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        Osterville, Massachusetts

        April, 1993

      

      

      I stand rigid, arms pinned to my sides as my mother wraps me in a loose hug in Gram’s foyer.

      “I’m so glad we thought of this arrangement,” she says.

      Arrangement. As if shipping me off and hiding me away is a plan we’d come up with together.

      My father kisses me on the forehead, but it’s awkward. Probably a show for my grandmother. He’s kissed plenty of babies on the campaign trail, after all—this is likely no different.

      “Be good, Sweet Pea.” He turns to my grandmother, who barely comes up to his armpits. “Keep in touch, Mom. Don’t hesitate to call if…” His gaze flicks to me and he doesn’t finish his sentence.

      What? Does he think I’ll find a cute boy in Gram’s retirement village? One who will get me in bigger trouble than Bryan already has?

      “Oh, we’ll be perfectly fine, won’t we, Emily?” Gram smiles up at me, her lips the color of the Radio Flyer wagon I had as a child.

      As much as I want my parents to leave—and don’t want them to leave all at the same time—I can’t bring myself to answer.

      My father’s smile wavers. “We better hit the road. We’ll talk soon.”

      And then they’re gone.

      A twisting ache beneath my breastbone catches me off guard and I whirl around and race up the stairs to my new bedroom. I hardly know my grandmother, and I refuse to let her see me emotional.

      Once in my room, I watch my parents’ Honda Accord grow smaller from behind the gauzy curtains.

      The car stops at the end of the road, and a crazy hope they’ll change their minds and come back floods me. But no. Dad spins the wheel right and Mom doesn’t turn her head to look back at the house even once.

      They’ll drive back to our perfect suburban home in Maryland in their spotless car and have their friends over as if nothing has happened. If asked about me, a lie will roll off their tongues. (Lying is permissible only in the direst of circumstances, which my mother has told me countless times, this absolutely is.)

      I can hear her now. “Emily is spending the summer with her grandmother. She’s long overdue for a visit.”

      Maybe not a complete lie, but certainly not the whole truth.

      I step away from the curtain and flop on the twin bed, covered in a hideous floral bedspread. It’s uglier than the pale yellow wallpaper peeling off the walls. The scent of mothballs and Avon perfume coat the entire house. I try to imagine my father growing up in this small coastal home, but I can’t.

      I glance at the phone on the nightstand beside a stack of books I’ve brought with me. A new book called The Giver by Lois Lowry. Island of the Blue Dolphins by Scott O’Dell. The Outsiders by S.E. Hinton—a reading assignment for my new school. And The Thorn Birds. Mom didn’t let me read the latter when I was a freshman but had recently made a snide remark about me and the heroine having something in common.

      I’d tried not to care what that was but couldn’t contain my curiosity—I bought the novel from Waldenbooks with the birthday money my great-uncle sent last week. Now, I scan the room for a picture of him, but don’t see any family photographs. Not that I would recognize him, anyway. All he does is send money and cards.

      I push a lock of my shoulder length, light brown hair from my eyes and reach for the phone before realizing my mistake. I’ve received enough lectures from Mom to earn a college credit in how-to-act-at-Gram’s.

      “No calls back home,” Mom had said. “Your grandmother doesn’t have a long-distance plan.”

      But Ashley…. Just to hear my best friend’s voice would make all of this better. Surely I’m imagining the space between us since I told her my secret. I’ve always had a good imagination—too good, really. I used to imagine E.T. hid in the depths of my closet when I was in elementary school. I probably imagined Bryan actually meant those three little words he’d told me in the back seat of his Dodge Viper.

      Yes, that had to be it—my imagination had gotten the better of me. Ashley’s parents must have heard rumors. They’d warned my best friend to stay away, but of course Ashley was totally on my side. Best friends forever, right?

      I run a finger along the chain at my neck to the pendant—half a heart with the letters Be and Fri. Ashley gave it to me the summer before high school, taking the other half of the heart for herself and promising that no matter what high school brought, we’d get through it together.

      No matter what.

      I scoop up the phone and dial the long-ago memorized number, praying that Ashley—and not her parents—will answer. She would be home from school by now but her parents should be at work—a perfect time to call.

      “Hello?”

      Relief washes over me. “Ashley, it’s me. Thank God you answered. I’m dying over here.” I pause to catch a breath and roll over on my back, settling in for one of our long conversations. She’d want to know what Gram’s house is like, if the neighbors have any cute teenage sons, if the beach is as beautiful as I imagined. Of course, we’d also dump on Bryan. Affirm how all boys with flashy sports cars, football letters, Homecoming King titles, and smooth words should be annihilated from the face of the earth forever.

      “Emily…hey.”

      The phone freezes in my hand. She sounds…distant.

      I swallow. “Is your Mom right there?” Was that why she was being so careful?

      Ashley clears her throat. “Listen, Em. I’m going to be super busy these next few weeks with graduation and prom. And I also have to think about college…maybe we’ll have time to catch up when you get back.”

      When I get back? But by then she’d be at college, living the dorm life, finding a new best friend to give a necklace to. I shake my head. “I—I don’t understand⁠—”

      “I’m sorry, but we’re in different places in life right now, you know? You’ve got a lot going on, and so do I. Take care of yourself, Emily.”

      The line goes dead, but I can’t bring myself to return the phone to its cradle. My breaths come fast and heavy and Gram’s walls threaten to close in around me. Is this what a panic attack feels like?

      I wind my hand around the broken heart at my neck. No, it can’t be true. No matter what. That’s what kind of friends we were supposed to be. How could the one person I thought would support me to the end abandon me?

      I drape my arm over my forehead and close my eyes, my breaths carrying away with themselves, taking me to a place of despair. A tear slips its way down the side of my face.

      “Emily!”

      I swipe at the wetness and jolt up in the bed, shoving my emotions aside. I can never let Gram know how upset I am. “Yes, Gram?”

      “Come help with dinner, please.”

      I sniff and hang up the phone. I can’t afford to wallow in self-pity. Things would get better. By the end of the summer, all would return to normal.

      I sit slumped on the edge of the bed. Though I have a few fond, hazy memories of my grandmother and this house during my growing up years, once we moved to Maryland and Dad won the election shortly thereafter, our time with Gram had waned. She sent birthday and Christmas cards with money, but when Mom gave me the choice to write or call with a “thank you,” I always chose a short, impersonal note over an awkward telephone call.

      After a few deep breaths, I drag myself to my feet and over the threshold. I pass her room on my way to the stairs and hesitate. While Gram knows my big secret, I know next to nothing about her. She hasn’t bothered to visit us much. And now, I’m supposed to be grateful she has taken me in, go along with her rules and help her move her bedroom downstairs so she doesn’t have to navigate the stairs any longer. I walk in, noting the floral artwork on the opposite wall.

      A pan clatters downstairs as my gaze sweeps over the room. Gram’s comforter is only slightly less hideous than mine—that same yellow color as my wallpaper. There is a single bureau across from the bed, a small writing desk between two windows, and a nightstand with a Bible, a rosary, and a journal on top of it. Above the headboard is a picture too small to tastefully be placed there—a black-and-white wedding photo. I lean against the bed for a closer look.

      I recognize traces of my grandmother in the youthful face of the bride. Hard to believe someone so old could’ve ever been that young. She is holding a huge bouquet of calla lilies and wearing a simple bridal cap with a veil that melts into the rest of her dress. My grandfather—a man who died before I was old enough to remember him—stands beside her tall and proud and handsome in a tuxedo and slicked-back hair. They are both wearing small smiles, as if they know a secret the rest of us don’t.

      My gaze drops to the nightstand and I slide open the drawer. A fifty-dollar bill is tucked in the side, but I pass it by for a worn, black-and-white picture of two women and one man in front of a clapboard cottage.

      I pull it out. The woman on the right wears a long dress and blouse. Her face looks a bit disfigured—her nose too big. The woman on the left—about my age, maybe a little older—wears a jacket over her dress.

      She looks slightly familiar, but I can’t say for certain it’s my grandmother. The man in the middle holds what I think is a mandolin with deformed hands. Why would Gram keep a picture of a man other than her husband in her bedside table? I flip the photo over.

      Penikese, 1917

      I know this name, don’t I? Yes, my grandfather opened a school for troubled boys on the island off the coast of Massachusetts. Dad used that bit of positive family history in his campaign. Did my grandmother visit there when she was younger? She’d been a nurse at one time—that fact had made its way into Dad’s campaign, too. Maybe the island used to be a hospital of sorts?

      “Emily!”

      I jump and drop the picture back in its place, closing the drawer as quietly as I can. “Coming!”

      I take my time going down the stairs, acting as if I’ve just dragged myself out of bed. Gram stirs rice on the stove. Her gray hair is short and curly. I wonder if she wears curlers to bed. She moves around the kitchen well for being eighty…eighty-something, I’m not exactly sure how old she is.

      She raises an eyebrow at my arrival. The gesture draws neat, crinkly lines on her forehead. “I would appreciate your help with dinner every night.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” I say respectfully.

      “And if you’d like a tour of my room, next time I suggest you ask me to be your guide.”

      I open my mouth to make an excuse…I saw what I thought was an abandoned earring on the floor or I wanted to see what sort of furniture we needed to move downstairs this summer—but the lies stop up behind my lips at the look Gram is giving me. She apparently hasn’t lost an ounce of her mental clarity.

      “Yes, ma’am.” If I’m not careful, she might figure out a whole bunch more about me than I want her to know. “What can I help with?”

      “After you wash your hands, you may cut the broccoli.”

      I slip my hands under the faucet with a pump of soap. How am I going to manage with Gram watching my every move for the next several months?

      I take the broccoli and knife and saw off the little green florets.

      “Child! You’re mutilating it. Here.” She takes the knife from me and demonstrates how to cut the broccoli into neat little trees. “Didn’t your mother teach you how to cook?”

      I snort. “You don’t know my mother, do you?”

      Gram smiles for the first time since she saw my father earlier this afternoon. “That’s right. Anne never did have much talent in the kitchen. How did you survive all your growing up years?”

      I shrug. “Our chef.”

      Gram makes a tsking sound as she shakes her head. “My son has done quite well for himself, hasn’t he?” A moment’s pause. “Although I suppose if he’d concentrated more on his daughter than his career….”

      I plop the head of broccoli down on the cutting board. “Look.”

      She raises an eyebrow, as if in challenge.

      I take it. I might as well let her know right off that just because I let my parents talk me into this banishment doesn’t mean that I plan to slink around in shame.

      “I’m sorry my parents dumped my pregnant self onto you. And I get why I’m here—I’m an embarrassment to them. An embarrassment to my school, my community. Dad’s career. I’m a freakin’ outcast. But what’s done is done.”

      Gram’s mouth turns into a hard, grim line. “Dear, I shouldn’t have implied…but, I promise I won’t belittle you for your mistakes. In return, I expect you to use decent language while in this house. Is that understood?”

      I sigh, but say, “Yes.” If she’s upset over the word “freakin’,” this is going to be a long summer.

      “And as far as being an outcast…I’m not sure you have the slightest clue what being an outcast involves.”

      As if she knows. And she’d just promised not to belittle me. I glance down at the unfinished broccoli head and plunk down the knife. “I’m not hungry.” I leave and stomp up the stairs to my room.

      I half expect her to demand I come back and help. But my mini temper tantrum is met with silence.

      Once in my room, I close the door behind me—not quite a slam, but with enough teenage angst to be sure Gram hears.

      But as soon as I’m alone in my room, the fight immediately drains out of me. I stare at the phone, willing it to ring. Willing Ashley’s voice to be on the other end, to say she made a mistake in severing our friendship. Heck, I’d even take a call from Mom letting me know she misses me, but she wouldn’t be home yet.

      My hopes are met with nothing but silence.

      I am completely and utterly alone. One bad decision—a moment that couldn’t have lasted more than ten minutes—has cast me from my home, my school, my friends. It threatens my chance at going to college, my hopes of being an English teacher…everything.

      I think of my parents’ driving away without looking back. Part of their punishment is making sure I know just how ashamed they are of me.

      If only they knew I feel enough shame for all of us.
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      To say I am surprised when Gram asks me to take her 1974 Volkswagen Golf into town for a few groceries is an understatement—I hadn’t gone downstairs the night before, hadn’t apologized for my behavior. I had expected a loss of privileges, not a get-out-of-the-house-free card. Not to mention that I don’t have much experience driving, but I don’t admit that to my grandmother. She offers me the keys and hands me a grocery list and some cash with directions on how to get to Fancy’s Market.

      After my shopping is done, I tuck the bag of groceries on the passenger seat beside me and turn left out of the store’s parking lot toward the neatly-landscaped shops and postcard-perfect people adorning the sidewalk. A sign tells me to take another left to get to the library and I don’t hesitate.

      When I enter the old building, I breathe in the scents of musty books and secret knowledge. I tug my loose black T-shirt down and casually drape the sides of my open button-down shirt across my stomach. Soon I will be so big there will be no use hiding it.

      I readjust my pocketbook over my shoulder, cross my arms, and walk into the depths of the library. The main floor is lit with tall windows and a beautiful children’s room. I walk down the split staircase to peruse the fiction titles. I soon have a generous pile of books that will last at least through the following week. Jazz by Toni Morrison and the first three books in the Flowers in the Attic series by V.C. Andrews. I hesitate when I see a new book in the Nancy Drew Files series—Dangerous Relations. Though I haven’t read Nancy Drew in years, I add the book to the pile. Unlike my real friends, fictional friends have never let me down. Ashley may have left me alone, but Nancy would always be there for me.

      I approach the counter on the main floor. A boy about my age, maybe a little younger, mans the desk. His dark curly hair and thick black glasses make him look intelligent in a non-nerdy way.

      “Find what you were looking for?”

      I prop my books on the counter, effectively hiding my midsection. “Yes, but I don’t have a card, but I’ll be here for…awhile. I’m visiting my grandmother.” The baby’s due at the end of August. So until then, at least.

      “I’ll just need your address.”

      I give him Gram’s address, and my gaze wanders to the banner above his head. Cartoon drawings of musical instruments advertise an outdoor music festival at a nearby park. My eyes catch on the drawing of a mandolin, and I think of the black-and-white picture in Gram’s drawer.

      “Do you have any information on Penikese? I think it’s an island.”

      The librarian—is that what the boy is?—flicks his gaze from his computer to me. His eyes are a deep blue, clear and sharp through the lens of his glasses. “It is,” he says.

      I inch closer to the desk. “You know about it?”

      He smirks. “Every boy around here has been threatened at one time or another with being sent to the school there. It’s for delinquent boys.”

      The school my grandfather helped start. But that picture in my grandmother’s drawer was too old to be part of the school. I study the boy. “You don’t seem the type to give your parents grief.”

      He smiles, and I notice a faint dimple. “You’d be surprised.”

      “Oh, really?” But he doesn’t volunteer more. “So, any good books on Penikese that I might be able to check out?”

      He types something into his computer. “I’ll be right back. Here.” He slides a library card toward me. “Sign this.”

      I do. In a couple minutes, he’s back, adding a book called Castaways to my pile. “That’s all we have.” He avoids my gaze, seems as if he wishes to say something, but doesn’t. Instead, he begins scanning my books.

      “You like working here?” With his thick glasses and knowledge of books, this boy seems the very opposite of Bryan. Was it possible to be friends—and only friends—with a boy? I’d never given it much thought. But how was I going to make it all summer without Ashley? Without someone I trusted to reassure me that I was doing the right thing?

      “Yeah. I like checking out all the new books first, seeing what everyone else is reading.”

      “I’ve never met a boy librarian before.”

      He shrugs. “What can I say? I like books and it’s a decent job.” He holds up Flowers in the Attic and raises his eyebrow.

      I try to keep a blush from climbing my neck. “I figured I’d find out what all the hype is about.”

      He shakes his head, but a smile tugs at one corner of his mouth. “You want a great read?” He digs beneath the desk and pulls out a white book with a black, skeletal T-Rex on the cover. “This is reading.”

      I scrunch up my nose. “I’m not much for science fiction.”

      He taps the book. “Movie’s coming out next month. It’s always best to read the book first.”

      “Thanks, but I think I’m already overloaded. I won’t have time to read all these before they’re due.”

      He adds Jurassic Park to the top of my pile. “That’s my copy. Keep it as long as you want. Maybe when you’re done, I’ll take you to see the movie.”

      A sharp guard goes up inside me at the thought of anything resembling a date. This kid doesn’t know me. And soon, it will be apparent that I’m not the type of girl a nice boy who works at the library will want to be seen walking around town with.

      “I have a boyfriend,” I blurt out, and immediately hate myself. “I mean…I did have a boyfriend.”

      He looks as if he might laugh. Instead, he slips a printed paper with the due dates into the copy of Jurassic Park. “Okay…you can still borrow the book. If you don’t like it, I won’t hold you to the movie. Deal?”

      “Deal.”

      He picks up the books to place them closer to me. I notice the slight ripple of muscles beneath his T-shirt.

      “Hey, I’m looking for someone to move some furniture for my grandmother. It’s a paying job.” At least now it is—hopefully Gram will approve. “You interested?”

      He shrugs. “Sure. I have a buddy who’s always looking for odd jobs. I’m sure we could manage with the two of us.”

      “Great. I have to pack some stuff first. But I guess I know where to find you.”

      He smiles, and it’s a nice smile. The kind of smile you feel all the way down to your toes. Not in a romantic way, but in a way that makes you feel like everything’s going to be okay.

      “I guess you do.”

      I return his smile and gather my books. “Thanks for your help.” I turn toward the doors.

      “Let me know how you like the book!” he calls a little too loudly for the library.

      Once in the car, I roll down the windows and breathe in the fresh spring air. A hint of salty sea swirls around me. I sink into the warmth of it all and grab an apple from the grocery bag beside me. I flip open to the first page of Jurassic Park.

      I read the title of the Prologue: The Bite of the Raptor and flip it shut. I can’t. Not even for Cute Library Boy.

      I kick myself for not asking his name as I dig out the book on Penikese. It’s written by a man named George Cadwalader. I flip through it, perking up at the sight of my grandfather’s name in the introduction. He, Mr. Cadwalader, and three other men recruited a group of “well-educated social drop-outs” as teachers to experiment in the rehab of juvenile delinquents at their island school.

      I turn the page, my eye catching on a quote.

      
        
        
        Society has made them its enemies. Therefore, weak though they be, they will wage such war as they can.

        DR. FRANK PARKER WRITING IN 1905 OF THE LEPERS WHO WERE THEN QUARANTINED FOR LIFE ON PENIKESE ISLAND.

      

      

      

      The word lepers draws me in.

      Penikese had been a leper colony?

      I remember the deformed hands of the man holding the mandolin in Gram’s picture. I skim through the next few pages, searching for more information.

      Could that have been Gram’s connection, then? Had she been a nurse at the leper hospital all those years ago? I do a quick calculation in my head. She wouldn’t have been old enough, I don’t think….

      Her words from the night before come back to me.

      As far as being an outcast…dear, I’m not sure you have the slightest clue what being an outcast involves.

      I swallow and fumble the keys of the car while jamming them into the ignition. Gram can’t possibly understand what it’s like to be in my shoes, but what did she mean when she said I didn’t know what it was like to be an outcast?
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        * * *

      

      “Did you find everything at the market?” Gram asks when I enter her house with my library books and the grocery bag.

      “I think so. I made a stop at the library, too.”

      I put the books on the table with Castaways on top, in hopes she’ll notice.

      She doesn’t disappoint. When she sees it, she picks it up and smiles wistfully. “Now what on earth made you choose this one?”

      I decide not to disclose the extent of my snooping last night. “That was the school Grandpa helped start, wasn’t it?”

      She runs a finger over the scarlet title. “I didn’t think your father talked about it.”

      “He doesn’t. But someone mentioned it during one of his campaigns, I think.”

      She releases a short sigh and nods. “I see. Well, it warms my heart that you’re interested in your grandfather’s work, dear.”

      “I—I am.” I grab the bag of apples out of the grocery bag and open the refrigerator door, my heart thudding. “Did Grandpa ever hear from any of the boys from the school? You know, after they left?” Had my grandfather helped the juvenile castaways find a better life? If there was hope for them, could that mean there was hope for me as well?

      Gram nods. “Some. Though many of the boys didn’t want to be helped. That was half the battle.” She eyes me, but her gaze doesn’t stay long, and I sense she is stopping herself from veering into a lecture.

      I slide a bag of carrots into the vegetable drawer. “Did you know the island used to be a leper colony?” I don’t look at her as I say this, but I sense her hesitation.

      “I do.”

      I swallow before I speak. “I saw the picture you have in your nightstand last night.”

      She hands me a bag of oranges and I meet her ocean-blue gaze, shrouded with secrets and maybe something like hurt.

      “I’m sorry for snooping,” I whisper. “But could you tell me who was in that picture? Was one of the women you?”

      She lowers herself to a chair. The sun from the kitchen window splashes bright rays on her plaid, button-down shirt. “Your father would not like it if I tell you.”

      Now I really want to know. “But I’d like you to tell me….”

      She covers her mouth with one hand and I’m afraid she’s going to cry.

      “Gram, it’s okay. You don’t have to⁠—”

      “Her story should be told. I’ve thought so for a long time.”

      I pull out a chair and sit. “Her story?”

      “Atta. My sister.”

      I lean forward. Gram had a sister?

      “Not just her story. Our story. Our family story.”

      My forehead crinkles. “Then why wouldn’t Dad want me to know about it?”

      “Your father…feels social stigmas, like horrible sicknesses and”—she raises her eyebrow at my stomach—“other such dilemmas, are best left buried when you lead a public life. I’ve never put up much of a fight with him, but having you here, dear…well, I’m beginning to question if I should have.”

      “He doesn’t have to know that I know. Please tell me.”

      Her bottom lip trembles. “If I don’t, the story may very well die with me.” She reaches out her hand to grasp mine. “I don’t want it to die with me, Emily. I want it to live on.”

      I nod, quiet, unwilling to break the moment.

      She continues. “It’s a tough story. But I promise you, it is full of one thing very dear to my heart.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Hope.”

      My insides warm. Gram’s words remind me of a storybook or a novel that promises a satisfying ending. Why does my father not want me to know about our family’s history if it’s full of hope? “Tell me, Gram. Please?”

      “Perhaps a cup of tea is in order?” She gives me a small smile before she stands and heads over to the stove.

      I hold my breath in anticipation.

      Gram hands me a mug and an assortment of tea bags. “After our mother died, my sister was all I had. I couldn’t imagine life without her. But it seemed fate had other plans.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Taunton, Massachusetts

        1916

      

      

      Atta Schaeffer’s fingers gripped the edges of the metal exam table, her senses magnified a hundredfold by the cuff of a crisp white lab coat brushing her skin, the harsh scent of iodine and carbolic acid stinging her nostrils…the anticipation of the cold steel point of a scalpel.

      As Dr. Browne descended upon her with the dreaded instrument in hand, she squeezed her eyes shut and burrowed her head into the wide, pleated collar of her shirtwaist.

      “Miss Schaeffer, please relax.” Dr. Browne pinched one of the rose-colored spots on her leg between two fingers. “The incision will be quite small. You’ll hardly feel it.”

      Atta opened one eye, just as it began a steady, rhythmic twitch. She watched as the doctor made a small cut with his scalpel, scraped the spot, and rubbed a thin smear on a glass slide. Her breathing turned shallow as her corset pressed against the top of her ribcage.

      “There you are. All done.” Dr. Browne wrapped a piece of cotton gauze around her leg and secured it with a safety pin.

      She pulled her petticoats over her knees, but still, the muscles in her thighs failed to loosen.

      “It almost looks like an allergy. Have you eaten anything unusual lately?”

      She clutched the excess fabric of her skirt. “N-no.”

      “Well then, I’ll send the smear out for a few tests just to be sure. Other than that, I declare you right as rain.” He dropped his scalpel into a clear solution. “I hear congratulations are in order. When’s the big day?”

      She rose on wobbly legs, her volatile heartbeat already calming at thoughts of her fiancé, Robert. “In August, we’re hoping. As soon as the house is built.” As soon as Papi agreed to let Gertie live beneath the roof of that house.

      Atta made an effort to look into the doctor’s coffee eyes. To her surprise, his gaze darted to the glass slide on the table. “Tell Robert if he needs any help with the house, Thomas would jump at the chance, what with school almost out and all.”

      Atta mumbled a “thank you” and dashed out of the room, down the hall, and outside. She gulped in cleansing breaths of the warm June air. The earthy scent of horses mixed with the smell of exhaust from a black Model T chugging past.

      What a horrid place. As feeling returned to her shaky legs, she veered left onto a path in the woods. Towering firs embraced the needled trail, blanketing her in their protection.

      Her eye stopped twitching as the pine-scented air quelled the demons nipping at her heels. She breathed easier and reached out to caress the soft needles of a fir.

      She’d take a bath when she got home. Gertie would still be in school for another two hours, and if Papi stopped at the tavern—which surely he would—Atta would have plenty of time to heat some water and take a long soak in the tub, to wash away any telltale sign of that doctor’s hands upon her. Then she’d make some Berliners for Papi. He wouldn’t raise a hand to Gertie if he were busy raising it to his mouth.

      Again, she laced her fingers through the green needles as she passed, gleaning solace from⁠—

      Strong hands grabbed her waist. She shrieked. They dragged her beneath the boughs of a tremendous pine, enveloping her in a cave of darkness. The rough bark of the tree scraped against her back as the hands pressed her there.

      Familiar, deep laughter sounded in her ear, and she opened her eyes.

      “Robert David! You’ve taken a week off my life, you have.” She gulped in a breath and settled her fingers at the top of her collar.

      “I couldn’t resist, dear Atta. Forgive me?”

      Her fiancé’s playful sky-blue eyes danced before her and she took in his dimpled chin, his blonde hair streaked with sunshine. Her Robert. Her savior. By the end of summer and before her twentieth birthday, they’d be married and in their own home. Gertie would be safe beneath their roof.

      “You know I will. I suppose I don’t know any better.” She reached for the coverall strap on his shoulder and fiddled with the rough fabric. “Did Peter like the quilt?”

      “Did he! He vowed to never let it leave his sight. Some of the older boys at the club teased him, but he’d have none of it.” Robert angled his broad shoulders so his face was level with hers. “You, my Atta, have the sweetest heart I know.”

      Atta smiled at the thought of little Peter in his leaky tenement house, savoring a present. Her handiwork showed a tangible love—one that would be remembered every night and naptime.

      “Mrs. Bassett stopped by today. She’s looking to start a Girls Club.” The corner of Robert’s mouth crept upward.

      “That’s wonderful. I’ll pay her a visit tomorrow to see how I can help.” The Woman’s Christian Temperance Union had rejected Atta because she was Catholic. Well, she’d find other ways to better humanity. Impulsively, she ran her hand over Robert’s forehead, sticky from sweat. “We have so much to look forward to. A home of our own, a lifetime of serving others and St. Mary’s church. I dare say we’ll be content forever.”

      But as the words left her mouth, one doubt licked them all away. She bit her lip and gazed into her fiancé’s grinning features. “Will you speak to him soon, Robert? Please.”

      His smile fell. “I suppose I’ve been avoiding it too long. It’s just—it’s a miracle your father’s agreed to our engagement, what with his feelings for my father. He still treats me like I’m some kind of leper. What’ll we do if he says no?”

      “I refuse to leave Gertie alone in that house. If it means we have to wait longer…”

      Robert hung his head. “Your sister’s only six. Would you have us wait until she’s married off?”

      “Of course I wouldn’t expect you to⁠—”

      He placed a calloused finger over her lips. “I would.”

      A lock of hair fell over his forehead and she smoothed it back. She truly was blessed. No matter that she was small and plain, the daughter of German immigrants—this man loved her heart.

      “I’ll talk to him this very day, Atta. I promise.”

      She placed her hands on his muscled bare forearms and stood on tiptoe to plant a kiss on his cheek. He smelled of sweat and wood and hard work. When his mouth caught her own, she didn’t resist, but melted into the warmth of his kiss. Only with their recent engagement had they earned the privilege to be without a chaperone. The newfound freedom was…thrilling. As always, though, responsibility begged for attention.

      She pulled back. “I should get home.”

      He led her from beneath the pine tree and onto the path, but kept her small hand clasped in his larger one. “First, I have something to show you.”

      “Pray tell, Mr. Lincoln.”

      “Oh no, it’s a surprise.”

      “But Gertie. And Papi will⁠—”

      “—stop at the tavern when he gets out of work, which isn’t for”—he dug out his pocket watch from his coveralls—“another three hours. Can’t I have you all to myself for a bit?”

      Didn’t he deserve as much? Didn’t she? Besides, Gertie was still in school. “Okay, but we’ll have to hurry.”

      Up the trail he led her until they came to Summer Street. They bore right and turned down a dusty road—their road. Atta’s finger curled around Robert’s pinky. Their patch of earth, their little slice of heaven, their freedom lay just beyond that big oak.

      “Robert.” Her fingers fluttered to the buttons at her throat. Walls. And an honest-to-goodness roof. “It’s more than grand. How in the world did⁠—”

      “I bribed the boys. They helped me the last three days in exchange for a boxing match at the club this Friday. They’ll do anything to prove themselves the next Jess Willard.” He leaned against a maple tree and shoved his hands in his pockets, a smug grin painted on his face.

      “Well show it to me, you goose.” She nearly jumped up and down as she dragged one hand out of his pocket.

      He laughed—a deep, melodious, wonderful sound—and offered her his arm in a formal fashion. “It will be my pleasure to give you a complete tour, Miss.”

      She circled his arm with her own and allowed him to escort her up the temporary steps and through the front door. Wooden partitions separated the first floor of the small farmhouse into sections. Open holes in the walls denoted windows, while another larger one in back, a door.

      He showed her the now-hollow kitchen and parlor then led her to a smaller section in the middle of the house. “And this will be your very modern water closet and bathroom, soon to be fully installed with indoor plumbing so you can take those long baths you love so much.”

      “And how, may I ask, did you happen upon such personal information?”

      He tapped her nose. “Gertie let it slip one day.”

      Dear Gertie. Joy bubbled up in her throat as her fiancé led her up the wooden staircase to the second floor. Robert swept his arm toward the room on the right. “Our bedroom.”

      Atta cleared her throat. “And this one?”

      “Gertie’s room, of course. She’ll have to share once the little ones come along, though.”

      Heat crept up Atta’s neck and settled upon her cheeks.

      Robert ran a finger under her chin. “You’re adorable when you blush.”

      “And you enjoy making me do so all too much.”

      His baritone laugh echoed through the hollow rooms and he led her down the stairs, careful to hold her hand as there were no railings on either side. “That I do—but come outside, I have one more place to show you.”

      There were no steps out the back door, so he jumped down first before placing his hands on her waist. She sank into the soft ground.

      “The tree.” He gestured up at the tall, stately pine—the very reason Atta had been set on this patch of land. “It’ll give plenty of shade in the summer.”

      Atta clasped her hands against her chest and looked up at the tree, four trunks thick, vibrant and green. “It’s all perfect, Robert. I couldn’t imagine anything better.”

      He pulled her hands around his taut back until she laid her head beneath his neck. “I can’t wait to share it all with you, Atta.”

      After a moment he drew back and guided her beneath the tree, where he sat on abundant brown needles. He patted the spot next to him and for a half-second she resented her younger sister—the reason she always needed to hurry home. She resented Mami for leaving them five years ago…God for allowing it to happen. Most of all, she resented Papi for not taking care of them.

      But to blame Gertie was ludicrous. Unlike her, Gertie was innocent. She deserved protecting—she needed protecting.

      “I can’t, Robert. Gertie will be home in a couple hours. I planned on making Berliners for⁠—”

      “Only for a moment, Atta. Then I’ll come home with you. I’ll continue Gertie’s fox-trot lessons while you make your precious Berliners, and when your father comes home, he and I will have that talk.”

      If he’s sober enough. Yet maybe, for once, the rum that Papi’s blood thirsted for would prove advantageous. Beneath the foggy haze of the alcohol, there stood a chance Papi would agree to their arrangement.

      Atta lowered herself on the soft needles and snuggled into the crook of Robert’s arm. It was cool and comfortable beneath the tree, the back of their little house sitting directly in front of them. Quiet. Solitude. Here, she could almost forget Papi, forget “the Great War” raging in faraway lands—forget the fear that it could one day grasp Robert and wrench him from her life. At this moment nothing mattered but the dear house and the love that would soon fill it. She’d sew at that darling window…she’d hang their laundry over in the sun. Gertie could help her start a garden in that square of earth over yonder.

      For the first time in many days, peace lapped at her soul like waves along a sandy beach. Soothing, smooth. Her eyelids grew heavy.

      She and Robert would spend their nights cuddled just like this in that room…the moon would shine in that window….they’d all sleep safe…Robert would protect them….
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        * * *

      

      Atta woke with a start. Long shadows advanced across the shell of their house. The last of the sun shone through the trees. Her blood flowed cold, her throat constricted.

      She clutched at Robert’s pant leg. Scrambling to her feet, she took in her fiancé’s panicked reaction as he too, realized they’d fallen asleep.

      He cursed, then took her hand and began long, jogging strides past their dark house and down the lane. He stopped at the house at the end of the road, dashed through the yard, and knocked on the door.

      Atta gazed longingly at the mare in the barn. Forgive me Father, for I have sinned.

      How could she have fallen asleep? Robert knocked again, and then explained with frantic gestures to a silver-haired man they barely knew.

      In a moment, Robert and Mr. Ferguson—if she remembered correctly—walked to the barn. The older man cinched up the saddle while Robert looped the bridle over the mare’s head. With Robert atop the horse, he waved to Mr. Ferguson before stopping to help Atta up onto the warm horseflesh behind the saddle. “Hold on tight.”

      She clutched her hands together in front of him. Robert pressed his legs into the mare’s sides and the horse tore fast down the road.

      Atta crushed her face against Robert’s shirt. Neither the scent of homemade soap nor the mare’s steady lope beneath their bodies brought comfort. How could they have fallen asleep in the afternoon shade? How could she have left Gertie alone...with him?

      Forgive me Father, for I have sinned. She imagined herself in the small confines of St. Mary’s confessional, rosary beads tight in her hand, Monsignor Coyle’s muddled face through the latticed screen between them. Monsignor would probably tell her to pay penance by praying the rosary two times. Even now, she longed for the comfort of the smooth beads and the cool metal of the crucifix, Jesus’s bent knees pressed into her palm as she began the first prayer.

      I believe in God, the Father Almighty, the Creator of heaven and earth…

      She was on her second Hail Mary when Robert tugged the reins. Atta peered from behind his shirt, her legs growing numb at the sight of Papi’s Tin Lizzie in the drive. Robert hopped down and pulled her off with one strong arm. They ran to the front door, toward the sound of Papi’s loud, slurred curses.

      Was Gertie safe in their bedroom? Had she been able to secure Atta’s hope chest against the door by herself?

      Flour coated the kitchen counter. An overturned bowl. The jar of jam Atta used to make Berliners open and tipped, a gelatinous blob smearing the counter. Their shoes crunched on granules of sugar as she and Robert hurried to the stairs.

      Papi’s voice boomed above. “You worthless, girl. Killed my Katharina…worthless…now you gonna pay.”

      Gertie must have made it to her room.

      “Papi! We’re home.” Atta attempted comforting tones to calm the beast inebriated by demon rum.

      The stench of cigarettes and whisky caused her stomach to curdle. On wobbly legs, she stumbled up the stairs before Robert. Around the corner and⁠—

      Papi’s heavyset form stood in front of their bedroom, a large rolling pin raised in his right hand. Gertie crumpled on the painted floorboards. A large red welt melded with the tears on her face. Her tiny fingers clutched the handle of Atta’s hope chest.

      She hadn’t made it.

      “Worthless piece of—” Papi brought the rolling pin back.

      “No!” Atta’s guttural scream made Papi pause long enough for her to lunge across the hall and throw herself on top of her sister.
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        * * *

      

      The blow never came. Robert had seen to that. They were both gone now, Robert probably finding a way to sober up her father.

      For a long time, Atta sat on the floor with her sister, smoothing her blonde tresses. “I’m so sorry, Gertie. I should have been here. It’s all right now. I’m here. And as soon as Robert and I are married, you’re going to live with us. How would you like that?”

      Gertie’s soft whimpers sounded from within the folds of Atta’s skirt.

      Forgive me, Father.

      Atta stood and lifted Gertie in her arms, careful to avoid any tender spots. She carried her downstairs and sat her on a chair. She dipped a washcloth in a basin of water and tended first to her wounds, and then to the flour and jam smeared on her hands and beneath her fingernails.

      “You know if I’m not home you shouldn’t be down here cooking. You know you should be up in our room. You know it.” Atta tried to keep the frustration from her voice, but she found herself digging harder than necessary to loosen the sticky jam beneath Gertie’s small thumb.

      Her sister winced. Atta placed the cloth down.

      “You didn’t come.” Gertie’s innocent blue eyes implored her. “I knew Papi would want his Berliners. I thought I could”—she hiccupped back a sob—“make him like me.”

      All the Berliners in Germany couldn’t accomplish that feat. Atta sighed and clutched Gertie’s hands. A sticky spot on her sister’s dress stuck to Atta’s pinky. “You have nothing to be sorry for. I should have been home. But I give you my word, Gertie. It will never, never happen again.” She stood. “Now dry those tears. We have plenty of cleaning to do.”

      Gertie stood, wiped her nose with the back of her sleeve, and took the kitchen broom from the small closet. “How come you never cry, Atta?”

      “I suppose…I suppose all my tears dried up after Mami died.” Sometimes, when her burden felt too heavy, she longed to cry—begged her eyes to shed a tiny bit of wetness. But the tears never came.

      “Tell me about her again. Please.”

      “Mami was lovely. Prettier than Mary Pickford, even.” Atta rung out a dishcloth in the steel sink and ran it over the counter. “You look just like her. Same blue eyes, the color of the sea. You have her smile too. She loved you so much. She used to sing to you.”

      “Schlaf, Kindlein schlaf?”

      Atta smiled. Sleep, child sleep. “Yes.”

      “I didn’t mean to make her die, Atta. I didn’t.”

      Atta flung the dishcloth down and took Gertie by the shoulders. The child’s eyes widened. “You forget that nonsense, Gertie Schaeffer, you hear? You did not make Mami die.”

      “But Papi says she got real sick after I was born.”

      “You don’t listen to Papi for one second. He’s a foolish, selfish…oh, never mind all that. You put such nonsense straight from your head.”

      Atta stood and wiped the counters. Her bottom lip trembled. How did she live with herself? With her guilt? No, Gertie hadn’t killed Mami.

      The stain of that sin lay on Atta’s soul.
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, after some toast and eggs and a chapter of The Secret Garden, Gertie was settled in bed beside her ragdoll, Rosie, while Atta finished the Berliners. When the door opened, she tucked the rolling pin behind her back.

      Robert. He walked stiffly to the table and sat, almost in a daze. “He’s passed out in the barn.” His gaze met hers. “He agreed. I can’t believe it myself. It wasn’t easy. He’ll always hate me, hate my father, I know that. But he agreed to let Gertie live with us.”

      “Thank the Father.” Atta collapsed against the side of the counter.

      “I’m working double-time on our house. The boys from the club will help me. I’ll finish it early, talk to Monsignor Coyle about moving up the wedding.” His head drooped and she ran a hand through the blonde locks, damp from sweat and releasing the faint scent of livestock.

      He lifted his head and clasped her hand to his chest, where his heart pounded out a steady rhythm. She relaxed beneath its melodious sonnet.

      He brought her fingers to his lips and kissed them. “You and Gertie need to get out of this house. I need to get you out of this house.”

      His dogged determination soothed her, and a sudden tranquility stirred the walls of her heart. Everything would be fine. She would never fail Gertie again. Neither would Robert.

      Not until later that night, when Atta slid into bed beside her sister’s warm little body, did the checkup with Dr. Browne slither into her mind.

      The rose-colored spots on her legs. The glass slide with her skin on it. She hadn’t even asked him.

      What was he testing it for?
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        Boston, Massachusetts

        1916

      

      

      Doctor Harry Mayhew cringed as an orderly pulled a sheet over his patient’s pale face, the gesture cementing not only Albin Zielinski’s death, but Harry’s own bleak future.

      Pneumonia. He’d associated Zielinski’s cough and fever to tuberculosis, but his patient must have been developing pneumonia before Harry had considered collapsing his lung. Most likely, Zielinski would have died either way.

      Most likely.

      Harry tapped his foot against the linoleum. Losing patients came with the territory of a medical degree. He’d known it from the beginning. But would Dr. Wright view it this way? Would Harry’s father?

      “Sad, isn’t it?” His nurse, Helen, came up beside him, her Florence Nightingale cape fastened at the front for the trip home. “And with two little ones, no less.”

      Zielinski had children. Maybe he should have listened to Dr. Young. Would his patient’s chances have been better in a sanatorium?

      No, everything he learned at Harvard pointed to the benefit of inducing pneumothorax in a patient like Zielinski. Harry had only done what he thought best.

      The mental pardon did little to dispel the imagined faces of Zielinski’s wife and children, grieving their husband and father.

      “Dr. Wright said he’d like to see you before you leave, Doctor.”

      The old codger. No doubt Harry was in for a lecture that would put the brightest Harvard professor to shame. Perhaps he deserved it.

      He bid Helen goodnight and strode down the halls of Massachusetts General Hospital, his rubber soles squeaking against the linoleum.

      Massaging a kink in his right shoulder, he gave two rapid knocks on an imposing walnut door.

      “Come in.”

      Harry entered the spacious office. Behind the desk, Dr. Wright raised his eyebrows when he saw him. “Shut the door, Harry.”

      He did so and sat in a Hepplewhite armchair, his feet planted on a plush area rug. Two tungsten lamps hung on the wall, above a grand mahogany desk. All of it made him feel small, and he straightened his spine as he faced the older man.

      “Nurse said you wished to speak with me, sir.”

      The older doctor sighed and leaned back in his swivel chair. Swivel. Huh. Apparently, the board spared no expense when it came to Dr. Wright.

      “I think you know why you’re here, Harry. Dr. Young spoke to me regarding one of your patients”—he flipped through a pile of papers on his desk—“Albin Zielinski. Tuberculosis. Dr. Young suggested Mr. Zielinski be sent to Gallops Island for sanatorium treatment. You took it upon yourself to collapse his lung.” He snapped the papers and inspected Harry through thick spectacles, as if he were a bacterium under a microscope. “His death ensued.”

      “I’m not convinced his death was a direct result of the pneumothorax, sir. At the time it seemed the only logical course of action.”

      “Logical to go against your attending physician’s orders?”

      Harry flexed his right foot, the tightness of the scars left by inadequate stitching from years earlier pinching his calf. He’d graduated top of his class at Harvard Medical School. One didn’t walk away from such an accomplishment to bow down to the orders of some mediocre physician only two years his elder.

      “With all due respect, sir, Mr. Zielinski is—was—my patient. I didn’t agree⁠—”

      “With all due respect, Dr. Mayhew, you passed your licensing exam just last month. You don’t have to agree. An order’s an order. I pride myself on running this hospital—and running it well. Dr. Young is a fully capable physician. I’d put my life in his hands.” The older man raised a single bushy eyebrow. His expression softened. “I’m sorry, Harry. I have no choice.”

      Unfamiliar panic seized his chest. No choice?

      Dr. Wright handed him an ivory envelope, an image of the front of the hospital embossed in the top corner. “I’ve discussed appropriate discipline with the board and the review committee. There’s⁠—”

      Harry stood. “Dr. Wright, please. Just a minute, now. Mr. Zielinski’s health had improved considerably since I induced pneumothorax. He was young. A unilateral case with cavitation. Surely, you would agree with my treatment.”

      “Whether I would have agreed or not doesn’t matter. You’re a bright young man, Harry. But respect for those in authority needs to be maintained. This is not the first time you’ve disregarded hospital protocol.”

      Bitter bile gurgled in the back of Harry’s throat. Respect for authority. How many times had his father shoved those words at him? But respect was something to be earned, not wielded about like a shiny sheriff’s badge.

      Dr. Wright removed his spectacles. “Dr. Frank Parker, superintendent of the Penikese Island Hospital, is in need of an assistant. Dr. Walbach—you remember him from Harvard, I’m sure—has been in communication with both Dr. Parker and the Board of Charity. Your discipline will require you to remain on the island for one year to assist Dr. Parker in any way he sees fit.”

      The old man had gone off his swivel. “Dr. Wright—you can’t possibly. If I go to Penikese for a year, it’ll be suicide to my medical career. No patient will willingly seek me out after I’ve worked with—with lepers.” He spit out the last word as if it were dirt on his tongue.

      “Surely, a doctor specializing in bacteriological training isn’t frightened of leprosy, Dr. Mayhew.” He replaced his spectacles. “And if you get along on Penikese, you may be assured you will have a position waiting for you here at the hospital. Dr. Parker and I graduated from Tufts together. He is a fine man and a fine doctor. You will learn much from him.”

      Learn? What did he need to know of leprosy? They didn’t treat such cases in Boston’s hospitals. Reaching into the recesses of his desperation, he clutched the only weapon available to him.

      “My father won’t allow this.”

      How he hated to call on his father’s position. Hadn’t he always prided himself on getting by on his own accomplishments? But this….

      “I’ve already spoken with your father. He was none too pleased. But even the chairman of the board can’t argue with your irresponsible choices.”

      Harry shoved his chair back and strode out of Dr. Wright’s office without another word, the envelope tight in his grip. He wouldn’t live among lepers. No, he’d open his own practice. Blast, he’d join his father if he must.
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        * * *

      

      Several hours later, Harry dragged himself up the steps of his parents’ house and onto the wide veranda, where he placed the box of his office supplies and medical bag on a wicker chair. Tucked deep into the side of the small box was the letter Dr. Wright had given him. That letter would not—could not—dictate his future.

      The scent of honeysuckle and lavender reminded him of his soft, coddling mother, the complete antithesis of the man she’d married.

      “Dr. Mayhew.” The familiar young voice caused Harry to look toward the bottom of the stairs into wide, expectant green eyes. “I’ve been waiting for you near an hour, Dr. Mayhew. Did you save any lives today? Did you, did you?”

      “Timmy.” On days like this, Harry wondered why the nine-year-old boy idolized him.

      Timmy shoved his hands into the pockets of his knickers and trotted up the stairs. “So did you, Dr. Mayhew?”

      Harry started to shake his head and tell the boy that no, he did not save any lives. In fact, he may have taken one. But the boy’s hopeful face beneath sun-reddened hair made Harry bite his tongue. “There was this one man…”

      Timmy almost jumped out of his polished shoes. “What was wrong with him? Cholera? Tuberculosis? Diphtheria? The typhoid?”

      “Polio.” Harry turned his mouth into a grim line to match the desperation of the story he was to conjure up for the boy.

      “Polio?” Timmy’s freckled nose wrinkled. “That’s bad…how did you save him?”

      “He couldn’t breathe when he came in. Couldn’t speak. If I didn’t act soon, he’d surely die from asphyxiation.” Harry’s voice grew animated, even as he questioned if lying to the boy was better than telling him a man in his care died today. Certainly better to borrow from this half-true story, for he had saved a man with this problem while in medical school, as Dr. Wright kept a watchful eye over the procedure.

      “Yes, yes? And how did you save him?”

      “A tracheotomy.”

      “A trache—what?”

      “A tracheotomy. A fairly simple procedure, but a rather nerve-wracking one considering all it involves.”

      Timmy leaned forward. “What—what did you have to do?”

      Harry paused, the effect dramatic. “Cut his throat open with my scalpel.”

      Timmy’s hands flew to his throat. Realizing the gesture, he shoved them back in his pockets and cleared his throat. “And then he could breathe?”

      “After I inserted the tube into his trachea, yes. He could breathe easily.”

      The boy stared into the space beside Harry, his jaw hanging open. “No fooling.”

      Harry couldn’t help the smile pulling at his lips. A small lie was a minor price to pay for saving the boy’s dreams. “No fooling.” He sifted through the supply box. “Now listen up, Timmy. I won’t be around for some time, and I want to give something to the aspiring doctor.” He held out the instrument, the black tubing familiar and comfortable around his fingers.

      Timmy reached for the device tentatively, his mouth working but no sound coming out.

      “Oh, I almost forgot. The case. You don’t want it getting knocked around when you’re off to see your patients, now do you?”

      “But—but don’t you need it?” Timmy finally grasped onto the black tubing.

      “I have another.” Harry’s father had given him his old stethoscope when Harry graduated from Harvard. He’d been reluctant to use it, though. Bad memories and all. But in this moment, the joy on Timmy’s face seemed worth a few bad memories.

      Timmy propped the ear tips in his ears and probed around his chest. Harry stifled a laugh when the boy pressed the chest piece about three fingers too high of a clear hearing.

      “Here, Doctor. Let me show you.” Harry knelt down and slid the chest piece lower. “Hear that?”

      “No foolin’…that’s my heart?”

      “Sure is. It’s working hard to keep that young blood flowing.”

      Without warning, Timmy threw his arms around Harry, forcing him to fall back on the top step. “Thanks so much, Dr. Mayhew. This is the best present I ever got.” He pushed himself off Harry and jumped the last three steps. “I’m gonna go show Mother. She’ll think I’m a real doctor, now.”

      The boy rushed away. It was on Harry’s lips to remind Timmy he wouldn’t be around to say goodbye, but he didn’t call out. Better for the boy to remember him a hero, to remember the belief Harry had in him to accomplish his dreams—a belief he wished his own father had supplied him with at a young age.

      Leaving the box on the chair, he entered the house, the smell of steak churning his stomach instead of enticing it. Voices tinkled along with china, and the door to the kitchen swung open, sending a wave of heat from the ovens.

      “There you are.” A sweep of dark ringlets disappeared behind the door. Carrie. “Mother, he’s decided to come home at last. Would you like me to have the maid pour the chardonnay?”

      Mother. Was the endearment necessary considering they weren’t yet engaged?

      “How was your day, dear?” Harry’s mother stepped in front of Carrie and kissed him on the cheek, her pale blue gown brushing his shoes.

      “Well, Mother.”

      He glanced at his father already seated at the head of the table, his broad shoulders filling the seat. The older man jerked his head toward Harry’s chair, indicating for him to sit. “We’ll speak in the smoking lounge after dinner.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      The sound of glass beakers shattering on tile would have been preferable to the tight silence shrouding the gleaming silverware and china that night. His mother must have sensed something amiss, for she spoke in one-sentence conversations, with only Carrie giving nods of acknowledgment.

      “I called on Mrs. Beal today.”

      “The filet is cooked to perfection, is it not?”

      “Mrs. Strong’s niece is to be married this summer. Isn’t that lovely?”

      And finally, “Carrie, would you play that lively piece Harry loves this evening—oh, what is the name of it again, dear?”

      Carrie smiled at Harry, her straight white teeth shining beneath the light of the chandelier. “Nola, by Felix Arndt. And it would be my pleasure, Mother.”

      His career hung on a shaky rock of a craggy precipice and all he could hear was Carrie’s all-too-familiar endearment of “Mother.” Each time pushing him further toward his unsteady future. His lack of control over his own destiny.

      “Father and I have business to attend to in the lounge. Perhaps later.”

      Carrie’s bottom lip started to protrude but she caught herself, ever the genteel woman her parents had groomed her to be. “Later, then.”

      Once in the lounge, Harry’s father took a hand-rolled cigar from his leather case, rolled it between his fingers, and lit it.

      He didn’t offer Harry one.

      Neither did he sit in his usual oak Morris reclining chair, but rather stood looking out the darkened windows, bordered by heavy velvet drapes.

      “I learned something interesting today, Harry. Do you wish for me to enlighten you?”

      Harry tapped his right foot on the hardwood floor, the sweet scent of tobacco heightening his senses.

      “My son, whom I’ve always demanded obedience from…my son, whom I provided an Ivy League education and who has not wanted for anything…my son, so I find out today, can’t take orders. ‘Has no respect for authority’ were Dr. Wright’s words. And now, my only son finds himself in quite a predicament.” He softened his words as his dark gaze met Harry’s. “And for the first time in my life, I don’t know what to do about it.”

      Harry closed his eyes. He’d expected discipline. Degradation. But vulnerability…his father? Never. His last sentence provoked thoughts of sympathy and repentance. Harry would have none of it.

      “Sir, I’ve already decided I’m not going to Penikese. I will not subject my career to such a setback.”

      His father raised an eyebrow, a few faint gray hairs glinting off the dim light of the oil lamp. “And what do you propose to do?”

      Man, he’d have to grovel. He’d rather do anything than beg—anything except live in a leper colony.

      “I could work at your practice.”

      The man who raised him puffed long on his cigar then blew a thin stream of smoke toward the ceiling. “You will only harm the practice I worked hard to build. Your name has been tarnished. Because of irresponsibility, you have a patient’s death on your hands. Again.”

      Harry sucked in a sharp breath, as if he’d been punched. And hadn’t he, in a sense? “Father, I was eight. Can’t we⁠—”

      “I bring it up not to cause you pain, Harry, but to point out that there are some things you haven’t learned in fifteen years. Dr. Wright may be correct in thinking you will benefit from time on a remote island, amidst needy people. Some personalized instruction with an experienced physician can’t harm your senses, either.”

      His ears rung. His own father would send him to his doom. He was indeed eight years old again, scooping up a roll of catgut material his father had thrown to him, searching for a needle to sterilize, all so he could stitch up his own leg.

      Why would his father help him now?

      “I’ll open up my own practice, then. We’ll be in competition.” A lame threat, but no way in Hades would Dr. William Mayhew survive the social stigma of his only son competing with him.

      “With what money? You’ve been out of medical school for all of four months.” He swiped an open palm into the air. “But by all means, try it. Don’t expect to be living under this roof while failing, though.”

      Boxed into a corner again. Harry would never win against his father, and they would never be on the same team. He felt the heavy gaze of disapproval on him, sure that whenever his father looked at him, all he saw was total and absolute failure.
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        * * *

      

      “You’re quiet tonight.” Carrie ran a hand down Harry’s arm. Dusk hung over them, and one of those new electric lamps flickered on, casting a shadow over the bumpy cobblestone that led them to her home.

      He should tell her now. It wouldn’t get easier, and he’d be leaving in two days.

      “Your mother invited me to go calling with her tomorrow.”

      How did the female species survive on such little trivialities and purpose? Embroidery, tea, wedding plans, social clubs, gossip. Did they ever long for more? His mother and Carrie didn’t seem to.

      “The Travis’ are hosting a ball in two weeks’ time. Won’t that be lovely? We haven’t danced in so long.”

      He smashed his teeth together. She knew he hated dancing, knew he’d choose a plain old vaudeville show over a fancy ball any day of the week. Though every young couple in the city signed up for fox-trot and tango lessons, he’d avoided them like the plague.

      “Carrie, can we sit?” He pointed to their usual bench, shadowed from a streetlamp, two houses away from her three-story home.

      “Of course.” She adjusted her skirts around the wood, and when he sat, she leaned toward him, mouth parted. The scent of jasmine wafted to his nostrils.

      Well, isn’t that what they usually did on this bench? He gazed down at her soft mouth, his body already responding to her willingness. Softly, he brushed his lips against hers, but then pulled away.

      Her lips puckered, as if she tasted an extra bitter lemon. That’s all?, her expression seemed to ask.

      Horsefeathers, there was no easy way to say it. No easy way to admit his failure. “I won’t be working at Mass General any longer.”

      She raised dainty fingers to her lips. “Harry, no. What happened?”

      Dr. Wright. Dr. Wright happened. It was not Harry’s fault Albin Zielinski died! But how much should he tell Carrie? They’d courted for two years, but little, if any of their discussions had ever been of a personal nature.

      “I’ve been blamed for a patient’s death and given an ultimatum from both Dr. Wright and my own father. I don’t see any way around it.”

      Carrie stared at the cobblestone beneath her shadowed feet, her chest rising and falling softly. “What’s the ultimatum?”

      “Complete one year of work on Penikese Island or…” Or what? Could he afford to start his own medical practice by means of a loan? Maybe live in a boardinghouse while making a go of it? But then there was the issue of clearing his name. Blast, he wanted respect. He deserved respect. But the board at the biggest hospital in the city wouldn’t allow him that privilege unless he bowed to their whims. “Or forfeit my medical career.”

      Carrie shot to her feet. “They can’t do that. You graduated top of your class at Harvard, for Pete’s sake!”

      His affection for her grew in that moment. She understood. She still thought him deserving. Carrie was on his side.

      “I don’t see any other way around it. I’ll have to go. It’ll only be for a year, and then the hospital will return my job to me.”

      She gnawed on her bottom lip, seeming to forget etiquette for the moment. “No, Harry. Not Penikese. It’s an asylum. A madhouse. Don’t you remember the horror stories they told us as children? God Himself has cursed those people. And if you go there, He’ll surely curse you too.”

      The words stung his soul, for they had been lying beneath his thoughts since that afternoon. “Do you think I’d choose this path? I haven’t a choice, Carrie. My father won’t take me into his practice. In a very real sense, I’m already cursed.”

      She shivered and tucked her arms around herself. “Anything else would be better. Anything. Perhaps my father could get you a job at the firm.” She turned to him, her gaze tentative for the first time that night. “If we married, you could live with my family.”

      God help him, he considered it. Was he ready to settle down with a woman he wasn’t sure he loved? Could he walk away from the medical profession after all the hard work he’d put into it? Could he give up being a doctor?

      No. He wouldn’t. As much as his father had forced him into his chosen profession, he loved it. The excitement, the risks, the knowledge he possessed, and even the people he helped. Yes, Penikese was his only option.

      “I’m sorry. I have to go. Maybe after I’m back home…” Still, he found himself reluctant to make promises of marriage.

      She drew herself up and tilted her chin. “Fine, have it your way. But let me give you another ultimatum, Harry Mayhew. Mark my words, if you step one foot onto that cursed piece of land, I will not be waiting for you upon your return.”
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