here for lunch. I’ll make you fresh cherry Cokes, on the house.”

I brighten. “Thank you, mister. You really saved my bacon!”

Grace elbows me as we walk out. “You’re a better actress than I thought.”

I think of all the times I had to be respectful to Millie even though I hated her guts. All the times I snuck away to meet Thea and lied to Clara about studying at the library. All the times my friend Jo’s father brushed past me at a crowded soiree, his hand a little too low on my back, and I just smiled politely at the old lech.

Grace doesn’t know the half of it.

We walk past the Lyceum Theater and the Imperial Hotel. As the bells sing twelve o’clock, we turn onto Queen Street and look for the house number. The Georges have a white Victorian row house with two dormer windows set into the green roof and a white-columned front porch. I hang back while Grace knocks.

A trim blonde in a gingham housedress comes to the door. “Hello. How can I help you?”

“Hello. Are you Sadie George?” Grace’s voice doesn’t shake this time.

The woman is about Auntie’s age, with a middy haircut. “Yes, I’m Mrs. Walter George.”

Grace steps closer, and I come up onto the porch behind her. “We want to ask you about your time at the Harrow Home.”

Mrs. George’s smile cuts off like someone’s unplugged her. “How—?” She looks over her shoulder, then steps out onto the porch, closing the door. My heart sinks. Mrs. George clearly isn’t alone. And whoever is inside—her husband, her mother-in-law, a neighbor—doesn’t know about her teenaged pregnancy. I’m sure of it from the panic on her face, and the way she blurts, “You can’t be here!”

Grace doesn’t budge. “We only want to ask you a few questions. Please.”

Mrs. George glances up and down the quiet street. There are no neighbors in sight, but the house on the left shares a common wall. Who knows who could be lurking—listening—eavesdropping at an open window?

“May we come back at a more opportune time?” I suggest.

Mrs. George grabs at the suggestion like a lifeline. “I—yes—all right. Come back at two.”

The door opens behind her. “Who is it, dear?” Mr. George is handsome, with dark hair and the deep tan of an outdoorsman. I’d bet my lunch money that he sails.

“Oh, just some girls fundraising for the college glee club.”

She’s a quick liar, I’ll give her that. Washington College is right up the road.

Mr. George reaches for his wallet, draws out a five-dollar bill, and hands it to Grace. When he smiles, he reminds me of Gregory Peck. “Here. From Mr. and Mrs. Walter George, Esquire. Will you sing a little tune for us?”

“Oh, we couldn’t!” I sound coy but honestly, I couldn’t; I have no ear for music “But thank you ever so much.”

“Thanks, Mr. George,” Grace says sweetly, pocketing the money.

Sadie’s gaze is fastened on Grace. Is she afraid we’ll give her away?

No, there’s something else. Her glance roves over Grace’s blond hair, her slender build, her brown eyes. Sadie’s hair is a few shades darker; her eyes are a bit farther apart; her nose and jaw are a different shape. But there are enough similarities that one would wonder.

I bet that seventeen summers ago, Sadie gave birth to a baby girl. Now she’s wondering if Grace is that baby, grown and come to find her.

I didn’t think this through. I never considered what heartbreak we might cause, what old wounds we would be prodding. Driving into town, it felt like a lark. A distraction. Like something out of Mrs. Christie’s novels.

But Sadie George née Haddaway isn’t a character in a book; she’s a real person. A woman whose life we might be unstitching at the seams.

“Thank you again.” I link my arm through Grace’s and pull her toward the sidewalk. “Have a good afternoon!”

We head back to Stam’s and sit at the lunch counter. We order cheeseburgers and get those cherry Cokes. It’s delicious. But it might as well be sawdust. I can’t help wondering what Sadie George is thinking as she serves her husband a hot lunch. Does she hope that Grace is her daughter—or that she isn’t? Are we going to break this stranger’s heart?

Grace kicks my ankle. “You’re awful quiet.”

I shrug and toy with my straw, stabbing a maraschino cherry, popping it into my mouth. The soda jerk is at the other end of the counter, but I lower my voice. “Sadie George thinks you’re her daughter.”

“What? Why?” Grace swears. “I didn’t think—my showing up on her doorstep like that, out of the clear blue. Of course. If she had a girl, she would be my age!”

“You look a bit alike. I know the dates are a little off, but—”

“Do you think she’ll speak to us once she knows I’m not hers?” Grace is not overburdened with empathy.

“I don’t know.” I sip my cherry Coke. “I hope so.”



We tarry over our Cokes, killing time. At two o’clock we walk back to Queen Street. Mrs. George opens the door before we knock and ushers us into the parlor, where the velvet drapes are thrown wide. The wallpaper is a leafy green over gold. My wedges sink into plush green carpet. The Georges are clearly comfortable. Despite her teenaged scandal, Sadie Haddaway married well.

!

“Sit, please.” Mrs. George gestures to the tufted green chesterfield. She perches across from us in a wingback chair with a basket of sewing beside it. A pair of men’s slippers waits beneath the other armchair; the newspaper is folded on the end table. A child’s wooden rocking horse rests in front of a built-in bookshelf stocked with leather-bound naval histories and all of Austen’s novels.

“We’ll get right to the point, if you don’t mind,” Grace says.

“Please.” Mrs. George’s voice is strangled.

“I was born at the Harrow Home on August twelfth, 1930,” Grace says. “My twin brother was born seven minutes later. Or so I was told.”

It’s as though someone cut Mrs. George’s puppet strings. She flops forward, burying her face in her hands. I exchange alarmed looks with Grace, but Sadie rocks up a moment later, her brown eyes shining with tears. “You’re not her. You’re not my baby.”

“No.” Grace looks a little sorry for it.

“We didn’t mean to mislead you,” I add quickly. “We didn’t know that you and Gr—Gertie would look a bit alike.”

It’s probably best not to use Grace’s real name. If Mrs. George phoned Mr. Harrow and complained that his daughter was calling on old patients, asking questions, there would be the devil to pay.

“How did you find me? We were promised discretion.” Mrs. George’s voice is tart. “And if you already know that I’m not your mother, what do you want?”

There’s a note of fear in her voice. Does she think we mean to blackmail her?

“Nothing nefarious,” I assure her. “We only want to ask a few questions. Gertie is looking for her mother.”

“What if her mother doesn’t want to be found?” Mrs. George asks.

Grace leans forward. “She does! I know she does.”

Mrs. George shakes her head. “She may not. She may consider that part of her life well behind her. I don’t mean to be cruel, dear. But your mother may have a husband who knows nothing of her past. She may prefer to keep it that way.” Mrs. George glances up at the framed photographs on the mantel. In one, she poses with her handsome husband and a baby in her arms. A little girl with two braids and a small scowling boy in overalls stand in front. She has a picture-perfect family—all resting on a seventeen-year-old secret.

“My mother’s dead.” Grace is convinced that the ghost and her mother are one and the same. “I don’t want to make trouble for anybody. I just want to know who she was. I don’t even know her name. All I know is that it started with the letter D. And we were born in August, so she would have arrived at the Harrow Home in late March or April. Your stays would have overlapped. Do you remember any girls who fit that bill?”

Mrs. George recrosses her legs at the ankle. “Do you promise me that you won’t go knocking on any more doors? I won’t be responsible for that.”

“I promise,” Grace says. I hold my breath, my heart beating fast.

“Well, the staff called us Miss so-and-so. Some of the girls used noms de plume. Assumed names,” she explains, for a befuddled Grace. “But we used one another’s Christian names in private. There are three girls who might fit…” Grace’s eyes go wide. The hope on her face breaks my heart. “Dessa Slaughter came in April. She was a college girl, dead clever, and a big reader. She liked Austen, too.” Mrs. George glances at the bookshelf. “And ‘Slaughter,’ you know, that’s memorable. She wanted to be a schoolteacher. She was the closest thing to a friend I had in that place … Then there was Dovey Mae. Her last name started with an M, I think. Marshall?” She squinches up her face, trying to recall. “No, Martin. She was a stocky girl. Tall, and rather coarse. Said it came from growing up on a farm with a whole pile of brothers … And then there was Daisy Wheeler. She kept to herself, but we worked in the laundry together. We all had chores. Idle hands, you know.”

Grace nods. “Were any of them carrying twins?”

“Not that I knew. I delivered in June, before any of them. But we mostly complained about how our feet and our backs ached, how big we were getting, and the chores. The warden fired the maids, right before Memorial Day, so then I had to make beds in addition to washing the laundry and hanging it out to dry, and there I was big as a house! We were all mad as hornets because there weren’t any new girls coming in to help—”

“There weren’t any new girls coming in? Why?” Grace is intent.

Mrs. George shrugs. “I haven’t any idea.”

Grace hesitates, dejected, then brightens. “Do you know if Dessa or Dovey Mae or Daisy stayed in the south wing, on the first floor, in…”

I elbow her. She mustn’t reveal that she’s been at the Harrow Home herself. She trails off, but Mrs. George doesn’t seem to notice. She’s lost in memories.

“I was up on the second floor. Dovey Mae was down the hall. I don’t know about the others.” She fidgets with the lace trim on her housedress. “It was a long time ago, and I was eager to forget.”

“You don’t know what became of any of them?” For a moment, her lips thinning with impatience, Grace looks a bit like her father. “You didn’t keep in touch? Even with Dessa?”

“No. It wasn’t the sort of place you wanted to remember.” Mrs. George scoffs. “Although there were several articles in the newspaper about Daisy’s disappearance. Back when it first happened.”

Daisy Wheeler disappeared? Grace goes still. Could Daisy be our ghost?

“One of the girls went missing?” I ask.

“It turns out, she ran off,” Mrs. George explains. “She snuck away from the Home in the dead of the night. There was no note, nothing. Her mother was convinced something terrible had happened to her. But then her father died, a year later, and Daisy wrote to her mother. It turned out she was in New York City, working in a nightclub. There was an article in the paper about it. ‘Rock Hall Runaway Turns Up in the Big Apple.’”

Oh. Grace and I exchange disappointed glances.

Mrs. George cocks her head. “I hear the baby. If that’s all…”

“One more thing.” Grace fumbles in her pocketbook, then holds out the bracelet, the tarnished bronze gleaming in the sun. “Do you recognize this?”

To her credit, Mrs. George gives it a good long look. “I’m sorry, I don’t.”

“Do you think it could have belonged to Dessa? Or Dovey Mae?” Grace presses.

“I doubt it was Dovey Mae’s. She was a real tomboy. Got into it with the warden because she wanted to wear trousers, and he wouldn’t allow it.”

That certainly sounds like Mr. Harrow. How dare girls have legs.

Mrs. George rises. “The baby will be awake any moment, if he isn’t already.” She walks toward the door.

I follow her cue like any good Miss Parker’s girl, but boarding school has never felt so far away. “Thank you for your time.”

Reluctantly, Grace puts the bracelet back into her pocketbook and stands. “One last question. Please. Did you see much of the matron while you were there?”

“Mrs. Harrow? No. She did most of the cooking, but I didn’t work in the kitchen.” Sadie pauses beside the front door. Her jaw is set, but her hands are shaking. “My husband doesn’t know about that part of my life, girls, and I would prefer to keep it that way. I answered your questions as best I could. I hope that I can trust your discretion?”

“Of course.” I can’t imagine being married for years, having three children together, and keeping such an enormous secret. I suppose women do it all the time. “But Mr. George seems like a nice man.”

“Even nice men don’t want to marry a girl who got knocked up by her tennis coach when she was fifteen.” For a moment, pretty Mrs. George looks hard. As though she’d gladly garrote the man with his own racket strings. Then it’s gone, like a cloud passing over the sun. “I was a fool. I thought he loved me. And now I have to see him every Sunday at church. Let that be a lesson to you, girls.”

My heart aches. “You won’t hear from us again. Right, Gertie?”

“Right,” Grace says quickly. “Thank you. Truly.”

Mrs. George opens the door, and Grace and I go out into the bright sunshine.

Grace sighs as we head down the sidewalk. “I should have asked outright whether the matron was expecting! Or if Dessa or Dovey Mae had dark hair,” she whispers. “That baby was not crying! She just wanted us to leave.”

“Well, can you blame her?”

“I guess not.” Grace beams. “Dessa Slaughter. Dovey Mae Martin. One of them is my mother, Rose. We’re going to find her!”

I look over my shoulder. Behind us, in the doorway of her pretty house, I get one last glimpse of Sadie Haddaway as she buries her face in her hands and sobs.







CHAPTER TWENTY
ROSE



IT’s our third Sunday at the hotel. I’m reading The Murder of Roger Ackroyd on the terrace while Lou builds a castle from wood scraps the workmen left behind.

On our first Sunday, Auntie asked Ella and me if we’d like to go to services at St. Paul’s. We declined. I’m afraid we are rather lackadaisical churchgoers. We attend the mandatory Episcopal services in the ivy-draped chapel at school, and I enjoy the rituals—the incense and prayers and hymns I know by heart—but I can’t say I feel any real communion with God. Father takes us to the National Cathedral on Christmas and Easter. But he isn’t devout; Nanny says he lost his faith when God took my mother so young. Mostly my sisters and I stay home and enjoy long, leisurely pancake breakfasts while we read the Sunday Post.

I am rather evangelical about a good pancake.

I hear voices and look up. Grace and Coop are picking their way across the rutted tracks in the lawn. They’re still in their church clothes—pressed trousers and a blue button-down for him, a white blouse and plaid midi skirt for her—which reminds me of the day we arrived. I feel slovenly in my red T-shirt and blue jeans and bare feet.

Grace throws herself onto the wrought-iron chaise next to mine. I dog-ear my page. “Good morning.”

“Is it?” she says caustically.

“I thought church was meant to restore one’s spirits?”

“How would you know, you heathen?” she retorts.

Coop has stopped to admire Lou’s tower. “Stan was flirting with Lottie again,” he explains. “Dad got after Grace the whole way home.”

“That little—” Grace glances at Lou and thinks better of what she was about to say. “Stan and I haven’t spoken for a whole week. I’ve got to either fix it or break up with him, and I can’t break up with him.”

“Can’t you?” It’s my turn to be caustic.

“She could. But Dad wouldn’t like it.” Coop sits on the bottom of my chaise. I hug my knees in to my chest to make room, and he gives me that shy, melting grin. “Hi.”

I grin back. “Hi.”

“I’m going to vomit,” Grace mutters.

“How’d you like to go out with me on Friday night?” Coop asks.

“I’d love to.” It’s been a week since our date at the weenie roast, and I was starting to worry that his dad’s warning had scared him off.

“‘I’d love to,’” Grace mimics. “Are you two going to be like this all summer?”

“Maybe.” Coop scuffs his shoe against the stone of the terrace. “The firemen’s carnival starts this week. There’ll be fireworks on Friday for the Fourth. They have games and rides and funnel cake. What do you say?”

“That sounds swell.” Honestly, I’d go anywhere with him. Even a rodeo, or a baseball game, or something equally bucolic and boring.

“It’s not bad. For Greeley.” Grace smirks, then points at Lou. “Rose.”

My baby sister is jumping, barefoot and delighted, into the mud puddles that have formed in the ruts left by the construction vehicles. It rained cats and dogs yesterday. Absolutely poured.

I groan. “Lulu! You’re a mess! Come here.”

Lou runs over. “What? Auntie says a little dirt never hurt anybody!”

“You’re more than a little dirty.” She’s caked in mud to her calves, splattered all the way up to her waist. Her white pinafore has new brown polka-dots. “Come on. We’ll rinse you off in the basement and get you into clean clothes for brunch.”

“Bunny pancakes!” Lou shouts. Our cook in Washington makes special pancakes shaped like bunny rabbits on Sundays.

Lou bounds ahead of me into the shadowy, cavernous basement. “We’ll be right back. Can you wait? Five minutes. Ten at most,” I tell the twins. Grace harumphs but Coop nods. I follow Lou’s muddy footprints toward the big construction sink.

“Rosie, what’s he doing?” One forefinger is in Lou’s mouth. The other stretches out in front of her, pointing at the man sprawled at the foot of the stairs.

I start and clutch her shoulder. There’s a man lying at the foot of the basement stairs! He’s face down—is that supine or prone? I never can remember—with his legs akimbo and his right arm crumpled beneath him like he thought to catch himself but couldn’t, and his neck—

I swallow a scream.

I mustn’t scream in front of Lou.

“He’s taking a nap. Let’s use the bathroom upstairs.” I try to pull her away.

She plants her feet. “But I’ll get mud all over!”

“That’s all right. Auntie won’t mind just this once.”

“Is that man dead?” Lou points at him again. “I saw a dead bird yesterday. Auntie said we mustn’t touch dead things.”

“Yes, I—I think so.” My voice comes out too high.

“Auntie said the bird prob’ly flew into the window. Its neck looked crookedy, too. Did he run into a window?” Lou clearly won’t budge until her curiosity has been sated.

“I think maybe he fell down the stairs.”

“I fell down the stairs. Five stairs. I got a boo-boo.” She points to her knee. She’s very intrigued by boo-boos and Band-Aids at the moment, and I have a sudden horror of her asking me to put a Band-Aid on that dead man before I can get her out of the damned basement.

Who is he? How did he end up at the bottom of our cellar stairs?

Is he a vagrant? All the way out here?

“What’s the matter?” someone asks.

I scream before I realize the shadow in the doorway behind me is Grace.

“Jeez, Rosie,” she mutters.

A second shadow appears. “What’s wrong?” Coop asks. I’m trembling like a leaf in a thunderstorm. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

Grace looks at me hard, and I shake my head a smidge. Not a ghost this time.

“There’s a man and he’s dead,” Lou says, excited.

My God, children are macabre little ghouls.

I point across the room. “I didn’t—check—yet.”

Coop swears beneath his breath. “I’ll look,” he says manfully, and I am happy to let him do it. I clap one hand to my mouth. The other is gripping Lou, preventing her from following Coop.

“Mister? Hey, mister!” He nudges the man’s shoulder with his shoe.

There’s no response. I didn’t think there would be. Still, part of me is relieved that Coop can touch him, that this horror is tactile and everyone can see it.

Coop looks at us, then leans down and lifts the man’s shoulder. Quickly, I clap a hand over Lou’s eyes. “Rosie!” she complains, squirming, but I hold fast.

“No, Lulu, you mustn’t look!” She goes still at my firm voice.

I don’t want to look, either, but I do, and then I gasp.

It’s Hank McIntosh.

His face is bruised and bloody from his fall down the rough wooden stairs, or maybe from scraping against the concrete floor. His eyes are red and staring and—

I close mine for a moment, trying to erase the grotesque image.

Grace grabs my arm. “Is that—?”

“Mr. McIntosh.” I take a deep breath through my nose.

Coop lets go of his shoulder, and McIntosh’s body thwaps against the concrete. It’s a sickening, meaty sound. Coop gags.

“What’s happening?” Lou twists away from me. “Did somebody throw up?”

“Come on, let’s get out of here.” Grace takes Lou’s hand and leads her out into the sunlight. I trudge after them, shivering despite the heat. I stumble onto the terrace, and Coop is there, wrapping an arm around my waist. I let myself lean into him, grateful for his warmth, his steadiness, as we make our halting way across the terrace.

“This is my fault,” I mutter.

“How do you figure?” he asks, a little hoarse.

I babble an explanation of what happened between Ella and McIntosh last Saturday. How I reported his boorish behavior to Auntie and got him canned. Surely it wasn’t a coincidence that he’s turned up dead in our basement a week later!

“Not to speak ill of the dead, but he reeked of booze. Maybe he tripped and fell.”

“Maybe. How long do you think he’s been there?” I shudder. When was the last time someone went to the cellar? Were the workmen there yesterday? What if McIntosh has been lying dead for days? Does he have a family? Have they been looking for him? My thoughts are spiraling.

“I don’t know. He’s already sorta—stiff.” Coop gulps.

“Why don’t I take Lou inside and get her into clean clothes. You can tell your aunt what’s happened,” Grace suggests, and I nod, impressed. She’s remarkably calm. I feel about five minutes from a complete come-apart.

“I want to tell Auntie about the dead man! Coop touched him and we’re not supposed to touch dead things,” Lou complains.

“Did you know that Cooper and I used to live upstairs?” Grace distracts her. “I wonder if you’re sleeping in my old room. I wrote on the wall with crayons once.”

“You can’t color on the walls or Nanny will yell,” Lou says solemnly. She leads Grace through the kitchen door, and we follow.

“Why would McIntosh come back?” I ask Coop.

“Maybe he left something behind. His toolbelt or … I don’t know. If he was drunk, maybe he wanted to give your aunt a piece of his mind.”

Maybe. The idea of McIntosh stumbling in through the unlocked cellar door, drunk, while my sisters and Auntie and I were asleep in our beds, gives me the heebies.

“We need to tell your aunt, so she can get the sheriff out here,” Coop says.

We find Auntie in the glass-walled breakfast room. It’s newly filled with wrought-iron café tables, overstuffed armchairs, and half a dozen feathery potted ferns. The views of the Bay on two sides are gorgeous. Auntie is humming along to an opera while she sets one of the tables.

“Hello, darling. Hello, Cooper. Would you like to join us for brunch? I thought we could eat in here today. Hasn’t it come together beautifully?” She sees my face and sets down her champagne glass. “Rosie, what is it?”

“It’s Mr. McIntosh. He’s dead.”

“McIntosh?” Auntie frowns. “Oh! The workman? The one who—”

I nod. “He’s in the cellar and he’s dead.”

I can’t stop imagining the horrible angle of his neck, the ghastly thump his body made—

“Dead? Are you sure?” Auntie looks bewildered. “In our cellar?”

“Yes, ma’am. Looks like he fell down the stairs. He smells like liquor and his neck—” Coop swallows. “His neck is broken. Grace took Lou upstairs. She was pretty curious about it, but—”

“Louisa saw it? The—body?”

I nod, feeling sick and on the verge of tears. I explain how we stumbled upon it.

“Oh, you poor thing.” Auntie wraps her arms around me. Father sent her a new perfume from Paris, something from Dior’s collection. She smells of gardenias. “How dreadful. I’ll have to phone the police. And the coroner. I don’t quite—I’ve never—” Even Auntie seems a little flustered, unsure of how to proceed.

“It’s the sheriff you want, ma’am,” Coop says. “Sheriff Callaway. The operator will connect you. He was at church, but he’d be home by now. I imagine he’ll come over right away.”

“Thank you, Cooper. Can you run down and let your mother and dad know what’s happened? Rosie.” Auntie takes me lightly by the shoulders. “I think you’re in shock. Here. Drink the rest of my mimosa.” She hands me her glass and watches me drink it down. It’s fizzy and sweet. “Pour yourself another. I’ll go and phone the sheriff.”

Auntie strides off toward her office. “I don’t like to leave you alone,” Coop says. “But she’s right, I should tell my folks. Soon as word gets out that the coroner was called here, people are liable to phone them … I’ll be back in a flash, okay?”

“I’ll be fine,” I say. “Really.” Coop goes.

Auntie’s mixed up a pitcher of mimosas. I pour myself another. Medicinal, Nanny says. I sip it and absently rub one of the ferns between my thumb and forefinger.

Why would McIntosh come back to the hotel? Was it to give Auntie a piece of his mind? My heart plummets at another possibility, one that Coop would never consider. What if McIntosh telephoned Ella, and told her that she owed him for getting him canned—

She wouldn’t have felt obligated to meet him, would she?

Doesn’t she know yet that she can come to me with anything?

I’m not sure that she does. That she would.

I book it to the library. Ella isn’t there. Of course. There’s no music, is there? I climb the stairs, hanging on to the railing for dear life, and burst into her bedroom.

“Jeez, haven’t you ever heard of knocking?” she complains.

Magnolia is propped up against the headboard, her swollen feet stretched out in front of her. Ella is painting her toes.

Scarlet. Like fresh blood.

“Ella, have you spoken to Mr. McIntosh since he was let go?” I ask.

“What?” Ella looks at me sharply. “No! Of course not!”

“You didn’t sneak out to see him last night? I won’t be mad, I swear, but you have to tell me,” I insist.

My sister flushes. “There’s nothing to tell. I learned my lesson, Rosie, okay?”

“You know who did sneak out last night?” Magnolia doesn’t wait for us to guess. “Grace! I got up to use the powder room around midnight, and she wasn’t in her bed. She wasn’t anywhere in the cottage. Do you think she snuck out to see Stanley?”

I frown. “No, they’re still on the outs.”

Magnolia’s eyes go wide. “Maybe there’s another fella in the picture.”

“That doesn’t sound like Grace.” She hasn’t mentioned any other guys.

But I remember the parallels she drew between herself and Ella.

I remember her face, warped with anger, as she pointed that knife at Stanley.

It feels like someone’s dumped a bucket of ice water over my head. Suddenly, I hope that Grace did make up with Stanley last night and didn’t want to admit it to Coop and me.

Because otherwise—

What if Ella wasn’t the one who came across Hank McIntosh in the cellar?

What if he didn’t fall down the stairs?

What if he was pushed?







CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
Grace



I rinse Lou off in the new, Pepto-Bismol-pink bathtub. There’s no mold in the corners, no missing grout. Seashells decorate the cotton-candy-pink tile, and a darker pink commode sits next to a pedestal sink. The beveled mirror replaced the one I threw my grandmother’s silver hairbrush at because she wouldn’t stop staring at me with her pleading eyes and gaping red mouth.

When I told Barb I’d cut my hand on a broken mirror, she was downright gleeful. Seven years of bad luck! It felt true and prescient at the time.

She’s always been a rotten friend.

I wait in the hall while Lou changes into a blue playsuit. Then I take her down to the hotel kitchen. As I’m pouring a glass of orange juice, Ma bustles in. “Oh, Grace, there you are.”

“You’ve heard?” I ask.

She nods. “Cooper came down and told us. Joan’s phoned for the sheriff. I expect Curtis will be here any moment. I thought I’d go ahead and fix everyone brunch.”

Brunch? We always have a quick breakfast before church and then Ma cooks Sunday dinner. A roast, or a roast chicken.

“Bunny pancakes!” Lou does an excited little dance.

“I was thinking eggs,” Ma says.

“No!” Lou’s face crumples. “It’s Sunday! Sundays are bunny pancakes!”

I wait for Ma to tell this spoiled child that she will eat what she’s given without complaint, because there are still starving children in Europe. Instead, the years melt off her face as she gives Lou a mischievous grin.

“Well, I don’t know if my bunny pancakes will be as good as Cookie’s, but I can try, if it means that much to you. Maybe you can help me?” She rummages in the icebox. “I’ve got some blueberries that could make good bunny eyes, and there’s some bacon in here … I bet if we slice it real thin, it will crisp up into whiskers!”

“Bacon whiskers?” Lou giggles. “That’s so silly!”

“Silly and delicious!” Ma twitches her nose like a rabbit.

I can almost picture the girl my mother was before Dad wore her down.

Ma is hardworking. Generous. An ace with a sewing machine or a skillet. She lives a life in service to her family and her community. But playful? Whimsical? No. I don’t remember that.

She looks at me and blushes, as though she’s embarrassed to be caught out. “Go on, Grace. They’re all waiting for Curtis in the lobby.”

Right. There’s a dead man in the cellar.

In the lobby, beneath the enormous chandelier, Dad is pacing and grumbling at Mrs. Langford. “I told you that firing him was taking it too far.”

That man never misses a chance to say I told you so.

Rose is leaning against the newel post, her creamy complexion curdled. Cooper hovers at her elbow. It’s strange to see him mother-henning someone who isn’t me.

Is this how it will be for the rest of the summer? The two of them and me on the outside?

Mrs. Langford sighs. “No one could have predicted this, Joe.”

“There were no scandals at the Harrow Home on my watch,” Dad huffs. “The sheriff hasn’t been called out here since…” His voice creaks to a stop. “Well. It’s been a long time.”

I look at him, surprised. He almost sounds emotional.

“I’m sorry, Joe,” Mrs. Langford says softly. “I didn’t think. This must bring back very difficult memories.”

Of what? I look at my brother. Emmeline, Cooper mouths, quicker to put two and two together than me. Dad’s sister, who drowned in a boating accident.

“It’s Sunday, and you aren’t on the clock. Go enjoy your afternoon. I can manage,” Mrs. Langford suggests.

Dad scoffs. “I can speak to Curtis without having the vapors. It’s been seventeen years.”

Does he mean—? Did Emmeline die the same year that Cooper and I were born?

Someone knocks at the front door. Dad practically races Mrs. Langford to answer it. “Curtis! Come in,” he booms in his heartiest voice, as though the place is still his.

“Joe.” The sheriff doffs his hat. His daughter, Carolyn, is two years below us in school. She plays field hockey and basketball. She’s got his height and his unruly blond hair and his aw-shucks-ma’am friendliness, but it belies a sharp intelligence. She’s always on the honor roll. “Coop, Gracie. And you must be Mrs. Langford.” He shakes her hand. “Curtis Callaway. It’s a pleasure to meet you, ma’am, although I’m sorry it’s under these circumstances.”

“Please, call me Joan.” She smiles, charming in her pencil skirt and pumps. “I’m sorry to interrupt your Sunday, Sheriff. Thank you for coming so quickly. This is my niece, Rose. She’s the one who found Mr. McIntosh.”

“I’m real sorry you had to see that, Miss Thorpe.” Sheriff Callaway nods at Rose, then turns back to her aunt. “Hank McIntosh, huh? His brother Mikey was killed at Normandy. Their poor mom.” Callaway looks up at the sparkling crystal chandelier and whistles. “You’ve done a beautiful job with the place.”

“Thank you,” Mrs. Langford says. “There’s still a great deal of work to be done.”

“It’s been years since I’ve been out here. Since…” The sheriff trails off, eyeing Dad.

“Oh, for God’s sake, you can say her name,” Dad snaps.

The sheriff clears his throat. Rubs the freckled nape of his neck. “What was McIntosh doing out here? I understand he was let go.”

“Yes, last Saturday. He was pretty ticked off,” Dad says. “Can’t say I blame him. He was a good worker. Steady. Dependable.”

Mrs. Langford tosses her hair. “He was overly familiar with my niece. Not Rose. Her younger sister.”

“Can’t have that. I have a daughter myself,” the sheriff says, and Dad scowls. “Any ideas why he would’ve been prowling around your cellar?”

Mrs. Langford smooths her gray skirt. “We keep the hotel’s wine and spirits down there. I hate to attribute ill motives when the man can no longer defend himself, but…”

The sheriff nods. “You think he came back to lift some booze?”

“Maybe he thought he was owed it.” Rose’s aunt wraps an arm around her. “Rose was taking her little sister to wash up in the construction sink. They saw the body first. The twins came in next. Cooper checked to make sure that McIntosh was deceased.”

“I sorta nudged him with my shoe, and he didn’t move. Then I lifted him up—he was lying face down. He was pretty beat-up, but Rose recognized him. I didn’t mean to disturb the body,” Cooper says nervously.

That’s my twin, always following the rules. Never wanting to make any trouble.

“That’s all right, son,” Callaway reassures him. “I’ll go down and take a look. I called Linwood—that’s Linwood Hollis, the county coroner, ma’am—and he’ll be here directly. Hopefully he’ll find the turn all right. He wasn’t in office yet when Em…” Callaway trails off again. Dad glowers. “When Emmeline went missing.”

Missing? I look at the sheriff hard, then at Rose, then back at the sheriff. Two girls went missing from the Harrow Home that summer? Isn’t that odd? Daisy Wheeler turned up in New York, but my aunt drowned in the Bay.

Is there anything to that? Could my aunt be our ghost?

That doesn’t fit with the clue the ghost gave me, though. The letter D.

I’ve never seen a single photo of Emmeline. I wonder if Ma has any squirreled away.

“Missing?” Mrs. Langford asks. “I’m sorry, I thought—”

“Her boat washed up down shore, but her body was never found,” Callaway explains. “We had the whole county out hunting for her. Everybody turned out to help. Em was a great girl. A real spitfire.” He grins. “She and my sister were inseparable in school. Poor Kath cried her eyes out when they declared her.”

Declared her dead, he means.

“Are you here to relive my sister’s death, or to find out what happened to Hank McIntosh?” Dad asks in a biting voice he usually reserves for me.

The sheriff looks taken aback. “My apologies, Joe. Clearly it’s a sore subject.”

“Let’s go down to the cellar.” Dad’s face sours. “I imagine a lady such as yourself would prefer not to deal with such unpleasantness, Mrs. Langford. Curtis and I can manage.”

Rose’s auntie smiles with all her teeth. “I’m not in the habit of having the vapors, either, Joe.”

As the kitchen door closes behind them, the smell of fried bacon and maple syrup wafts toward us. Rose sinks to the bottom stair.

“Ma’s making brunch for everybody. Bunny pancakes,” I say.

“I couldn’t eat.” She knots her fingers in her lap. “I don’t understand why he came back.”

Is she worried that McIntosh was trying to see Ella? “You heard the sheriff. The man was foxed, and ticked about being let go. He thought he’d lift some of your dad’s booze.”

“Maybe.” Rose doesn’t sound convinced. “Coop, could you get me some water, please?”

“Yeah. Sure.” Cooper is gone in a flash.

“I asked Ella if she saw McIntosh. She denied it. But Magnolia’s upstairs with her, and she said—” Rose takes a deep breath. “She said that you weren’t in your room in the middle of the night. Where did you go, Grace?”

“I couldn’t sleep. I was out by the pool,” I explain.

“Did you see her? Feel her?” Rose bites her lip.

My brain churns slowly, like it’s stuck in molasses. I didn’t sleep well. Then Stan was flirting with Lottie at church. Dad noticed this time. The whole drive home, he berated me about how stupid and selfish I’ve been to jeopardize our relationship with the Grotowskis. How I better fix this—fast. How those Thorpe girls better not be putting ideas in my head, making me think I’m too good for Stanley.

And then we came up here and found a dead man in the cellar.

And instead of comforting me, recognizing how stuck I am, Cooper is only worried about Rose.

And Ma only cares about Lou and her bunny pancakes.

And now Rose is worried about … what? I finally fell asleep on one of the lounge chairs, watching some far-off lightning flicker through the clouds, waiting for my head to get quiet.

I did see the ghost. But only for a moment, there and gone. Her white face glimmering like—well, like an apparition; her white teeth; the whites of her dark eyes. She was terrible and beautiful in the moonlight.

“Briefly, I think. What are you getting at?” I ask.

“What if you lost time again?” Rose’s eyes are like deep blue pools. “What if you saw McIntosh and you followed him to see what he was up to? What if—?”

“I didn’t.” I only lost time once, when I was already furious and desperate. It was unsettling, but the ghost was helping me. I asked for her help.

“Are you sure? It’s…” Rose falters. “What if the ghost wanted to hurt him? She wanted you to attack Stanley and your dad because they were mistreating girls. McIntosh treated Ella poorly, too … Maybe it was only a little shove. McIntosh was already blotto, unsteady on his feet…”

Someone would have had to do the shoving. Someone corporeal.

The penny finally drops: Rose thinks it was me.

“You’ve been reading too many novels,” I say coolly. “He was drunk. He tripped and fell. She had nothing to do with it. I had nothing to do with it.”

“All right. If you say it’s not true, it’s not true.” Rose doesn’t look certain.

“I would know if—” I break off, irritated. “I would have woken up, Rose. Like when Magnolia came into my room!”

I would remember if I had seen McIntosh.

Wouldn’t I? Or would it feel like going to sleep, then waking up in the moonlight?

No. If McIntosh had seen me, he would have spoken. That would have woken me up. What happened the other day—her possession lasted long enough to uncap a lipstick and write a single letter on my mirror. A minute, no more.

She was helping me.

“I’m sorry, Grace. I had to ask,” Rose says.

“Did you?” I ask, acerbic, to hide my doubt. “I thought we were friends.”

“We are! But the sheriff is going to question me. I found the body. I want to be able to protect you.”

“I don’t need your protection!”

That voice. I learned that from my father. It’s like the lash of a belt.

For once, Rose looks cowed.

“Did I make a mistake, confiding in you? Trusting you?” I hiss.

I don’t do this. I don’t let anyone close. How did Rose weasel her way in so that this interrogation of hers, this suspicion, makes me feel like someone’s hit me in the gut? That she thinks I could do this, that I could hurt a man, murder him and not even know I did it—

I’m not capable of that. I would know!

Cooper comes back with a glass of water, munching on some bacon. “Here. You okay?” he asks Rose. “Sorry, that’s a foolish question. Of course you’re not.”

He doesn’t ask if I’m okay. For once, I would like for him to ask.

Someone pounds on the front door.

“What in the—” Cooper mutters, pulling it open.

It’s Stan. “Gracie! Thank God, you’re all right!”

What is he doing here?

He’s breathing hard, like he ran from the truck to the front door. “Dad was out with his tomatoes”—Mr. G. is devoted to his prizewinning tomato plants—“and talking over the fence to Mr. Hollis”—that would be the Grotowskis’ next-door neighbor, Linwood Hollis, the coroner—“and Mrs. Hollis came out and said he had to get over here quick because there was a body. But she didn’t say who it was. What happened?”

He stares at me, clearly hoping I’ll say that he was right to rush over here, fight forgotten.

I glance in the hall mirror. There’s no ghost this time, only me.

Do I need Rose’s protection? Or am I a monster that others need protection from?

I look at Stan. He’s ready to forgive and forget. I stuff my simmering resentment down deep.

I’m Stanley’s girl. The prettiest girl in this one-stoplight town.

“It’s one of the workmen. He’s dead!” I hurl myself at Stan’s wide chest. Let him envelop me in his strong arms. Let myself feel small and delicate and cared for.

“I’m sorry,” he whispers in my ear. “I’m so sorry, Gracie. I couldn’t live with myself if anything happened to you.”

“I know.” I go up on my tiptoes to kiss him. “I know.”

Cooper coughs. He and Rose are judging me for this, I know they are, but I don’t care. They have each other. Why can’t I at least have this?

Stan tucks me against his side. “I never wanna fight with you again. You’re my best girl.”

“I better be your only girl,” I tease, but there’s a note of warning in my voice.

“Course you are.” He flushes, like he knows he went too far with Lottie.

But I don’t want to think about that now.

It will only make me angry, and nobody likes an angry girl.







CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
ROSE



Lou is jumping on my bed, wearing a pair of waxy red Hot Lips, while I get ready for my date with Coop. During the parade this morning, she snatched fistfuls of candy cigarettes, Bazooka bubble gum, and Jawbreakers. She refused to nap this afternoon, so I expect her to descend into an overtired, sobbing mess at any moment.

But that will be Auntie’s problem, not mine!

“I want to go with you and Coop.” Lou pouts.

“Coop and I are going on a date. No little sisters allowed.” I stick my tongue out at her, then pin one side of my hair back with a silver comb. “You and Auntie are going to play cards with Ella and watch the fireworks from the front yard. You won’t be lonely.”

“I’m never lonely here,” Lou says, and I’m glad of it. Her red-and-white-striped romper blurs as she jumps, her pigtailed hair—a little darker than mine—trailing red ribbons. She misses Nanny and her little cat, but she likes it here. I do, too.

Three weeks in, it’s starting to feel like home. More than the big house in Washington.

“If you and Auntie and Ella and Coop are busy, I can play with the girl in the mirror.”

My hands freeze in my hair. My eyes freeze on Lou’s dear little face. “The … girl in the mirror?”

Lou falls onto a pile of pillows, giggling. I wait for her to scramble back up, my heart drubbing overtime. “What games do you play?”

“Hide-and-seek.” Lou starts jumping again. “She likes to hide in shiny things. Or the window when it’s dark. We race to see who can get from the bathroom mirror to my mirror, but she always wins. She’s awful fast.”

“Awfully fast,” I correct. My hands are shaking as I fix the other comb in my hair. Would the ghost harm a child? Even if she doesn’t intend to … I feel feverish—furious—irrational when she’s present. But Lou hasn’t had any tantrums. She’s really remarkably good-natured for a five-year-old. “The gho—girl in the mirror isn’t scary?”

“No. She makes funny faces. Like this!” Lou uses her index fingers to stretch her mouth clownishly wide, then smiles with all her pearly baby teeth. I shudder and she cackles. “She plays with me when I’m sad. When I miss Nanny and Patches.”

I pick up my Fatal Apple lipstick. Lou can see the ghost, but she finds her comforting.

What does that mean?

There’s a knock at the door, and I start. Silly goose. The ghost doesn’t knock.

Ella pokes her head in. “Do you have a minute, Rosie?”

“Can you make it quick? Coop will be here soon.” I swipe mascara over my lashes.

Ella’s face falls, and I want to take my careless words back. She seldom seeks me out. Why did I go and bungle it?

“He won’t mind waiting, if it’s important.” Ella was quiet at the parade, and I wondered if she was still upset about McIntosh’s death. If I feel guilty for getting him canned, she must feel doubly so.

“We got a postcard from Father, that’s all. It was stuck in one of Auntie’s catalogs.” Ella waves the card at me, Bonjour! printed over a photo of the Eiffel Tower. “He and Lena are having a marvelous time. They ate escargot—snails, can you believe it? How revolting!—and they’ve been to the opera and—”

“I want to see the snails!” Lou jumps off the bed, snatches the postcard, and dances out the door with it.

“He says the Palais Garnier is trés magnifique. He hopes we’re getting along all right and behaving ourselves.” Ella heaves an enormous, put-upon sigh. “I can’t believe Father’s in Europe, and we’re stuck here.”

“Well, it wouldn’t be much of a honeymoon with us tagging along. You know he’ll bring us loads of gifts,” I say. “He’s promised to send me to Europe next summer … Perhaps you could come with me. We could go to Switzerland, to see your mom?” Ella freezes at the mention of Anna, and I change the subject. “I’d like to go to London … I wonder if Mrs. Christie ever does public appearances?”

Ella puts her hands on her hips. “That’s what you want to do on your European tour? You’re such a brain, Rosie. What about Rome? Paris? We could go to the French Open!”

I find tennis dull as dishwater, but if it would make her happy, I’ll sit through it. “Sure. We can ask Father to get tickets.”

Ella brightens. “Really? Don’t tease. Won’t you take Clara?”

“I don’t think so.” I haven’t had a single letter in three weeks. Not a peep from Clara, nor anyone else from Miss Parker’s.

“Why? Did you two have a row?” And oh, that sympathetic, kindhearted look—I don’t see it often from Ella—that expression is pure Anna.

The newly installed doorbell chimes. I fly toward the stairs, relieved, stuffing my feelings down. For a few hours, I can put the ghost and my sisters and Clara out of my head and have a good time. “That must be Coop! See you later! Don’t wait up!”



Coop parks Myrtle on a narrow street lined with candy-colored Victorian houses. My heels are treacherous on the uneven brick sidewalks as we follow the crowd toward the park. Coop takes my arm to steady me.
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The park is usually a wide-open grassy space with a gazebo, a bandstand, and a promenade along the Chesapeake—but tonight it’s packed with hundreds of people, all dressed in their most patriotic finery. We pass a small petting zoo and a roped-off area for pony rides. Then we enter a maze of booths. The smell of fried dough and powdered sugar hangs in the air, mixing with charcoal from the barbecue-chicken supper. The merry-go-round plays a tinny tune as children climb onto the painted horses. Closer to the shore, the Ferris wheel spins slowly.

Will Coop kiss me again up there? My stomach swoops with anticipation.

“There’s a bluegrass band in the pavilion, if you feel like dancing,” he says, over the shriek of kids on a dizzying teacup ride. “Or there’s a clown show, or Chinese acrobats. Or we could walk around a little. What do you think?”

It’s a riot of color and sound. “I don’t know where to look! I’ve never been to a firemen’s carnival before.”

“I bet the Fourth of July is pretty different in the city.”

“Our next-door neighbors usually have a picnic.” It’s a lavish catered affair on their lawn, attended by Supreme Court justices, senators, and other Washington notables. Last year I sipped lemonade that Gil spiked with whiskey while he and his friends argued the relative merits of Georgetown versus Notre Dame. My presence was purely decorative; I was bored out of my skull.

“I’d rather be here. With you,” I add.

Was that too forward? Coop only smiles.

“Step right up and test your aim! Win a panda bear for your girl!” a barker calls.

I flush with pleasure. I’ve never been anybody’s girl before. Not really. Not publicly.

Coop gestures at the stuffed animals hanging over the booth. “Want a panda bear?” I grin and nod. He hands the barker a quarter. “You want to try?”

“No, thank you. Ella’s the athlete in the family.”

“Grace has a better arm than I do,” Coop confides. “That’s why I’m a tailback. I just run the ball downfield and try not to get tackled.”

He takes five plastic rings from the barker. His tongue sticks out the corner of his mouth as he squints, concentrates, then tosses the first ring … and misses. Spectacularly. The ring doesn’t even land on the table with the Coke bottles.

“Almost!” I say encouragingly. The barker cackles.

“I’m not as fragile as all that,” Coop says wryly. “I missed it by a mile!”

We both giggle. It’s endearing that he can laugh at himself. When Gil lost at horseshoes because he was foxed, he got angry and accused his friend of cheating.

Coop’s second throw makes it onto the table. The third wobbles over a bottle but doesn’t fall over the neck. We both groan. The fourth time, his aim is true, and I clap for all I’m worth.

“I might not be a natural, but I’m a fast learner,” Coop says.

The barker hands him a panda. As Coop gives it to me, our fingers brush, and we look at each other with dopey grins.

“First date?” the barker heckles.

Coop blushes, but he takes my hand. After a moment, I interlace my fingers with his, and we walk that way for a little while. Then he buys us each a lemonade, and we wedge ourselves onto the packed wooden bleachers to watch a high-wire artist, followed by a trio of Chinese acrobats. We gawp and laugh at their antics. I never knew a small-town carnival could be so much fun.

“Do you want to go on any rides?” Coop asks after the show.

“The Ferris wheel? I bet the view would be spectacular.”

A man barrels into Coop, slapping him on the back so hard he staggers. “Harrow! You win that bear? Take a look at the one I got your sister!”

Grace is trudging behind Stanley, toting an enormous teddy bear. “That army training sure came in handy. I shot the hell out of that air rifle,” Stanley brags.

“What are you two up to?” Grace asks.

“We’re getting on the Ferris wheel,” Coop says.

“We’ll walk with you,” Stanley says.

I fall in step with Grace. She’s been avoiding me since I questioned her whereabouts on the night McIntosh died. It feels silly now, away from the hotel, with children shrieking and laughing all around us and the smell of sugar in the air. The coroner ruled McIntosh’s death an accidental fall.

“Will you be entering the bathing beauty contest tomorrow?” I tease.

Grace barks a surprised laugh. “Are you kidding?”

“I’ve seen you in a swimsuit.” She could win.

She rolls her eyes. “Dad would kill me. Good girls don’t make a spectacle of themselves. Good girls don’t like being looked at.”

I’m not a very good girl, then, because I liked the way Coop’s eyes lingered when I crossed my legs. He didn’t leer, but he looked. It was worth wearing these impractical wedges.

“Ooh, funnel cake! Stanley!” Grace points.

“I thought you wanted to ride the Ferris wheel,” he grouses.

“Later.” Grace smirks. “Let’s leave my brother and Rose alone. It’s their first real date.”

Stan elbows Coop. “You know what to do when you get to the top, Harrow? You got three minutes.” He sneers at me. “If she’s not a cold fish.”

Can everyone see that there’s something wrong with me, even a dolt like Stanley? I flush. What if the game of post office was an anomaly?

Grace pulls Stanley toward the funnel cake booth, mouthing an apology.

“That was uncalled for.” Coop’s jaw is tight. “I’m sorry, Rose.”

“You aren’t responsible for that—” Beast. Boor. Brute. “Come on. Let’s get in line.” I slip my hand into Coop’s and pretend that Stanley’s rude remarks didn’t bother me in the slightest.

When it’s our turn to board, Coop hands me gently into the car. He sits down next to me, the operator fastens the gate, and our gondola begins to rise. The sky is melting into soft pinks and blues like cotton candy.

It’s lovely, looking out over the gray expanse of water. Then even lovelier, looking back at Cooper Harrow and his ridiculously long eyelashes and his keen chocolate eyes and his extremely kissable lower lip.

I blush at the thought.

As the car ascends in fits and starts, our conversation falters. Coop lists the carnival food—roasted peanuts, cherry ice cream from a local orchard, funnel cake, cotton candy, corn dogs—and debates at length which one we should get.

When we reach the top, I fall silent, sneaking glances at him. I catch him watching me, too. My tongue darts out to wet my lips. I angle myself toward him.

But he just sits there like a bump on a log, scuffing his shoes against the floor.

“What did you think of the parade?” he asks.

Is he serious? Who cares about the parade?

“It was nice. Lou got fistfuls of candy.”

I don’t know what other signals I can give, short of grabbing him by the collar and dragging his face down to mine. Doesn’t he want to kiss me? I really thought he liked me. The way he smiles at me …

I sound like a lovestruck ninny, interpreting his smiles, imbuing them with meaning.

All the lovely ease of our conversation has dissipated.

Then the great wheel turns, and it’s like someone popped a balloon. “I saw you reading another Agatha Christie at breakfast. Which one’s your favorite?” he asks.

I answer him, but my mind is churning. Does he only like me for talking to?



The sky has deepened to navy, and we’re waiting for the fireworks when Grace appears by our picnic blanket. “Rose, can I talk to you?”
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“We’re on a date, Grace,” Coop hisses.

Are we? We’re sitting at opposite ends of the plaid blanket, surrounded by couples holding hands and canoodling. I don’t think I’m doing a swell job at masking my disappointment.

“Sorry,” Grace says. “I’ll bring her back before the fireworks start.”

“Well, if it’s important…” I scramble up.

“What is it?” I ask as Grace strides toward a row of booths in the shadow of the Ferris wheel.

“I found Dovey Mae! She’s here!”

“What? Where?”

Grace points to a booth advertising homemade cherry ice cream. “I heard somebody call that woman Dovey Mae. It’s not a common name.” In the dim light, I make out a tall thirtysomething broad in a red apron, her curly hair pulled back with a red kerchief. “Let’s talk to her!”

“Now?” I glance at the sky.

“After the fireworks, it’ll be a madhouse”—Grace eyes me—“sorry, I mean, a real press, with everybody heading out. Who knows if she’ll be here tomorrow?”

Lou can see the ghost, too. We need to put this mystery to rest sooner rather than later.

And it isn’t as though I’ll be missing anything romantic.

I nod, and Grace pulls me toward the booth. “What can I get for you?” Up close, the woman is what my English teacher, Miss O’Malley, might call handsome. She has unruly eyebrows and jolly brown eyes.

“Are you Dovey Mae Martin?” Grace asks.

“Since the day I was born. Who’s askin’?”

“Can we speak with you? Privately?” Grace says.

Dovey Mae cocks an eyebrow. “I don’t chitchat for free. You gonna buy some ice cream?”

I look behind me. There’s no line. Most of the fairgoers have found spots to watch the fireworks. But Grace and Dovey Mae both look at me expectantly.

I pull a dollar from my pocketbook. That’d buy ten ice cream cones. Double scoops, even.

Dovey Mae shoves the money into her apron. “Jamie, I’m gonna take a break!”

She leads us around the side of the booth, where there’s nothing but spools of rope anchoring the tents. “What can I help you girls with?”

“We understand that you spent some time at the Harrow Home,” Grace says.

Dovey Mae’s eyes narrow. “What about it?”

“I’m looking for my mother, who—”

“Ain’t me. I had a boy.” It’s too dim to read her face, but her voice is matter-of-fact, without any of Sadie George’s pain or shame.

“I know. My mother died,” Grace explains. “But she was there the summer of 1930, same as you. Her name started with the letter D. That’s all I know.”

Dovey Mae folds her thick arms across her chest. “There was a gal who died that summer. Kind of snooty. Like her.” She jerks her head at me. “No point puttin’ on airs in a place like that. She spread her legs and got caught out, same as the rest of us. Still. Shook us up pretty bad.”

“What happened to her?” I ask, right as Grace says, “What was her name?”

“Dessa.” Above us, the first firework explodes in a dance of gold sparks. “Toxemia. By the time they caught it, midwife couldn’t save her.”

“But her babies lived?” Grace presses.

“Babies? Twins?” Dovey Mae looks us over. “Really? You two don’t look nothin’ alike.”

“Oh, we’re not—Rose is a friend,” Grace says. I scowl at her for using my real name.

“Well, I don’t remember nobody havin’ twins except the missus.” Dovey Mae frowns. A red firework paints us all lurid. “How’d you find me out, anyhow? Ma told everybody I was down in North Carolina helpin’ her cousin with cancer. Maybe I should call Joe Harrow and ask him how come two girls are goin’ around askin’ questions about his patients. Bet the old crank wouldn’t like that.”

“No! You can’t do that!” Grace clutches me in a panic.

“We’d thank you not to mention it,” I say.

Dovey Mae gets a sly look. “You gonna thank me in cold hard cash?” I sigh and dig back into my pocketbook. I hand her two dollars this time. She mimes zipping her lips. “Pleasure doin’ business with you. Hope you find what you’re lookin’ for.”

Gold crackles overhead like a bonfire. “It’s got to be her. Dessa Slaughter!” Grace says excitedly as we wind our way back through the maze of booths. “I know who could tell us for sure, though. Birdie O’Neill. The midwife. Are you free tomorrow, before the carnival?”

“Sure.” I don’t have the heart to remind her that Dovey Mae said the missus had twins. Maybe Birdie O’Neill can help put Grace’s theory to rest, one way or the other.



Coop’s leaning on one elbow, staring up at the sky as the last of the fireworks explodes in a riot of color. He looks rather dejected. Dare I hope that he missed me?

!

“Everything all right?” he asks.

I nod. “Feminine emergency.” That was the excuse Grace suggested, and—as promised—Coop blushes and doesn’t ask any follow-up questions.

We fold the blanket and join the crowd streaming back to their cars. Coop takes my hand, but Grace was right; it’s a real press, so maybe that’s only practical. As he drives, I don’t slide over on the bench seat. The wind rushes through the open windows and tousles my hair, but I can’t feel any of the wild joy of a summer night. There are too many secrets. Dessa Slaughter. Is that the name of our ghost? Could it be the name of his birth mother?

Will he forgive me for keeping this secret, if it is?

Silly goose, I’m still thinking we could be more than friends. He didn’t even try to kiss me!

Only … as we chat about the high-wire artist, I catch him glancing over at me like … like he might be thinking about it?

Is that just my imagination?

When we get back to the hotel, Coop parks the car and practically sprints to open my door. “Thanks for coming out with me, Rose. I know it wasn’t as nice as what you’re used to—”

“Oh, shush,” I say, with a sort of irritated fondness. I put a hand on his chest. “You’re the nicest, all right? Confusing, but nice.”

His mouth opens. Closes. The way he looks at me, with those melting brown eyes—

I’ve wanted to touch him all night, and now his heart is hammering beneath my hand.

“Cooper, I’m going to kiss you,” I announce, bold as brass. “If you don’t want me to—”

He steps closer, vanishing the distance between us. I go up on my tiptoes, and he leans down, and my mouth captures his. His hands settle on my waist, warm through the thin blue cotton of my dress.

His mouth moves against mine, soft and warm and hungry. He tastes like sweet tea. That’s Coop: sweet through and through. Kissing him is like slipping into a warm bubble bath, or drinking a mug of hot cocoa with marshmallows and whipped cream, or taking a nap in a puddle of sunshine on a wintry day. I feel full of light.

And to think I’d been worried that I wouldn’t feel anything!

We pull back. Take a breath, smiling shyly at each other. Then he kisses me again, shifting me more firmly against him with a hand at the small of my back. His other hand slides into the curls at the nape of my neck and tugs a little, and I let out a shameless little sigh against his mouth.

He’s a fast learner, all right.

“Rose,” he whispers, and the way he says it—like he wants me—like not just any girl would do, it has to be me—that does things to me where other boys’ hands and lips have left me cold.

“I thought you didn’t want me like this,” I confess. “I thought—”

“I was trying to be respectful! I didn’t want to be—like Stan.”

“You could never be like him.” Dimly, I hear the rustle in the bushes along the side of the house and Frank Sinatra crooning on the radio through the open library window and crickets singing love songs in the dark. Then I forget it all. I forget about the stars overhead and the dirt beneath my wedges and everything but Cooper Harrow’s lips on mine and his hands tangling in my hair and—

“Ahem.”

Someone clears their throat nearby. Very nearby. I leap away from Coop.

His father steps out of the overgrown bushes by the corner of the porch. “It’s late, son. Time for Miss Thorpe to get inside.”

Good Lord, how long has he been standing there, watching us?

Coop’s jaw tightens. “I was saying good night.”

“I can see that.” Mr. Harrow sounds disgusted. “Good night, Miss Thorpe.”

Sorry, Coop mouths. “Night, Rose.”

“Night.” I try for a smile but can’t quite manage it. My heart is racing. Why is Mr. Harrow prowling around the hotel so late at night?

Is there a reason he can’t sleep peacefully in his bed?







CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
ROSE



It was Grace’s idea to interrogate Birdie O’neill, the former Harrow Home midwife, on Saturday afternoon. I wait by Auntie’s car for fifteen minutes past our agreed-upon time, then start searching for Grace. Ella and Magnolia are giggling in Ella’s bedroom, windows open and ceiling fan whirring while they listen to records. Lou is napping in anticipation of going to the carnival later. Mrs. Harrow—baking a blueberry crisp in the hotel kitchen—says that Cooper is working at the feed store and Grace is swimming with Stanley.

I find them necking out by the hotel pool.

I cough to announce my presence. Twice.

Grace looks up. “Oh, hi, Rose,” she says lazily.

“Do you still want to go shopping?” I ask through gritted teeth.

Stanley puts a hand on Grace’s thigh. I think he’d brand her like a cow if he could. “Can’t you see she’s busy?”

Is she really going to let that Neanderthal speak for her?

Grace shifts her skirt. “I did say I’d go shopping with her, Stan.”

“Can’t you go tomorrow? I want to see the Punch and Judy show,” he whines.

“The shops won’t be open on Sunday,” Grace says. “I’m sorry. We won’t be long.”

She climbs off his lap and pulls her hair into a high, bouncy ponytail. The movement draws his gaze to her breasts, and I wonder if she did it on purpose, to distract him. How much of the Grace he knows is calculated? How much of the Grace I know is calculated?

Stanley scrubs a hand over his sandy crew cut. “I’ll drive you. I bet Miss Priss is used to having a chauffeur.”

I bristle at the nickname. “Pardon me?”

“Stanley! She’s the boss’s daughter,” Grace scolds.

And your friend? The only person you trust with your secrets.

“I’ll meet you at the car in fifteen minutes, Grace,” I snap. “If you’re not there, I’m leaving without you.”



Twenty minutes later, Grace slinks around the corner of the hotel. I’m already behind the wheel of Auntie’s convertible, a green scarf tied over my curls.
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“You’re late,” I sigh as I hand her a spare silk scarf.

“You are not in charge,” she grumps. “This is my investigation.”

I’m tempted to point out that I funded her investigation to the tune of three dollars last night, and I’m the one who can drive. But I bite my tongue.

“I mean it,” Grace insists. “I’ll ask the questions. We have to go about this the right way.”

And Grace is positively famous for her tact. “Fine. I won’t breathe a word unless you ask me to.”

“Good.” She lifts her chin. She’s wearing a demure, cornflower-blue shirtwaist dress with buttons up the front, with a brown belt and brown loafers. She looks like a Sunday school teacher.

“Should we have a code word? In case you get nervous and go all blank again?” I needle her.

“I won’t!” she snaps.

Please. She’s nervous as a cat in a room full of rocking chairs.

“Fiddle-faddle.” I pronounce the word with relish. “Just in case.”

Grace rolls her eyes. “That’s absurd.”

“That’s why I like it. It’s fun to say. Give it a go.” I put the car in drive and roll slowly down the rutted lane. “Which way?”

“Turn right. Why did you even learn how to drive, anyway, if you have a chauffeur?”

“Well, I won’t live at home forever, will I? I’d like to go to Barnard. That’s a college in New York City. If I’m there, I can walk places, or take the subway, or get a cab. But if I end up at Swarthmore, which is my second choice, I may want a car. And Father said he wants us to be modern women,” I explain.

“How nice for you,” Grace says witheringly. “Turn left after that barn.”

Why is she in such a snit? It’s not my fault that her father’s a donkey.

“I could teach you, if you want. I’m not afraid of your father.” I’m a little afraid of her father. “You ought to learn before you go to college.”

“Who said I’m going to college?” Grace snarls.

I bite my lip. She can’t be planning to marry Stanley right after graduation, can she? I know loads of girls who’ve married men who aren’t half as clever as they, but at least they’re marrying into money!

“Turn left up here, onto Razor Creek Road. We’re looking for a farmhouse.”

We drive around several sharp curves; crawl over a rickety, rattling bridge; and then pass through a grove with trees arching greenly overhead. When we emerge into the sunshine, on our left is a field of freshly cut hay with two men tossing square bales onto a wagon. It smells heavenly. A little way down the road, there’s a meadow dotted with blue and orange wildflowers. To its right sits a farmhouse that looks as though it’s seen better days. A red barn is crumbling behind it. A tire swing hangs from a big oak tree out front.

“That’s it!” Grace shouts. “Turn! Turn!”

I jerk the car into the dirt lane. We rattle up to the house. As I park the car, Grace pulls off her scarf and smooths a few flyaways, then uses the side mirror to freshen her lipstick. “Ready to face the beast,” she mutters, looking for all the world like a recalcitrant child.

We pause on the porch. The white paint is peeling, one step is rotted through, and the front lawn is choked with dandelions. But climbing roses bloom along the porch, pink and heady with scent. Cheerful plaid curtains flutter in the breeze. The smell of bread drifts out the open windows.

Grace smooths her skirt. She tightens her ponytail. Then she knocks.

The front door is yanked open by a boy with a strawberry- blond crew cut and two missing front teeth. He stands there staring up at us owlishly, wearing only a pair of cutoff jeans.

“Hi. Is your grandmother at home?” Grace asks.

“Gran!” he hollers. A slightly smaller boy runs up and shoves him, hard, so that he tumbles out the front door. I leap aside before he knocks into me. A third, towheaded little fella runs after them. The trio leap off the porch and onto the lawn, where they start tussling like a bunch of unruly puppies.

A woman in a green housedress comes to the door. She has a prominent nose and auburn hair in a poodle cut like Joan Fontaine’s. She’s carrying a squirming baby in her arms. “Hello. Are you girls lost? Need directions to town?”

Grace frowns. “No. I’m—don’t you recognize me?”

“Should I?” the woman asks, with some asperity.

Grace’s face falls. There’s an awkward silence.

“Fiddle-faddle,” she whispers.

I might feel a moment of satisfaction. I’m only human.

“Good afternoon, ma’am. I’m Rosemary Thorpe.” I give her my most winsome smile. “My father is the hotelier who bought the Harrow Home. I understand that you used to work there. You might not recognize her all grown-up, but this is Grace Harrow.”

“Oh.” The woman is wearing cat-eye specs on a chain around her neck. She puts them on and looks at Grace with striking hazel eyes. I bet Birdie O’Neill was a real looker back in her day. “So it is. Still skinny as a weed, aren’t you?”

Grace’s polite smile edges toward a grimace. “Nice to see you again, Mrs. O’Neill.”

“We’d like to speak with you, if you can spare a few minutes,” I say.

“I don’t have many to spare these days. A pack of imps, they are.” Mrs. O’Neill casts an exasperated glance at the boys. “Last week they tried to paint the poor dog!”

“Oh my goodness,” I giggle. “Dare I ask?”

She gestures at the black-and-white cows across the lane. “They wanted to see if the cows would think he was one of them.”

I laugh. “Well, we could sit out here on the porch where we can keep an eye on them, if you like. It’s such a lovely day. It’d be a shame to waste all this sunshine, wouldn’t it?”

“I suppose the wash can wait.” Mrs. O’Neill puts the baby down, and he waddles toward me. He’s a plump blond cherub in overalls and a diaper.

“Hello there,” I say. “Aren’t you a handsome little man?”

Across the porch, Grace taps her foot, impatient. But Mrs. O’Neill smiles as she settles into one of the rocking chairs. “He is, isn’t he?”

“You would know,” I say, bringing the conversation to heel. “You must have delivered hundreds in your time at the Harrow Home.”

“Twenty-five years. From the September my Dot started school till I joined the Army Nurse Corps in ’42.” Mrs. O’Neill sighs. “I don’t mind telling you, midwifery is hard work. Rewarding, but hard. Some of the girls start out with romantic notions, but they get over it right quick.”

I let my smile fade. “I understand. My mother died in childbirth.”

Mrs. O’Neill clucks sympathetically. “I’m sorry, dearie. There’ve been some I couldn’t save, and that’s always a hard thing. A sad thing.”

“Like Dessa Slaughter?” Grace blurts.

My carefully laid foundation, destroyed in an instant. I glare daggers at her.

“How do you know about poor Dessa?” Mrs. O’Neill asks.

“She died the summer Cooper and I were born. And Daisy Wheeler ran away, and Aunt Emmeline drowned.” Grace has all the subtlety of a sledgehammer. “Dad fired the rest of the staff, but not you. Somebody had to deliver all those babies. You delivered us, didn’t you? Did Ma have a hard time?”

Mrs. O’Neill shifts in her chair, her gaze on the wooden floor. “I’ve helped hundreds of babies into this world, dearie. And I’m getting older, you know. I’m afraid I don’t remember each and every one.”

I’ve been dubious about Grace’s claim that the twins are adopted; it feels borne of desperation rather than any real evidence. But Birdie O’Neill is sharp as a tack, and her claiming otherwise makes me suspicious.

“Twins don’t come along often. Especially twins born to the boss’s wife,” Grace retorts.

“Are you accusing me of lying?” Her grandsons may have softened the old harridan, but Birdie doesn’t take any guff. “If you’ve got questions, ask your ma.”

“Ma doesn’t like to talk about that summer. On account of what happened to Emmeline.”

“Well, that was a sad business, and no mistake.” Mrs. O’Neill stands. “I should get to the wash. It’s never-ending with those four, and the baby still in diapers.”

Thinking fast, I reach into my pocketbook and come out with a five-dollar bill. “Here. For your trouble.”

She bristles. “I don’t need your money, girlie.”

“Get something for the boys.” I press it into her hand. “We only want to hear a little more about that summer.”

“The summer Cooper and I were born,” Grace adds.

“I told you, I don’t remember your delivery. Money won’t change my mind on that,” the midwife insists.

Because Mr. Harrow already paid her off to keep quiet? I exchange a quick glance with Grace.

“Will you tell us what you do remember?” I ask. The baby catches my attention, teetering at the top of the stairs in a way that makes me nervous. I lift him down the four steps to the lawn. “There you go, darling.”

Mrs. O’Neill watches as he wobbles toward his brothers, who are taking turns on the tire swing. She settles back into her rocker and sighs.

“It’s no wonder Martha doesn’t like to talk about it,” she starts. “Tragedy on top of tragedy, it was. Mr. Harrow—Grace’s grandpappy—passed right after Christmas. It was a heart attack. Sudden, you know. He was a good Christian man. When Joe took over the Home—well, there were some growing pains. With the staff and with the girls.” I suspect that’s an understatement. “And then there was Emmeline.”

“Did you know her well?” I ask quickly, before Grace can say something ruinous.

“I delivered her, didn’t I? That girl came out squalling and never stopped.” Curious that Mrs. O’Neill has no trouble recalling that. “She was a late-in-life baby. Their ma died when Em was a wee girlie. Cancer. Mr. Harrow was hard on Joe, but he spoiled Em, and then he passed and … well, spare the rod and spoil the child, that was Joe’s philosophy. Those two were like oil and water.”

Grace scowls. She’s all too familiar with her father’s philosophy.

“What did they fight about?” I ask.

“What didn’t they fight about? Em wanted to see the world. Her father had left her some money, but Joe held the purse strings, and he didn’t see the need for travel. He already thought she acted too big for her britches.” I glance over at Grace, who looks stricken. I bet her father’s accused her of the very same thing. “She needed to learn she wasn’t above an honest day’s work, he said. He had her working as a chambermaid. But that backfired on him, didn’t it; that’s how she got to be friendly with Daisy. Those girls were thick as thieves, and Joe couldn’t stand it.”

“Daisy Wheeler?” Grace says. “The girl who ran away?”

“Seems like you already know the answer to that, don’t you?” Mrs. O’Neill retorts. “Barely a week after she gave birth, too, and she didn’t have an easy time of it. But I can’t blame her. Joe hated that girl. Blamed her for—well, things that were never her fault. The way he treated her…” Mrs. O’Neill doesn’t seem like one to spare the rod and spoil the child, either, but she presses her lips together in disapproval. “Em swore up and down that Daisy wouldn’t have left her behind. Said they had a plan to run away once Em turned eighteen. To Paris, if you can imagine that!”

She talks like Paris is impossibly far away, almost alien. I suppose to most people in Greeley, it is. Unless it’s wartime.

“Rose’s father is in Paris. On his honeymoon,” Grace says unhelpfully.

Mrs. O’Neill nods, her eyes faraway behind her glasses. “Emmeline blamed Joe. Said he must have done something to run Daisy off. I heard them fighting and … well, both of them said the kind of things you can’t take back. Joe kept her under lock and key after that … Maybe three weeks later, Em snuck out in her little sailboat. I don’t know where she thought she’d go with a hurricane blowing up the Bay. I guess the main thing was just to go.”

The midwife’s voice is sad. She was clearly fond of Emmeline.

Could Emmeline be our ghost? If she had a vicious fight with her brother, blamed him for her friend’s disappearance and the ruin of all her plans, then had weeks to stew on it, locked away in that house … could her spirit still be clinging to that desperate anger?

But then what is Birdie O’Neill hiding about the twins’ birth?

“Poor Dessa passed two weeks later. She started having fits from toxemia. Seizures, you know.” Mrs. O’Neill is brisk again. “She was swollen up like a balloon, and I don’t mind telling you, if Joe hadn’t been grieving for his sister, I would have given him hell for not phoning me sooner. By the time I got there, it was too late.”

Dessa’s death was the result of Mr. Harrow’s negligence? Maybe she’s the ghost after all. Maybe she wants revenge. And D for Dessa—that fits with the ghost’s clue.

Grace rocks forward. The naked hope on her face is painful. “Did Dessa have twins?”

Birdie O’Neill purses her lips, confused, and then she laughs so hard that her auburn curls jiggle. Grace looks like she’s been slapped. “Is that why you’re so interested in Dessa? You’ve got some fool notion that she was your real ma? No. That poor girl had one baby—a wee girl—that only lived two days. Lungs didn’t work. She came too early.”

Grace’s face is flushed and furious. “I don’t believe you! There’s something you aren’t telling us!”

“You ever consider it’s for your own good? I’ve half a mind to phone Joe and tell him you’re over here poking your nose into things that are none of your business.” Mrs. O’Neill stands.

She’s bluffing. I’m almost certain of it. But we can’t take that chance. I reach into my pocketbook for another bill. “For your discretion.”

Mrs. O’Neill narrows her eyes. “I told you, I don’t need your money.”

“Of course not. But we would hate to upset Mr. Harrow. You know how he gets.” I give her a conspiratorial look that makes light of it, but I go cold, remembering how he lurked in the bushes last night. Auntie and Eddie were in the library. Waiting up for me. Was Joe Harrow spying on them? Peeping through the windows while they did—whatever they did, thinking they were alone? It makes my stomach roil.

“I do.” Mrs. O’Neill looks at me, and then she looks at her grandsons playing on the unkempt lawn, calculating what she could buy with the princely sum of ten dollars. “All right,” she relents. “But you two had better scram. Some of us have work to do. We don’t all have fine silk dresses and fancy convertible cars and trips to Paris, do we?”

I flush. “Have a good afternoon, ma’am.”

Grace has stalked off down the path; she’s halfway to the car. The midwife grabs my elbow with callused fingers. “You seem like a nice girl. Be careful. Joe Harrow isn’t a man I’d cross for love nor money.”

My heart races. “Thank you, ma’am.”

I climb back into the car, silent. Mrs. O’Neill has a memory like a steel trap. She remembered how long Dessa Slaughter’s baby lived, and all the other sundry details of that long-ago summer—but not delivering the Harrow twins? Her warning chilled me. There’s something that Joe Harrow doesn’t want anyone to know. Is it about the twins’ birth? Or his sister’s death?

Grace is silent, sulking, as we tie our scarves over our hair, as I start the car, as we reverse down the potholed drive. It’s only once we’re making our way back through the sun-dappled tunnel of trees that she speaks.

“You really bungled that,” she spits. “Pussyfooting around and then paying her off. You shouldn’t have driven this stupid car. Or worn that dress! Just look at it!”

I look down at the green paisley, befuddled. “What’s wrong with my dress?”

Her brown eyes flash. “It says ‘I’ve got a rich daddy, and I can pay my way out of trouble!’”

That’s it. I have had enough of her today.

I yank the steering wheel to the right and pull into a long dirt drive.

“What are you doing?” Grace shrieks.

“If we’re going to have it out, I’d rather not drive into a ditch.” I pull the brake and turn to her, speaking through gritted teeth. “And for the record, the person I’m paying to get out of trouble is you. I do have a rich daddy, and you should be glad, because his money has saved your bacon twice in the last two days!”

“There it is!” Grace gets out of the car and slams the door.

I get out and face her over the gleaming maroon hood. I throw my arms into the air. “There what is?”

“I didn’t ask you to save me! I don’t want your damned money or your pity!”

What is she talking about?

“When did I ever say I pitied you?” I demand. “I find some of your choices suspect, and you don’t know when to keep your mouth shut, but—”

“I don’t know when to keep my mouth shut? Please! Do you have any idea how insufferable you are? ‘Poor Grace, I should teach her to drive this summer since she’s gonna be stuck in this stupid little nowhere town while I go off to college in New York City to study novels and French and philosophy! And that’s after my graduation trip to Europe!’”

I put my hands on my hips, stung. Am I really that obnoxious?

Well, I might not appreciate what I have in the way of money, but Grace doesn’t appreciate what she has in the way of family.

“Right. Poor Grace, whose brother would do anything for her, who defends her even after she breaks his nose! Poor Grace, whose mother sews her dresses and bakes her birthday cakes and loves her to pieces!” Grace is staring at me, slack-jawed. “Maybe she didn’t give birth to you, maybe you wish she’d stick up for you more—but at least you have a mother!”

Tears spring into my eyes. I swipe irritably at my cheeks.

Grace sighs. “Oh, for God’s sake. I can’t yell at you when you’re crying.”

She climbs back into the car, her temper spent as quickly as it exploded. “I guess the grass really is greener, huh?” she says.

I get back into the car. “I guess.”

“It’s not entirely your fault that we didn’t get more information,” she admits grudgingly. “Mrs. O’Neill was never gonna tell us. She’s loyal to my dad.”

I relate the midwife’s warning. “We’re onto something, Grace. I don’t know if it’s about your birth mother or the ghost or both. But Birdie O’Neill doesn’t strike me as someone who’d back down without a good reason.”

Grace glances at me as I start the car. “You aren’t chickening out, are you?”

I’m tempted. Joe Harrow scares me. But then I remember Lou telling me how she plays hide-and-seek with the girl in the mirror. “No.”

“Good. I think our next step should be talking to someone who knew my aunt,” Grace says. “Like her best friend, Kath Callaway.”

“All right,” I agree, despite the unease crawling up my spine.

“All right.” Grace leans her golden head back against the leather seat. “Let’s go home, Rosie.”







CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
GRACE



“The carnival’s only once a year, and you missed Punch and Judy to pal around with Miss Priss!” Two days later, Stanley’s still whining.

A grown man who whines is tiresome.

Why doesn’t Glamour ever write about that?

“And you missed the bathing beauties.”

I roll my eyes. “A crying shame.” He looks at me sharply. “You could whistle at the girls without me there, that’s all.”

We’re standing out by the pool, and I’m trying to go investigate with Rose, but it’s proving difficult because Stanley won’t stop complaining about how much time I’m spending with her.

“I could whistle at ’em with you there.” He grabs my arm, his eyes narrowing. “I wear the pants around here, not you. You remember that.”

His metaphor is ridiculous, considering that I’m not allowed to wear pants. (Men can’t know I have thighs. It might inspire lustful thoughts!) But I keep the smirk off my face, because I know it will aggravate him and then he’ll grip my arm tight enough to hurt.

It hits me again: I’m doing the same careful calculus I do around Dad.

Stanley wasn’t always like this. He hasn’t found his footing since he came back from the army. Since he lost Vic.

Vic protected Stan on and off the football field. He was a big beefy guy. Not the brightest, but definitely the most loyal. Stan says it was that way in the army, too. I still don’t know what happened. Only that Vic came home in a body bag, and Stan came home broken on the inside.

Stan shakes my arm. “You hear me? I don’t want you goin’ around with your nose in the air like Miss Priss. Bossin’ everybody around.”

“I won’t,” I say. “I’m not.”

I couldn’t, even if I tried. I don’t have Rose’s authority. Her money. Her education.

“Why do you have to go to get her dress hemmed, anyhow?” he complains. That’s our excuse to visit the sheriff ’s sister, Kath Callaway Johnson, who’s a seamstress. “Tell her to stuff it and come get a milkshake with me.” Stan grins. “We could go for a drive.”

Go for a drive means finding a place to park. We just did that on Friday after the fireworks.

I give Stan a kiss to placate him. “She’s the boss, remember?”

“Her dad’s the boss. She’s a snobby little bitch.” But he pulls me down onto his lap and kisses me harder, and he forgets all about Rose, like I knew he would.



I watch in horror as Rose takes the heel of her shoe and rips the hem of a pale-blue halter-neck dress that’s nicer than anything I’ve ever owned.

!

“Oopsy-daisy!” she says with a mischievous look.

“What are you doing? That dress must have cost a fortune!” I finger the cool silk. We’re sitting in Mrs. Langford’s maroon convertible coupe in the hotel drive.

“I never wear it,” Rose confesses. “Millie told me I should never wear light colors because they emphasize my hips. My nice wide childbearing hips.”

I make a face. “Don’t be ridiculous!”

“Millie was a showgirl before she met Father. She has legs like a Rockette, but she’s always worried about her figure. The last time I saw her, she told me I was getting zaftig, which is a nice Yiddish way of saying fat. She tried to put me on a celery diet.”

Ugh. Celery barely counts as food; it’s only a crunch. “Please. I wish I had your figure.” At least her bosom. Rose has magnificent bosoms.

Honestly, I don’t know a single girl who’s pleased with how she looks. Barb is self-conscious about her pug nose (and rightly so). Jeanne worries about the spots on her forehead and tries to cover them with an ill-advised fringe. Kitty thinks she’s too tall (taller than most of the boys in our class), so she always wears loafers, never heels. And me? My waist is slender; my complexion is good; I don’t mind being tall because Stan is taller and I’ve got great legs. But I’m nearly flat as a board up top.

Would I mind if he didn’t make so many wisecracks about it? Barely a handful, he likes to say, which doesn’t keep his hands off them.

“We could ask Mrs. Johnson to let out the hem and take it in at the waist…” Rose darts a quick glance at my chest. “And the bodice. The color and style would suit you.”

I want that dress, I really do. But I don’t want to seem eager for her castoffs. “How many times do I have to tell you, I’m not your charity project?”

Rose sighs. “It’s not charity, Grace, it’s what friends do. Clara and I used to swap dresses all the time.”

“Who’s Clara?” She never talks about her school friends the way Ella does.

Rose taps her nails against the cream-colored steering wheel. “My roommate. My best friend, till we had a falling out.”

“Over what?” Rose has her faults: She thinks she knows what’s best for everyone, and she has no concept of the privileges her father’s money affords her. But she’s loyal, and she can keep a secret, and frankly that goes a long way with me.

Rose starts the car. “We ought to get going.” Obviously she doesn’t want to tell me what happened between her and Clara. “Let Mrs. Johnson alter the dress for you. It will make our visit worth her while. Otherwise, it will only hang in my closet.”

“Well, that’s just wasteful.” I smirk. “Do you know how hard it was to get silk during the war?”

Rose nods solemnly as we rattle down the driveway. “I do. So it’s practically your patriotic duty … Also, if I know Father, he’ll bring Ella and me a trunk full of dresses from Paris. He likes to buy us nice things to feel better about leaving us motherless.”

Imagine getting a trunk full of new dresses! I flump back against the burgundy leather seat. “Fine. I’ll take it.”

That’s how I wind up on a stepstool in Kath Johnson née Callaway’s sewing room, draped in ice-blue silk while Kath kneels in front of me with her mouth full of pins. Rose lounges on the green velvet settee in the corner, sipping a glass of sweet tea. Mrs. Johnson’s sewing room is cozy and feminine, with vases full of pink hydrangeas and walls papered with climbing pink roses. Fortunately, even though we showed up on her doorstep without an appointment, Kath had time to measure me for my new dress.

“What a beautiful gift,” she mumbles past the pins. “You’re lucky to have such a good friend.”

That rankles. “Oh, a dress like this is nothing to Rose. Her father’s loaded.”

“Grace!” Rose gasps at my poor manners.

Kath only shakes her honey-colored bob and laughs. “Gosh, you remind me of your aunt Emmeline.”

I exchange a glance with Rose. We didn’t even have to bring Emmeline up ourselves! “That’s what my father says,” I lie.

“I bet he doesn’t mean it as a compliment.” Kath finishes marking the hem and stands. “Does Joe talk about her much?”

“Hardly ever…” That much is true. “You knew her, didn’t you?”

“Knew her?” Kath throws her head back and laughs, loud and toothy, and I get a glimpse of the girl she must have been before the Depression and two kids and another world war. “Honey, Kenny Carter stole my brand-new Crayolas the first day of school, and when he wouldn’t give ’em back, Em popped him one. We were best friends after that.”

“Good for her. I hate bullies.”

“She was what they call strong-willed. Bullheaded, Mom would say … Hold still, now, or I’ll stick you … I don’t think it’s so bad, fighting for what you think is right, but people don’t always care for that in a girl.” Kath eyes me as she folds the cool silk against my waist.

“So I’ve heard,” I say dryly. It sounds like Aunt Emmeline and I have some things in common.

“I’ll bet. Honey, may I be frank?” Kath asks. I nod. “Seeing you, it brings up a whole lot of memories. I knew Em about as well as anybody could, but I failed her when she needed me most. I’ll never forgive myself for that.”

My breath strangles. Why did Em need her friend so badly? What happened?

“If your dad’s been telling you a bunch of bullpucky, I’d like a chance to set the record straight,” Kath says. “It’s the least I can do.”

Rose’s eyes are round as saucers. This is like taking candy from a baby!

I try not to sound too eager. “Sure. I’d like to hear her side of the story.”

Kath fastens a pin near my bottom rib. “Well, after your granddad passed, Em had a hard time. She missed him something awful. She and Joe didn’t get along. Never had. Joe thought Mr. Harrow spoiled her. Said she was too smart-mouthed for her own good.” That sounds familiar. “She could have a mouth on her. Anyhow, Joe had a mind to set her straight. Only, the more he tried to lay down the law, the worse Em got. He told her to be home by ten, she waltzed in at eleven. He grounded her, she hitchhiked into town. He locked her in her bedroom, she climbed out a window. He hauled her out of our house more than once. Made a hell of a scene. Honestly, I was embarrassed for her. Told her she should keep her head down, behave herself till graduation, and maybe then Joe would see reason. She got so mad at me. Said I couldn’t know what it was like in that house.

“Raise your arm, please.” Kath looks up at me, and I can see the laugh lines like sunbursts at the corners of her brown eyes. I wonder how my aunt would look at—I do the math—thirty-four.

Kath stabs a pin through the fabric and sticks me. I jump. “Did I get you? Sorry, honey … Anyhow, by graduation I hardly saw her. Joe had her on a real tight leash: just school and home. He put her to work as a chambermaid. Trying to teach her the value of a dollar, he said. But that’s how she got to know Daisy, and that girl was Em’s undoing.”

“Daisy was one of the girls who was … expecting?” Rose asks delicately.

Kath nods as she tucks the silk and carefully slides another pin in. “It was like Em had a crush, almost. Like how a girl will talk about her steady at the beginning: Daisy this and Daisy that and Daisy says … I figured it would pass. At least Em perked up some. But then one day at lunch she told me how, after Daisy’s baby came and Em turned eighteen, they were going to Europe. To Paris and Zurich … That’s in Switzerland, mind you. I had to look it up. I told her she was talking crazy. Joe wasn’t going to give her that money from her dad for some trip to Europe! And Daisy’s people were from Rock Hall. They worked at the cannery! Nobody had money for Paris. I told Em … well, I told her Joe was right, her dad had coddled her, and it was time to grow up.”

Almost twenty years later, Kath has tears in her eyes. “I was jealous. I hardly saw her and when I did, all she could talk about was Daisy. I was afraid she would get to Europe somehow, and when she came back, she’d look down her nose at me. I was already seeing John. I had a life planned for myself here in Greeley. It’s not a bad life … But I really botched things with Em. She wouldn’t talk to me after that. I went by her place once or twice after graduation, but she wouldn’t come to the door. Nobody in town saw hide nor hair.”

My mind spins. Why would Dad keep her locked up like that all summer? Unless … “Was she seeing anyone? Any fellas, I mean.”

Is it possible that Aunt Em went a little wild after Granddad died? That she got herself in trouble? My heart hammers.

“No,” Kath says. “Not for lack of attention, but she wasn’t interested.”

“Are you sure? There was nobody she could’ve snuck out to see?”

“I’m sure. She was over at my place every day till Joe grounded her that spring. We’d do our homework together at the kitchen table, then Curtis or my dad would give her a ride home. I think Joe allowed it on account of my dad being sheriff, and pretty strict. But there was no time for a boy.” Kath tucks another pin into my bodice. “Turn. Oh, that’s real nice. Go look in the mirror.”

“You look beautiful,” Rose says. “It really suits you.”

“Thanks,” I say, distracted. “Mrs. Johnson, do you have any pictures of Aunt Emmeline? Dad doesn’t keep any around.”

She beams. “I sure do. I’ll run up and get one, soon as we’re done here.”

I look in the mirror: blond hair, brown eyes, upturned nose, square stubborn jaw, long legs and waspish waist and barely there breasts. The dress is pretty, but I hardly care about that now. I’m waiting to see that photo. Maybe Kath is wrong; maybe Aunt Em could keep a secret. A big, nine-month secret.

“Thank you, Mrs. Johnson,” Rose says.

“It was my pleasure. And call me Kath. Mrs. Johnson is my mother-in-law.” She chuckles.

“Did you see Em again? Before she passed?” Rose asks.

Kath shakes her head. “When I heard what Daisy did, running off like that, I thought: Here’s my chance. I called and Em answered the phone. ‘Daisy?’ she said. Not even ‘Hello?’ She could hardly talk for crying. I said I’d come right over but Em said no. She hung up on me … I figured she needed some time. Three weeks later, she was gone.”

She blinks back tears. “I wish I’d gone to see her anyhow. Maybe I could have talked some sense into her. Maybe she wouldn’t have taken the boat out in that storm. Em was chock-full of life. She wanted to do everything, see everything … But maybe with Daisy gone, she couldn’t see any way forward.”

She thinks Em took her boat out in that storm on purpose. Knowing she wouldn’t come back.

“It’s the biggest regret of my life.” We’re all silent for a moment. Kath swipes at a tear, and I feel a lump in my throat. My aunt was strong. A fighter. But maybe she hit a point where she didn’t have any fight left in her. “I’ve made other friends. Neighbors. I’m in a knitting circle at church. But it’s not the same.”

“I’m sorry,” Rose says quietly.

“So am I … Here, let me help get you out of there.” I feel Kath’s hands on my back, carefully unfastening the zipper. I hold the sides up as I step behind the painted screen, then let it pool at my feet. Standing in my brassiere and underpants, I hand the dress out to Kath. I hear a rattle as she hangs it on a rack of alterations.

“I’ll run up and get that photo now,” she says.

“Do you think Em could be the ghost?” I whisper once Kath is gone, pulling my dress over my head. “She had unfinished business with Dad. Maybe that’s why the ghost’s angry with him.”

“Maybe,” Rose says. “But what about the letter D?”

“I don’t know.” I pace around the room anxiously till Mrs. Johnson returns.

“Here. The summer of ’29, Em’s dad let her come with us to the shore.” Kath holds out a black-and-white photo. She and another teenaged girl pose, arms flung around each other’s waists, in front of the ocean. They wear old-fashioned one-piece bathing suits—dark tank tops and belted thigh-length skirts—and hold bathing caps in their outstretched hands. Both girls have bobbed, waved hair. Kath’s is light, the other girl’s is dark. It’s impossible to tell what color Em’s eyes were, but the shape of her mouth … her nose … her jaw …

It’s not her. My aunt Emmeline isn’t our ghost.

“She was a beauty, wasn’t she?” Kath says. I squint at the photo. Em is tall and slim-hipped, with an angular face. Her eyebrows are plucked and arched in perpetual surprise; her small nose is upturned; her mouth is open, her white teeth flashing. Is that my nose?

Maybe my parents are my parents, and this is my aunt, and I’ve been on a wild-goose chase.

“She was lovely,” Rose says. “Her vivaciousness really comes through in the photo.”

I feel half wild with frustration. I grab my pocketbook and rummage through it. “Do you recognize this bracelet? We found—”

“Oh!” Kath touches the old brass with such tenderness that I know it belonged to Emmeline. “Em’s dad gave it to her for her seventeenth birthday. Joe kept it?”

As though Dad has a sentimental bone in his body. “No.”

How did it end up under the floorboards in the Blue Room?

“We found it during the renovation. Do you think … could she have given it to Daisy?” Rose is two steps ahead as usual.

Kath makes a sour face. “Yeah. Em was generous that way. If you said you liked her lipstick or her gloves, she’d give ’em to you like it was nothing. And the way she talked about that girl, she would have given her the moon. ‘Daisy has such a pretty voice, she should be a singer in a nightclub!’ That’s where she ended up, too, can you believe that? That girl ran clear up to New York City and became a singer in some nightclub. I wonder how she sleeps at night, knowing Em got so worked up over her leaving that she did what she did.”

Rose shakes her head and tsks disapprovingly.

Kath turns the photo over. “She had such pretty handwriting, too. See?” The handwriting is perfectly slanted, with elaborate loops on the capital letters. July ’29. Rehoboth Beach. Love always, Em.

“Lovely.” Rose would care about a thing like handwriting.

“Thanks for indulging me, girls.” Kath puts the photo on her worktable. “I won’t keep you. The dress will be ready in a week.”

“Thank you, Kath.” I look her in the eye and hope she can tell I mean it. “I’m glad to know the whole story.”

But is it the whole story? The ghost pointed me to Em’s bracelet, but she also wrote the letter D on the mirror.

But Daisy Wheeler is alive and well in New York City. She can’t be the ghost.

We’re right back to square one.







CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
GRACE



I’m walking Stanley to his truck when we come around the pink crepe myrtle and run into Rose strolling down the pea-gravel path. Stan and I are still in our church clothes: I’m wearing a mint-green shirtdress with stockings and pumps, and Stan wears gray trousers with a white button-down shirt, the top button unfastened and his tie loosened. Rose is casual in a blue T-shirt and high-waisted shorts. She and her sisters probably went to the Church of Brunch. Heathens.

“Grace! Just the girl I was looking for,” she says brightly.

“What now?” Stanley grumbles.

She ignores him. “Would you and Coop like to come to dinner? Auntie’s going to teach me to make her famous bœuf bourguignon. With a creme brûlée for dessert.”

I cackle. “You, cook? I’ll believe it when I see it.”

Stan wraps a burly arm around my waist. “Grace is busy.”

I hate it when he speaks for me. I guess it was rude of Rose not to invite him, too. She avoids him when she can and is barely civil when she can’t.

“I didn’t ask you,” Rose snaps.

“Well, I’m telling you, we have plans!” he barks.

We do not. Stanley drove me home from church and then came in to visit with my folks. He was heading out. But I don’t dare contradict him in front of Rose.

“Do we?” I ask.

“Well, I was gonna ask you to supper. Ma’s making a roast. Wouldn’t you rather have a good old-fashioned roast than cream broo-lee? Whatever fancy Frenchy nonsense that is.” He scoffs.

“What if I come to supper next Sunday?” I suggest. Stan looks at Rose triumphantly till I add, “Your mom will understand. Tell her you forgot, and Mrs. Langford invited me to dinner in the meantime.”

Stan pulls his arm roughly from my waist and steps away, his face darkening. “Now, wait a damn minute. Who’d you rather have supper with: Me or Miss Priss?”

“Stanley!” I’ve asked him a dozen times not to call her that. I turn to Rose. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t apologize!” He glares down at me. I wore pumps today as a small defiance; neither he nor Dad likes it when I wear heels, even though Stan’s still three inches taller. “Don’t act like you’re embarrassed of me all of a sudden! You like me fine till she comes around.”

“That’s not true!” I protest.

(I don’t like him fine. Not lately. Not for a while. But he’s right. When Rose is around, the idea of dating him for another year, laughing at his jokes, letting him make love to me, all to keep Dad off my back and get a job at his father’s drugstore … God, it makes me feel unfathomably small.)

“Rose is my friend, and Coop’s girl, and the boss’s daughter.” I think she’s Coop’s girl. It’s hard to tell. They’ve been blushing and awkward around one another since their carnival date last weekend. “You have to be polite to her!”

“I don’t hafta do anything. You ain’t the boss of me,” Stan growls. I bite my tongue. I should have known better than to phrase it that way. He turns to Rose. “I don’t want you sniffin’ around Grace anymore. She doesn’t need you confusin’ her.”

Confusing me? Does he think I’m simple?

Rose bristles. She doesn’t take well to orders, either. “This is my father’s property. I’ll come and go as I please, and talk to whoever I like.”

“Oh yeah?” Stan swings me around to face him. He gets right in my face. Too close. “You’re not goin’ to supper, and you’re not goin’ shopping with her. If she comes down to the pool, you’re gonna get up and leave. I don’t care if she’s the boss’s daughter. I don’t care if she’s the damn queen of England! I want you to stay away from her!”

It’s one thing to treat me like a naughty child in front of Cooper, or even Barb and Kitty. But the appalled look on Rose’s face …

I want to sink through the earth. I want to be anywhere but here.

“You hear me?” Stan shakes me so hard, my teeth clack together.

“Yes, but—” My voice is timid, my brain sluggish.

“No! No ifs, ands, or buts. I’m putting my foot down. It’s her or me!”

He’s yelling in my face, spit flying. I cringe and look down at my shoes. Rose must think I’m pathetic for letting him speak to me this way.

What would happen if I said: I choose Rose!

If I told him I’ll talk to whoever I please, too?

I can’t. He’s too worked up.

“Take your hands off her this instant,” Rose commands.

Stan leers. “Gracie likes having my hands on her.”

I’m not one for blushes (not like Coop) but I can feel my face going pink at the insinuation. I curl into myself, wishing I was a turtle or a snail or anything besides a weak, stupid girl. I don’t know how to end this pissing match between them. I can’t agree not to ever speak to Rose again. I won’t.

“You’re hurting her,” Rose says. “Does that make you feel big?”

His grip tightens. She’s making things worse. “Rosie, stay out of it.” My voice is low, and I don’t meet her eyes, afraid to see the pity swimming in those blue pools.

“I will not,” she says. “I think you had better leave, Stanley.”

That makes me look up. Rose is using her plummy rich-girl voice, the hoity-toitiest one, and she’s drawn herself up as tall as she can. It’s the same way she spoke to Mr. McIntosh when he insulted her sister.

She’s sticking up for me, the same as she stuck up for Ella.

Like I’m a person who deserves to be stuck up for.

Stan laughs. But he takes his hands off me and steps toward Rose, menacing. Trying to intimidate her. “Who the hell do you think you are? I’m not goin’ anywhere till Grace—”

“Grace doesn’t have any say in this.” Rose doesn’t balk. “It’s my property, and I don’t want you here. If I need to call the sheriff and ask him to arrest you for trespassing, I will. But I trust that won’t be necessary.”

Stanley snickers. “You think Curtis Callaway’s gonna arrest me for trespassing? My dad plays poker with him every Friday night.”

“I’ll bet that my father’s money carries more weight than who your father plays poker with.” Rose gives him a smug smile and turns for the hotel. “But we can test that theory, if you like.”

“You little—” Stanley calls her an ugly word, one I’ve never heard him use before. “Grace, tell her where she can shove her…”

I’m still staring at Rose.

Stanley’s a foot taller and probably seventy-five pounds heavier than her, but she has all the power, and she knows it. She isn’t scared of him.

What must that feel like?

Rose turns. I follow her gaze to Stanley, who has trailed off. He’s staring at me.

I think he’s realized that I’m not going to choose him.

Suddenly, he shoves me. With both hands, and enough force that I trip and fall onto my hands and knees. It knocks the breath from my body.

“You can have her. She’s used goods anyhow … You hear that, Grace? I could have any girl in town like that.” He snaps his fingers. “But nobody else is gonna want you now.”

I stay down there in the dust and gravel. My knees and palms sting, but that’s nothing.

Not compared to the pain of those words. Used goods. He knows I never wanted to. I only did it because I felt like I had to, to keep him, and now he’s thrown it in my face in front of Rose.

It won’t matter that I’m smart, best in my class in math; that I can throw a baseball or a punch better than most boys; that once I love somebody I’d stick up for them through thick and thin. It won’t matter that we can both see the ghost, or that we’ve been investigating together for weeks.

Nothing will matter except that I was stupid enough to let Stanley make love to me.

(That’s what he called it. That seems laughable now. He doesn’t love me. You would never treat somebody you love this way.)

“Really? Are the girls here so desperate that they’d settle for a washed-up high school football hero? Your best days are behind you, Stanley, and everybody knows it. You’re pathetic.” Rose crouches next to me. “Are you all right?”

I nod. She holds out her hand, and I let her help me to my feet. But I can’t look at her. I can’t bear to see the judgment written on her face.

“You really think you’re somethin’, huh. Someday you’re gonna mouth off to the wrong man, and he’s gonna teach you a lesson,” Stanley threatens her.

“Maybe. But it won’t be you. You’re not much of a man, anyhow. Only a real coward treats a girl like this.”

Rose wraps her arm around my waist. I’m shaking, waiting for Stanley to … what? Hit her? Hit me? His face is practically purple, that big vein in his forehead standing out. I bet he’s never been told off like this in his whole life.

“I want you off my property. Now,” Rose says. “And don’t come back, or I will call the sheriff.”

He turns his anger on me. I’m the scapegoat, always. His eyes are narrowed to slits. “You’ll be sorry for this, Grace. I’ll tell everybody how you put out and you loved it. You begged for it!”

“That’s a lie and you know it! You’re disgusting,” I hiss.

Rose helps me toward the house. It feels like turning my back on a rabid animal. But I do. And I don’t look back, because I realize Stanley’s not that bright, but he’s smart enough to know he can’t hit a girl like Rosemary Thorpe and get away with it.

Why is that? Anger starts to bubble through me. Why does he know enough not to hit Rose, but he can grab me, or shove me down into the dirt, or tell me I have to use my hands and my mouth to please him?

What is it about me that says I’m worth so little?

As Rose and I reach the wide front porch, Stanley’s truck door slams. A moment later, the engine coughs as he reverses it down the drive, fast. I slump against Rose. She lets out a big breath. She wasn’t as sure of herself as she seemed.

It’s quiet for a moment. My heart is racing.

What must Rose think of me?

What will everybody think of me?

My entire body goes cold. Stanley will tell anyone who’ll listen that I put out. He’ll embellish the details, make me look like a real slut. I’ll be ruined all over town. Cooper will find out. My dad will find out.

He’s going to kill me.

“What did you do?” I whisper, wide-eyed with horror, as I pull away from Rose.

“What did I do?” she says. I look at her, stung, thinking here it is, now that Stanley’s gone, she’s going to call me a whore. “He was hurting you!”

I plant my hands on my hips. “So what? It’s not the first time. Do you think I’m the only girl whose boyfriend knocks her around a little?”

“Grace. Please. That makes it worse!” Rose searches my arms as though she expects to see bruises. There probably will be bruises later, there above my elbows. I look down at my knees, at the blood trickling through my torn stockings. Shit. They’re ruined. I take my stinging hands off my hips. Both of my palms are scraped raw. Now my nice church dress has bloodstains on it.

I glance back at Rose. “Stop looking at me like that!”

I can’t bear her pity.

“Stop yelling at me. I’m only trying to help!” she retorts.

“I didn’t ask you to help. This should have been my choice. Mine, not yours!” I’m not ready yet. “Stanley was the best choice I had. And you just—you took that away from me like it was nothing.”

Panic is flooding my whole body. I can taste it, metallic on my tongue. I feel sick.

I had a plan: Endear myself to Mr. G., get that drugstore job, placate my father by dating Stanley, earn enough money for a room in a boarding house somewhere, graduate, turn eighteen, escape. Now that plan is gone. “What am I gonna do? Oh my God. What am I gonna do?”

I sink down on the porch floor, my back against a column, and gulp the humid summer air like I’m drowning.

“If this is about money—” Rose sits next to me.

“Not everything is about money!” Even if she was willing to lend me some, I still have to make it through another year in this town.

I’ll be a pariah.

And where will Rose be, a year from now?

Europe.

“Tell me what it’s about, then,” she says softly. “Please. Explain it to me.”

“Stanley is going to tell everybody,” I whisper. My face flames. “I let things go further than I should have, Rose. I let him go all the way.”

She traces the floorboards with one finger, clearly caught between morbid curiosity and revulsion. She’s so sheltered, does she even know what going all the way means? I doubt she’s caught farm animals going at it like we have, and she doesn’t have a brother who used to run down the hall naked after his bath.

“School will be a nightmare. Everybody will whisper and call me names. They’ll throw spitballs at me. Put gum in my hair. Pass notes about me during class and write mean things on my locker. I don’t know, maybe I deserve it. Barb will say it serves me right for thinking so highly of myself.”

“I’ve never understood that,” Rose mutters. “Why shouldn’t you think highly of yourself?”

I shrug. “Pride is a sin.” I run a thumb over my bloody knee. “When school starts, no one will sit with me at lunch, or partner with me on projects. No nice boys will ask me out. Even the teachers will look at me sideways. Everybody will be glad I’m not their daughter. Their daughter would never. And doesn’t it serve Joe Harrow right.”

I bury my face in my hands. The thought of my father finding out what I’ve done is so frightening that I can barely let myself consider it. “It’s going to be hell for me at school and at home. If my father even lets me finish school!”

I can’t go to college if I don’t finish high school. I’ll never get out of this town. I’ll be stuck here, under his thumb, forever.

Rose looks stricken. “He wouldn’t pull you out of school!”

How dare she be so naive! “Of course he would! He’s spent his whole life hollering at girls for being stupid enough to get in trouble! If he finds out his daughter is a known slut, he’ll—” I close my eyes. “This isn’t a game for me.” I huff out a breath as I climb to my feet.

Rose sets her pointy little jaw as she scrambles up. “This isn’t a game to me, either, and I’m not a fair-weather friend. We’ll figure it out together.”

She’s so earnest, but she doesn’t understand. How could she? When has she ever had to deal with a man like Dad? A town like Greeley? “Will you really? When school starts, will you sit with me in the lunchroom? Walk me to class and pick up my books when somebody trips me? Where will you be in October, huh?”

Rose stares at me, silent. We both know she’ll be back at Miss Parker’s.

“That’s what I thought. You’re so busy congratulating yourself on a job well done, you—”

Rose draws in a sharp breath. “He treated you like you were disposable. You are not disposable. You are bright and funny and cutting and brave. And you should be glad to be rid of him. But fine. Go ahead.” She throws her arms out to the sides dramatically. “Go crawling back to him. Apologize and tell him how wonderful he is. I won’t stop you!”

I can picture doing it: sitting in the Grotowskis’ parlor on their mustard-colored davenport, with the soft pink Oriental rug stretched out across the hardwood floor. The savory smell of Mrs. G.’s Sunday supper (roast beef and potatoes and carrots) filling the house. She and his sister, Maja, will busy themselves in the kitchen, but they won’t let me help till it’s time to do the dishes, because I’m not family yet; I’m still a guest. His father and brother-in-law will listen to the baseball game on the radio, and Maja’s kids will be shrieking in the backyard.

I’ll have to grovel. I’ll have to tell Stanley that he was right, he’s always right, I should listen to him. Rose is a bad influence, and I won’t speak to her again. I’m lucky to have him, and can he please forgive me? I’ll do anything.

Then I’ll have to prove it. We’ll go for a drive after dinner, park in a field somewhere. I’ll lie on my back on the cold metal bed of the pickup truck and look at the stars and wish I were somewhere, anywhere else, while I make little sounds and move my hips so that he thinks I like it, that I want it, that I’m mad for him.

All so that he won’t go around town spreading lies about me.

Once, last fall, I made a joke Dad didn’t like. He slapped me, then turned to Stan and said, She’s mouthy. You have to keep her in line. I wanted so badly for Stan to say, Not like that, sir. But he didn’t. He only nodded, as though he found it instructive.

Stanley knows what will happen if he runs his mouth all over town and my dad finds out.

He doesn’t care.

Rose is right. I deserve better.

Rose sees the look on my face and crosses herself. “Oh, thank God.”

I roll my eyes. “You’re not even Catholic.”

She hugs me. I’m stiff in her arms. “We’ll figure this out together. I mean it. Maybe … maybe I won’t go back to Miss Parker’s in the fall. Maybe I’ll stay here. Finish school in Greeley.”

I pull away, my heart leaping. “Would your father let you? Would your aunt stay here?”

Rose shrugs and fiddles with the side buttons on her shorts. “I don’t know. Maybe.”

I imagine braving my senior year with Cooper and Rose by my side, both of them, and it feels almost bearable. But she doesn’t really mean it; I can’t let myself hope for that. “I’m still mad at you. You’re very high-handed.”

“I know. I’m sorry.” She looks properly contrite.

The truth is, even though Rose is conceited and bossy and condescending, she’s still the best friend I’ve ever had. Nobody else has ever told me that I’m worth more than how the men in my life treat me. I rest my head on hers, just for a moment.

The hotel’s front door opens. Rose and I both stand up straight.

“What are you doing?” Dad asks suspiciously. “It’s time for supper. Look at you! You’ve ruined your stockings. Those aren’t cheap, you know. And your nice dress! You can’t come to the dinner table like that.”

I’m bleeding, stockings torn and dress stained, and my father doesn’t ask if I’m all right.

I don’t know why it surprises me. It’s how he’s always been.

Maybe I’m starting to think that I deserve better.

“Where’s Stanley?” he asks. “Did he go home?”

“Yes.” I find myself inching closer to Rose, as though she can protect me. “Stan and I—we broke up, Dad.”

“What do you mean, you broke up?” His blue eyes narrow. “What did you do?”

Of course he assumes it was my fault. Everything is always my fault.

“He wants to date other girls,” I say, which is true.

“Did you mouth off to him?” Dad sighs. “Go down to the cottage and get cleaned up. After dinner, I’ll drive you into town so you can apologize.”

“Stanley pushed her. She fell on the gravel. That’s how she scraped up her hands and knees,” Rose says, outraged. “You can’t want her to go back to a man who mistreats her!”

“This doesn’t concern you.” Dad scowls at Rose.

“I—didn’t you hear me?” Rose persists. Has she ever met a fight she’ll back down from? “Stanley hurt her.” As though my father hasn’t given me his share of scrapes and bruises.

My father nods. The way he looks at her … it’s smug. Like he’s won, somehow. I don’t like it. I don’t trust it. “Grace, go on and get cleaned up.”

“I—I’ll wait and walk back with you,” I say.

“Don’t make me repeat myself a third time.” Dad’s voice is steel. “Miss Thorpe and I are overdue for a little chat.”







CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
ROSE



Despite the summer sun streaming onto the porch, MR. Harrow looks dour—gloomy—funereal in his charcoal suit and pomaded dark hair. As Grace trudges away, my anger shifts to trepidation. I’ve never been alone with her father. And there’s something odd about the way he’s looking at me. Like he knows something I don’t.

Does he think I’m fast because I kissed Cooper on our first date? It’s not the twenties anymore, for heaven’s sake! And there were petting parties and champagne speakeasies even then, though I can’t imagine he ever partook.

“Grace was content enough before you came along,” he declares.

Grace, content, here? With Stanley? I’d laugh if it weren’t infuriating how little he knows—or cares to understand—his own daughter.

“Grace can think for herself.” Why do he and Stanley continually underestimate her? “She’s smart enough to know she can do better than a man who talks down to her.”

She can do better than a guy like Stanley—or like her father. Mr. Harrow catches the implication, and his pallid cheeks go red.

“I find it curious that you’ve become so invested in Grace’s happiness,” he says. I don’t know why it’s surprising; Grace is my friend. “But I can assure you, Stanley will provide for her. He’s an only son; he’ll inherit his father’s drugstore one day. People will always need a drugstore.”

Is that all he thinks his daughter is worth? A small-town drugstore? “But she doesn’t love him! And he’s a dolt. She’ll be miserable. She could—”

Harrow interrupts me with a churlish little chuckle. “You may not find him intellectually stimulating, but Stanley will keep a roof over Grace’s head and food in her belly. I have lived through two world wars and a depression, and I can assure you that that matters a great deal more than love. My daughter cannot afford your ideals, Miss Thorpe.”

“But Grace is dead clever. She could provide for herself. She could go to college!” I make an effort to stand up straight. Arguing with Mr. Harrow feels like running headlong into a brick wall. “During the war, women worked all sorts of jobs.”

“The war is over. A woman’s place is in the home, as it should be!” He huffs. This is clearly a sore point. “I will provide for Grace until she marries, then Stanley will. Grace has never mentioned college … Is this really about what she wants?” He raises his thick eyebrows. “I assume that you plan to attend college, Miss Thorpe?”

“Yes, sir. Barnard. In New York.”

“And do you plan to find work afterward?”

Somehow he’s turned the tables, and I’m the one fumbling for answers. College is simply what girls in my circle do. Some see it as a way to meet men and obtain their MRS degrees; others want to study art history or the classics or French for a few years. I see it as an opportunity to live in New York City, to meet all kinds of people and have adventures that will inform the novel I dream of writing someday.

I’d never tell Mr. Harrow that and risk having him throw it back in my face as the silly dream of a spoiled child.

“I want to study the classics,” I say instead. “Perhaps I’ll work as an editor at a publishing house.”

He lets out that ugly, condescending chuckle again. “Learning for learning’s sake. A lofty goal! Granted, your father has the money to waste.”

“If money is the issue, Father could endow a scholarship,” I suggest.

“No. Your father can raise his children as he sees fit,” Harrow says. “Or appoint a host of nannies and aunties to do it for him. Grace and Cooper are my children, and it is my duty to raise them as I see fit.”

I grit my teeth. It’s true that Father raised us with a sort of benign neglect, leaving the important bits to Nanny. It was lonely. I wish I knew my sisters better; I wish my father occasionally chose us over his work or his latest wife. Still.

“I don’t think we’ve turned out so badly,” I say, my chin high.

Harrow laughs far longer than is polite. “I beg to disagree. You are too bold by half. You do not respect your elders. You stick your nose into matters that don’t concern you.” I open my mouth, stung, and he holds up a hand to forestall my argument. “Hush! I am not finished. You are defiant, stubborn, and argumentative. You lack humility, modesty, and—if what I witnessed the other night with my son is any indication—chastity. Spare the rod and spoil the child.”

For one long and horrifying moment, his blazing eyes boring into mine, I honestly fear he will snatch me up and turn me over his knee.

Then he smirks. “I’ve known girls like you before, Miss Thorpe.” At first, I assume he means wayward girls and I bristle. I’ve kissed and petted a little, but only above the waist! Then he clarifies: “Meddlesome girls. I think it’s high time for you to head back to Washington.”

The nerve of this man! Giving me an account of all my faults, and now trying to run me out of town! I glare at him, any veneer of politeness forgotten. “We’ll be here until my father and his wife return from their honeymoon. Perhaps until the Grand Opening.”

The hotel is scheduled to open on Labor Day weekend.

Harrow’s voice goes silky. “Plans can change, can’t they?”

Unease pricks down my spine. “Ours haven’t.”

“But they could. Given the right incentive.” He reaches into the inner pocket of his charcoal jacket and pulls out an envelope. There’s something showman-like to the gesture, as though he’s playing a royal flush. He holds the letter out to me but maintains his grasp on it.

The penmanship is familiar. How many school papers have I read in that swooping, round, almost childlike hand? I feel a rush of affection. I knew Clara wouldn’t stay angry forever.

Then confusion washes over me. Why does Mr. Harrow have my letter?

I grab for it. “That’s mine!”

He lifts it out of my reach. “And what interesting correspondence it is.”

Why is he so smug? What has Clara written? Perhaps she isn’t apologizing after all; perhaps she’s doubling down on what she thought she saw between Thea and me.

Harrow is watching me. I rearrange my features into a mask of calm.

He pulls the letter from the envelope, ostentatiously clears his throat, then begins to read: “‘I still think it was absolutely rotten of you to go off with Cec like that when you knew I’d been pining after him all year! But I was in the wrong, too. I shouldn’t have said those things about Thea when I found her in our room. You know I was only looking out for you, don’t you, Rosie? You, who are so dear and so kind—even if you did accuse me of snoring! Anyhow, I’ve just heard that Thea is engaged to that friend of her brother’s, Will Schuyler—she’s been showing off her diamond all over the Poconos this week—a bit tacky if you ask me!—so obviously those silly rumors about her and Charlotte were just that: rumors! She’s not a lesbian at all! I hope you’ll forgive me for being rude about your friend, Rosie, and I’ll forgive you for what happened with Cec, and of course we’ll room together again this year, won’t we?’”

Harrow folds the letter and peers down at me. “So tell me, Rosie, what was this Thea doing in your dormitory room?”

He makes my nickname sound obscene. It makes it all sound obscene.

I feel hot and shaky and sick, but I mustn’t let it show. He thinks he has the upper hand, but this letter isn’t proof. It suggests, then swiftly denies. Thea is engaged. Clara is on my side again.

“I don’t know what you mean. My roommate heard some silly, unfounded gossip about a girl at school. An acquaintance who saw me home after an end-of-year party where I’d had too much champagne and done a bit of—what do the Brits call it?—snogging, with a boy she had a crush on. It wasn’t my finest hour.” I smile, a little bashful—I have to play this perfectly—better he thinks me dissolute than deviant. “An acquaintance who’s gotten engaged, apparently! What happy news. I’ll have to write and congratulate her.”

“She’s beaten you to it.” With the air of a circus magician, Harrow pulls another letter from his pocket. How long has he been dogging my post, hoping to find something incriminating? I’m indignant till I recognize Thea’s messy scrawl. It’s been over a year since I’ve gotten a note to meet her in the stables, but her handwriting is burned into my memory.

“I’ll skip the pleasantries, shall I, and get to the meat of it.” Harrow scans the letter. “‘I’m writing to tell you the happy news of my engagement. I know this must seem awfully sudden. To tell you the truth, Mother and Dad found some rather scandalous letters from Charlie’—that would be the aforementioned Charlotte, I assume—‘and hit the roof. Dad said no daughter of his, etcetera. Never mind that he’s had an opera singer tucked up in a penthouse on the Upper East Side ever since I can remember! It came down to I would accept Will’s proposal or I would be cut off. If I were braver, I would have told them to stuff it. I would have told them Will is a good friend, but I don’t feel for him one-tenth of what I feel for Charlie. Or what I felt for you.’” I close my eyes in horror. “‘But I’m not brave at all. I’m a coward who can’t imagine making it on her own. So, our families had a lovely seven-course dinner at the Schuylers’ estate to celebrate Will’s graduation from Penn, and he asked me to marry him, and I said yes. Father considers it a job well done. I hope you will be happy for me, Rose, and not judge me too harshly.’”

Oh, Thea. My heart breaks for her.

Perhaps she needed to spill her secret heartbreak to someone, and thought I was the safest bet—but how could she be so reckless as to put it all in writing? I’ve never dared to write about her, not even in my own diary!

“Now,” Harrow says, shaking the letter in my face as though I’m a naughty puppy, “I want you to pack your things and go back to Washington.”

“Or what?” I say, through gritted teeth. My chest and neck feel prickly hot with anger. “I could speak to Auntie and have you canned right now for your insolence.”

He gives me an eely smile. “But you won’t, will you? Because if I go, so do Grace and Cooper and Martha.”

Damn him. He’s such a mean, miserable creature! I can’t leave the Harrows without a home or means to save my own skin.

“And I don’t think you want Auntie to know about this, do you?” Harrow is practically salivating at my downfall, and it makes my blood boil. “But that’s not my concern. Getting you away from my children, permanently … that’s my goal. I don’t know what sort of twisted game you’re playing, whether the object of your affections is Grace or Cooper, but it doesn’t matter. If you don’t listen to reason—if you’re not gone in one week’s time—I’ll show them these letters. What will they say when they discover that the pretty girl with all her fine manners and her modern ideas is actually a disgusting deviant?”

I hate him so much, I could burst. I’ve never hated anyone this much, not even Millie. My vision swims, and I grab for the porch column to steady myself.

When it clears, Harrow is backing away from me, his blue eyes wide. In one fist, he holds the crumpled letter from Thea. His other hand is touching his face. Someone’s scratched him.

I blink, my thoughts slow and muddy.

I glance down at my right hand. The nail on my middle finger is jagged and broken.

I scratched him?

He’s still backing away. When he gets to the bushes at the corner of the house, he turns tail and runs like the hounds of hell are chasing him.

Or like he’s seen a ghost.

What have I done?

What has she done?







CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
GRACE



When Dad stomps into the cottage, Ma and Magnolia and Cooper and I are already gathered around the kitchen table. We all stare at him in shock. He’s got a long, thin scratch across his cheek, like he lost a battle with a blackberry bush. And he’s in his shirtsleeves, his jacket abandoned, his tie loosened.

Dad stays buttoned-up from breakfast till bedtime. What happened to him?

“Joe, your face! Let me see.” Ma hurries over, but he bats her hand away.

“Cat got me. I’m fine.” He doesn’t look fine. He looks sweaty and sick. He leads us in prayer, asking God to rid us of evil influences, and I wonder if he means Rose.

Is she all right?

Dad pushes mashed potatoes around his plate for a few terse moments, then puts his fork down. Ma’s roast chicken turns to sawdust in my mouth. “Grace, I’ll drive you over to the Grotowskis’ after supper so you can apologize to Stanley.”

“Did you two have a fight?” Magnolia leans forward, nosy as ever.

“Are you okay?” Cooper asks, forehead furrowed.

“Stanley broke up with her,” Dad announces. “But she’s going to fix it.”

No. I’m not going backward. Not even if Dad locks me in my room.

“No.” My voice is quiet but firm.

Dad shoves his chair back from the table. “Are you disobeying me?”

“No, sir. But Stanley wants to date other girls, and I—” I can’t say that I want to date other boys, or he’ll accuse me of being fast. Nobody will want me once Stan runs his mouth, anyhow. “I agree that we should go our separate ways.”

“This is that Thorpe girl’s fault.” Dad picks up his fork and stabs at Ma’s fresh green beans. It’s not hard to imagine he’d like to stab Rose instead. “She’s filled your head with nonsense. Made you think you’re something special.”

The notion that I’m anything special is laughable to him. Preposterous.

That shouldn’t sting anymore, but it does.

“You’re throwing away your future,” Dad grumbles.

“I’m a bright girl. I can have a good future without Stanley.” Saying those words out loud feels revolutionary. Like firing a cannon shot.

“Hell yeah, you can!” Cooper cheers. “Sorry for cussing, Ma.”

I sneak a glance at my mother. Does she look a little bit proud?

“Stanley is a good man. A veteran,” Dad says. “I won’t have you disparaging him.”

“He is awfully handsome,” Magnolia says dreamily.

I glare at her. “Nobody asked you.”

“Grace!” Ma chides. I blow out a frustrated breath that makes my hair dance. I resent that she’ll stick up for Maggie, but not me.

“He treats Grace like dirt. She deserves better,” Cooper says.

Dad gives him a scathing look. “You can keep your opinions to yourself, unless you plan to support your sister and her smart mouth.”

“I can support myself,” I argue. “Lots of girls have after-school jobs. I can work full-time after graduation.”

The world has changed, even if Dad won’t admit it. Only a handful of girls in my class plan to be homemakers. Jeanne wants to be a music teacher; she already gives French horn lessons. Kitty is going to be a beautician like her cousin; she’s great at doing hair. Even Barb works as a hostess down at the Oyster House.

“Well, I don’t care what other girls do!” Dad thunders. “A man’s job is to provide, and a woman’s is to be a helpmate to her husband and a light to her children. No man wants a wife who outearns him!”

Dad is clearly sore about Ma working at the hotel. But he hasn’t been much of a provider, and we all know it. We were living hand to mouth before the Thorpes bailed him out. He inherited the Harrow Home in mint condition, at the height of its popularity, and he mismanaged it right into the ground.

“What if I found a womanly job?” I persist. “I could babysit. I’m sure there are some poor war widows who need help.”

Dad’s face twists with anger. “Are you trying to be funny?”

“No!” Why does he always assume the worst of me?

Cooper looks skeptical. “You, minding kids?”

He has a point. I don’t actually like children.

“What about taking in some sewing? I’m a deft hand with a needle and thread, thanks to Ma.” I smile, grateful now for all the times she made me mend my own stockings and sew my own buttons back on, despite my moaning impatience. “Last week Rose and I took a dress of hers to Kath Johnson for alterations. Her business seems steady. Maybe she needs an assistant.”

Ma’s fork screeches against her plate. “You went to see Kath?”

Her face is doing something odd. Doesn’t she like Kath? Or maybe Kath reminds her of Emmeline. My parents got married when Emmeline was (I do the math) only six; Ma watched her grow up. I wonder if they were close before Em’s death.

“Rose this and Rose that. I won’t have it!” Dad bangs his fist on the table, his anger all out of proportion. The china trembles; the sweet tea sloshes in our glasses. What did Rose say to get him so worked up?

“I’m still the head of this household, and I say no daughter of mine will go out to work! That’s that. And you will make up with Stanley. We’ve been working toward this for too long for you to throw it all away!”

We? My cheeks flush with the memory of the things I’ve had to do to placate Stanley.

“I won’t have you ruining your future because that girl has been whispering in your ear. Not again!” Dad declares hotly.

“Joe!” Ma snaps his name. “Mind yourself.”

We all look up, startled. Ma never yells. Never.

“This isn’t Rose’s fault. Stanley’s changed. So have I.” I remember my talk with Ma on the back porch. “Ma can see it.”

I look at her with pleading eyes. I need her to take up for me just this once. I can’t go back to Stan. I won’t.

“She does, does she? Have you been going behind my back again, Martha?” Dad growls.

Again? I can’t imagine Ma ever defying him.

Ma’s face has gone stony, her slate-colored eyes cold. “I think we had better discuss this in private.” She stands and puts her napkin on the table. “You all go ahead and finish your supper, and then clear the table and get started on the dishes, please.”

She sails into Dad’s study. He follows and slams the door. I strain to hear, but I can only make out the rise and fall of their voices as I half-heartedly spoon mashed potatoes and gravy into my mouth.

This is absolutely unprecedented. Ma never loses her temper with him. The woman has the patience of a saint.

Does she really believe that I can make my own way in the world without Stan? Or did mentioning Kath remind her how poorly Dad handled Emmeline’s rebellion—and the tragic consequence?

I hope she knows that I’m more Daisy than Emmeline.

“What happened with you and Stan?” Cooper asks as he clears his plate.

I glance at Magnolia, eavesdropping at the table. “It’s like I said. We just don’t suit anymore.”



I’m nearly asleep when I hear it: a sharp rap against my window. The noise would have made sense up at the main house, where the old oak tapped against the glass with its skeletal fingers whenever the wind moaned. I’d huddle beneath my quilt, eyes shut, afraid to see her reflection staring back at me from the dark window. But here at the cottage, there’s only Ma’s purple wisteria climbing up the whitewashed brick.

!

I hear another tap. Could it be hail? Wind flutters the white drapes, but I can’t hear the thunder over Magnolia’s snores.

(Irksome, even in her sleep.)

I go to the window, part the drapes, and nearly scream. Stanley is standing in the middle of Ma’s garden, his hand poised to throw another pebble.

“Grace!” he hisses. “Gracie!”

Good Lord, what is he thinking, coming here in the middle of the night? I put my finger to my lips. If he wakes Dad, I’ll be to blame. Why did Stanley think he’d be welcome at this hour? Have you snuck out to meet him before? Didn’t I raise you to know better? That’s how girls find themselves in a fix.

“I jus’ wanna talk!” I can tell from the slur of his voice that he’s been drinking. Not to mention the fact that he’s here, trampling Ma’s cornflowers, at (I check the alarm clock on my nightstand) two o’clock in the damn morning.

If he doesn’t shut up, he’s going to wake somebody. And in this state, he’s liable to start running his mouth about how I’m “used goods.”

“I’m coming. Be quiet!” I hiss.

I’m wearing short-sleeved pajamas, so I’m decent, but the more layers of clothing between me and Stan, the better. I throw on my pink cotton robe, then ease the door open. Magnolia snores on, and now I’m thankful for it.

I tiptoe down the hall, through the kitchen, and out onto the back porch.

Stan is waiting at the bottom of the steps.

“What do you want?” I demand.

“Aw, Gracie, don’ be like that.” His eyes are bloodshot and bleary, and his face is flushed despite the cool air.

I cross my arms over my chest. “How should I be, after those awful things you said?”

He has the good sense to look ashamed. “I was jus’ mad. She makes me so mad, bossin’ everybody aroun’ like she’s the queen of England.”

Of course. Nothing is ever his fault.

“Don’ be mad at me!” He’s too loud. I weigh the risk of being alone with him versus the risk of him waking my father. Stan is almost falling-down drunk. I could outrun him if I had to. Facing my father in his black mood feels more dangerous.

“Don’t worry about Stanley,” Ma said when she finally emerged from Dad’s study. “As for an after-school job … I’ll need plenty of help around here once the hotel opens. But I’ll keep working on Dad. It’d be good for you to have a little money of your own. Gives a woman confidence.”

She smiled at me, and I hugged her in a rush of affection.

Still. I don’t want to give Dad any reasons to change his mind.

“Shhhh.” I hurry down the steps and lead Stan toward the pool. “Come on.”

“You wanna go for a swim? I didn’ bring my suit, but we can go in our birfday suits. Nekkid, you know?”

“Yes, I—” He starts fumbling with the buttons of his shirt. “No! I don’t want to go swimming. Keep your clothes on, Stanley!”

He stops, pouting. “You’re no fun.”

“No fun?” Furious, I push up the sleeve of my robe to show him the purple bruise blossoming right above my elbow. “Look at this!”

“Lemme kiss it better,” he coos, leaning toward me, and it is infuriating how unseriously he takes this. How unseriously he takes me.

I take a step back. “Don’t touch me.”

“You’re mad.” I don’t know if it’s my body language or my icy voice, but it seems to dawn on him all of a sudden.

“You’re damn right I am. What would your mother say if she saw this bruise, huh? Or if I told her how you pushed me?” I hold out my hands so he can see the Band-Aids crisscrossing my palms.

“You can’t tell Ma!” For all his bravado, Stanley is a real mama’s boy.

“Why shouldn’t I? You threatened to tell everybody the things we did in private!”

And he hasn’t apologized. He doesn’t think he’s done anything wrong.

“I won’ tell any-body,” he slurs. “I swear. You’re my girl, Gracie.” He reaches out, but I sidestep him. “Don’ be like that! I forgive you.”

I stare at him, dumbfounded. “You forgive me? For what?”

“For bein’ so mean, and not takin’ up for me with Miss Priss. And for sayin’ I was disgustin’. I know you didn’ mean it, though.” He nods, confident, then puts a hand to his swimming head.

If I let him kiss me, my life would go back to normal. Stanley would forgive and forget. Dad would be mollified. I could aim for a job at Mr. G.’s drugstore, money hidden under the floorboards, and a proposal in spring that I’d break by fall.

But the thought of letting him touch me makes me feel like I can’t breathe.

I can’t go back to that.

It’s only been a few hours, but my body is mine again.

“No,” I say. “This isn’t how you treat someone you love.”

Stan blinks at me, bewildered. “But you’re my girl,” he says again. “You always been my girl. We’re gonna get married and make a buncha pretty babies.”

He reeks of beer and cigarette smoke, and he can hardly stand up straight. The idea of making babies with him is revolting.

A gust of wind sends gray clouds scudding over the moon and tugs my hair out of its blond braid. When I tuck the strands back in, my ring catches.

Stan’s ring.

I tug it free and then pull it off my finger. The green yarn wrapped around the band is coming undone.

I remember when he gave it to me. It was three years ago: April of ’44. We were on the front porch at the main house. The yellow daffodils were blooming in Ma’s front flower bed, and pink tulips lined the sidewalk. Everything was rationed because of the war, there were only a handful of girls left at the Harrow Home, but Ma still tried to make things nice. She’d grown up as Martha Cooper, the lone daughter in a family of rowdy boys, keeping house for her father, and she was good at making do.

Stan and I had been dating since October. I was a scrawny thirteen-year-old nobody, and I still couldn’t believe he’d picked me. I went moony-eyed whenever he carried my books between classes or took me for a malted milkshake. He was sweet. Silly. Even my dad, who was always on me about something lately, seemed to approve.

Stan told me he was going to enlist after graduation. Go and help win the war against the Nazis. Then he grinned and held out his class ring and asked if I’d be his girl, if I’d wait for him, and I said, Yes, of course I will, yes! I’d be honored. He whooped and swept me into his arms and twirled me around. Then he set me down and kissed me, gently, like I was precious, and I was so happy. It felt like something out of a film.

I thought we would be so happy.

Stan sees the ring in my hand. “No, you keep that! It’s yours. I gave it to you.”

“I don’t want it anymore.” I hold it out to him.

“I’m not takin’ it back.” He knocks my hand away. “This is ’cause of Miss Priss. Before she came along, you and me were good. Better’n good. Perfect.”

“That’s not true. We haven’t been good for a long time.” I drop the ring into his shirt pocket, and his reflexes are slow enough that he doesn’t stop me. “You drink too much, and it makes you mean. And I don’t want to get married! I want to go to college.”

“College?” Stan laughs, incredulous. “What for?”

He doesn’t mean to be cruel. “Because I’m smart, Stanley.”

He squints at me. “Girls don’ need college. You marry me, and I’ll take care of you.”

“I’m not going to marry you.” I shake my head for extra emphasis.

He blinks at me. “We can still kiss, though?” He grabs for me, but he’s clumsy and easy to elude. “We can jus’ kiss. We don’ hafta—” He waggles his eyebrows suggestively.

“No!” I put my hand up like a stop sign. “Try it and I will punch you in the nose. Remember how I broke Coop’s nose and gave him two black eyes?”

“When did you get so mean?” He pouts. “Where’d my sweet li’l Gracie go?”

“She grew up.” I sigh. I feel like I could sleep for a hundred years. “And she’s tired. She’s really awfully tired. I’m going back in now, Stan. It’s late. I need to get some sleep.”

“I can get another girl,” he threatens, but the words have lost their bite.

“Yeah. You’ll find another girl. But you should be nice to her.”

He waggles his eyebrows again. “I was nice to you. Real nice.”

No matter what I say, he’ll see it that way. Like an honor he bestowed on me.

I’m not blameless. I let him. Sometimes I even pretended to like it.

He never knew the difference.

I might hate him a little for that.

(More than a little, if I’m honest.)

“Sleep it off some before you drive home, okay?” I start to trudge back to the cottage.

“G’night, Gracie,” he calls, already slumping into one of the chaises.

“Good night, Stan.”

I let myself back into the house and into my (our) room. Magnolia is still sawing logs. I slip out of the pink cotton robe, fold it over my vanity stool, and crawl back into bed. My left hand feels naked without Stan’s ring on my finger.

Am I free? Can it be that easy? Or will Stan wake up tomorrow, head aching, embarrassed, and decide to ruin me for the hell of it? Will he even remember our conversation?

Gradually, Magnolia’s snores lull me back to sleep.



I wake suddenly, heart pounding. The room is dark and shadowy. I listen (I remember, panicky, that I left him out by the pool) for Stan bellowing.

!

It’s quiet. Too quiet.

Magnolia’s bed is empty.

She must have gone to the powder room. I bet that’s what woke me. She sounds elephantine these days, grumbling to herself about her aching back and swollen feet. And she always slams her armoire shut after she grabs her robe. (One time she ran into Cooper in the hallway wearing her nightie, so now she won’t even go to the commode without her robe.)

I roll my eyes and roll over and go back to sleep.



Someone is pounding on the door. I sit up, confused.

!

Have we overslept? Are we late for breakfast?

Magnolia’s snugged beneath her quilt, one arm thrown over her face to block out the morning sun.

Someone hammers on the door again.

“Come in,” I call, voice froggy from sleep.

It’s Cooper. He’s dressed for a run in his maroon Greeley High shorts and tank shirt and tennis shoes. But the look on his face! Something’s wrong.

“Gracie, Maggie, you’ve got to get up. Now. Get your robes on, make yourselves presentable.” What does Cooper care whether we’re presentable? “The sheriff will be here any minute.”

I untangle myself from the sheets. “What happened?” I remember how sweaty and sick Dad looked last night. “Is it Dad?”

(God help me, I hope it is.)

A heart attack, maybe. Sudden, like his father.

But they’d call for the doctor, wouldn’t they? Or—the coroner?

Cooper shakes his head. “It’s Stanley.”

I should have kept him here till he sobered up. The roads into town are winding, one lane … What if he hit a deer? Or ran his truck off the bridge and into the creek, or straight into a tree? His reflexes were so slow.

“This is my fault,” I mutter.

Cooper stares at me. “What do you mean? What did you do, Grace?”

Maggie sits up, her blond curls like a bird’s nest. “What happened to Stanley?”

Cooper’s voice is hoarse. “He’s dead. Stan’s dead.”







CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
GRACE



“Isn’t this your ring, Grace?” Curtis Callaway holds out Stan’s class ring. “We found it in his shirt pocket.”

I stare down at the chipped Revlon Shell Pink on my toes instead of looking at the sheriff. It’s rude, I know, but I can’t bear to look at him.

At the sheet-cloaked body by his feet.

Stanley is under there.

Stanley’s dead, waterlogged body.

It feels impossible that he won’t jump up any minute now and proclaim he was just funning us. He loves a prank. (Loved.)

“I…” I clear my throat. “I gave it back.”

“You broke up with him?” Callaway doesn’t sound surprised. He already knew. “When?”

“Yesterday afternoon.”

Cooper is standing next to me. He means to be a comfort, but I can’t forget the way he said, What did you do, Grace? Does he blame me? Because I broke up with Stanley and he went on a bender and fell in the pool, and now he’s dead?

(Stan is dead.)

“Was the breakup your idea or his?” Callaway persists.

“I don’t know.” I run a hand over my messy blond braid. “We were both pretty mad. He said some things…”

You can have her. She’s used goods anyhow.

I guess he can’t run his mouth now.

Should I be relieved? I don’t feel anything.

I glance at Rose. She’s always so proper. Maybe she can tell me the right way to feel. But she looks out of place in her cheery pink strawberry-print dress, her lips painted Fatal Apple Red. Only her eyes are right: wide and worried. She and her aunt hurried over after they saw the sheriff barreling down the drive, followed by Mr. G. and his next-door neighbor, Mr. Hollis.

(The coroner is here. For Stanley. The coroner.)

Stan’s dad looks broken, his eyes glassy, his face slumped and gray.

The men stand in a cluster across the pool from us. Around the sheet-covered body.

(Stanley’s body.)

This is really happening. Stanley is dead.

I wait to feel something besides this flat, empty nothingness.

I push up the sleeve of my pink cotton robe and scratch my arm. Ma was crying and trying to comfort Magnolia and make coffee all at the same time earlier, while I stood in the middle of the kitchen, staring, turning Coop’s words (He’s dead. Stan’s dead.) over and over in my mind, until Cooper said the sheriff was here. Then there was no time to dress, so I threw the robe on over my blue pajamas.

I wore this when I spoke to Stanley last night.

(The last time I spoke to him. The last time I’ll ever speak to him.)

Magnolia sits behind me on one of the lounge chairs, wrapped in her satin robe. She’s been weeping since we came outside and saw the sheet-covered body. (Stanley’s body.) It’s all I can do not to slap her. She barely knew him, why does she get to cry like that?

“Hush, now.” Ma is rubbing Magnolia’s back. “All this crying isn’t good for the baby.”

“You two had been going together for a few years, right?” Sheriff Callaway is jotting things down in a notebook. “What happened?”

I hesitate, looking at Stan’s dad. Mr. G. is lanky where Stan is (was) bullish; bookish and bespectacled where Stan is (was) athletic; soft-spoken where Stan is (was, Grace! was because Stan is dead) loud. I can’t tell Mr. G. how vulgarly his son acted.

“It is all right, Grace.” Mr. Grotowski emigrated from Poland as a kid, at the end of the last century, and his English still has a faint accent. “Stanley told me that you had an argument. He said you were angry that he had been flirting with the other girls. I told him he should apologize, but you know my son, he did not like to apologize.” He gives me a rueful little smile. “He said that your new friend did not like him, and that you should apologize, for taking her side against him. His pride, it was hurt.”

“Is that what happened, Grace?” The sheriff’s keen brown eyes meet mine. “Lottie Pritchard was making eyes at Stan in front of the whole town. And Stan didn’t seem to mind. That must’ve made you pretty mad.”

“It did. We had had a … a falling out.” Is that what you call it when you almost stab your boyfriend? I wonder if the sheriff has heard about that. “But after that workman died, when Stan heard … He was worried about me. He came over and we made up.”

“So what happened yesterday afternoon?” Callaway presses.

I don’t want to share the sordid details in front of my dad and Stan’s dad and that crying simpleton behind me and God and everybody. But I guess I don’t have a choice.

“He didn’t like Rose. He said she was—” I glance at her, remembering his hateful words. “Stuck-up. Bossy. She invited Cooper and me to supper at the hotel last night. It was silly, really, but Stan wanted me to have dinner with him instead. Things got—well, they got pretty heated.”

You can have her. She’s used goods anyhow.

“He thought you were choosing your new friend over him,” the sheriff says.

“I wasn’t.” It’s embarrassing, remembering how I let Stan speak to me. How he shoved me to the ground. How I lay there in the dust and gravel. I flush, irritated. “What does any of this matter now?”

“Gracie.” Cooper bumps his shoulder against mine. “The sheriff ’s just doing his job.”

“I’m trying to ascertain your state of mind last night, and Stanley’s state of mind,” Callaway explains. His voice is soft. Kind. “I know this must be difficult, Grace. I’m sorry. I need you to be patient with me a little bit longer.”

“Surely you do not think that my son drowned himself over a lover’s quarrel?” Mr. Grotowski says.

Drowned himself? I stare at Mr. G. in horror. No. This was an accident!

“No. I don’t think he went into the water on purpose.” Callaway strokes his stubbled blond jaw. “If you broke up yesterday afternoon, why did Stan come around last night? It must have been pretty late.”

“Yes.” I hesitate. “He had been drinking. He wanted to make up.”

“But you were still mad,” the sheriff guesses, nodding sympathetically. “Can’t blame you for that. You were tired of him bossing you around, telling you who you could be friends with, when the second your back was turned, he was flirting with other girls.”

“Yes,” I huff, vindicated, but also a little uneasy. Where is this headed?

“You were mad, but you went out to meet him anyway?”

I know what he’s thinking. His daughter, Carolyn, would never make such a poor decision.

“Yes. I didn’t want him to wake anybody else, so I went out to see what he wanted.”

“And what did he want?” Callaway asks.

I hesitate again, horribly aware that my father and Mr. G. are both listening.

“Did he get fresh?” Callaway is businesslike.

“Curtis!” Ma scolds, tearing herself away from Magnolia.

“Yes. When he was drinking, he could be…” I try to adopt the sheriff’s practical tone. “He wanted to go swimming. In his birthday suit. I told him no. He said—” I grimace. “He said he forgave me. He tried to kiss me. I told him no. It was over between us. He didn’t believe me, so I gave the ring back.”

“Okay, let me see if I have this right … Stan wanted to kiss and make up. Maybe more than kiss. One last time, that sort of thing.” Callaway rubs his sunburnt, freckled neck, looking a little embarrassed. Ma tsks. “Sorry, Martha. But they’d been going together a long time.”

“Grace has been raised better,” Dad barks. “She doesn’t have the morals of an alley cat.”

Who is he taking a swipe at? Mrs. Langford, even now? Rosie told me that her aunt’s having a love affair with the construction foreman.

“I made it very clear that nothing romantic was going to happen,” I say.

“I believe you, Grace. But how? You couldn’t scream or you’d wake the whole house, and we all know how strict your dad is. Did you have to get physical? Slap Stan? Push him away? Is that how he fell in the pool?”

No. I threatened to punch Stanley in the nose, but I never touched him.

“No.” I fold my arms across my chest. “I gave the ring back. Then I went inside.”

My voice is tight. I’m still the one being held to account, not Stan.

Callaway shakes his head. “I don’t think it would have been that simple. Stan had been drinking. He wanted to kiss you. You said no, and he didn’t like that. He wasn’t used to hearing no from girls. Maybe he tried to grab you. Maybe you pushed him, maybe you slapped him—maybe you even scratched him across the face. That’s when he staggered and fell into the pool, and you ran inside. Probably thought he’d climb out and be spitting mad when he did. But he didn’t. He hit his head, and he drowned.”

Magnolia lets out a loud sob.

I whirl around. “If you don’t shut up, I’m going to drown you!”

“Grace!” Ma scolds. “Maggie, honey, hush.”

“Grace,” Cooper says, in his mother-hen voice, at the same time as Rose says it warningly.

My display of temper isn’t helping my case.

But I don’t understand what’s happening, what story Curtis Callaway is trying to tell. I take a deep breath.

“That isn’t what happened. Stan was sitting on that lounge chair when I went inside.” I point at the one Magnolia is slumped in. She claps a hand over her mouth. “I thought he’d sleep it off and then drive home.”

The truth is, I never slapped Stan, even when he was a real pig. I never fought back. I froze.

“It seems to me that Grace is grieving a very sudden and shocking loss, and pressing her for details right now is unkind. Unless you have evidence that this is something more than a terrible accident?” Mrs. Langford says. I throw her a grateful look.

Callaway nods at the coroner. Mr. Hollis kneels and pulls the sheet back from Stan’s face.

I don’t want to look, but I do.

There are four lurid scratches across Stanley’s pale cheek. I can see them clear across the pool.

Someone raked her fingernails across his face, hard.

“I’m trying to understand how he got those scratches across his face, that’s all. You still want to tell me things didn’t get physical, Grace?” The sheriff is a little less patient now. He thinks I’m lying, afraid of getting in trouble with Dad, maybe.

I can feel the weight of everyone’s gaze. They all think I did this.

I have a motive. More of a motive than the sheriff knows.

I glance at Rose. She saw how frightened I was yesterday. She knows it would be better for me if Stan couldn’t bad-mouth me all over town. She knows I tried to stab him before. I broke Cooper’s nose. I attacked Dad.

Rose’s eyes are like wide watery blue pools.

“It wasn’t me, I swear!” That’s for her benefit, not Callaway’s.

I didn’t do this. The ghost wasn’t here last night. When I went inside, I felt calm. Tired. Resigned. And Stanley was still on that lounge chair, alive.

But if I didn’t do it, who did?

Dad points at Rose. “It was her!” He looks unhinged, two bright spots of color burning on his pale cheeks as he accuses the boss’s pretty, poised daughter.

Maybe it’s not that far-fetched. Rose hates Stanley. (Hated.) And she’s loyal. If she was down here at the pool because she couldn’t sleep, and he said something ugly …

Could she have done it?

Could the ghost have made her do it?

“That’s ridiculous,” Mrs. Langford says. “Rose was in bed by nine o’clock.”

Dad looks across the pool at Cooper. “Maybe she snuck out to meet somebody.”

“No, sir.” Cooper looks scandalized at the thought.

“That’s a pretty serious accusation, Joe. Have you got any proof?” Callaway asks.

Of course. When it comes to Rose, they need proof.

Against my will, my gaze drifts down to Stanley. They’ve closed his eyes, but his face is so pale … He’s not going to get up and say this is all a prank.

He’s not going to get up ever again.

Stanley is dead.

Maybe he can find some peace now. At least he’ll be with Vic.

My eyes go hot with tears. I swallow them, throat aching. I won’t cry in front of everybody. I will not be a blubbering mess like Magnolia.

“I know what she’s capable of,” Dad mutters darkly.

Rose has gone all flushed and flustered. Does she doubt me? Or does she doubt herself?

“No. I wouldn’t—I didn’t care for Stanley. I’m sorry, Mr. Grotowski … But I went to bed with a book after dinner, and I slept till my little sister woke me up at six thirty.”

“What was the book, Miss Thorpe?” Callaway quizzes.

She smiles at Cooper. “The Maltese Falcon.” His favorite.

“Look at her hands!” Dad says. “Her nails. You’ll see.”

Rose holds out her dimpled hands, each finger tipped with a perfect tomato-red oval. There isn’t a broken nail in the bunch.

“That doesn’t prove anything,” Dad snarls. “She’s a liar!”

“That is enough. I won’t have you slandering my niece,” Mrs. Langford says sharply.

Callaway turns back to me. “Was Stan’s face already scratched up when you met him?”

I could lie. But if the timing didn’t add up, if the sheriff or Mr. G. could prove me wrong, then I’d look guiltier.

“No,” I admit. “Stanley was fine, except for being soused.”

“So, you’re saying some other person came out to the pool last night after you went back inside, and they argued with Stan,” Sheriff Callaway concludes. “You’re saying you aren’t responsible for the scratches on his face.”

I look him in the eye this time. “I’m not. See?” I hold up my hands. My nails aren’t as pretty as Rose’s. They’re varnished a pale pink, to match my toes, and they’re short because I’m always breaking them helping Ma in the garden or the kitchen. But none of them are jagged; none have Stanley’s blood underneath them. “The only thing I hurt was his pride. He wasn’t broken up over me. He even said he could get another girl.” I see Callaway’s next question coming. “And no, I wasn’t mad about that. I told him he should treat her better. That was it.”

Ma leaves Magnolia to stand next to me. “Curtis, that’s enough for now. We woke Gracie up and told her Stanley was dead. She didn’t even have time to get dressed. If you have more questions, can’t they wait until later? After she’s had time to grieve?”

Callaway looks at me and my dry eyes dubiously, but he relents. “All right, Martha.”

Does he really think I did this?

I look at Cooper. What did you do, Grace? Does my brother think I’m guilty, too?

Someone scratched Stan across the face last night, and I’m the obvious choice. Only … it wasn’t me. I’m pretty sure it wasn’t me this time.

Mrs. Langford makes her way over. “I’m terribly sorry for your loss, Grace. If you need anything—”

“We’d like to mourn privately,” Dad interrupts, suddenly at my side. “Without any outsiders poking their noses into our business.”

Rose looks as though she wants to object, but Mrs. Langford takes her by the elbow. “Of course. Come on, darling. Let’s let Grace be with her family now. Martha, you’ll let me know if there’s anything we can do to help, won’t you? And please, don’t worry about coming up to the hotel today. We’ll manage.”

Rose’s gaze meets mine. She bites her lip the way she does when she’s nervous. Is it because she feels guilty—or because she thinks I am?

“Thank you, Joan,” Ma says. “Let’s go inside, girls. You go ahead and get dressed, and I’ll make breakfast.”

Magnolia struggles to her feet. Her eyes are red-rimmed and swollen.

Is she overemotional because of the baby? Or because she’s a dramatic dingbat?

Or could there be another reason she can hardly breathe for sobbing?

Magnolia flirted with Stan every chance she got. And when I woke up last night, she wasn’t in her bed. What if she saw him stumbling around when she got up to use the bathroom, and she decided to offer him a little comfort? And then things got out of hand?

What if Magnolia is the one who killed Stanley?







CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
ROSE



Funerals were a too-common occurrence during the war, but I’m positively dreading Stanley’s.

Auntie says I ought to go to support Grace. She doesn’t say that it will help alleviate suspicion, but I’m keenly aware of it.

I didn’t like Stanley. But I didn’t kill him.

I don’t think I killed him.

I look down at my hands. I removed the crimson polish and varnished them a tasteful shell pink for the funeral. There are ten perfect ovals, and if anyone notices they’re a bit shorter than they were a week ago, filed down so that one jagged nail on my right hand wouldn’t be obvious—well, no one pays that much attention.

No one knows what I did.

Except for Mr. Harrow.

It’s terrifying that he knows, when I don’t.

How long was the ghost wearing my skin? Did she claw words from my throat, or only rake my nails across his cheek? If I spoke—did he recognize her voice, her words? Were they words she said to him in life?

No wonder he accused me of attacking Stanley, too.

But he doesn’t have any proof.

Besides, if I’d killed Stanley—even by accident—I wouldn’t have the nerve to show up at his funeral, demure in a knee-length black taffeta dress. I’m wearing only a little mascara, and stockings and pumps. I look the picture of a rich hotelier’s daughter. If it’s my word against Joe Harrow’s, mine wins every time, thanks to my station and my father’s money.

Unless he shows people those letters.

I hesitate in the doorway of the church with Ella hollow-eyed behind me. She’s taken Stan’s death hard. I tried to talk with her in the car, but she gave me clipped answers. She spends all her time these days whispering with Magnolia or hitting tennis balls against a wall with her frighteningly powerful forehand.

Coop makes his way toward us, that shy smile lighting up his face. He’s handsome in a black suit and tie and a crisp white shirt, his unruly hair tamed with pomade. “Rose! You came. Ella, hey.”

I haven’t seen the twins since the awful morning when Stan’s body was found. I haven’t been alone with Coop since his father interrupted our kiss. It feels like eons ago.

“How is she? How are you?” I ask.

“I’m all right. Just worried about Grace.” He leads us toward the back of the queue of mourners, where Mr. and Mrs. Harrow stand with Grace.

My stomach twists. I was snug in bed the night Stan died. I was afraid I wouldn’t sleep a wink after that debacle with Mr. Harrow, so I snuck one of Auntie’s pills from the medicine cabinet. I was in bed with a book by nine and slept like the dead till Lou came in at six thirty.

I would know if I had woken up. If she had been in my head.

Wouldn’t I?

The church is packed with hundreds of people filling the pews and more lining the walls. I wonder if Stanley was genuinely adored—which is hard for me to fathom, honestly—or if the townspeople are curious about his untimely death. Mr. and Mrs. Grotowski stand at the altar with Stan’s sister, Maja, and her husband and two kids. Slowly, the line of mourners moves forward, as people express their condolences to the family, view the body, and take their seats.

They manage to fit in a good bit of whispering and staring along the way.

They’re staring at Grace, mostly.

Her honey-colored hair falls in long barrel curls, tied back on the sides with a simple black ribbon. She wears a calf-length black dress with a satin sash. Her eyes are dry, in stark contrast to the dozen girls weeping into their lacy handkerchiefs.

“Grace, I’m so terribly sorry,” I say softly.

She nods at me dully. There’s nothing of her usual spark and sass. “Thanks.”

“Thank you for coming, Rose,” Mrs. Harrow says. “Ella.”

Ella murmurs a few polite words. Her eyes are glassy. Is she crying? Over Stanley?

I don’t dare look at Mr. Harrow, but I can feel his gaze burning me.

“This isn’t right,” he mutters. “We shouldn’t be waiting in line with half the town. We should be up there with the Grotowskis. Grace, come with me.”

“Joe, I don’t think—” Mrs. Harrow whispers.

Grace winces. “No, Dad, I—”

“Now.” He grabs Grace’s elbow and hauls her down the crowded aisle.

Coop looks at me, dismayed, then plunges after his sister. I follow him, and Ella follows me, making our way more gently, quite conscious that we are cutting the line in very rude fashion and trying not to further the insult by stepping on any feet.

“Jacek, Zuzanna. What a terrible loss. Stanley was like a son to me,” Mr. Harrow says, right as we arrive, breathless, at the altar rail.

I wince at his presumption. If Grace and Stanley hadn’t broken up on Sunday—if she hadn’t been interrogated by the sheriff about his death—she would have been standing with his family today. But to pretend that none of that happened … My God, the sheer gall of this man!

Mr. Grotowski shakes Mr. Harrow’s hand. I don’t think I’m imagining the contempt—disdain—distaste on his thin face. “Thank you.”

His mother nods at Grace. “How are you, my dear?”

Grace attempts a smile, but it’s ghastly. “All right.”

“‘All right’?” Stanley’s sister mimics. “I don’t know how you sleep at night! If it weren’t for you, my brother would still be alive!”

Grace recoils. “No. I didn’t—”

Her eyes dart to mine. Does she need my help, like during our interrogations?

Or does she suspect that I killed him?

“Maja!” her mother chastises. “It was an accident. A terrible accident.”

“No, it’s true! Everybody in town knows it!” Maja is a short, pigeon-shaped woman with a ruddy complexion and sandy hair. She’s wringing a lacy white handkerchief in her hands. Her husband shushes her, but she won’t have it. The church has gone silent around us. “What was he doing there so late at night, huh? We only have Grace’s word to go on!”

“Grace’s word is good.” Coop is steadfast at her back. “My sister isn’t a liar.”

We both know that isn’t true. Grace is a marvelous liar.

But then, so am I, these days.

“Your brother, he liked beer. Too much, perhaps, since the war,” Mr. Grotowski says. “He fell. That was not Grace’s fault.”

“He was pushed! And she didn’t get help! She could have saved him, but she was too worried about what people would think. The whole family are a bunch of wretched social climbers,” Maja spits.

“He was fine when I left him.” Grace’s voice is barely a whisper. “I swear it.”

I believe that she left Stanley to sleep off his bender. But what if she came back later, furious over his threats? What if the ghost possessed Grace, the way she’d possessed me the day before?

“Why should we take your word for it? My brother is dead!” Maja lets out a sob.

“Maja, stop. You are making a scene,” Mr. Grotowski says.

Grace only stands there, dry-eyed, a ship without sails.

Why doesn’t she speak up? Why isn’t she furious at being publicly accused of something she didn’t do? Staring at her, I catch the slightest wobble of her lower lip, and then she bites her pearly teeth into it till she winces.

Oh. All of Grace’s energy is focused on not crying in front of everyone.

Despite the scandal that Stanley’s death saves her, she is grieving.

People can’t see it—I didn’t see it—because she’s Grace, and she isn’t making a show of it. Her dry eyes and her silence make it easy to cast her as the villain.

“Grace still loved him,” I say. Heads swivel toward me in surprise. I say a little prayer that I’ve inherited some of what Nanny calls my father’s gift of gab: that ability to charm anybody, anywhere. Someone has to say something before this whole town decides to tar and feather Grace. “But she knew they had grown apart. Their romance had run its course. I didn’t know Stan very well, but I think in his heart he must have felt that Grace was right. He had already been … talking with?” That feels innocent enough, a good euphemism. “Talking with other girls. Girls who wanted to settle down and live right here in Greeley, where Stan could take over his father’s drugstore. That was his dream.” That’s a leap of imagination, but I hear a sob and wager that it’s Lottie or some other girl whose hopes have been dashed. “But Grace is a modern girl; she has her heart set on college. Stan’s father gave her the idea, actually. Stan didn’t see the value in it. He was a traditional guy. But Grace knew she couldn’t give him the life he wanted. Still, she cried her eyes out when he broke things off. She knew people in town would blame her, because Stanley is so beloved. But his happiness was more important to her than her reputation. He was that dear to her.”

Grace stares at me with genuine shock. And then—either because she has a brilliant sense of timing or because my words contained enough truth to move her—she bursts into tears.

“Oh, my dear.” Mrs. Grotowski embraces her. “He loved you, too, Grace.”

“College, eh?” Mr. Grotowski says. “You should go to college. That is what I wanted for my son. You are a very smart girl, Grace.”

“What about the scratches on his face, though?” Maja asks.

Grace pulls away from Mrs. Grotowski. “Maybe it was the cat. Dad was scratched by a stray cat the other day. Right, Dad?”

I hold my breath. A cat?

Mr. Harrow won’t accuse me here, in front of the whole town, will he?

“Yes.” His voice is choked. “A real hellcat.”

I glance at the mark on Harrow’s cheek, almost gone now. I did that. It doesn’t feel real; I have no memory of it.

“What if Stan tried to pick the cat up and it clawed him? You know how he loved animals,” Grace says.

“He was always after Dad to get us a dog.” Maja sniffs. “I’m sorry, Grace.”

Tears drip down Grace’s face. Coop hands her a handkerchief, and she buries her face in it. Behind Grace’s back, his hand brushes mine. It’s the lightest touch, there and gone, but I look up. Thank you, he mouths, grateful.

The minister interrupts—finally!—and gestures our group forward to view the casket. It’s surrounded by white lilies and carnations and Stanley’s high school graduation photo.

Grace takes one look at the photograph and hides her face in Coop’s shoulder. He wraps a protective arm around her. I follow Ella. She’s been a silent shadow at my side this whole time.

The casket is open. Stanley wears his green army uniform with the brass buttons marching up the front. His short sandy hair is artfully pomaded, and his face is made up with an approximation of the ruddiness it had in life. The mortician has done a fair job covering up the scratches, but if one looks hard enough, the telltale streaks are visible beneath a thick layer of Pan-Cake. Otherwise, he looks handsome, wholesome. The hometown hero.

He couldn’t have been all bad, or Grace wouldn’t be crying like that.

Behind me, the mourners are abuzz. Grace’s tears—and Mr. Harrow’s lie about the stray cat—have made all the difference.

An elbow jostles me, hard, and I stumble. I catch myself before I fall into the casket. It’s a gleaming cherrywood, cool and smooth beneath my hand.

I turn around and meet Mr. Harrow’s icy blue eyes. “Pardon me, Miss Thorpe.”

He’d like to see me in a casket of my own.

I smile prettily in case anyone is watching, but I’m rattled.

I won’t make the mistake of turning my back on him again.







CHAPTER THIRTY
ROSE



“It’s too hot,” Ella complains, lifting her dark hair off her neck.

The air on the terrace is soupy—sweltering—oppressive. The weathermen say there’s a storm coming, but they haven’t decided if it will make landfall in the mid-Atlantic or farther northeast.

“You hardly touched your breakfast.” Ella’s picked the fresh strawberries out of her cornflakes, but the cereal remains a soggy clump in the bottom of her bowl.

“I’m not hungry. I didn’t sleep well.” A frown flickers over her face. Plum-colored circles shadow her eyes. I’m tempted to feel her forehead, but I suspect she’d only bat me away. And we’re all hot, anyhow.

“What are your plans for the day?” I ask. Auntie’s gone inside to work; Lou’s gone to fetch the reading primers I had sent from the house in Washington.

“Maggie and I are going to listen to some records.” Ella brightens. “I’ve hardly seen her all week. Isn’t it mean that Mr. Harrow wouldn’t let her come to Stan’s funeral?”

I shrug. “I hate to agree with that man about anything, but there was a real crowd at the service. What if someone had recognized her? I’m not sure Father would approve of you spending so much time with a girl like that.”

“‘A girl like that’? Don’t be such a snob, Rose. He wouldn’t approve of you going out with Coop, either.”

“You can hardly compare the two!” I say hotly. “Coop’s character is exemplary.”

“All you know about Maggie is that she’s in a fix,” Ella snaps.

“Do you know more? Don’t tell me you believe her sob story about being a widow.” I sip my cold coffee. I started drinking it when I was twelve, purely to irritate Millie, because she said I was too young. I doctor it with loads of cream and sugar.

Ella narrows her eyes at me. “I’m not as book smart as you, but that doesn’t mean I’m stupid, Rosie.”

“I never said that!” I protest, stung. I’ve never even thought that. Maybe I am more book smart than Ella, but she’s better at athletics, at music, at making friends.

Have I never told her that?

“Her name is Mary Margaret, but she goes by Maggie at home, too. She’s from Richmond. She did attend the Glenarden School for Girls till last spring. She was in the glee club and all their theatrical revues.” That explains her dramatic bent. “Her mama died when she was seven. Her father remarried a year later, and her stepmother makes Maggie call her Mama Betty. Maggie hates her guts.” Well, that sounds familiar. No wonder she and Ella have become fast friends. “She has two little brothers who are five and six, and she loves them, but her father doesn’t pay any attention to her. Except he was really pleased she was dating the son of his boss at the bank. Richie’s a senior, and tall—the forward on the basketball team. She thought he loved her, Rose. She said they only did it twice. She thought he’d propose when she told him she had a bun in the oven, but do you know what he said?”

I wince. It can’t be good. “What?”

“He said he couldn’t be a father, he was going to Duke in the fall! He said he’d get money from his dad to”—Ella lowers her voice—“get rid of it. I didn’t even know you could. Maggie says it’s not legal, but if you’ve got the money, there are doctors who will do it. She wanted to keep the baby, but her father said it would ruin her life and Mama Betty said it would ruin their family’s reputation. They told everybody she’s visiting her mama’s aunt on a horse farm in Kentucky. She’s been writing her friends about her new horse, Sapphire Breeze.”

Sapphire Breeze. Good Lord.

“Maggie tried to see Richie before she left, but he wouldn’t come to the door. Coward!” Ella scowls. “His mother said they couldn’t be sure it was his, because if Maggie would do it with one boy, she might have done it with others! Maggie was humiliated.”

I’ve been so interested in the girls of the Harrow Home’s past—Daisy, Dovey Mae, Dessa, Sadie—that I haven’t spared any sympathy for the one who’s been right in front of me. “You’re right. I saw Maggie’s belly and I didn’t look any further. I just don’t want you to think…”

“That sinning before marriage is glamorous? Hardly! Maggie has to pee every half hour. And the other day, the baby kicked and I could see its entire foot through her stomach.” Ella shudders. “It was like something out of a horror novel. Like Frankenstein’s monster!”

Ella isn’t a big reader, but she loves Frankenstein and Dracula and other scary stories.

I smile. “I suppose I didn’t want you to get too worldly yet.”

It’s the wrong thing to say. “You’re so condescending, Rose. You’re not that much older than me. And you’ve been palling around with Grace. Maggie says there’s no way that Grace and Stanley never…” She trails off, raising her eyebrows. At least she’s not so grown-up that she can say it without blushing.

I flush. “That’s none of Maggie’s business. Or ours.”

“Uh-huh. The only difference is that Maggie got caught out.” Ella’s right. Grace isn’t any better, only luckier. Neither of them deserves my judgment.

I glance down at my serrated grapefruit spoon and startle.

There, in the concave gleam of metal, her red mouth gaping, is the ghost.

Is she crying out for help? For vindication? Who is she?

I take a deep breath, in and out. Look back at Ella. “Poor Maggie.”

But I’m distracted, and I don’t sound like I mean it.

“Please. You don’t care about anybody whose name isn’t Harrow!” Ella stalks inside.

That’s not true. I want to go after her, but what would I say?



A few hours later, I’m sitting on the hotel’s new dock, my bare feet dangling out over the Bay, as Lou wades waist-deep in the waves. The pool was drained after Stanley’s accident, and I think Auntie is waiting until the hotel’s Grand Opening to refill it—or until the image of Stanley’s waterlogged body has faded from our memories, whichever comes first. We told Lou the pool was broken, and Eddie rebuilt the old wooden dock with some help from Coop, who’d been passing by on a run. It’s resulted in a swimming pier for us and a place where future hotel guests can tie up their sailboats.

!

Footsteps shake the dock. I turn to see Coop, sack lunch in hand.

Eddie offered Coop a job on his crew. Said he was a hard worker, eager to learn. I think Auntie encouraged it. She knows life isn’t easy for the twins.

“Hey.” Coop grins at me. Judging from the colorful drips and drabs on his denim overalls, he’s been painting in the south wing. “Mind if I join you?”

“Not at all.”

He unpacks two ham-and-cheese sandwiches. I’m terribly conscious that I’m still in my damp bathing suit. Coop’s seen me in my bathing suit dozens of times, I remind myself. But only inches separate my bare thigh from his jean-clad leg.

“How was your first morning?” I ask.

“Great. The guys are nice. And Eddie set up some big fans to help the paint dry. Helps keep things a little cooler, too. It sure beats hauling bags of feed. Pays better, too. I’m going to try to do both till football camp starts,” he says. “I could use the money.”

“Is Myrtle being troublesome?” I tease, while Coop practically inhales the first sandwich.

“I mean, always.” He laughs, then looks at me bashfully behind those long lashes. “But I was kinda hoping to take this girl I like out somewhere nice. Maybe the Oyster House.”

He wants to go out with me again! I grin. I’d hoped, after that spectacular good night kiss—but then, after his father interrupted—and then blackmailed me—and then Stan turned up dead in the hotel pool—well, I wasn’t sure what Coop might be thinking. “She must be pretty special. Anybody I know?”

His eyes are warm on my face. “She is really special. Pretty. And smart. She thinks fast. She’s saved my sister’s bacon more than once.”

I flush. “I bet she’d be perfectly happy to go Dutch.”

“Nah. You’ve got to let a guy have some pride.” Giving up the pretense, he looks down at his paint-splattered knees. “If you’ll go out with me again, I mean, after how things ended last time. I’m really sorry about my dad.”

“Of course I will,” I say. “That’s not your fault.”

But if Coop knew that there was no stray cat—that I was the one who scratched his dad’s face—that I’ve been possessed by a ghost—would he still want to go out with me?

My breath catches, remembering Mr. Harrow’s burning blue eyes. If you don’t listen to reason—if you’re not gone in one week’s time—I’ ll show them these letters. What will they say when they discover that the pretty girl with all her fine manners and her modern ideas is actually a disgusting deviant?

That was last Sunday. Today is Friday. Maybe, with all the furor over Stanley’s death, Mr. Harrow has forgotten his threats.

I doubt it.

“How was your morning?” Coop shovels his second sandwich into his mouth.

“Well, I got some of my old reading primers, and this morning I taught someone how to spell cat and rat and hat and bat,” I say, loud enough to catch Lulu’s attention.

“Me! It was me! C-A-T, cat!” she shrieks. “B-A-T, bat!”

I clap. “Brava!”

“That was swell. You’ll be reading in no time, Lou.” Coop bumps his warm shoulder into mine. “Good job, teach.”

He is so sweet to her. He’s so sweet to me. I beam at him.

“Have you gotten any more postcards from your dad?” Coop asks.

“Not since Paris. Auntie phoned him at the Excelsior in Rome to tell him about Stanley. I guess two fatal accidents on the property wouldn’t look very good if the press caught wind of it. She thought he might cut his trip short, but I doubt his new wife would like that … Although apparently it was Lena’s idea to buy this property. Auntie said she liked the idea of a place close enough for weekend getaways … I’m surprised she didn’t suggest Cape May or the Poconos. A few of my friends from school summer there.”

Normally, I’d be heading to the Poconos by now with Clara. She probably thinks I’m still angry with her; I haven’t written back yet. I’m not sure what to say. If she knew that Thea and I had kissed, would she be disgusted? Would she still want to be my roommate, or would she think I was too unnatural?

Coop chuckles. “I’ve never heard anybody use ‘summer’ as a verb before.”

I flush, embarrassed. “Do I sound like a spoiled brat?”

“Nah.” He scratches at a bit of ecru paint on his forearm. “A different world, that’s all. Most of my friends are helping out on their family farms this summer or working down at Brennan’s market.” He nudges me. “I’m just glad Dad let me take this job with Eddie. Otherwise, I was going to have to get creative on our next date.”

“I’m happy just sitting here with you,” I say truthfully.

And afraid your father will snatch it all away at any moment.

“Me too.” Coop crunches on an apple. “So, are you nervous to meet her? Your stepmom?”

I wince. Lena’s a complete stranger. Not any kind of mother. I’m tempted to joke, make light of it, but I can give him this little bit of honesty. “A little nervous. What if she’s a real Dracula’s daughter? Lou’s mother—she wasn’t very kind to us. I asked Lou what she thought of Lena when they met, if she was nice. All she said was that Lena was pretty and brought caramels. I think Lou would befriend the devil himself for caramels.” I look at my little sister, paddling closer to the dock. “But I don’t need to fret about it yet. They won’t be home till the end of August.”

“Good,” Coop says emphatically. “Then you’ll be here for our birthday.”

I hope so. Unless his father blackmails me out of town. “When is it?”

“August twelfth. Ma always bakes two cakes. Vanilla with strawberry frosting for Grace, chocolate with chocolate frosting for me,” he says.

“Cake?” Lou’s eavesdropping. “I want cake!”

“I could eat more,” Coop says. “Wanna go see what Ma has in the kitchen?”

He must have two stomachs. But Lou is delighted. “Yes!”

She makes her way out of the water and meets us on the dandelion-dotted lawn. In the kitchen, Coop snags a few of his mom’s freshly baked chocolate-chip cookies. Mrs. Harrow wisely suggests Lou eat lunch first.

“I should get back to work,” Coop says.

“I’ll walk you. Be right back, Lou!” I want to make the most of every moment. Just in case.

Mrs. Harrow smiles as Coop takes my hand. At least someone approves of me.

As we walk down the back hall, we pass Auntie’s empty office. Maybe she’s upstairs having a lunchtime snog with Eddie.

Huh. Lunchtime snog.

I tug Coop inside. Push the door shut behind him.

“What’s wrong?” He’s adorably befuddled.

“Nothing.” I feel suddenly shy. I have kissed boys before, I remind myself. I have kissed Coop before.

I can’t let the last time I ever kiss him be while his father was watching from the bushes!

“I thought we could have a minute to ourselves. Before you go back to work.” I give him an impish smile, hoping he’ll take the hint.

“Oh. Oh.” Coop moves closer.

Gently, I push him back against Auntie’s office door. His eyes go wide, pupils flaring, and I go up on my tiptoes. His mouth meets mine. He kisses me long and slow.

“Wait.” He pulls away. “I’ll get paint on you.”

“I don’t care.” I tug his face back to mine. His work clothes are rough against my sunburnt skin, but his hand on my waist is gentle. I press closer, and his mouth opens. He tastes like chocolate. I pull his bottom lip into my mouth, and he shudders against me.

My lips move to his neck and linger, exploring the salty hollow beneath his ear. His head tilts back. His eyes are closed, those long eyelashes curled like commas against his cheek. His hands rove restlessly over the swell of my hips. My smile crashes back into his.

When he pulls away, he’s breathing hard. So am I. I lean my cheek against his chest. I can hear his heart hammering against my ear, solid and reassuring.

“I should get back to work.” He runs a hand up and down my spine, reluctant.

“Yes. I don’t want to make you late on your first day. And I should get back to Lou.”

As we go out into the hall, Joe Harrow comes out of his office. I freeze. “What were you two doing in there?”

“Nothing. Talking.” Coop’s blushing. “See you later, Rose.”

He hurries toward the south wing. I head toward the kitchen. Mr. Harrow follows me. “I hope you haven’t forgotten our conversation, Miss Thorpe,” he says. “If I don’t get word of your imminent departure tomorrow, I will show my son those letters. And my daughter. I think you’ll find Greeley a lonely place for your sort.”

My sort. Deviant—abnormal—unnatural. I don’t acknowledge him. I go back out to the terrace. I will not let that dreadful man make me cry. I will not bow to his ugly threats.

But is he right? What will Coop and Grace think of me once they know?

“Rose! Just the girl I was looking for.” Grace is crossing the cobblestones toward me. She looks a bit brighter than yesterday, but dark circles still lurk beneath her eyes.

“How are you?”

She sighs. “Tired of people asking me that. I have to get out of here. Can you borrow your auntie’s car?”

Getting out of here—away from her father and the ghost turning up everywhere—sounds nice. “Probably. What do you have in mind?”

She grins at me. “Let’s drive up to Rock Hall. It’s time to get back to our investigation. I think we should pay Daisy Wheeler’s mom a visit.”







CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
GRACE



Riding down Route 213, away from Greeley, with the wind tugging at my hair, I feel like I can breathe deep for the first time in days. It’s only as I melt into the sun-warmed leather seat that I realize how tightly I’ve been wound. Ever since Stan’s funeral (that still feels nonsensical: we had a funeral for Stan; Stan is dead) my emotions have felt perilously close to the surface. I dropped a piece of toast butter-side-down this morning and cried, for God’s sake.

Somewhere around Chestertown, I switch on the radio and hum along with Glenn Miller. Rosie and I have been riding in companionable silence since we left the hotel. Or is it a worried silence? She’s gnawing on her lower lip, smudging her Fatal Apple Red.

“Are you all right?” I ask.

“There’s something I have to tell you.” Rose darts a glance at me. “There is no cat.”

I squint at her. “What cat? What are you talking about?”

“It wasn’t a cat that scratched your dad’s face. It was me—her—the ghost.” Rose looks at me again, but I’m shocked into silence. “I was so mad. No one’s ever spoken to me like that. Treated me like I was perverse—sinful—wrong.” Her face crumples, and I hate Dad for making her feel that way. At the same time, I feel a little relieved that it’s not just me the ghost has inhabited now. “I didn’t mean to attack him. I sort of blinked, and there was a scratch across his face, and my nail was broken, so I knew I’d done it, but I didn’t remember doing it.”

“That’s how it was with me and the lipstick on the mirror.” My mind chugs slowly. Rose scratched Dad’s face. There was no feral cat. So … “What about Stanley? Did you—?”

“No. I took one of Auntie’s sleeping pills, went to bed with a book at nine, and slept till Lou came in at six thirty. I would know if I’d gone down to the pool. I would have woken up.”

She’s chewing on her lip again. She isn’t certain of it. Neither am I.

But if I suspect Rose, I have to suspect myself, too. The ghost has been all over the cottage the last few days. I saw her in the bathroom mirror when I was brushing my teeth, in the reflection of the toaster, in the dull gleam of the frying pan while I was doing the dishes. It’s made me jumpy and irritable with everybody.

I want to believe that Rose would know if she’d done it. That I would know. That neither of us is responsible for the death of the boy I once loved (and sometimes hated).

I remember Stan’s face in his silk-lined casket: pale and waxy and wrong.

If there’s no cat, a person raked their nails across his cheek. I don’t want to believe it could have been Rose or me. Who does that leave?

I snap my fingers. “Magnolia! I bet she’s the one who mauled him.”

“Maggie?” Rose is disbelieving. “Really? I know you don’t like her, but…”

“It’s not that.” It’s partly that. “She was always making up to Stan, giggling at every little thing he said. We both know he wasn’t that funny. And she wasn’t in bed when I woke up, after I left him by the pool. What if she saw him and went out to flirt with him? Maybe things got out of hand, like the sheriff said. Stan was really sauced. And she was hysterical that morning, remember?”

“It was a bit much,” Rose agrees.

We’re quiet as we follow the signs toward Rock Hall, the little fishing town where Daisy Wheeler’s parents live. Or where they lived seventeen years ago, at least. Kath Johnson said Daisy’s parents worked at the cannery, so we stop there first. The receptionist gives us Mrs. Wheeler’s address.

“What’s the plan?” Rose asks.

We know that Daisy Wheeler became fast friends with my aunt Emmeline, much to Dad’s displeasure; they made plans to go to Europe after Em turned eighteen; then Daisy ran away after she gave birth. Emmeline was so upset, she took her sailboat out in a storm and drowned. A year later, Daisy turned up in New York City. The ghost led me to the letter D and Em’s bracelet hidden under the floorboards. The clues lead to Daisy … except that she’s alive and well.

She can’t be the ghost, but could she be our mother?

Maybe I’m completely wrong, and the ghost is unrelated to Cooper and me. Still. Something drives me on, a feeling that I’m close, but there’s something missing, some piece of this jigsaw puzzle that hasn’t snapped into place yet.

“I want to get Daisy’s address in New York City,” I explain as Rose turns off onto a smaller avenue. “I’ll write to her. Ask her about that summer. She won’t have any loyalty to Dad.”

The sun glints off the Bay beyond a cluster of clapboard houses. The town is built right on the water, with a marina up ahead. Rose peers at the house numbers and stops in front of 181: a square brown cottage with a concrete stoop and a postage-stamp yard. She parks the car along the narrow street.

I’m about to open the car door when I’m seized with a sudden fear. “What if she’s here?”

“Who?” Rose takes off her blue headscarf and fixes her curls in the mirror.

“Daisy! What if she came back?” My nerves are thrumming, heart racing, breath strangling in my throat. “What if she’s not the ghost, but she is my mom?”

I could be about to meet my birth mom for the first time, and I have a spot on my chin and a dress that’s been let out twice.

“Grace. You have to breathe.” Rose looks concerned. “We don’t know if any of that is true.”

No, Daisy is connected to this mystery somehow. I feel it in my bones. If Magnolia said that, I would roll my eyes and scoff at her for being simple. But I feel a deep sense that something momentous is about to happen. I catch Rose’s pitying gaze and shift against the buttery leather seat, itchy and uncomfortable.

Jesus, I must seem pathetic. Desperate for a new family. For a father who isn’t a monster.

“It’ll be okay. I’m right here, no matter what,” Rose says.

It’s so kind, I almost burst into tears again.

Rose lets me check my lipstick and my pompadour in the side mirror. Then, together, we troop up to the front door. I knock. What if no one’s home? What if we’ve come all this way for nothing? I’m about to knock again when the door is wrenched open.

The woman is small and wiry, with permed dark hair and a sharp, foxlike face. She wears a navy housedress and sensible brown pumps. I don’t see myself in her features, but that’s not proof.

“Can I help you?” Her voice is low and gravelly.

“Are you Mrs. Wheeler?” She seems the right age to be Daisy’s mother.

“Whatever you’re selling, girls, I’m not interested.”

I slam my palm against the door before she can close it in my face. “No! We’re not—we’re here to talk about Daisy.”

“Daisy?” Her hand flies to her heart. She backs into the parlor, which is shadowy and old-fashioned, with the drapes drawn and heavy slipcovered furniture. She picks up a pack of Chesterfields and lights one with shaking hands. “Did she send you? Where is she?”

What does she mean? Is Daisy missing again?

I step inside, Rose close behind me. “We were hoping to get in touch with her.”

Mrs. Wheeler collapses into her armchair. “How do you know my Daisy?”

“Are you all right? Can I get you a glass of water?” Rose asks.

“I’m fine.” The woman exhales a cloud of smoke and gathers herself with visible effort. “Is she in some kind of trouble? Does she owe you money? If that’s the case, I can’t help you. I don’t know where she is. I wouldn’t tell you if I did.”

“My name is Grace,” I blurt out. I can’t bear to beat around the bush. “My twin brother and I were born at the Harrow Home in the summer of 1930. I think your daughter might be our mother.”

Mrs. Wheeler stares at me, and my heart races. Is this woman my grandmother? But she shakes her head. “No.” And again, firmer this time: “No, that can’t be.”

“We know Daisy stayed at the Harrow Home. When she ran away, the newspaper said that was her last known whereabouts,” Rose explains. She went to the library in town one afternoon (while I was busy canoodling with Stanley) and looked at the back issues of the newspaper till she found the article about the runaway from Rock Hall.

“Oh, Bill was so mad about that article. He said now everybody would know what a bad girl we raised. But I didn’t care, if it helped us find her.” Mrs. Wheeler shakes her head. “Yes, Daisy was there. But she only had one baby. A boy. God knows where he is now. My only grandchild.”

“How can you be sure?” I hate the desperation in my voice.

Behind me, Rose coughs. Is she trying to tell me to ease off, or is she irritated by the cloud of smoke in the stuffy room?

“Because Daisy wrote me a letter,” Mrs. Wheeler says pertly. “Said it felt like he was tearing her in two, but she’d had a beautiful baby boy with a head full of dark hair.” She eyes my blond pompadour. “He came a few weeks early, so he was a tad jaundiced. Healthy otherwise. She said it was probably for the best that she was giving him up, because she didn’t know how to be a mother. Said she hadn’t had much of an example, a cat would have made a better mother than me, sending her away like I had.”

Cooper and I had dark hair when we were babies. I’ve seen pictures. It turned honey blond as we got older. But surely Daisy would remember giving birth to a second baby? The nurses at the Harrow Home didn’t knock the girls out with twilight sleep. And Birdie O’Neill is an old battle-axe, but I don’t think she’s capable of doping a girl with laudanum to steal her baby.

Birdie was hiding something with her phony claims that she couldn’t remember our birth, though. Maybe she turned a blind eye while Dad delivered a second baby himself and hid it—me—away, so he could pass us off as his.

He must be disappointed he went to all that trouble and only got me and Cooper out of it.

“The papers said that she wrote to you again, from New York City. That she was working in a nightclub,” Rose says.

“She was. Maybe she still is.” Mrs. Wheeler stubs out her cigarette and immediately lights another. She stands, her knees creaking, then walks over to a cluttered little writing desk tucked in the corner. Confused, I trail after her through a cloud of smoke. Rose gives another delicate cough, and I roll my eyes. She can be prissy sometimes.

Mrs. Wheeler is riffling through her papers. She pulls out a tattered yellow envelope with her address written in fancy, loopy cursive.

“After Daisy ran off, her dad got sick. He passed the next summer. I got behind on the bills. Was afraid I’d have to sell the place. It might not look like much, but it’s all I’ve got.” She waves the envelope triumphantly. “Then, a month after he passed, I got this. They came once a month, regular, like clockwork. Always with money inside. Not a lot, mind you. But something. Enough I could make ends meet once I went back to work.”

“When did they stop coming?” Rose asks.

“Back in May. She’s missed two months now. I’m afraid something’s happened to her.” Mrs. Wheeler’s shoulders slump.

“Did you try writing to her?” I ask.

“No return address.” She waves the envelope again. “Always postmarked New York City. But that’s a big place.”

“Did she say what club she was singing in?” Rose wonders.

“No. The letter from the Harrow Home—that was the last real, newsy sort of letter. Then nothing for a whole year. I thought she was dead, you know. Then I got that envelope full of cash. There was a note, too.” She pulls it out of the envelope. It’s only a few typewritten lines; I read them over her shoulder. Dear Ma: I’m in New York City now, singing in a nightclub like I always dreamed. Don’t worry. I love you. “No more notes after that, just the money. But that’s all right.”

“It must have been a great comfort to you.” Rose’s voice sounds funny.

“It is. It was.” Gently, Mrs. Wheeler slides the note back into the envelope. “I don’t need the money so much anymore. But I liked knowing she was okay.”

Rose coughs again. I turn around, annoyed. She jerks her head toward the corner of the desk, where a framed photo sits among the bills and correspondence and ashtrays.

It’s a photo of the ghost.

The photograph is black and white, but her dark eyes, her pale skin, her nose, her dark bobbed hair … It’s her. Her gaping red mouth is closed in a smile that’s more of a smirk. She seems two seconds away from saying something cutting. Her face is a little sharper, like her mother’s, but her pregnancy could account for the later roundness. She’s even wearing the same gold filigree earrings.

“Is that Daisy?” Rose asks, gesturing.

Mrs. Wheeler picks up the photograph. “She was a pretty girl, wasn’t she? A good girl, too, except for that business with Jacob’s boy. She told me he attacked her, you know. Forced himself on her. Bill threatened to beat the stuffing out of him, but the boy said she’d been willing, that he hadn’t been the first and who knew how many there’d been before him. Bill said either she went to the Harrow Home or she went out on the street, but either way she wasn’t going to stay under his roof with a bastard … He was awful hard on her. What she wrote about a cat being a better mother … that stuck with me. Maybe I should’ve took up for her more … But she forgave me, didn’t she? Maybe not enough to come home. But enough that she wanted to make sure I was all right.”

Mrs. Wheeler puts out her cigarette in the ashtray on her desk. “I’m sorry she wasn’t the girl you were looking for.”

“Thank you,” Rose says politely. “We ought to be going.”

“It was kinda nice, talking to you girls about her,” Mrs. Wheeler says. “I just hope she’s all right. Maybe it’s nothing. Maybe she’s out of work and ashamed she can’t send money. Maybe she’ll come home now.”

Daisy is not all right. Daisy is not coming home again, because Daisy is dead as a doornail.

But if she’s haunting the Harrow Home, that means she never made it to New York City.

So who’s been sending Mrs. Wheeler cash and false hope all this time?

Rose hooks her arm through mine and makes for the door, towing me along behind her. “Thank you again.”

I wait until we’re back in the car to let out a series of swears. “She has to be dead. That photograph—the ghost looks exactly like her!”

“Oh, she’s dead, all right.” Rose ties her blue scarf back over her curls. She looks grim. “I don’t think she ever left the Harrow Home.”

D for Daisy. And she led me right to the bracelet that Aunt Emmeline gave her.

I slump back against the warm leather and sigh. “Maybe whoever’s been sending her mom cash forged that letter about the baby.”

Rose raises her eyebrows. “And told her that a cat would’ve made a better mother? I don’t think so. That’s not the tone someone with a guilty conscience would take. And someone feels very guilty about Daisy. Guilty enough to send her mom cash every month for sixteen years.” Rose taps her nails against the steering wheel. “The question is, who? And what happened to make them stop?”

“That’s your question?” I look at Rose in disbelief. “Why would Dad report her missing if she died in childbirth?”

Rose meets my gaze. “Your dad hated Daisy. He blamed her for the rift with his sister. For meddling. I—I don’t think she died in childbirth, Grace.”

I know what she’s implying, but—

“I think your dad killed her. Maybe that’s why Emmeline ran away. Maybe she found out, and she thought the storm was less dangerous than staying in that house with her brother. Or maybe he killed Emmeline, too, and staged it to make it look like she took the boat out. They never found her body, right?”

“Right.” My voice is hoarse. I twist my hands together in my lap. Dad can be cruel, he can be violent—but is he capable of murdering his own sister?

In my heart of hearts, I believe he is.

And I believe he killed Daisy.

There’s a reason the ghost wants revenge on my father.

Now we just have to prove it.







CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
ROSE



I wake in the middle of the night, surrounded by shadows.

I sit up in bed, heart hammering, pushing away the fragments of another nightmare about her. Daisy. I’ve taken to sleeping with my bedroom door ajar like a child. The warm glow of the hallway lamp calms me when I wake, panicky and drenched in perspiration despite the fan whirring and the breeze coming in off the Chesapeake.

There’s a noise in the hall. I hope it’s not Lou, getting up to mischief. Bleary-eyed, I tiptoe to the door and peer out.

Auntie is locked in a passionate clinch with Eddie. She’s wearing a silky green nightgown; he’s in blue jeans and white shirtsleeves, his dark hair mussed. Did he stay the night? As I watch, a little scandalized, Eddie presses her against the wall. His mouth moves to her throat. One of his big hands cups the curve of her breast. Auntie’s eyes are squeezed shut, her face a grimace of pleasure.

It’s too intimate. I’m about to turn away and shut my door—it’s clearly a private moment—when a strange shadow creeps down the hall behind Eddie.

It takes my sleepy brain a minute to decipher it: the long handle and the big, netted loop. It’s not until the shadow jerks back, quick as a whip, that I throw my door open.

“No!” I whisper-shriek.

I’m too late. The tennis racket wallops Eddie right above the ear.

Ella has a wicked forehand.

Eddie staggers sideways, clutching his head. “What in the hell?”

Ella advances, gripping the tennis racket. She’s barefoot in pale pink pajamas. Her dark hair falls to her waist in one long shining plait. She looks like a child but moves like a hunter, silent— stealthy—deadly.

“Ella, what are you doing?” I cry. “Stop!”

She swings the racket again, wilder this time.

Eddie dodges. Retreats to the top of the staircase. I imagine Ella swinging a third time, Eddie stumbling as he evades her, tumbling head over heels down the stairs, landing in a crumpled heap at the bottom.

My stomach plummets as I remember McIntosh’s broken neck.

I dart forward. Put myself between them. “Ella, stop!”

She looks at me. There’s something wrong behind her eyes.

“He was hurtin’ her,” she says. That’s not Ella’s sweet soprano. It’s lower—slower—smokier. I could almost think it’s rough with sleep, except for the slight Eastern Shore accent.

My entire body goes ice-cold, the hair on my arms and the back of my neck prickling with fear. That’s not my sister. That’s not Ella.

That’s Daisy.

“Oh, darling, no.” The neckline of Auntie’s nightgown is very low; she crosses her arms over her chest as if suddenly realizing it. “He wasn’t hurting me, he was kissing me.”

Ella’s lip curls with disgust. “You can’t want him grabbin’ at you like that.”

I remember what Daisy’s mother said: A good girl, too, except for that business with Jacob’s boy. She told me he attacked her, you know. Forced himself on her. I remember Stanley holding Ella too tightly, mashing his lips against hers. Manhandling her in front of everyone. Not intimacy, but assault.

“I do,” Auntie squeaks, her face red. “Sometimes, darling, with the right man—a man whose company you enjoy—that kind of touch can be very nice. It may not seem appealing now, but you’ll understand when you’re older … Please put down the racket, Ella. I love that you want to protect me, but I’m perfectly safe.”

Is that what Daisy is trying to do? Keep us safe?

“Auntie likes him. They’ve been dating,” I explain. “Mr. Lloyd is a nice man.”

Ella looks from Auntie to Mr. Lloyd as though she’s trying to puzzle out the truth. Her grip on the tennis racket slackens.

“We’ve been seeing one another since before you girls arrived. We haven’t been very discreet, I’m afraid. Rose caught us canoodling in my office.”

Eddie steps forward. His ears must be ringing from that blow, but he smiles at Ella. “I know we come from very different worlds, but I’d do just about anything to make your aunt happy. I plan to stick around for as long as she’ll have me.”

Auntie takes his hand. “You do make me happy. And perhaps it’s time we stop sneaking around. Look what trouble it’s caused!” She stands on her tiptoes to check his head, murmuring sympathetically.

I take Ella’s arm, although every instinct in my body is screaming not to touch her, that’s not my sister, that’s someone—something—else! “She’s safe. We’re all safe. Do you understand? We’re all safe, Ella.”

I can tell the moment Daisy leaves her: Ella’s shoulders slump. The tennis racket falls to her side. She looks at Auntie fussing over Eddie, then down at the racket in her hand, as though putting two and two together.

“I hit him?” She’s trembling.

“I think you must have been half asleep, and confused,” I say, for Auntie and Eddie’s benefit. I wrap an arm around Ella’s waist. She leans into me.

“I’m sorry,” she whispers. “I’m so sorry, Mr. Lloyd.”

“No harm done. Ma always said I’ve got a hard head.” He raps his knuckles on his forehead.

“I’m sorry, Auntie,” Ella croaks.

Auntie smiles. “It’s all right, darling. It was all a big mis- understanding.”

“Let’s get you back to bed,” I suggest.

In Ella’s room, I step over records and Keds and Seventeen magazines and bottles of nail polish. She’s thrown a silk scarf over her mirror. How long has it been there?

I’ve been so oblivious.

I pull on the lamp and shut the door.

“See? No harm done.” I make my voice calm. Ella needs comforting—soothing—mothering, and I’m all she’s got, even if I feel deeply inadequate to the task. “Why don’t I brush your hair? That always makes me feel nice and sleepy.”

Ella nods, clambers onto her four-poster bed, and turns her back to me. I grab the silver brush from her vanity and climb up next to her. She looks terribly young, her slender frame swallowed up by the pink menswear-style pajamas. All her former selves parade through my mind: Ella as a baby, toddling after me in pink ruffles and pigtails; Ella at six, face glowing with pride after her first piano recital; Ella at twelve, trying to master her nerves as she was dropped off at Miss Parker’s for the first time.

I unbraid her hair and brush it out with gentle, crackling strokes. For a time, there’s only her hiccupping breaths and the whisper of the brush. I wait.

“I think I’m going mad, like Mama,” she whispers.

My heart shatters.

If I was terrified, how much worse must it have been for her?

I didn’t think—

My God, why didn’t I think? I’ve been so distracted with Grace and Cooper and Joe Harrow and his threats, I’ve completely neglected my sister. I wasn’t there for her when she needed me. That changes now. Ella has to be my first priority.

“No, you’re not. What happened with Eddie—that wasn’t you.”

“It was.” Ella twists to face me, her teary brown eyes meeting mine. “I’m the one who hurt them, Rosie.”

I go cold all over at the confirmation.

“I’m the one who killed them. Mr. McIntosh and Stanley. I didn’t mean to—I don’t even remember doing it—but I was there. Both times, I was there, and then they were dead. It’s my fault, Rosie! I deserve to go to jail, or—or—”

Or a sanitarium. Like her mother.

Damn my father for making us both so afraid.

I pull Ella into my arms, and she sobs onto my shoulder. I pat her hair, thick and dark and shining, and so like her mother’s.

“It’s not your fault. Look at me.” I draw back. Wait until she lifts her tearstained face. “It’s her. The ghost.”

Ella’s face goes blank with shock. “How—what? How?” she gasps.

“I’ve seen her, too. Ever since we arrived. It’s not just you.”

“You can see her?” Hope dawns across her face. “I’m not going mad?”

“No. I thought that, too, at first. I was so frightened. I can feel her when I’m angry or afraid. I don’t feel in control. That scratch across Mr. Harrow’s face? There wasn’t any stray cat. That was me. I attacked him. Or—she attacked him, using me.” I shiver.

“You did that?” She’s still hesitant to believe it.

“I did. He was insulting Father, insulting me, telling me to stay away from Coop and Grace, and I was so angry and then—I went away. When I came back, one of my nails was broken.”

Ella’s lower lip wobbles. “I’ve been seeing her in the mirrors since the day we got here. I was too scared to tell anyone, even you. I was afraid I was sick like Mama, and you’d send me away.”

“Never.” I put a hand on each side of her face and look her right in the eye. “Never, sweet girl. Do you hear me? I will never, ever let that happen.”

Tears weave down Ella’s cheeks, thinner now than when we arrived at the hotel.

She’s been scared, she’s been suffering right in front of me, and I didn’t see it.

I didn’t help her.

I could cut out my own heart for being so damned thoughtless.

I tell Ella how Grace has been seeing the ghost for months. How Grace and I realized we had this, of all things, in common. How we’ve been investigating ever since, trying to figure out who the ghost was and what happened to her.

“Why is she doing this to me?” Ella begs.

I tell her how Daisy was assaulted and then sent to the Harrow Home when she fell pregnant. How she became friends with Grace’s aunt, then disappeared, and everyone thought she ran away. How we now believe that Daisy Wheeler never left the Harrow Home at all.

I don’t tell my sister that Joe Harrow killed Daisy. I don’t have proof of that. Yet.

But I’m going to find it.

“I think, in her own way, she’s been trying to protect us.”

Ella nods, thoughtful. “I might have gotten in real trouble with McIntosh if she hadn’t intervened.”

“What really happened that night?”

“I can’t sleep here. It’s too quiet without Vivi breathing across the room or the traffic of the city. I’m afraid I’ll see her in the windows or the mirror. So I wander. That night, I went down to the cellar to sneak some of Dad’s hooch. I thought it might help me sleep.” Ella bows her head, ashamed. “I nearly died of fright when McIntosh came stumbling in the back door. He was blotto. I ran upstairs, but he followed me up the steps and grabbed me. He said the least I could do was make it up to him for getting him canned. He tried to kiss me and I—I don’t know what came over me—”

“Daisy.” Part of me is grateful that she protected my sister when I couldn’t.

“It was like I blinked, and he was lying at the bottom of the stairs. He wasn’t moving, and his neck—” Ella covers her face with both hands as though she’s picturing the grisly scene. “I didn’t push him. I don’t think I pushed him. But I knew it would look bad. So I—I left him there. And I lied when you asked if I’d seen him. But I didn’t lie about meeting him for a tryst. I didn’t. I wouldn’t.”

“I know. It was an accident.” I bite my lip, trying to reconcile it all. McIntosh was dead after that fall. There was nothing Ella could have done. “And—Stanley?”

“I was roaming, and I heard a ruckus down by the pool. I wanted to turn around as soon as I saw it was him. But Stanley had already seen me, and I didn’t want to be rude—”

“God forbid.” I sigh.

“He told me he and Grace had broken up, so he was a free man. ‘Gimme a kiss,’ he said. I said no, but he grabbed me and kissed me again, Rosie, and it was disgusting. He used his tongue!” Ella is indignant. “I extricated myself, and told him to stop it. I turned around to walk away, and he smacked my bottom!”

“And Daisy came out. To protect you.” Things are becoming clearer now.

“The next thing I knew, he was in the pool. I didn’t know he hit his head, I swear. I thought he’d climb right out. I would have called for help if I knew.” Ella closes her eyes in horror. “When you and Auntie told me he was dead and the police were questioning Grace, I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t want her to get in any trouble. But Auntie said it wasn’t anyone’s fault, it was a terrible accident.”

“It was an accident. If he’d kept his hands to himself, he wouldn’t be dead, now would he.” I’m seething over what that boor did to my little sister.

Ella runs a hand over her staticky hair, tucking it behind her ear. “But he didn’t deserve to die for that, Rosie. Shouldn’t I be punished? Two men are dead because of me, and tonight I hurt Eddie.” Her voice climbs. “What if it happens again? What if I hurt someone else? I can’t go on like this!”

The despair on her face makes me want to cry. I don’t know how much more Ella can take. If she hurts someone else—if there’s another misunderstanding, and she hurts an innocent man this time—will she be able to live with herself?

“I’m going to fix this. I swear it. On my mother’s grave,” I promise.

“How?” Ella asks.

“Grace and I are going to find out what happened to Daisy. We’re going to make sure that the person who hurt her is held responsible. I promise you, we are going to get justice for Daisy Wheeler. And peace for the rest of us.”

Ella leans against me, exhausted but trusting. “Peace would be really nice, Rosie.”







CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
ROSE



The hurricane has crawled up the coast. The weathermen are calling for a direct hit to the mid-Atlantic with substantial flooding along the Bay. The hotel is safe enough on its little rise—there’s no need to evacuate—but the low-lying roads will flood, and we’re certain to lose electricity. Eddie and his crew are busy battening down the hatches before the worst of it arrives.

I look out the breakfast room’s floor-to-ceiling windows at the gray drizzle. The branches of the old oak trees toss ominously.

Auntie sips coffee as she pages through a catalog. Lou is sprawled on the floor in her navy sailor suit, every bit as cute as Shirley Temple, playing with a set of paper dolls dressed half as World War II servicewomen and half as film stars.

“We were supposed to get a surprise delivery this weekend,” Auntie muses, “but I think the weather may delay it.”

Lou guesses at the surprise, each idea wilder than the next: A puppy! A pony! An elephant from India!

I stab my grapefruit. “Thank you for letting me sleep in.” I stayed in Ella’s room, dozing fitfully as dawn crept through the windows. When I got up, she was starfished across three-fourths of the bed, snoring.

Auntie fusses with the collar of her tomato-red cashmere sweater. “I hope she isn’t too shocked about me and Eddie. I know I said it was only a summer fling, but the truth is, I’ve grown quite fond of him.” She sighs. “Your father will say Eddie’s after my money, but he hasn’t any room to talk when it comes to being a fool for love.” She looks at Lou, who’s making Ingrid Bergman fight a Women’s Army Corps officer. “At least we got Lou out of it.”

I smile. “She’s worth a thousand Millies.”

“She is. I only wish…” Auntie fiddles with a ruby earring. “Anyhow. I’ll speak to Ella. See if she has any questions. What a dear, brave girl she is, to try to defend me. I feel awful that she misunderstood … That’s what comes from sneaking around, I suppose. I’m a modern woman, and if I want to keep company with an attractive man, well … to hell with old fuddy-duddies like Joe Harrow and your father!”

I spoon another bite of tart citrus into my mouth. “Would Father disapprove? He says he wants us to be modern women.”

“That only goes so far. When it comes to men…” Auntie sips her coffee, leaving a red lipstick print on the rim. “Still. Secrets lead to trouble.”

She’s right. I woke with twin drumbeats of fear in my throat, remembering Ella’s confession and Mr. Harrow’s blackmail.

For a moment, I considered running away. Caving to that odious man’s threats and taking Ella far away from this place, and away from Daisy. Going back home to Washington.

Only somehow, in the last few weeks, the hotel has begun to feel more like home than the big house in the city. It’s where I read on the terrace as Coop dashes past on his morning run, with a bashful smile that’s just for me. Where Auntie and Ella and I listen to Take It or Leave It after dinner while Auntie drinks a gin and tonic and we have Shirley Temples. Where Lou proudly read her first few words with the sound of Ella’s Bach concertos floating out from the library. Where Grace and I have schemed and argued and—when it came down to it—had one another’s backs.

I can’t leave. Not yet. I can’t run away and leave her behind to grapple with Daisy and her father’s terrible legacy. It isn’t safe—not for Grace, and maybe not for Auntie or Lou or anyone. The ghost is mercurial. Angry. Violent. So far, none of the violence has been directed at us—but can we count on that?

No. I’m not leaving until we help Daisy find peace.

Even an act of God won’t prevent Joe Harrow from making good on his threat, though. If I don’t announce my departure today, he’ll show the twins my letters.

I think I could tell Grace that I’d murdered a man in cold blood and she wouldn’t blink an eye. But I’m terrified to tell her that I’ve kissed a girl.

Fear makes my stomach go sour and my hands shake. I drop my grapefruit spoon in the bowl with a clatter.

“Are you all right, Rosie? You can’t have gotten much sleep.” Auntie gives me an affectionate pat on the shoulder. She smells like Dior’s gardenias. “Why don’t I keep Lou with me this morning? Lulu, gather up your dolls and come help me in my office, please.”

Auntie might leave us to our own devices more often than not. But if I told her that Joe Harrow was harassing me, she would put a stop to it. She would want to help.

Only I’d have to tell her why, and for all her protests about being a modern woman—I’m not sure she’s quite that modern.

No. I know what I’ve got to do.



I’m reading in the breakfast room, surrounded by wrought-iron café tables and chintz armchairs and potted ferns, when Grace storms in. The rain darkens her blond hair and dots her teal-colored shirtwaist dress. Her scowl is fierce—furious—ferocious.

!

“Is it true?” she demands.

My breath catches. Has Mr. Harrow beaten me to it? I close my book without dog-earing my page. “Is what true?”

She plants her hands on her skinny hips. “Are you leaving? Going back to Washington?”

“What?” In the back of my mind, I can hear Nanny correcting me. Ladies say, “Pardon?”

“I can’t believe you’d abandon me like this,” Grace hisses. Her loafers leave wet marks on the wooden floor as she paces. “Maybe you feel like you held up your end of the bargain. We know Daisy is the ghost; the photograph on Mrs. Wheeler’s desk proves that. But we haven’t helped her find peace. Are you really gonna leave me to figure it out by myself?” Her face flushes and she scuffs her shoe against the floor. “God, I sound like a little kid, complaining that life isn’t fair. I don’t know why I expected any different.”

The disappointment in her voice scalds me. “I’m not leaving, Grace,” I say softly.

“Two weeks ago, I wouldn’t have been surprised,” she continues, as though I haven’t said a word. “I still thought you were a spoiled brat who’d run back to your comfortable life the minute things got dangerous. That you wouldn’t think twice about abandoning our investigation because you never really cared about it, or me. But now … you better have a damn good reason, Rosie. Have you told Cooper?”

“No, because—”

“Coward!” But there’s real hurt behind her disdain.

“Because I’m not leaving! Grace, listen! I’m staying!” I shout.

She comes to a halt and stares at me. “You’re not leaving?”

“No. Who told you that I was?”

She drops into the wrought-iron chair across from me, irritably pushing a strand of wet hair out of her face. “Dad. He was monstrously pleased with himself this morning. He was whistling while he filled up the water jugs … Ma asked if he’d gotten more opening weekend reservations.”

The hotel is on track to open in time for Labor Day weekend. The major construction is finished. It’s only a matter of paint and wallpaper and furnishings, then inspections. And the landscaping and exterior painting, once the storm passes.

“What do reservations have to do with me?”

“Nothing. Dad said he had good news, but not about the hotel. He said you were heading back to Washington, and we would all be better off without your poisonous influence. I asked if he’d done something to scare you off, and he told me to watch my mouth. But he didn’t deny it.” Grace lowers her voice. “You can’t leave, Rosie. No one else understands what it’s been like with Daisy in my head. And Stanley—you promised you’d be here for me when we broke up, remember?”

“You know that saying about counting your chickens before they’re hatched?” I grit my teeth. Grace nods. “Well, your father assumed I’d capitulate to his blackmail. But I won’t.”

“What does he have on you?” she asks. I hesitate. “Come on. You know all my secrets. Just tell me. I won’t think any less of you, I promise.”

“You might.” Behind Grace, gray clouds scud across the sky. The rain picks up.

“Did you cheat on a test? Is that why you and your roommate fell out?” I shake my head, miserable, trying to find the right words. “Were you caught with a boy in your dorm?” I shake my head again. “You might as well confess. If my father knows, it won’t stay secret for long. He’s like a dog with a bone. And he really wants you gone.”

I shudder. If Joe Harrow killed Daisy because she got in his way, what could he do to me?

Focus, Rose. It’s better for Grace to hear this from me. I take a deep breath. “It wasn’t a boy in my room.”

Grace’s eyes widen. “Was it more than one boy?”

“No!” I huff. “It was a girl.”

She blinks at me. “You mean your roommate?”

“No. Thea … She was my first kiss. My first crush. We snuck around together for months.” It all spills out: our trysts in the stable that fall and winter, how they petered out by spring, how we hardly spoke this year till Thea helped me home from the bonfire. How Clara walked in right as Thea was about to kiss me. How Mr. Harrow intercepted my letters and used them to blackmail me.

I run out of breath and stare at Grace, trepidatious. I can’t read her face. Is she scandalized—furious—disgusted? Mostly, she looks … confused.

“What about Cooper?” she asks. “Is that a sham?”

“No.” I flush, remembering how I kissed him in Auntie’s office yesterday. “I like Coop.”

Grace props her chin in her hands. “Maybe you were just confused. I practically worshiped Julia Abbott when I was in seventh grade. She was my senior pal, a cheerleader, and I was a spotty little nobody. She made me brownies and let me come over and watch her and her friends get ready for Homecoming. Every other sentence out of my mouth was Julia says.”

I wish it were that simple. “Did you want to kiss Julia?”

“No. I wanted to be her.”

“I admired how confident Thea was. But I wanted to kiss her, too. Sometimes I want to kiss other girls. But I also want to kiss boys, especially Coop. I—I don’t think I’m a lesbian.” I whisper the word. Tears spring into my eyes. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me.”

“There’s nothing wrong with you,” Grace says staunchly. She looks down at the table. “Have you ever wanted to kiss me? That’s not why you’ve been helping me, is it? Because you think I’m pretty?” She makes it sound like a curse.

“What? No.” I don’t laugh, but almost.

“Well, you don’t need to look so amused! Cooper and I look a lot alike. But I’m prettier.”

I grin through my tears. “Are you? He’s awfully pretty. And he’s nicer.”

“He is nicer,” Grace agrees. “You’re sure you’ve never wanted to kiss me?”

“Never,” I assure her. “Do you want to kiss every boy you meet?”

She shudders. “No. Hardly any, really.”

“It’s the same for me. Only with boys and girls.” I sigh. “I really do like Coop. And your father threatened to show him those letters, too. I don’t know what he’ll think of me when he reads them. I know there have been…” I hesitate, but I can’t imagine she’s never heard the slurs. Especially from Stan. “Rumors. About Coop being … preferring the company of boys?”

Grace sets her jaw. “Where did you hear that?”

“Something Stan insinuated.”

Anger flashes over her face. “I gave Billy Patterson a bloody nose for calling Cooper a fairy once. Nobody ever said it again. At least not in front of me.” She gazes at me, weighing something. “I thought maybe it was true. But he really likes you, Rose. I don’t know. Maybe he likes boys and girls, like you.

“He won’t think less of you if he finds out about Thea, I know that much. I don’t think less of you.” Grace takes my hand as I blink back tears, my throat knotted with gratitude. “But we can’t let my father keep those letters, or he’ll find some way to use them against you. I’ll get them back for you.”

“You would do that?” If she gets caught—

Grace nods. “I’m not going to let him hurt you.”

Her friendship is fierce. Powerful.

“There’s something else I have to tell you.” I hesitate again.

Grace smooths her teal skirt. “You’re lucky I’m so good at keeping secrets.”

“I know, but this one isn’t mine.” I take another deep breath. “Grace, it was Ella.”

She stares at me until the penny drops. “Is she all right?”

I feel my own rush of tenderness at her response.

“She’s been seeing Daisy, too, this whole time. She thought she was sick, like Anna, and that if she told anyone, even me, she’d be sent away.” All my fears, magnified.

I hate that my sister has been suffering alone.

I relay what happened last night.

“Maybe if I had ever fought back, I could have taught Stanley a lesson.” Grace’s expression is pained. “He might still be alive.”

“No,” I say firmly. “You can be sorry he’s gone, but it’s not your fault he couldn’t keep his hands to himself. It’s really not.”

Grace nods, but it’s clear that she’s still working on believing it.

“So it wasn’t Magnolia after all.”

“No. I wonder if she’s seen Daisy, too, though? She says the hotel gives her the heebies.”

Grace rolls her eyes. “Everything gives her the heebs. Has she told you about her nana the spiritualist? Honestly, I’m surprised Dad didn’t break that spirit board over her head.”

Wait a minute. “Grace!” I remember her father telling us about Maggie’s Ouija board. “Your dad said, ‘I won’t have nonsense like that in my house.’ Remember? Do you think that means it’s here? In the hotel?”

Grace gasps. “You’re a genius! If we can find it…”

Excitement thrums under my skin. “We can try to contact Daisy.”







CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
GRACE



When I finally dash through the pelting rain back to the cottage, I expect a tongue-lashing for staying up at the hotel all afternoon jawing with Rose instead of helping to prepare for the storm. (Really, Rose and I were tossing Dad’s office, looking for Magnolia’s spirit board. We had Lou stationed on the front porch as a lookout. Luckily, we didn’t need her, because she got distracted jumping in puddles in the driveway. We didn’t find it, anyhow.)

The cottage is dark and quiet. Where is everybody? I hear a groan and follow it to my (our) bedroom. Ma and Dad are standing over Magnolia’s bed. Magnolia is propped up against a mountain of pillows, sweat darkening the curls around her flushed face.

“The baby’s coming, Grace!” she says.

I look at Ma, alarmed. Magnolia isn’t due for weeks. I never really thought about where she’d give birth, but I certainly didn’t expect it would be my bedroom! I’ve seen the aftermath of deliveries at the Harrow Home. Lots of blood and other fluids.

“False labor pains,” Dad says dismissively. “Seen it a hundred times.”

Ma’s brow is furrowed. “I don’t know. She’s not very far along, but…”

The back door bangs. Cooper hurries in, soaked to the gills. He takes off his specs and rubs them on the hem of his T-shirt. “Got as far as Razor Creek. Water’s already up over the bridge.”

It figures that Magnolia would go into labor during the worst storm in years. It’s been raining cats and dogs the last couple hours, and the worst isn’t supposed to hit till tomorrow morning.

“Did you phone for Nurse Mackey?” I ask. She lives down in Kent Narrows.

“No answer,” Ma says. “They probably evacuated.”

“I told you, it’s false labor. First babies are always late,” Dad insists.

“If need be, I’ll call Birdie. She can walk me through it,” Ma says reassuringly. She isn’t a midwife, hasn’t the education or formal training, but she’s helped Mrs. O’Neill and Mrs. Mackey deliver dozens of babies over the years. “I’d like to give the baby a little more time, though. He hasn’t dropped yet, and he’s breech.”

“What does that mean?” Magnolia bites her lip.

“It means he’s coming out feetfirst instead of headfirst. We can try to turn him, but you might feel some pressure … Joe, Cooper, give the girl some privacy, for heaven’s sake! She doesn’t want any men around!” Ma reproaches.

Cooper herds Dad out of the room.

“I’m going to get us some cold water.” Ma eyes me. “Stay with Maggie. And Grace—be nice.”

Magnolia’s face crumples the moment Ma leaves. “Am I gonna die?”

I plop down next to her. “Oh, hush. Nobody dies from having a baby anymore, silly.” But I can’t help thinking of Dessa Slaughter and her baby who came too early.

“He’s too little,” Magnolia frets. “Caleb’s supposed to bake another five weeks.”

“Caleb?” I raise my eyebrows. I didn’t figure her for the biblical type.

“That’s what I’ve been calling him.” Magnolia pats her belly, then moans as another contraction swamps her. She grabs my hand and squeezes, hard.

Ma and the midwives always shooed Cooper and me outside when the girls really started howling. Seeing the pain on Magnolia’s face, I resolve for the thousandth time that I am never having children.

Outside, the rain is drumming against the shutters. “Don’t leave me alone with him. Please,” she begs when the contraction’s over.

“The baby? Why? Afraid you’re gonna drop him on his head?”

“No, your dad. Please, Grace. I know you don’t like me much. I’m sorry for flirting with Stan, all right? I didn’t mean anything by it. But don’t leave me alone with your dad, please!”

Magnolia’s not being silly this time. She’s genuinely scared.

It’s catching. My heart starts to race.

“What did he do?” I whisper.

Her eyes are owlish. “He told Daddy he’d take care of me like I was his own daughter. But I’ve seen the way he treats you. And he said he’s never lost a girl in childbirth—but that’s a lie, too, isn’t it? What about the ghost?”

Rose was right. Maggie’s seen Daisy.

“Ella’s seen her, too. I’m not fibbing, I swear. I have the sight. I told you, my nana—”

“Was a spiritualist. I know.” But my voice doesn’t have as much bite as usual.

Maggie flips a sweaty curl off her forehead. “People in Richmond came to her to contact their dearly departed. She held séances. It was all the rage with her society friends.” She lowers her voice. “Ella swiped my spirit board back from your dad.” That’s where it is. That little sneak! “We were going to contact the ghost, but Ella chickened out.” Maggie grabs my hand again. “It’s true, though, isn’t it? She’s the ghost of a girl who died here. And I bet she’s not the only one. Your dad doesn’t care if I die, he only cares about selling my baby!”

“Ma won’t let anything happen to you, Maggie. She’ll be here the whole time.”

Ma comes back with a jug of water that she pours into the old-fashioned washbasin. She wipes Maggie’s brow with a wet cloth. The room is hot and stuffy with the hurricane shutters closed. Sweat drips down my back, puddling at the base of my spine.

Is Maggie’s life really in danger?

“Try to relax, honey,” Ma says. “The best thing we can do is give the baby a little more time. Maybe he’ll drop on his own.”

“It hurts,” Maggie says in a small voice.

“I know.” Ma puts liniment on her lower back and rubs it in comforting circles.

The rest of the evening passes in fits and starts. Ma tends to Maggie and periodically checks under her skirt to see how things are progressing. Slowly, seems to be the consensus. I wave Ma’s church fan in front of Maggie’s face and read aloud from her latest Seventeen magazine. Eventually, Ma cracks the shutters to let in some air. She brings the radio, so we can listen to a mix of big band music and hurricane updates. Eventually, around ten o’clock, she sends me to Cooper’s room to try and get some sleep.



There’s a knocking, louder than the shutters bumping into the glass with every big gust of wind. I grumble and burrow into the blankets. The pounding rain helped drown out Maggie’s cries. I wonder if she and Ma got any sleep at all.

!

Cooper springs up and goes to the door. “How’s Maggie?”

I stumble over, bleary-eyed. Rain is driving against the roof. Thunder growls in the distance. Have we reached the eye of the storm?

“The baby is coming, and he’s still breech. There’s no way to get Maggie to the hospital. I tried to call Mrs. O’Neill, but the lines are down. I want you two to go up to the main house. Ask Joan to come down here.”

Dad comes up behind Ma. “I told you, I don’t want that woman in my house! Why can’t Grace help you?”

Ma lowers her voice. “If we can’t turn the baby, there’s a risk the cord will get caught around his neck and make it so he can’t breathe. It could catch around one of his limbs. Do you want to lose this child? Or one of his arms or legs? Or Maggie? The poor girl has already been in labor for fourteen hours. She’s young and healthy, but … I’m worried, Joe. I need someone with some experience.”

What experience does Mrs. Langford have with babies?

“I don’t like it.” Dad sneers. “There are things you don’t know about that Thorpe girl. I don’t want the kids spending the whole day with her.”

“For God’s sake, Joe, can’t you put your ridiculous vendetta aside for one day?”

My eyes widen. Ma never blasphemes. And she never calls Dad ridiculous, even when he is.

“You are responsible for the well-being of this girl,” she continues. “In the event that difficult decisions have to be made about which life to save—”

“The baby,” Dad says.

“Maggie!” I shout.

She was right. Dad doesn’t care if she lives or dies. There will always be more girls in trouble.

“What would Maggie want, if it comes to that?” Of course Cooper would think of that.

“She’s a child, she doesn’t know what she wants.” Dad scoffs.

“Hopefully it won’t come to that. Hurry up and get dressed, you two. Be careful walking to the hotel. I wouldn’t be surprised if some of those old oaks come down in this wind. And if the tornado siren goes off, get yourselves down to the cellar, quick.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Cooper says. I nod, but my mind is spinning.

If Mrs. Langford comes down to the cottage, we’ll be at the hotel without any adults. And I know exactly how we can pass the time.



The wind has risen to a gale that twists the trees and snatches hair from my braid. The stakes holding up Ma’s tomatoes and sunflowers have blown down; her berry bushes and cornstalks are a wild tangle, too. Melons sit in mud puddles. Cooper and I run through the garden and arrive on the hotel’s doorstep drenched and disheveled.

!

Rose leads us to the library, where she and Ella and their aunt are playing gin rummy. Dad would have a fit; he believes playing cards is sinful, akin to gambling, even if they aren’t playing for money. They’ve built a fire in the fireplace, and the room smells of woodsmoke and toast and strawberries. It’s all very cozy, in stark contrast to the dire atmosphere at the cottage. Rose explains that (probably as a consequence of playing out in the rain yesterday) Lou is suffering from the sniffles, so she’s tucked up in bed. I say I’m sorry to hear it, but that’s a lie; I’m glad to have the little one out of the way, considering what I’ve got planned.

We explain to Mrs. Langford that Ma needs her help. “Of course. I’ll do whatever I can.”

Ella laughs. “What do you know about having babies? You aren’t a nurse!”

Her aunt rocks backward, a funny look on her face. “Actually, darling, I know a bit more than you might think. I had a baby girl of my own.” Ella and Rose both let out gasps. “It was right after William left for France. May 2, 1942. Catherine was stillborn. My little Cate. She would have been the same age as Lou. I like to think they would have been the very best of friends.”

“Auntie!” Rose presses her fingers to her mouth. “I’m so sorry. Father never told us.”

“I didn’t know.” Tears glisten in Ella’s brown eyes. “I never—”

“Of course you didn’t. Rosie was away at school, and Ella, you were still a child. And your father can’t bear any unpleasantness.” Mrs. Langford’s jaw goes tight. “You must all pray for Magnolia and her baby. Will you do that for me?” We nod. “Let me change into my grubbies. Then I’ll go. Of course I’ll go.”

She glances down at her white sweater and pedal pushers, and I realize she doesn’t want to get Maggie’s blood on her nice clothes.



After Mrs. Langford leaves, Ella checks on Lou and reports that she’s napping. Rose bustles around, making us all toast and tea. I tease her about knowing how to use the stove, but my heart’s not really in it. Rose brings everything into the library on a silver tray. I nibble one of the strawberry muffins Ma made yesterday. Cooper scarfs two, plus a slice of buttered toast.

!

I feel like I’m about to heave a bomb into a tea party.

“Ella, where is Maggie’s spirit board?”

“What spirit board?” She’s a better liar than her big sister, I’ll give her that.

“I know you nabbed it from Dad’s office, you little phony. Maggie said you two were going to have a séance, but you chickened out.”

“I did not!” Ella huffs, tossing her dark hair. “We had the candles all set up, and we made a salt circle and everything—and then a branch tapped against the window and Maggie practically peed herself. She said it was on account of the baby, but it was not!”

“Perfect.” I give her a big smile. “If you’re not scared, go get it.”

“A séance? What are you talking about?” Cooper looks puzzled.

God, he is going to be furious with me.

Rose spills hot coffee on herself and hisses. “I don’t think now is the right time, Grace.” She looks at Cooper anxiously. I’m not the only one he’s going to be angry with.

But we might not get another chance. And if Daisy deigns to talk to us, we’ll finally know what happened to her. What my father did.

Ella senses the argument brewing and hops up from her armchair. “I’ll go get it now.”

“You want to do a séance?” Cooper’s voice is rich with disbelief. “You don’t believe in any of that supernatural bunk.”

“I do now.” I take a deep breath. “There’s a ghost here, Cooper. She’s real. It’s not a joke.” His gaze darts from me to Rose and back again, searching for the punch line. “I’ve been seeing her for months. She shows up in reflective things: mirrors, mostly, at first, but also spoons and windows and the pool and the frying pan. That’s why I’ve been so jumpy. So angry. Well, part of the reason, anyhow … It started back in March. When I broke your nose trying to get at Dad. She gets in my head and she—she takes my anger and magnifies it, because she’s angry, too. She’s furious. I’ve never felt anything like it … But sometimes … sometimes she goes too far.” I swallow hard, thinking of Stanley.

Cooper searches my face. “You’re kidding. Right? You’re kidding me?”

“She’s not.” Rose’s hands are dying birds, flapping anxiously. “There was no stray cat. I’m the one who scratched your dad’s face. He was threatening me. I tried to reason with him, but he wouldn’t hear it. I blinked, and my nail was broken, and his face—” She shudders, remembering. “I didn’t know what I’d done, because it wasn’t really me. It was her.”

Cooper scrubs a hand through his messy hair. “Look, you lost your temper. I don’t blame you. Dad can be a mean son of a bitch. You don’t need to make up a ghost to account for it.”

I grind my teeth. “We’re not making anything up!”

“I swear it,” Rose says.

“Then how come I haven’t seen her?”

“I don’t think she trusts men,” Rose says. “But Ella and Lou have seen her, too.”

“And Maggie,” I add.

“You’ve been seeing a ghost all summer, and nobody told me?” His voice rises. He leans forward in the leather armchair, his hands white-knuckled as he grips the armrests. He’s mad. Cooper never gets mad. He’s like Ma that way, ridiculously, frustratingly even-keeled.

“I didn’t tell anybody,” I explain, trying to be patient. “I thought I was losing my marbles. I was scared if Dad found out, he would try to beat the demons out of me! It wasn’t till I found out Rose could see her, too, that I knew she was real.”

Rose and I take turns explaining, ending with our visit to Mrs. Wheeler. “The photograph proved it,” Rose says. “Daisy is our ghost.”

“I don’t think she ever left the Harrow Home,” I add. A gust of air sweeps through the room from the cracked-open windows, and I shiver. “I think Dad did something to her.”

“Hold on.” Cooper temples his fingers together. “You think Dad murdered this girl?”

I look him right in the eye. “You know what a bully he is.”

Cooper glances away. He’s quiet for a minute. “Why didn’t you tell me? You two teamed up weeks ago, and you kept it from me.” He stares into the fire. “Did you think I was too soft? Too much of a sissy?”

“No one thinks that.” Rose tries to hold his hand, but Cooper jerks it away from her. “Don’t blame Grace. It’s my fault. I didn’t trust you at first.”

“You still don’t. Would you have told me now if you didn’t have to?”

We’re both silent. “Not until we knew for sure,” I admit.

Cooper looks at Rose, hurt written all over his features. “I would’ve believed you. I would’ve tried to help. I’d never do anything to put you or Grace in danger.”

“I know. But when you grow up with a dad like mine—” Rose shakes her head.

“Or ours,” I add.

“It’s not so easy to trust,” Rose says. “That their idea of help isn’t being locked away.”

“Like my mom.” Ella is holding a long, thin box in one hand and a fistful of tapered white candles in the other. Where Rose’s face is shuttered, hers is open and vulnerable. “She was sick. Depressive. ‘An excess of emotion,’ they called it. When I was Lou’s age, Dad sent Mama to Switzerland. There was an experimental treatment called a lobotomy; it was supposed to fix her. But they botched it, and now she’s like a child. That’s why Rosie was scared to tell you. Why I was scared to tell anybody.”

Ella gulps. “I’m the one who killed Stanley. And Mr. McIntosh. Well. Me, and Daisy. I don’t remember it, but I was there. That’s why we’ve got to do the séance today, before I hurt anyone else. Before she does, using me or Rose or Grace or, God forbid, Lou.”

Huh. Ella might look like a wobbly foal, but she has gumption.

“I’m just trying to understand.” Cooper blows out a breath.

“Well, we don’t have time for that,” Ella says, not unkindly. “Where does Auntie keep the matches, Rose?”

Right as she crosses the threshold of the library, there’s a colossal boom of thunder, and the lamps flicker. Once. Twice. Ella’s eyes go enormous.

The third time the lamps flicker, they stay out.

“See? Perfect weather for a séance.” My voice hardly even shakes.







CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
ROSE



Ella rummages in Auntie’s office and comes back with a matchbook. She and Grace move around the library, lighting half a dozen candles and placing them in crystal candlestick holders, as the wind moans outside. I watch Coop out of the corner of my eye. His brow is furrowed, his full mouth turned down. He must feel so angry and betrayed.

And he still doesn’t know the whole of it.

Ella takes the spirit board out of the box. It’s a thin wooden rectangle with black markings. The word YES sits at the top left, next to a full moon. The word NO sits at the top right, next to a crescent moon and a small star. In between stretches a banner: OUJIA: REGISTERED TRADEMARK. Then the alphabet is spelled out in two rows, and numbers one through zero beneath it. In each bottom corner, there’s a star inside a circle, with the ominous words GOOD BYE between them. There’s also a three-cornered wooden doodad printed with the word OUIJA and the information of the William Fuld company.

I’m not easily spooked, but this thing gives me the heebies.

“Did Magnolia say how it’s supposed to work?” Grace asks.

Ella is pleased to be in the know. “First we establish a circle. Maggie and I used salt, but with four of us, we can form a circle ourselves.”

She shoves aside the coffee table and sits cross-legged on the Oriental carpet. I plop down next to her, glad I wore trousers today. Coop sits on my other side, more than an arm’s length away. I might as well be a leper. Grace is across from me, ladylike in her mint-green dress, her knees tucked to one side.

Ella places the spirit board in the middle. “Now we each put two fingers on the planchette. But don’t push it. The spirit will move it.”

Following her example, I place my fingers on the three-cornered doodad.

“Are we ready?” Ella glances around the circle. We all nod, but Coop’s brown eyes are skeptical behind his specs.

“We summon the spirit of Daisy Wheeler. We want to speak with you, Daisy. We want to know what has disturbed your eternal rest.” Ella enunciates every word carefully, as though she’s announcing her name and musical selection to a crowded recital hall.

We stare at one another.

“Let’s try a simpler question,” I suggest. “Daisy, are you here?”

I wait for the planchette to swing across the board of its own volition.

Nothing happens.

Coop is the first to pull his hand away. “This is ridiculous.”

“It’s not,” Ella says, affronted. “Of course it won’t work if you don’t believe!”

“It’s no more ridiculous than the ghost turning up in my teaspoon,” I point out.

“Or the toaster.” Grace scowls. “She’s always turning up like a bad penny. Now that we actually want her, she’s nowhere to be found. She’s probably off haunting poor Maggie.”

“Let’s try again,” Ella says.

We put our fingers back on the planchette. I take a deep breath. Listen to the grumble of thunder. The candles flicker. Is it the howling wind, or something more?

“Daisy! Daisy, we summon you!” Ella cries.

“Tell us what you need,” Grace says. “Tell us how to help you.”

Nothing happens.

“Maybe we should start with something easier. Yes or no questions,” I suggest.

Ella nods. “Daisy, are you here?”

This time, the planchette inches across the board until it nudges YES.

Coop yanks his hand into his lap. “Okay, which one of you pushed it?”

“Coop!” Ella wails. “It was finally working! Don’t scare her off!”

Grace swats him. “Put your hand back.”

Reluctantly, he places two fingers on the planchette.

“Your name is Daisy, isn’t it?” Grace asks. “Daisy Wheeler?”

The planchette gives a sharp jerk over the word YES. A confirmation. Grace and I look at each other with wide eyes. I knew it!

“Everyone thinks you ran away, but you didn’t, did you,” Grace says. “Did you die here? At the Harrow Home?”

The planchette gives another sharp jerk. YES.

Goose bumps rise over my arms. Ella glances at me, clearly spooked.

“Did you die in childbirth?” Grace asks.

The planchette zips across the board to the right. NO.

Grace takes a deep breath. “Did you die of—natural causes?”

NO.

Grace sets her jaw, her expression flinty. “Were you murdered?”

The planchette sweeps across the board. YES.

Ella snatches her trembling hand from the planchette and presses it to her mouth. “Oh my God.”

“Ella,” Grace chides. “Can you do this or not?”

Ella nods nervously, gathers her courage, and puts her fingers back on the planchette.

“Tell us who killed you,” Grace says.

The planchette doesn’t move.

“Who killed you?” Grace is almost shouting.

The planchette inches forward. I hold my breath as it approaches the J. The O.

“Was it—” Ella gulps.

“Did Joe Harrow kill you?” Grace is steely.

YES.

“Holy shit,” Grace says, with a look of stunned vindication. “He did it.”

I glance at Coop. His face is blank. Then he grabs the planchette and hurls it across the room. It clatters off a bookshelf. I start at the sudden violence of it. Across the circle, Grace flinches.

“This is bull.” Coop scrambles to his feet. “Dad’s not—look, he’s not a good guy. He has a temper. We all know that. But he’s not a murderer!”

You sure about that?

“It doesn’t make sense,” he says. “The Harrow Home meant everything to him. It wasn’t just his livelihood, it was his legacy. And he had newborn twins. He wouldn’t be rash enough to murder a teenaged girl and bury her on the property. If he was caught—”

There’d be repercussions for that. If it was a girl like me.

Not if she was a nobody. A girl he thought no one would ever miss.

Outside, the thunder is receding. The rain is slowing. Is the worst over?

Grace stands. “You always want to think the best of people. You have such a big heart, Cooper. That’s a strength, not a weakness. I know you don’t want to believe Dad’s capable of this. But you’ve got to face facts. He killed that girl. He’s a murderer.”

“He’s evil,” I drawl, clambering to my feet. “That man is pure evil.”

All the candles in the room go out, like a giant blowing out his birthday candles. There’s only the flickering orange light from the fire.

Ella reaches toward me. “Rosie?” Her voice is shrill. Scared. She looks at Grace. “Why does she sound like that?”

Why does she seem so afraid?

“Because that’s not Rosie,” Grace whispers.

I walk toward the boy, squinting at him.

“He killed me. Drug me outside an’ shot me like I was a rabid dog an’ he was puttin’ me out of my misery.” I pat the spot, four inches below my breastbone. “But he warn’t. ’Cause I didn’t die quick. I screamed and screamed, an’ nobody came. He just sat there an’ watched. Didn’t lift a finger to ease my sufferin’. He wrapped me in old blankets an’ buried me in the dirt. No prayers or nothin’. You’d do more for a dog.”

“Why?” Grace asks. “Why would he do that?”

“’Cause I was gonna run off. And I was gonna take Em with me. He said I was a pervert. But it warn’t like that. I loved Em like a sister.”

Is that how Em felt, too? Or was she in love with you?

Ella is cowering against the davenport. “All right, now we know. Let Rose go.”

I’m right here. I’m still here, Ella!

“No, wait,” Grace says. “What do you need, Daisy?”

What do I need?

“Revenge. I want to see that man bleed. I want him to call for help an’ know nobody’s comin’. I want to see him in the ground an’—”

“Stop it!” The boy grabs my arm and shakes me. “Rose! Rose, come back!”

Maybe there’s more of his father in him than I thought.

I push him. Hard, two-handed. He trips over the coffee table. His glasses fall to the floor.

Should’ve pushed him harder. Maybe a broken leg would teach him some manners.

“Put your hands on me again an’ you’ll regret it,” I growl.

“Don’t touch her,” Grace warns.

Smart girl.

“Grace, please!” Ella whines.

Crybaby. I thought she was stronger.

“Where are you? Did the construction disturb your rest?” Grace asks.

“I can’t rest. Not while he’s breathin’.”

“But something disturbed you.” Bullheaded, that one. “I started seeing you right after the construction began. Where did he take you? Was it down by the water?”

She’s strong. She’ll be the one to do it, when the time comes. Grace.

“Under the larkspur,” I say. “I can hear the bees and the hummin’birds.”

“That’s enough!” Ella stalks over to me, glaring. “Get out of my sister’s head. Now.”

Guess she’s got some iron in her after all.

“Wait! One more question. I’ll be quick!” Grace glances at the boy, worried-like. “Are you our birth mother?”

The boy whirls, and I tense, but he’s only gawping at her. “Why would you ask that? Grace, why in the hell would you ask her that?”

I called my boy Charles. Charlie. He had dark hair and dark eyes and a sweet little nose. He was beautiful. That monster took him from me.

“No,” I say, but my voice is threadbare as an old rug.

Rose is fighting back. She can feel me in her head this time.

Let me go. Please. We’ll help you. We’ll get justice for you.

Justice? It’s not justice I want.

“Rose. Rosie!”

Ella has both hands on my shoulders. She’s shaking me.

“What are you doing? Stop that,” I say irritably. Coop and Grace are standing behind her, all three of them peering down at me.

My limbs feel wobbly and strange. The library is lit only by the gray gleam from the cracked windows and the glowing ashes in the grate. When did the candles go out? When did the fire burn down? I sit heavily on the sofa, the room spinning around me.

My head aches like I’ve been bludgeoned. My mind feels foggy. We lit candles. We were all sitting on the floor for some reason. What were we doing?

Behind them, on the carpet, I spot Magnolia’s spirit board.

It comes back to me in a rush. We were trying to contact her.

Daisy.

“Should we get her a glass of water? Or some scotch?” Coop’s brow is furrowed. He isn’t wearing his specs. His face seems more open, younger.

“No, just give her a minute,” Ella says. “You believe us now, huh?”

“About the ghost? Yeah.” Coop turns to his sister. “Why did you ask her that?”

Grace sighs. “Because our eyes are brown, Cooper. And there’s something fishy about that summer. Dad didn’t admit any new girls from May to August, and—”

“Because Ma was expecting!” Coop says.

“He fired the whole staff, except Birdie. She said she couldn’t remember delivering us, but she warned Rose not to cross Dad.”

“That doesn’t mean we’re adopted!” Coop protests.

“Maybe. Maybe not. We can argue about it later, okay? Right now, we need a shovel. There’s one in the gardening shed.” Grace pulls her long hair back into a ponytail. “We’ve got to go. We’re in the eye of the storm, but I don’t know how long it’s gonna last.”

“What do we need a shovel for?” Coop asks, aghast.

I gasp. Daisy. Daisy was in my head. In my body.

Ella pats my arm comfortingly. “It’s awful, isn’t it.”

I touch my face, my chest, my knees, making sure I’m here. That I’m me again. How long was I gone? Three minutes? Five? Ten? I could feel Daisy controlling my body. Speaking out of my mouth. Pushing Cooper with my hands!

His glasses! “Did I hurt you?”

He holds them out. One of the thick black arms has snapped and hangs crookedly. “Nothing some tape won’t fix.”

“I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.” But I’m also relieved. I could have really hurt him.

She could have hurt him. But I would have felt responsible, because she used me to do it.

“I’m sorry, Rose, that sounds very uncomfortable,” Grace says. “But we were right. Dad killed her. He shot Daisy in cold blood. And I think I know where he buried her. Hurry up and get your shoes and a raincoat. Dad will come for us the second that baby is born.”

I stare at her in disbelief. Uncomfortable? This went beyond discomfort.

“Grace, please tell me you don’t want to dig up that girl’s body,” Coop says.

“That’s exactly what I’m going to do.” She’s matter-of-fact.

“Let’s wait till after the storm and call the sheriff,” Coop begs. Exasperated, he rubs a hand over the freckled nape of his neck.

“It could be days before the telephone lines are back up. And what would you tell him? Sheriff Callaway, a ghost told us that our dad shot a girl and buried her under the larkspur. Would you mind digging up Ma’s flowers in case they’re hiding a body that you missed when you were out here searching for Aunt Em?” Grace scowls, and then her face goes funny.

“What is it?” I ask.

“Nothing. Nothing,” she lies. “I’ll do it myself if I have to, but I would like you to come with me, Cooper. I don’t know how deep Dad buried her. And the dirt is going to be wet, and heavy.”

Coop sighs, but he’s going with Grace and we all know it. He would never let his sister do this alone. Besides, I think part of him needs to see for himself. To know this is a mistake, or to have the terrible proof.

“Maybe you should stay here. You don’t look very good,” he says to me.

“Gee, thanks.” I stand, still shaky. “I need to see this through.”

“I’ll stay,” Ella volunteers. “You know. In case Lou wakes up.”

She seems relieved, and frankly I’m grateful she can save face by staying with Lou. She’s been through enough.

“If any of the adults come back, don’t let on where we went,” Grace says.

“I’ll do my best. I’m a pretty good liar now.” Ella gives a hollow laugh and hugs me tight. “Be careful, Rosie. Please.”

“I’ll be right back, safe and sound. Promise.”

I hope our grim errand won’t make a liar out of me.







CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX
GRACE



The sky is clear, but gunmetal-gray clouds threaten as Rose and Cooper follow me down the flooded gravel path, past the drained pool—now with muddy water and leaves clogging the pretty blue-and-gold Italian tile—and around the rain-bowed pink crepe myrtles. Before the renovation, there was nothing out here except the abandoned caretaker’s cottage and fields of wildflowers. All the farmland went to seed years ago. Dad never rented it out, even though we could’ve used the money.

Cooper and I used to play tag out here.

Did we chase one another, giggling, right over Daisy’s grave?

I’ve got to find her.

I’ve helped Ma enough to know what larkspur looks like. When we reach the tennis court, I point at the knee-high blue and white blossoms. Ma planted them all along the near side of the new clay court this spring.

“Where do we start?” Cooper leans against the shovel. It’s old, with a wooden shaft and a rusted handle, but it’s the only one we could find in the shed.

Is it the same one Dad used to bury Daisy?

I take it from Cooper and hold it in front of me like a water-dowsing rod. “Where?” I mutter out loud as I walk along the row of flowers. “Show me where, Daisy. Help me find you.”

I don’t know how long we have till the clouds let loose again. Or till Maggie’s baby is born and our families start hunting for us.

(I’ve hardly spared a thought for Maggie. Are she and the baby all right? What will Ma do if it comes down to saving Maggie’s life or Caleb’s?)

I’m listening so hard for Daisy’s voice in my head that I almost miss the buzzing. There’s a hummingbird nosing into a patch of blue larkspur a little darker than the rest. The bird is tiny, maybe three inches tall. It has a brilliant red throat and yellow-green feathers, and its small wings flutter unimaginably fast. It’s beautiful.

Daisy said she could hear the bees and hummingbirds.

“Here,” I say. “Try here.”

Cooper starts to dig. The soil is wet and heavy, but he makes quick work of it. His faded blue T-shirt darkens with sweat.

“If we find her—” Rose starts.

“When we find her,” I correct.

She crosses her arms. “We should tell Auntie first. She can phone the sheriff.”

“It could be days before they get the telephone lines back up,” I explain. Rose still doesn’t understand how isolated we are out here. “Cooper can go for the sheriff, soon as he can get over the bridge.”

I can’t help wondering about Ma. What she knew, and when. First about our birth parents (if my sneaking suspicions are correct), and then about the murder. Where was she when Dad dragged Daisy out of the house? Where was she while Daisy screamed and screamed for help that never came? Were Emmeline and the other wayward girls locked in their rooms for the night? Did they blame her screams on the wind and the Home’s old pipes?

If Ma knew, she would have told the sheriff. But if she didn’t have proof—if she had newborn twins to feed and no money of her own—

I don’t know. A desperate woman can put up with a lot of doubts.

Eventually, the rhythm of Coop’s shoveling—the scrape and thud of it—stops. My brother’s face is pale behind his freckles.

“What is it?” I ask.

In my heart, I already know.

I want this, I remind myself. I want proof. I want revenge for Daisy.

“I think I hit something,” he says. “Maybe it’s only a rock.”

Rose and I exchange knowing glances. Cooper lowers the shovel again. It makes a dull thud as it encounters something about three feet down. Either the topsoil was disturbed during construction of the tennis court, or Dad was so confident nobody would look for Daisy that he didn’t bother to bury her very deep.

You’d do more for a dog.

That son of a bitch.

Clouds are brewing to the east. We don’t have much time before the eye of the storm passes.

Eventually, saddle-brown leather emerges. Cooper drops to his hands and knees, then his stomach. He leans down, brushing the soil away with his palm, leaving only a muddy smear across the top. “I think it’s an old trunk.”

“It must be her.” Rose says what we’re all thinking. “What else would be buried out here?”

“Pirate treasure?” Cooper suggests, climbing to his feet. None of us laugh.

“We need to get down there and open it.” I don’t relish the idea of what we’ll find.

What does a body look like after seventeen summers in the ground?

Cooper runs a hand over his stubbled jaw. “Are you sure you want to do this? We could wait and call the sheriff.”

“No. We’ve come this far. I have to know,” I say.

“If Daisy’s in there, we have to lay her to rest properly.” Rose tucks a chestnut curl back into her pearl barrette. The wind is picking up, tossing the trees around the cottage, tangling the larkspur. “Mrs. Wheeler deserves to know what really happened to her. She deserves a chance to say goodbye.”

“If Daisy’s dead, who’s been sending her mom money every month?” I ask.

Rose chews on her lip. “Your mother?”

“No.” Cooper pants as he digs a narrow ledge along one side of the trunk, wide enough for him to stand on. “Ma wouldn’t cover up a murder.”

I’m not sure. “What if she only suspected? She’d want to make it right. Maybe she’s been skimming some of the grocery money to send to Mrs. Wheeler.”

The wind is howling now. We shouldn’t be out here; it’s dangerous. The first raindrops plash against my forehead.

Cooper throws the shovel down and jumps onto the ledge. Rose and I go to our knees to see better: her next to Cooper and me at the foot of the grave. The hem of my green dress is going to be nothing but mud. Rose is ruining her pretty raspberry linen trousers, and they probably cost a mint. I bet she wishes she’d summered in the Poconos with Clara and never come to this godforsaken place.

She wasn’t born into this mess like Cooper and me. She’s choosing to be here. For us.

I toss my brother the shovel, and he clears the edges of the trunk.

The cold rain pelts down in earnest. Rose’s short-sleeved wool sweater is dripping wet. She hugs her arms around herself.

“There.” Cooper’s breathing heavily. He’s revealed an old brown leather steamer. It looks like something our grandparents might have taken on their honeymoon trip to Niagara Falls. There are three brass latches along the front. “Should I try to open it?”

“Yes,” Rose and I say in unison.

He reaches down and flips open the first latch. The one farthest from him takes a little maneuvering, but he manages it. I take a deep breath as he tries the last one. Rose is chewing on her damn lip again.

Cooper rattles the latch. His face falls, and he swears. “It’s stuck. Or locked.”

Rose rubs a hand across her cheek, leaving a streak of mud behind. “Grace, do you have any bobby pins?”

Who does she think she is, Nancy Drew? I shake my head. “Just hit it!”

Cooper picks up the shovel and smashes it into the lock. Once. Twice. The latch busts and hangs crooked.

“Stop what you’re doing, son.”

My whole body goes ice-cold at my father’s voice.

He’s snuck up behind me while we were all focused on the trunk. His blue eyes are slits against the rain. And he’s holding his hunting rifle.

He’s holding his hunting rifle, and he’s pointing it at my brother.

“Put the shovel down, Cooper,” he says.

“Yes, sir.” Cooper tosses it in the mud at my feet.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing out here?” Dad’s thin mouth is a scowl. “We’re in the middle of a hurricane, for God’s sake!”

“You’re right,” Cooper says. “We should get back inside.” He climbs out of the grave. “How’s Maggie? Did she have the baby?”

“A boy,” Dad says. “It’s touch and go for her.”

Oh God, please let Maggie be okay. Let us all be okay.

“Let’s go back inside. Put the gun down, Dad,” Cooper urges. Rose and I kneel there in the mud, still as statues, silent as cemeteries. “Don’t do something else you’ll regret.”

“Something else?” Dad growls. I wince. “I haven’t done anything I regret, son.”

That son of a bitch. How dare he stand over my grave and say taking my life was nothing!

Dad swings the rifle toward Rose. “This is all your fault, you little snoop. I told you to mind your own business. I warned you. I told you to leave!”

“I am leaving. Tomorrow. As soon as the storm’s over,” Rose lies.

“We haven’t opened the trunk.” Cooper is inching his way toward Rose. “It could be family heirlooms. The good silver. We don’t know. I’ll cover it back up, and we’ll forget we ever saw it. Nobody needs to get hurt.”

What about me? He needs to pay for what he did! You promised!

Someone’s already been hurt. And what about Emmeline? Did Dad kill his kid sister once he’d gotten what he wanted?

He’s already a murderer. What’s to stop him from firing that gun at Rose?

I climb to my feet. “We all know what you did.”

He scoffs. “Shut your mouth, Grace.”

“You killed Daisy Wheeler. When we open that trunk, we’ll find her body.”

Dad sneers. “The girl ran away. She was troubled. She probably is dead, but not by my hand. Girls like that generally come to bad ends.” He glares at Rose. “You’re just like her.”

Dead, but not forgotten. Not yet. Not unless you let him get away with it!

Anger rises over me like high tide, ferocious, tumbling everything along in its wake. I want to make him say the words. “She told us you shot her. Is that the gun you used?”

“Shut up!” Dad lunges at me, switching the gun to his left hand so he can wallop me with his right. I stumble from the force of it, disoriented, ears ringing. I trip over the shovel and fall against the chain-link fence. My teeth bite into my lower lip, hard. My eyes blur with tears.

“Are you all right?” Cooper asks.

I nod, wiping blood and salt from my mouth.

Coward. Hitting girls half his age and half his size.

I can feel Daisy in my head. Her anger mingles with mine.

“I don’t know what kind of game you’re playing,” Dad says, glaring at Rose. “But it ends now, you hear me?”

“What are you going to do, kill her?” I ask. Dad is pointing the rifle at me again.

“Grace!” Cooper hisses.

“Like you killed Daisy and Emmeline?” I continue.

“Emmeline?” Dad looks at me, startled. The gun droops. “I didn’t kill Emmeline.”

“You’ll have to shoot all three of us.” Cooper raises his chin. “Can you do that? Shoot your own kids?”

Dad laughs. The sound is so out of place, so eerie, it gives me goose bumps. He lowers his voice, speaking to Cooper man-to-man over Daisy’s open grave. “You’re not mine.”

I knew it. I look to Rose, triumphant. I knew it!

“But I raised you, didn’t I? I fed you, clothed you. Kept a roof over your head. I did my best to teach you how to be a man. If I was strict, well, that was how my father raised me. ‘Spare the rod and spoil the child’ … Look, what happened to Daisy, that was an accident. I only wanted to scare her, but she was a mouthy little bitch … Nobody even missed her.”

“Put the gun down, Dad,” my brother says, his voice breaking on Dad. “Let the girls go back to the house. We’ll cover her back up, you and me. We’ll let the whole thing go.” He darts a worried glance at Rose.

“I see the way you look at her,” Joe Harrow says. “She doesn’t even like men! That girl’s playing you for a fool, and you can’t even see it.”

Rose flushes. “He’s more of a man than you’ll ever be!”

It happens so quickly.

He swings the rifle from me to Rose.

I don’t think. I move on instinct. While he’s facing Rose, his back to me, I pick up the shovel at my feet. I swing it with all my strength.

There’s a deafening crack as he fires. At the same time, I wallop him across the side of the head, and he crumples like a rag doll.

That wasn’t Daisy. That was all me.

I kick the rifle away from his body, and I stand over him with the shovel in my hands. He’s still breathing.

I could end this.

End him.

“Grace?” Rose is sprawled on the ground.

I knew it would be you.

“Are you okay?” I ask.

“I think so.” She sits up. “This big oaf tackled me. Are you all right, Coop?”

“I landed on my arm.” Cooper lets out a muffled groan. “I was trying to dive in front of you!”

“That’s very chivalrous.” Rose climbs to her feet. She’s shaking so hard her teeth are clacking together, but she extends a hand to help Cooper.

“He tried to shoot you!” He struggles to his feet.

“Well, thank God he’s a lousy shot,” she says. My brother pulls her into his arms and kisses the top of her head. “I’m fine. All in one piece. Thanks to Grace.”

I look down at the man who raised me. Who bullied me, beat me, bloodied me.

I could bash his skull in with this shovel.

The world would be a better place.

He tried to shoot Rose. She would lie for me. Say I had to do it in self-defense.

“No. Grace, don’t,” she says. Observant as always.

Or maybe my thirst for violence is written too clearly across my face.

I gaze down at the man on the ground. Laid out like this in the mud, he’s small. Weak. Pathetic.

Cowardly old worm. Do it.

I think of how many times he’s hit me. How many times he’s told me through words and deeds that I’m worthless. That there’s something in me—something stubborn and mouthy and bad—that he had to root out. For my own good.

“Grace,” Cooper says. “Gracie. I think my arm’s broken.”

Revenge. I need revenge. I can’t rest until he pays for what he did.

The rain turns into a downpour. The cold soak of it through my dress shocks me back to myself. And I am not Joe Harrow’s daughter.

“Not revenge,” I mutter. “Justice.”

I drop the shovel. “Rose, run back to the shed. Get the wheelbarrow and some twine. And see if you can find something to make a sling for Cooper’s arm.” I nod at the man who is still breathing, on the ground at my feet. “We’re going to need to tie him up good and tight before we wheel him back to the house.”

“Wait. I broke the lock on the trunk before Dad—he—before. We have to open it.” Coop’s pale and grimacing. “We have to know for sure.”

I look at Rose. She nods. It’s up to me now.

I jump into the makeshift grave. Tug at the broken latch.

I lift the lid.

I don’t feel vindicated by what I find inside the old steamer trunk. Only sad.

“Justice,” I promise what’s left of Daisy Wheeler. “He’s going to pay for what he did.”







CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN
ROSE



It’s been one hell of a day, and it’s not over yet.

“Rosie!” Ella runs out of the library as we wheel Joe Harrow through the front door. Rain pools around him, soaking his charcoal overcoat and wool trousers. Blood mats his dark hair, trickling down his neck and staining his white dress shirt. Grace tied his wrists together behind his back with twine. She must have hit him awfully hard. He’s still out cold, despite the pouring rain and the way the wheelbarrow wobbled over the pea-gravel path.

I wish I could’ve seen her brain him with that shovel, but I was busy diving face-first into the mud. I bet she was magnificent.

“Oh my God, what happened?” Ella spies the hunting rifle in Coop’s hand and the makeshift sling I fashioned from Mrs. Harrow’s gardening apron.

We’re all sopping wet and covered in grass and grave dirt. Grace’s lip is busted where Harrow hit her. I’m limping because I tripped and twisted my ankle in what Grace said was a groundhog hole. I would not trade my time here with my sisters and the Harrow twins for anything, but honestly, I’ve survived blackmail, vicious attacks on my character, and being shot at—and I was bested by a woodchuck?

“He tried to shoot Rose,” Coop says. “I dove in front of her, and I think I broke my arm.”

“Jackass,” Grace mutters.

“I’m fine,” I assure Ella, who’s on the verge of tears. “Coop was marvelous. And Grace bashed Harrow over the head with the shovel and probably saved my life.” I nod at the lumpen man in the wheelbarrow.

“Good.” Ella’s brown eyes are enormous in her thin face. “Did you find her? Daisy?”

Coop looks sick. “What’s left of her. He wrapped her in some old quilts and threw her in a trunk. It was buried out by the tennis court.”

“I’ve been playing out there every day,” Ella whispers. “She was so close the whole time.”

“How’s Lou?” I ask.

“Playing in her room with paper dolls. I told her to stay upstairs so she doesn’t give anyone her sniffles. But I made her hot cocoa and let her borrow my record player, so she’s happy as a clam.” Ella frowns. “Mr. Harrow came looking for you. I tried to distract him by asking about Maggie, but he stormed out. I was so afraid!”

She throws herself at me, and I squeeze her tight. “I’m all right. I promise.”

Will any of us ever be all right, ever again?

The twins have just learned that they were adopted in the most shocking fashion. Grace suspected, of course, but Coop … When the shock of it all and the pain of his injury wear off, how will he feel? What will it change for him?

“Is there a fire in the library? I’m so cold,” Grace says. We’re still standing in the lobby, dripping muddy water onto the refinished floor.

She wheels Harrow into the library and unceremoniously dumps him—and a not-insignificant amount of cold rainwater—onto the floor. He stirs but doesn’t wake.

“You really knocked him out cold, Gracie.” Coop places the hunting rifle on a high shelf of the bookcase. Then he collapses into one of the leather armchairs, letting out a pained hiss as he jostles his arm.

“Shall we fetch the scotch? It has medicinal properties, you know.” I smile, remembering the night of that ill-fated party, when he kissed me for the first time.

“I’ll get it!” Ella hurries from the room, eager to be useful.

“I’m trying to be manly, but it hurts like hell,” Coop admits.

I suspect it’s not just his arm that pains him.

“You poor thing. This is going to put a real dent in football season, I’m afraid.” I touch his good shoulder.

“I can’t believe Dad tried to shoot you,” Coop says.

“He’s not our dad.” Grace has thrown more logs onto the fire; now she huddles beside it. Rain drips from her limp ponytail and the muddy hem of her skirt. She’s clutching the fireplace poker, even though the fire is blazing. I exchange a concerned glance with Coop. I don’t entirely trust that she isn’t going to bash Harrow’s head in.

Not that I blame her.

It’s not every day a girl finds out the man who raised her is a cold-blooded killer.

“He’s tied up, Gracie. He can’t hurt you,” Coop says softly.

“He lied to us.” Grace is still facing the fire. “He and Ma both lied to us our whole lives. Aren’t you mad about that?”

Coop pauses to think. “Yeah. Yeah, I am. But we’re safe now. That’s what matters. He’ll go to jail for the rest of his miserable life. We’ll never have to see him again.”

“What if he wriggles out of it somehow?”

“He won’t,” I promise. “We’ll see to it. Auntie will help.”

I remember how Harrow called Daisy a nobody. He said no one missed her. But Daisy’s life shouldn’t be worth any less because she didn’t come from money. Because her father worked at a cannery instead of owning a string of fancy hotels.

Ella comes back with a bottle of scotch and some crystal tumblers. She pours Coop two fingers. “Down the hatch!” she says, then pours some for Grace and me.

I’ve barely sipped mine when someone pounds on the front door.

“Maybe that’s Ma.” Coop seems apprehensive.

Mrs. Harrow wouldn’t hammer on the front door like that.

Unless she’s come with bad news about Maggie. I go to the door and throw it open, expecting to find Mrs. Harrow in a headscarf. Instead, it’s—

My father?

And a woman I’ve never seen before, whom I can only presume is his new wife.

“Hullo, Rosie!” He presses past me into the lobby.

“What—what are you doing here?”

He looks well: twinkling blue eyes, generous mouth, and prominent ears in a ruddy face. His wavy brown hair is parted on the side and curled back from his forehead. When people want to flatter him, they say he looks like Spencer Tracy, and it’s not such a leap. He’s wearing chocolate trousers and a camel sports coat with a brown plaid tie. The lobby seems dwarfed and drab with him in it. He has that way about him.

“We wanted to surprise you!” Father says. “Where are my other girls?”

“We thought you were in Vienna.” I can’t believe he’s here. In America, on the Eastern Shore, in our hotel. I’m suddenly very conscious of the puddles on the floor. And the mud all over my trousers.

It never fails. In his presence, I always feel too much or not enough.

“After we heard about the recent unpleasantness, Lena suggested we cut our honeymoon short.” Father wraps an arm around his new bride and gives her a smacking kiss on the cheek. I assume by unpleasantness, he’s referring to Stanley’s death. “We got back to Washington yesterday and she insisted we come to see you girls right away, through hell or high water!”

“Did she?” I eye the newest Mrs. Thorpe. Despite their perilous drive through the storm, she’s spotless, and elegant as a film star. She’s easily ten years younger than Father. She wears her dark hair in soft, shoulder-length curls like Vivien Leigh. Her dress is a smart kelly green with a Queen Anne neckline and ruched elbow-length sleeves. And she’s tall. She towers over me as she leans in and air-kisses my cheek.

“Rose. It’s lovely to finally meet you.”

There’s something familiar about her. It tugs at me. “Charmed. How on earth did you make it through the storm? I thought the bridge into town was flooded. Is—did Milt drive you?” Can we send him to fetch the sheriff?

“No, I drove. It’s only rain in Washington. Joanie warned me it would be worse out here, but once I get an idea in my head…” Father’s unswayable. Stubborn as a mule.

“Auntie knew you were coming? She didn’t breathe a word!” The traitor. But then I remember her hints at breakfast yesterday about a special delivery that might be delayed because of the storm. I hope Lou won’t be too disappointed that Father isn’t an Indian elephant.

I’d rather have the puppy, I think.

Father grins at me. “We wanted it to be a surprise.”

I paste an answering smile on my face. “Well, it most certainly is.”

“I drove onto a flooded road up around Elkton. A farmer helped me fish the Caddy out and loaned me his truck. Cost a pretty penny, but the thing’s an absolute tank,” Father says. “We made good time after that. Now, where are my other girls?”

“Ella!” I shout. “Come see who’s come home from Europe very early!”

“Don’t holler like a fishwife, Rose. Go and get her,” Father chides. “Where are your manners? And why do you look like you’ve been wrestling a pig?”

I flush. “I’m sorry. There’s been some trouble with—”

“Is the electricity out?” he interrupts, glancing around the dim lobby.

“It is. And the phone lines are down,” I explain, as Ella and the twins troop out into the lobby, mud and blood and busted lip and all.

“Daddy! Thank God you’re here!” Ella throws her arms around his sturdy shoulders. Her smile sours. “And you must be our new mummy. Hello.”

Lena smirks. She takes in Ella, waifish in her pink romper. “It’s lovely to meet you, Ella.” She air-kisses her cheek. “And you must be the Harrow twins. Aren’t you tall and blond and terribly grown-up!”

“Thank you?” Coop says. Grace only stares.

There’s a thump from the library.

“What was that?” Father asks. “Where’s Joanie? And Lou? Lulu!”

I hope Lou won’t hear him over the record player and the storm.

“Lou’s got the sniffles,” I explain. “She’s playing in her room upstairs. Auntie’s down at the cottage helping to deliver a baby. We’ve had an awful—”

I’m interrupted by another thump. Grace bolts to the library. Coop and I dash after her. Mr. Harrow has woken up and wormed his way into a sitting position, his back propped against a bookshelf. Grace snatches up the fireplace poker. She clearly feels safer armed.

“Am I in Hell?” Harrow groans.

“No, but if there’s any justice, that’s where you’ll go,” Grace snaps.

“What on earth is going on here?” Father turns to Cooper. Of course he would turn to the only man in the room. “Is Harrow—good God, is he tied up?”

“I hit him over the head with a shovel.” Grace’s toothy smile is even more bloodthirsty with her split lip. “Then I tied his hands behind his back. For our safety. After he tried to shoot Rose.”

“He what?” Father shouts.

“Emmeline!” Harrow moans.

Grace nudges him with the poker. “Is your conscience troubling you? Any other murders you want to confess, while you’re at it?”

“Maybe you gave him a concussion,” Coop says. “You hit him pretty hard.”

The front door bangs open. “Grace? Cooper?” Martha Harrow bustles into the library in her raincoat and headscarf. She slumps against the doorframe when she spots the twins. “Oh, thank heavens. I took a little catnap, just closed my eyes for a few minutes while Joanie kept an eye on Maggie and the baby. When I got up, I saw that Joe’s hunting rifle wasn’t—” She gasps, her jaw dropping like a cartoon character’s. “It can’t be!”

I follow her disbelieving gaze across the room—not to her bound and bloodied husband, but to my father’s new wife.

Lena gives her an icy smile. “Hello, Martha.”

“I—but—how?” Mrs. Harrow sputters.

Joe Harrow groans. His rolling eyes focus not on his children, or his astonished wife, but on my father’s new missus.

“You!” he spits. “Am I dead? Am I in Hell?”

A terrible suspicion begins to gnaw at me.

I turn to Lena. “Have you visited the hotel before?”

A familiar smirk plays around her thin lips. “Not a visit, no.”

“I’ll ask again.” Father is accustomed to being heard and heeded the first time. “What is the meaning of this?”

I ignore his bellowing, perch on the arm of Coop’s wingback chair, and take a sip of the smoky-smooth scotch to fortify me.

“Ask your new wife,” I suggest. “Ask why she was so eager to buy this particular property. And why she wanted to race over here in the middle of a hurricane.”

“She wanted to meet my girls,” Father says staunchly. A wolf in business, but a real meatball when it comes to love. “I don’t know what you’re implying, but I don’t think I care for it, Rose.”

His wife eyes me appreciatively. “You’re clever. Your dad didn’t mention that.”

He wouldn’t, would he? He’s never noticed.

“That’s my no-good sister,” Harrow growls.

Grace sighs. “Your sister is dead. You’re concussed.”

“Missing,” Mrs. Harrow corrects. “Presumed dead. Her body was never found.”

I point at my stepmother. “You’re Emmeline Harrow.”

“In the flesh.” She gives that awful little smirk again. “I go by Lena now. Lena Thorpe has a nice ring to it, don’t you think?”

I’d like to give her a good whack with the fireplace poker. Is this all a game to her?

Father frowns. “You were Lena Jackson.”

She strokes the brown tweed of his arm. “I was married before, darling, you know that.”

“The morals of an alley cat,” Harrow mutters.

He’s said that before. When Sheriff Callaway was questioning Grace about meeting Stanley in the middle of the night. I thought he was baiting Auntie, but what if he wasn’t? What if he was actually baiting the sheriff—about Emmeline?

Mrs. Harrow is clearly distraught. “Why did you let us think you were dead?”

Lena waves a hand at her brother. “I didn’t want to end up like Daisy. And what did you care? You got what you wanted from me.”

I wince, glancing at Grace. If Emmeline and the sheriff had a love affair before Emmeline left town, then …

“I cared. Of course I cared!” Mrs. Harrow says. “And what do you mean, you didn’t want to end up like Daisy? She’s a singer in New York, like you two always talked about.”

“No, Ma.” Grace points the poker at Harrow. “Daisy never left the Harrow Home.”

“Shut up,” Harrow barks.

“He killed her. Dragged her out into the field and shot her like a rabid dog. We found her body this morning, what’s left of it after all these years. He buried her in an old steamer trunk by the tennis court. Under the larkspur you planted this spring. That’s why he tried to shoot Rose. Because we found out what he’d done.”

“You found her?” Lena glares at her brother, her fury bubbling over. “I knew it. I could never prove it, but … you son of a bitch!” She crosses the library and kicks him, hard.

“Stop it!” Harrow falls onto his side. Lena kicks him in the ribs. “Help!”

“Use this.” Grace holds out the fireplace poker. Coop swipes it from her.

“Lena, stop!” Father hauls her backward as she tries to kick Harrow again. “You never mentioned that you grew up here. Or that the owner of the property was your brother. Or that you were presumed dead by your family!”

She shrugs. “So I left some things out of my personal history. What does it matter? We’ve had a good time, haven’t we?” She smirks at her brother. “London. Paris. Zurich. Vienna. I finally got to see all the places Daisy and I dreamed about. All the places you said I’d never go.”

“Zurich?” Ella’s been so quiet, curled up in the armchair in the corner, I forgot she was here. “Did you visit Mama?”

The hope in her voice undoes me. Did our father take his beautiful young wife to visit his catatonic ex-wife in the sanitarium where he had her lobotomized? Of course not.

“It didn’t feel appropriate,” he hedges. Ella’s face falls. He turns back to Lena. “Have you been playing me for a fool?”

“No, darling. I’m very fond of you. Getting back at my brother— putting an end to the Harrow Home and assuring that he now works for me—I mean, us—that’s only an added bonus.” Lena presses a kiss to Father’s cheek.

I don’t doubt that she’s quite fond of his money.

Coop bumps his good shoulder against my hip and gives me a crooked, dopey smile when I glance down at him. He takes my hand, lacing his fingers through mine. Even in the midst of all of these mad revelations, with a fair amount of Father’s good scotch burning through him, he noticed my sadness.

He notices me.

He was willing to take a bullet for me. Even when I had messy hair and muddy trousers.

Why would I go back to Washington with my father—a man who barely knows me, and has never cared to know me any better—when I could stay here with the little family I’ve built and the friends who have become everything to me?

I want to live here at the hotel with Auntie and Lou. I want to make this a real home. Ella will want to go back to Miss Parker’s, but maybe she can come here for the holidays. Grace would die before she admits it, but she’s going to need me to see her through this scandal. I want to be here for her and Coop.

Father looks at Harrow. “We can’t just leave him like this. We need the sheriff.” He heads for the lobby. “I’ll go. That old truck can make it into town.”

“Drive safely, darling.” His new wife waggles her fingers.

I hope he hasn’t changed his will yet.

Harrow struggles back to a sitting position. “Curtis won’t arrest me.”

“There’s a skeleton in your backyard,” I point out. The second the front door bangs shut behind my father, I can breathe more easily.

Harrow grimaces. “There’s no proof it was me who shot her.”

“I’ll testify against you. Gladly. I heard a gunshot that night,” Lena says.

“And we’ll testify that you tried to shoot Rose,” Coop adds.

“I didn’t know,” Mrs. Harrow says. “I swear to you all, I didn’t know.”

“You were with the twins,” Lena says. “But I always wondered if you suspected.”

“You’re the one who’s been sending Mrs. Wheeler money, aren’t you, Lena?” I ask, putting two and two together. The New York City postmark. The pretty handwriting on the envelope. And why the money stopped coming in May, when Lena married Father and sailed to Europe.

Lena nods. “Daisy wouldn’t’ve wanted the old shrew to starve.”

“I thought she ran away. I never understood why she didn’t take you with her. The two of you were thick as thieves,” Mrs. Harrow says.

There’s a flicker of something—sadness, and a familiar shame—on Lena’s face. I remember what Kath Johnson said: It was like Em had a crush, almost. Like how a girl will talk about her steady at the beginning. It was Daisy this and Daisy that and Daisy says …

“That girl was a degenerate,” Harrow slurs. He jerks his head toward me. “Like her. Unnatural.”

“Shut your mouth.” Coop waves the poker at him. “I don’t like to hit a man who can’t fight back. But I could make an exception.”

I have never wanted to kiss Cooper Harrow more.

“Sheriff won’t arrest me,” Harrow grumbles. “Scandal. Skeletons in his closet.”

Lena smooths her green dress over her knees. “Blackmail isn’t effective if everyone knows the secret, Joe.”

“Don’t. Please.” Mrs. Harrow steps forward. “Not like this, Em.”

“It’s Lena now,” my stepmother says icily. “I’m not a scared kid anymore.”

I glance over my shoulder at Grace, but her jaw is set, her eyes fixed on Lena. She’s figured it out, too. I grab Coop’s hand as she speaks softly. “I didn’t know, Cooper, I swear, I didn’t know this part of it before today.”

Then Grace turns to Lena. “Curtis Callaway is our father, isn’t he? And you’re our mother.”







CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT
GRACE



I stare at Lena. Our resurrected aunt.

Our resurrected mother.

This morning, when I mentioned the sheriff searching for Emmeline, I remembered how he called her a real spitfire. His sister clearly wasn’t the only Callaway who was fond of Emmeline. Kath said that Em hadn’t been seeing anybody; she swore she would’ve known. But she also said her brother used to give her best friend a ride home after they did their homework. What if Em was fooling around with Curtis Callaway?

When the sheriff’s embarrassed or exasperated, he scrubs a hand over the back of his freckled neck. Just like Cooper does. Coop resembles him. (We resemble him.)

“Yes,” Lena says finally.

I glance down at Cooper. He’s clutching Rose’s hand for dear life, and staring at Lena, dumbfounded.

“Surprised you’ve got the guts to own up to it,” Joe (Dad) scoffs.

“I’m a grown woman, Joe. I’m not afraid of you anymore. And I’m not ashamed of my past,” Lena says. (Her past, meaning us. Cooper and I are past tense to her.) “I told Robert that I had twins when I was very young and gave them up. He didn’t hold it against me.”

How terribly modern.

“Ella, honey, could you go upstairs and check on Lou?” Ma asks.

Ella scowls. “What about Rose? Why doesn’t Rose have to go upstairs?”

“No! I want Rose to stay.” I need her.

Rose stares her sister down till Ella goes, sulking.

My heart is beating very fast. I thought—but there’s thinking, and then there’s knowing.

“Is it true?” Cooper squints at Ma. He’s still half blind; he hasn’t had a chance to tape his glasses back together yet.

No one would mistake Ma for a Hollywood film star. She’s been up all night except for that catnap; her face is weary without makeup. She’s wearing a matronly mauve shirtwaist dress and rain boots. Gray is starting to twine through her mousy brown hair.

She glances between my brother and me. “This isn’t how I wanted to tell you. But yes, it’s true. Em—Lena—gave birth to you, and then Joe and I adopted you. I wanted children very much. We tried for years. It was very hard, being surrounded by girls who were in the family way by chance, without even trying, and their sweet little babies, while I couldn’t have any of my own. Joe didn’t want to adopt. Not until his own sister fell pregnant.”

“Fell pregnant!” Joe (Dad) guffaws. “You make it sound like she tripped and—whoops!—here come twins! I think we all know that’s not how it happens.”

“Shut up, Joe,” Ma snaps. “Grace, Cooper, look at me. I want you to know that you were loved from the moment you were born. Even before that. From the moment I knew you existed. You are the biggest blessings of my life, do you hear me?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Cooper says. I nod.

Ma clucks her tongue. “This wasn’t the right way to tell them, Em. In front of all these people, in the middle of this mess. Don’t you think they’ve been through enough?”

“It’s Lena. And it’s my decision, isn’t it? To tell them or not? I’m their mother.”

She says it matter-of-factly. She’s lived with the truth long enough that it’s worn and comfortable for her. But it falls like a shock of cold water over my head, hearing her throw it in Ma’s face. This woman—this elegant, manipulative, scheming stranger—is our mother.

I stare at her, cataloging the familiar features: the long eyelashes (thickened by mascara, they look like Coop’s), the warm brown eyes spaced a little too far apart (just like mine), the long legs (like both of ours). She’s slim-hipped and small-breasted (like me).

I’ve suspected all summer that Ma didn’t carry us. I wanted it to be true because I didn’t want Joe Harrow to be my father. I didn’t want to believe that his cruelty and violence were my birthright.

Why don’t I feel more triumphant now?

“No, Lena. You carried them, and you gave birth to them. I’m not discounting your labor or your heartache.” Ma shakes her head. “But I raised them. I’m their ma.”

Lena scowls. “What else could I have done? Joe beat me for not telling him who their father was. Gave me a black eye and a broken wrist. It’s a wonder I didn’t lose them. And you didn’t intervene. You never intervened!”

“You deserved it,” Joe mutters. “Hussy.”

“I swear to God, if you don’t shut your trap, I’ll shut it for you,” Cooper vows.

It takes a lot to make my brother mad, but he looks like he’d really do it.

“Does Curtis know?” Ma asks. “I was never certain.”

“No. He would have done right by me if I’d told him. But by the time I found out, he was seeing Jane. I was too proud. And he was already deputy sheriff. What was I supposed to do? Stay here, become the sheriff’s wife, and pop out a passel of kids? I wanted more than that.”

Her ambition (like mine).

It doesn’t make any of this all right. But I can understand it.

What would my life have been like as the sheriff’s daughter? Would I be unhaunted and unharmed? I wouldn’t have needed a boy like Stan, because I wouldn’t have needed a ticket out of this house. I would’ve had a father who protected me.

But I can’t see any circumstance where Lena would have stayed around for long. I would’ve traded a loving mother for a loving father.

“You have to understand.” Lena’s brown eyes meet mine. “Joe hated me.”

I glance at the man who raised me. My uncle. His head has fallen sideways. He’s unconscious again. Head wounds bleed an awful lot.

I wonder how long Lena has been planning this moment. I bet it’s played out in her mind like a Hollywood film. She’d reveal her brother for the villain he was, and she’d be the brave heroine.

Did she ever consider our feelings? Were we ever real to her, or only bit characters in her story?

“Let me guess. He said you were disrespectful. Mouthy. Or he was just in a bad mood and needed somebody to take it out on. Any perceived infraction would do.”

Part of me feels sad for the girl Lena was. I know what a bully Joe Harrow can be. I know what it’s like to be a seventeen-year-old girl in this house.

But it’s a real small part of me.

She endured his abuse for less than a year after their dad died.

Anger simmers through my veins.

“He beat you and killed your best friend.” I stand tall, hands on my hips. “So you took that boat out in a storm, faked your own death, and went on your merry way to New York City. You left us behind to be raised by a man you knew was violent.”

“Grace, I…” Lena trails off.

There is no excuse good enough.

“You sent Daisy’s mother money, but when it came to us, you never looked back, did you? Not till now, when you could return as a rich hotelier’s wife. Now that we’re nearly grown, now that we’ve saved ourselves, here you are! And you call yourself a mother?” I say scornfully.

Lena’s eyes fill with tears. “I am your mother.”

“No, you are a stranger.” I point at Ma. “That is our mother. She raised us. She loved us!”

“She let Joe run roughshod over you. She never could stand up to him,” Lena scoffs.

“Shut up! She isn’t perfect, but”—I remember Rose’s words from weeks ago with a new appreciation—“she took care of us when we fell off our bikes and scraped our knees, and when we had the measles. She makes two cakes for our birthday, vanilla for me and chocolate for Cooper, so we’ll each have our favorite. She taught me how to cook and sew and keep house, and believe me, that’s no small feat, because I have no patience for any of it. She makes all my dresses. She does her goddamn best. And she stayed. That’s what counts.”

“That counts for a lot,” Cooper says, his voice gravelly. He crosses the room to Ma. Wraps his good arm around her. “Thank you, Ma. For loving us, even if we weren’t yours.”

Cooper waves me over, and I join the embrace.

“You are mine. You’ve always been my babies.” Ma squeezes us till Cooper lets out a little groan and clutches his arm. “I’m sorry it had to come out like this, but I’m glad you know the truth. I guess you’re not babies anymore.”

“They’re almost as old as I was when I had them.” Lena seems constitutionally unable to shut up.

“I want better for them than what you had. Or what I had, for that matter.” Ma seldom talks about her parents. Her mother died of the Spanish flu, and then Ma kept house for her brothers and her father, a waterman who wasn’t home much and drank hard when he was.

I wonder if she ran right from one bully to another (like me).

“We can agree on that,” Lena says magnanimously.

I glance out the library windows and am surprised to find the rain is still pounding, and the trees are still twisting in the wind. I forgot there was a storm going on. I hope Rose’s dad can make it into town.

“Of course, there are some practical decisions to be made,” Lena says.

“What practical decisions?” Rose scrunches up her face, suspicious.

“Well, Joe will go to prison. But if you want it, Martha, the cottage is yours. And your position as head chef. That was my idea, you know.” Lena seems proud of herself. “You always were a marvelous cook … But I would understand if the new circumstances made that untenable for you.”

“Do you and Mr. Thorpe intend to make the hotel your primary residence?” Ma asks.

I hold my breath. I’m not sure I could stomach Lena swanning around all the time.

“God, no,” Lena says. “Robert’s sister wants to stay on in the family quarters. It seems Greeley has some hidden charms.”

Rose grins at that.

“Then I would like to stay on at the cottage, and as head chef,” Ma says. “I can’t see as we need anything else.”

Rose gives a discreet little cough. “College,” she says, when everyone turns to her. “Perhaps you could set up college funds for Grace and Coop, like Father has for me. As a gift from their first mother.”

Lena lights up. “Yes. Of course. We can afford to be generous, can’t we?”

“And Europe after they graduate next summer, like me,” Rose adds.

My jaw drops. I’ve barely let myself dream of leaving the state, much less the country!

“Sure,” Lena says, as though it’s nothing. “I want them to have the world!”

Forget anything I ever said about Rose’s father and his money. I stare at her, dumbfounded. How did she do that so neatly? I can’t protest because it’s not charity; it’s the very least that Lena could do, really, now that she’s married into a fortune.

“Thank you,” Cooper says fervently to Lena.

I hope he doesn’t plan to be too nice to her. But that’s Cooper, full of second chances.

“Yeah, thanks,” I add, less graciously.

Thank you, I mouth at Rose, and she beams. Little Miss Fix-It, in her element.

“I ought to run down and tell Joan what’s happened, and check on Maggie and the baby. She lost a lot of blood, but she’ll be all right. The baby’s small, but he’s healthy.” Ma looks at Joe uneasily. “I don’t like to leave you kids alone with him.”

He’s not any more monstrous than he was yesterday. But now it’s all out in the open, and honestly, it’s very satisfying.

“I tied him up tight,” I assure her. “We’ll be okay.”

“I’ll stay with them,” Lena offers.

Ma doesn’t seem to find that much consolation.

“I’ll come with you,” Cooper says. “I want to get my old sling from when I hurt my shoulder in football camp sophomore year. I’m thinking maybe my arm isn’t broken, just sprained.” That might be the scotch talking. I’m sure Ma will make him get it checked out. They’ll want to take Maggie and the baby to the hospital, too, when they can be moved. I’m glad she made it through.

We all made it through.

Cooper waits till Ma heads outside, and then he tugs Rose into the lobby, where he thinks we can’t see. But I have a prime view as he tangles his good hand through her hair and kisses her senseless. Rose kisses him back enthusiastically, heedless of Lena and me gawping. I glance away, but I’m grinning.

I guess Cooper could do worse than my best friend.

“Don’t go anywhere till I get back, okay?” he says to her. “I hope your dad won’t decide it’s too dangerous for you here.”

“I’m not going anywhere,” Rose vows. “What do you think, Grace? Will I fit in at Greeley High? I’m going to ask Auntie if I can live with her.”

I swallow my smile. It wouldn’t do to let on how happy I am to hear it. “I’ll coach you, so they won’t know what a snob you are. I mean, I’ll know, but—”

“You’re going to have a college fund and a European tour.” Rose beams. “You can’t give me a hard time about being rich anymore!”

“I absolutely can, and I will, until you start scrubbing your own commode,” I point out.

“I’ve gotta go. Play nice, you two.” Cooper brushes another kiss over Rose’s forehead and ducks out into the rain.

“What do you think?” Rose whispers. “Is Daisy gone? Do you think she’s at peace now that everybody knows the truth and Joe’s going to prison?”

I gaze in the big brass mirror. I’ve been scared of it for months, ever since I started seeing a reflection that wasn’t mine.

I only see myself now: my birth father’s freckles and honey-colored hair, and my first mother’s brown eyes, set a little too far apart.

Her ambition. Her anger, too.

Will I always feel this angry?

Crack.

That sounded like—

Rose and I dart back into the library. Lena stands in front of the fireplace, holding Dad’s hunting rifle. “He attacked me!” she says. “I had to defend myself!”

I glance at the man I thought was my father.

What’s left of him. His head—

I vomit right onto the new Oriental carpet.

“Rose? Is everyone all right?” Ella calls from the stairs.

Rose swallows hard. “We’re fine! Stay upstairs! I’ll be up in a minute!” She fishes a handkerchief out of her pocket and hands it to me. “Grace, don’t look. Lena, if you expect anyone to believe that story, you’ll want to untie him.”

I look anyhow. Lena kneels next to Joe, unfastening the wet twine around his wrists. She has to really work at it. It’s safe enough to glance at his shoes, isn’t it? Those polished Oxford loafers that always crunched across the pea-gravel path, making my stomach sink because I never knew what mood he’d be in. My eyes travel up to his gray trousers. The higher I go, the more they’re splattered with red and pulpy pink and some white bits like cauliflower—

I retch again.

Rose rubs my back and pours me a little scotch. “Here, rinse out your mouth.”

“That’s a very expensive scotch,” Lena says.

“You killed him,” I croak. My throat is sour and aching. How can she be so calm? She just killed a man! He was unconscious!

“He had to pay for what he did to Daisy. And me … and you,” Lena adds hurriedly. “Daisy had her whole life ahead of her. She was funny and tough, and she could sing like Édith Piaf. We were going to run away once I turned eighteen and Joe couldn’t haul me back. We had it all planned out: We’d hitchhike to New York. Work as waitresses in a diner and get some rattrap apartment. At night, Daisy would sing in a nightclub, and I’d dance. Eventually, we’d go to Paris. She never got to do any of that. I had to do it all on my own.” Lena’s face is a study in grief, unfeigned this time.

Rose makes a little sound. “You were in love with her.”

“Does that shock you?” Lena gets Joe’s hands free, and he sort of plops sideways onto the floor. I gag, take a very small sip of scotch, swish it around my mouth, and spit it back into that fancy crystal tumbler.

“No. Just—be good to my father.” Rose sighs. “He’s a romantic, you know.”

“I’m a practical woman, Rose. I intend to be very good to him,” Lena purrs.

Rose rolls her eyes. “There are two letters in Joe’s inside jacket pocket. They’re probably illegible now, but they’re mine, from friends at school. He—intercepted them. May I have them back, please?”

“Of course.” There’s a rustling and then Lena hands Rose the letters. They’re a sodden mess, pink with rain and blood. Rose tosses them into the fire.

“He’s gone.” Lena sounds as though she can’t quite believe it. “He can’t hurt any of us ever again … I thought I’d be happier.”

She stands, wiping her grisly hands on a sage-green monogrammed handkerchief. Somehow, her dress is still nearly spotless. “Well? Are you girls going to rat me out?”

“I heard the gunshot and came into the library, and he was already dead. I can’t speak to what happened before that,” Rose says.

Lena turns to me. “Grace?”

I clutch the crystal tumbler. My dad—the man who raised me—is dead.

I gave up so much to keep Stanley, in order to get away from Dad. Since I turned thirteen and Dad turned all his anger on me, I’ve been focused on that one goal: Get out.

Now they’re both dead and I’m still here. I’m free.

But I’m still angry. With both of them, and with Lena, too. My face feels flushed, my muscles tight. Like I could swing that poker at the wall for all I’m worth. It would feel good to break things. It would feel great.

“I’m not going to turn you in.” I hesitate. “He’s gone, but I’m still so angry. Will I always feel this way, do you think?”

“No,” Rose says. “I think you’ll find new things to be angry about.”

“I hope not.” I parrot what the man I thought was my father always told me, growing up: “Nobody likes an angry girl.”

Rose wraps her arm around me, and I let her. She grins up at me. “Who says?”

THE END
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