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            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      The Titanic taught us that there are no unsinkable ships. The Great War taught us that there are no deathless heroes. The influenza taught us that there are no places to hide.

      We were done with darkness, so we shed our old skins. And some of us drank that wild brew called abandon.

      The other girls, they came from everywhere: from the small towns with their quiet commons, from the city tenements with their honking mayhem. They wore their hair short and their skirts shorter. Followers of Bacchus, devotees of Pan, heedless of the old rules, yet they wanted to be all the same, the same—they were Zelda, they were Clara, they were Coco. They were flappers.

      And when I shed my old skin, what soft and tender flesh did I expose? The heart does hold secrets, and is itself an unruly thing.
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            LATE SEPTEMBER, 1925

          

        

      

    

    
      First you will raise the island of the Sirens,

      Those creatures who spellbind any man alive,

      Whoever comes their way. Whoever draws too close,

      Off guard, and catches the Sirens’ voices in the air⁠—

      No sailing home for him . . .

      
        
        —Homer, The Odyssey, Book 12, 44–48

      

      

      

      Jo

      The wharf stretched over the water, a black slab like a prone tombstone. Across the river the lights in Jersey cast shimmering reflections that bobbled and broke, the only light by which I could see since I’d pulled the Nash sideways and the car’s headlamps cast their lights south. With my right hand I tucked my collar up under my chin; the night was crisp and the stars threw a hard brilliance.

      In my left hand I clutched the scarf, the metal tucked inside biting through the silk and into the leather glove, sharp points digging into my palm.

      “Okay, Teddy,” I whispered to the chilly dark. “This is what you wanted. This is for you.”

      I pulled my fist from my coat pocket and opened the scarf, the silk weeping over my open hand. I couldn’t see the poppies in the dark, those big scarlet splotches on white. I couldn’t see the three medals with their grosgrain ribbons, their insignia, but as they shifted and clinked they grew heavy in my palm—some figment of my imagination—and I plucked them out of the scarf one by one and tossed them, my best Teddy-taught ball throw, into the water, which they hit with a soft splash, one, two, three.

      The water shivered, just the smallest ripple, then stilled.

      I hustled back to the car, hobbled by my coat and the uneven ground, shivering as I climbed in and pressed against the leather. I glanced through the glass knowing that he wouldn’t be there.

      I let out the brake and stomped on the clutch and put the thing in gear and made off with a roar, spitting stones, navigating out of the maze of warehouses and dockside loading bays and back to the dark streets of the Lower West Side. I thought about Charlie, and my heart skipped a beat, and my foot pressed harder on the accelerator. I thought about Lou and what she’d say about Teddy and the medals. She’d probably think it was a shame.

      But I’d made a promise. I did what Teddy asked me to do. I didn’t need his medals anymore. Because as I looked at everything I’d learned, at everything I’d found and lost in these five months past, this was my northern star: I still had Teddy.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Lou

      So boys. Am I a witness, or a suspect?

      As I cross my legs I can see the detective’s momentary distraction. I savor the moment.

      You mind exhaling your smoke in the other direction, Detective?

      It’s not the cushiest chair ever, either, though I don’t go on about that. The detective in the suit perches on the desk in front of me. The guy taking notes sits right behind me, where I can’t see him. We’re in a tight little office with glass walls, and a bustle goes on in the precinct headquarters around us. Every so often some joker stares in at me like I’m a museum specimen or something. I fan my face. A gal can hardly think in here, especially considering.

      Fine. I’m gonna start at the beginning. That way maybe you guys can fill in the rest of the blanks yourselves and stop pestering me. I’ll give you the whole kit and caboodle. Me and Danny. Me and Jo. Jo and Charlie. What happened that night. What happened to take us to that point. It’s quite a story, and I’ll give it to you straight, especially . . .

      I pause for effect.

      . . . how I’m an innocent victim.

      I can see the smirk starting to form on those skinny lips, and I think, Don’t laugh, buster.

      And Teddy, you want to know about Teddy, don’t you? It doesn’t all start with Teddy, but yeah, it sure ends with him. Yeah, right there in the water. Such a shame.

      Jo thought she had him. A crying shame, that. But . . .

      Then I see that the detective—Smith, isn’t it?—he shifts like he’s impatient, and I think, Settle down, sweet pea. I’m not gonna get ahead of myself.
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            MAY 18, 1925

          

        

      

    

    
      Lies are essential to humanity. They are perhaps as important as the pursuit of pleasure and moreover are dictated by that pursuit.

      
        
        —Marcel Proust (1871–1922)

      

      

      Jo

      Tonight Pops was in a foul mood. He’d been that way ever since Teddy had disappeared—dead, they said, but I knew the truth. I was not grief-stricken like Ma and Pops, because I’d been privy to the lie.

      Pops chewed on a bitterness so sharp and keen it gave him a permanent frown. But this was worse than usual.

      “Fanny!”

      I winced, yanked out of my fictional world, and I bowed my head over the story I was working on and tried to concentrate on that last sentence I’d written, tried to block out Pops’s bark and Ma’s scrambled response.

      “Fanny. Where’s that ledger? I need those numbers.”

      I heard Ma’s soft voice, though not her words, and I gave up on the sentence and rested my forehead on my palm and shut my eyes. My turn next.

      And with a thud, the ledger landed on the table, burying my paper and just about smashing my right hand, which still clutched a pencil.

      “Josephine. I need those numbers,” Pops said. He was gone before I looked up.

      My skill with numbers was more important to him than anything else. Certainly more important than my fledgling desire to write.

      Ma hovered in the doorway, and her eyes met mine before she slipped back into the kitchen, hiding behind the flower-infested apron and the clattering of pots. The gauze curtain that hung over the dark window lifted, a round belly, then dropped; the breeze riffled the loose hairs across my cheek. A distant dog’s bark drifted in on the spring night air. It was warm for May, the breeze fragrant with lilacs.

      I shifted the heavy bound black ledger until I could open it to the page with its marker showing where I’d left off. I sighed at the columns citing cases of whiskey and rum, gin and mixers.

      Pops had to be so upset tonight because of what had happened the night before. Danny Connor’s men had been at the house and were looking for something of Teddy’s. I’d overheard the conversation, and wished I hadn’t.

      Teddy. It was like I could feel his hand on my shoulder. Séances were all the rage with my friends at school, but I didn’t need any old séance to manifest my brother. He’d promised he’d come back. I might not know where he was now, but I held fast to that promise. He’d told me he’d gotten into a jam and had to lay low. And I held to it, even after we’d placed an empty coffin in the ground, even when everyone else was sure Teddy was dead.

      I worked the figures totaling the profits that the black market liquor had brought in over the past week. My Pops, bootlegger for the biggest gangster in New York, Danny Connor. It was all wrong.

      Pops said he was in the business for the family. Our sweet little grocery next door to the house had been a fine thing. Once. Now the old dry-goods section hid a false wall, and midnight deliveries of crates from Canada disturbed my sleep. The business had grown lately, and the figures in the ledger had swelled, too. Bootleggers made a lot of money as middlemen between the Canadians who imported the booze and the swells down in the city who drank it despite the Prohibition. But bootleggers like Pops who made deals with gangsters like Danny Connor were always one step away from danger.

      Before Teddy disappeared a year ago, Pops had kept his bootlegging to small-time deals. But after Teddy disappeared, Pops assuaged his grief by making a bigger deal with the devil. It didn’t matter. All the money in the world wouldn’t cure what ailed him. As far as I was concerned Pops had forgotten about what was right.

      And here I was, helping Pops’s misbegotten work by keeping the books. Helping him try to drown the memory of Teddy, when I wanted to shout, He’s not dead! Except that I had made Teddy a promise.

      A hard, hard promise to keep when I watched my ma and pops. But I kept it, for Teddy’s sake.

      The clock chimed ten when I leaned back in the chair. I rubbed my eyes with the heels of my hands. My hair had fallen out of its pins and lay like a blanket hanging down my back, hot and heavy.

      Last week Moira had her hair bobbed. The other girls all crowded around, touching and admiring. Moira said she felt a million pounds lighter and, with her voice low and thrilling, told us that a man on the street had stopped and asked her if she was the real Colleen Moore. Colleen Moore, whose smiling visage graced the posters at the moving picture theater just about every week, who was touted as the perfect flapper with her short skirts, heart-shaped face, and bow lips.

      I didn’t want strange men stopping me on the street or, heaven forbid, thinking I was a flapper—daring and naughty and foolish. But it was already warm and the steamy summer loomed, and my thick curls weighed on my neck. Shorter hair would be nothing more than a convenience. A simple haircut wasn’t enough to turn a girl into a flapper, right? Modern and smart, sure. But not a flapper. The last thing I wanted was to be taken for a fool.

      Ma was still in the kitchen, hanging the damp wash. Her black skirt grazed her ankles as she bent over the tub to pick out the next wet shirt and position it to run through the wringer.

      “What would you think if I cut my hair short?”

      She started and straightened and put one hand up, touching her own gray-streaked hair, which was piled in a rolling crown on top of her head.

      I lifted my hair off my neck, peeling clinging moist strands off my skin. “It sure would be cooler. And easier. It’s just a practical matter.” I waited. “That’s all.”

      “Cut your hair. I’ll think on it.” Ma wiped her hands on her apron. “I’ve been wanting to tell you. There’s something important come up. Your father put a call in to your uncle this morning.”

      I let my hair drop. “About?”

      “Things.” She shifted her eyes away. “Your father and I, we want you to go stay with your aunt and uncle for a time.”

      “In New York? What?” I was stunned. “Why?”

      She met my eyes again, her cheeks dark. “That’s the decision.” The worry in her voice made my heart pound.

      I said, “But after school ends, right? Exams are over in three weeks.”

      She shook her head, said with finality, “Sooner.”

      “But, Ma. I have to finish school. I won’t graduate.”

      Pops’s voice came hard: “School’s for boys, not girls. Last time I looked you weren’t a boy.”

      I jumped. “Pops!” I hadn’t heard him come up behind me.

      His face creased with a frown. “You’re to go down to the city and stay with your aunt and uncle.” He paused. “And meet someone proper, a proper guy. Your aunt and uncle can see to it. It’s high time you get married and get on with your life.”

      A proper . . . what? The color rose up my throat. “Pops. I’m not getting married.” I would’ve laughed, but Pop’s expression choked the humor out of me.

      “You’ll do as I say.” No question, he was not just upset tonight but cornered-animal upset.

      I kept my voice steady. “I have to finish my schooling, Pops. I’m only seventeen!”

      “Your ma was seventeen when we married. You’re better than her?”

      I bit my tongue so as not to hurt Ma’s feelings. She shifted, and the shirt she had hanging halfway through the wringer dripped into the rinse water, a soft plink, plink in the warm night air.

      The warm night air that rippled with undercurrents of confusion and worry and threat. And all of it focused on me.

      I had dreams, though Pops didn’t know about them. I wanted to become a writer—like that Agatha Christie. Teddy’d told me I had talent. He read the little things I wrote, and he liked them. Lots of girls were working now. It was modern and all right and didn’t mean you were bad. Teddy’d said he’d help me, said he’d talk to Pops so that after I graduated from high school I could set out on the path toward my dreams.

      But Teddy wasn’t here.

      I stood as straight as I could, hanging on to those dreams. “I have to graduate high school. I’ve got plans for when I graduate. I want to go to college. And then make something of myself.”

      You could’ve cut the air with a knife.

      Pops’s voice was low. “Teddy was the one should’ve gone to college. He went to war instead. Sacrificed his brain to that good cause. At least he was a hero.” Pops now stared at the floor so hard I thought he might bore holes right through it. “I spoke to your uncle. You’re darn lucky he’s got the goods and the willingness to take you in. He can introduce you to society types. You can make yourself useful by getting married to a guy who has some dough. Then there’s one less thing to give me a headache.”

      What was he thinking? Marriage? I talked back, made bold by the warm temperature and the worry. “I can help the family by getting a job once I graduate from college.”

      “Job.” Pops paced the floor, spouting, my back talk unleashing his anger, all his pent-up arguments. “First they get the vote, and now women think they can go around taking jobs from men. Worse thing that ever happened to this country was when women got the vote. Dumb politicians.”

      I’d heard it all before—Pops’s raving about the suffrage—but this time was different. This time it was about me.

      He turned on me. “There’s no job except where you ought to be—at home, taking care of your family. Like your ma, who takes care of things around this house. You don’t hear her complaining, do you?” Behind me, Ma shifted, a soft murmur in her throat. Pa’s voice rose, quick. “You’re going, and you’ll find a husband. And no nonsense about cutting your hair. Women who cut their hair short are floozies.”

      My voice trembled. “I’m not ready to get married. I want to finish out the school year. I have plans. And my plans don’t include becoming a floozy.”

      Pops narrowed his eyes. “I’m your father. You’ll do as I tell you. You’re to go to New York, to stay with your aunt and uncle.”

      My throat grew tight, and I heard Ma behind me, felt her rest her hand on my shoulder. “Of course she will. Won’t you, Jo?”

      Pops’s eyes slipped between Ma’s and mine, and he turned on his heel and left us in the kitchen, the air weighing damp with the clean clothes that smelled of Ma’s lavender soap.

      I turned. “Ma.” Now the tears welled. “This is all wrong.”

      She shook her head. “Don’t. Don’t, Jo. It’ll do no good.”

      “But why? Why can’t I stay here?” Even as I said it I could see it in her eyes: she and Pops both wanted me out of the house, to disappear behind a curtain. Something was surely wrong. Frustration edged in again behind my fear. “He sells spirits illegally and I can do his books, but I can’t finish school and get an honest job?” I folded my arms over my chest, tucking myself in. “If he’s worried about floozies, he should take a look at the places that sell his liquor.”

      “Josephine.” Ma’s voice was hard, now. “You will not talk about your father that way in this house.” She took a breath. “Especially not when he’s only thinking about you.”

      I dropped my head.

      She went on, “You know, Mary landed on her feet with Bertram. My sister was clever that way. He’s done well. They’ve got a big beautiful place on Park Avenue now. They tell me it’s all the rage, living in a Park Avenue apartment. Plenty of privacy, there, and lots of protection. They even have a doorman to keep you safe.”

      Safe. The word stuck in the air like a dab of glue on paper.

      “Aunt Mary and Uncle Bert hardly know me. Why would they want to take me in?”

      “They’re family. We’re family.” Ma didn’t lie well. Safe hung there, thick. Protection. Pops’s anger was out of bounds. Ma pressed the shirt through the wringer, squeezing the life out of it.

      “Mary said you don’t need to bring anything but underclothes. Your cousin Melody has dresses she’s dying to give you.”

      “Ma? What’s really going on?” I reached for the shirt, hung it for her while she picked out the next.

      She shrugged. “I don’t ask for details. I don’t question your father.” She worked the wringer with a vengeance, snapped the next shirt hard, then handed it to me to hang it over the drying rack. She said as she turned away, in a voice so calm it was chilling, “We just couldn’t bear to lose you, too.”

      The argument went out of me as I heard the tremor in her voice. Lose me, too. Like they lost Teddy.

      She moved back to me then, placed one hand on my shoulder, lifting the hair away from my face with the other. “You’re a smart girl. I know you can take care of yourself in New York. Your aunt and uncle aren’t unkind. They live high, but they won’t treat you poorly. Please. Do this for your father. For me.”

      “All right, Ma. When should I be ready?”

      “Your father said over the weekend.”

      “This weekend?”

      “Best not to finish out the school week and have the other students knowing where you’re off to.”

      I rubbed my eyes with my fingers. Not finish out the week. And not finish out the year. “Do you need my help here?” I asked from behind my knuckles.

      “No. You go do what you need to.” Her voice was soft.

      I turned away fast so Ma couldn’t see my face.

      I left the kitchen, back to the dining table where I dropped into the chair, my eyes stinging. Pops’s books were done. My story wouldn’t be finished tonight; I was in no mood for it. Besides, now without school and Miss Draper, there’d be no one to read it.

      Pops had never mentioned marrying me off before. I thought again about that conversation in the alley I’d overheard the night before, the one between Pops and Danny Connor’s men. There was a threat hanging over this house, and he wanted me out. Fumbling for answers, I went over in my mind what I’d heard of the argument in the dark alley outside my bedroom window.

      Close to midnight the noises had started. I’d gotten so used to noises like those that usually I slept through. But not last night. Behind the clatter of bottles and from the depths of sleep I heard Teddy’s name.

      And then, “. . . something Mr. Connor’s been looking for. You know anything?”

      “No.” Pops’s voice was sharp.

      “You wouldn’t be lying now, would you?” The voice was a low growl. “’Cause Mr. Connor, he wants us to tell you he’s got reason to believe there might be something Teddy . . .” Here the clanking of bottles drowned the next words.

      After a few minutes, Pops said, “We’re done.”

      “Done for now, Billy-boy, but if Mr. Connor suspects you’re hiding⁠—”

      “Nothing. I’m hiding nothing,” Pops interrupted. “My son has been dead and gone these past eleven months, and we have nothing.” They might not hear it, but I could: Pops’s voice shook.

      “Mr. Connor says to tell you he’s paying you a visit in the near future. If he thinks you know something, our next pickup might not be the usual.”

      “Yeah,” said another voice. “Liftin’ boxes is tough when your knees don’t work.”

      Car doors slammed; a car motor started; the sound moved off. The back door shut with a thump and the lock clicked. Murmurings issued from my parents’ bedroom, and I lay there listening until I couldn’t hold my eyes open any longer.

      Now as I reflected on that conversation it still made little sense. New York gangster Danny Connor was looking for something of Teddy’s, here in this house. And now Pops was sending me away as fast as he could, and had Ma talking about losing me. I didn’t know the specifics, but this was something so dangerous or so important that the threat to Pops, to Ma, and even to me was serious. And then there was Teddy’s Houdini-like disappearance. He left us—he left me—for a reason.

      I could see now that Pops wanted to get me out of the house for my own good.

      If Teddy’s troubles were wrapped up with Connor, Pops’s line of work had put all of us in a devilish spot. Pops had been wrong to swallow his grief by working with the likes of Danny Connor.

      I would never blame Teddy for this turn of events. No, I would not.
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            LOU

          

        

      

    

    
      So who knows right from wrong straightaway, anyhow?

      I adjust my posture, folding my hands in my lap.

      Look, Detective, I know what you’re trying here, but it ain’t working. That light is glaring straight into my baby blues, so would you mind? That’s better. Now, where were we? Oh, yeah. Me and Danny Connor. And right and wrong.

      I never pretended to be sure about what was right. I never pretended to know anything but this: I did what I did to survive. Me, Louise O’Keefe, as tough as nails on the outside, but all I truly wanted was some guy to take care of me.

      So sure, it was all about keeping us safe, at least at first. It was about me not having any more dough and us being down on our luck and Danny being in the right place at the right time. That he was from the old country? That was extra. I was pretty sure a boyo like him would have a soft spot for the likes of me since we were both only a step away from home.

      I hear the clack of the steno from behind my back as I talk.

      I met Danny Connor back in 1921. When I saw him that day on the street, I was just about on my last dime. There he stood: handsomest guy I’d ever seen and oh so swanky in that three-piece and those spats, a cane with what I thought was a polished brass knob—I later learned it was solid gold. And his eyes, gray like a spring storm. Sure, he was the best-looking swell I’d ever seen. But that wasn’t what took me there. It was that other thing, that smell. Expensive aftershave, the kind you can buy only uptown in a shop where they know you by name. He reeked of it. That, and dough. Because money has a smell, too, you know?

      And he was doling out the goods to the neighborhood: food, booze, money. Gave special attention to the elders and the littlest. I liked that.

      I asked one of the boys, some jerk standing there, who the guy was and what he was about, and I learned he was a palooka who’d fought his way to the top. That he took care of his own around town. Every week he’d truck in stuff for the community. He was the biggest benefactor the Irish community had ever seen. Daniel Connor.

      “So he’s decent,” I said, watching Danny work the crowd. I figured that he wasn’t born rich, and that he was trucking in liquid goods most of the time so as to make his dough, but by that time everyone and his mother was a rumrunner. “That’s pretty swell.”

      “I’ll tell you what’s swell,” the jerk answered. Then he tried to put the squeeze on me, but I’d already set my sights higher, right straight to the top, to Danny, and I slugged that jerk smack on the kisser.

      Detective Smith laughs out loud. Back those four-plus years ago I was an eighteen-year-old with moxie. Enough moxie that I turned right around to Danny and stuck out my hand.

      So I says to Danny, “Heyo. I’m Louise O’Keefe. My parents came from County Cork, but they’re now both dead and gone, and I’m looking for a job.”

      Yeah, Danny laughed at first, but I could see it in his eyes when he looked me up and down. I might be short, but I’ve got curves in all the right places, or so I’ve been told.

      “What did you have in mind?” Danny asked.

      I stiffened my shoulders, folded my arms. “I can cook, clean, wash, iron. I can do it all.”

      He looked me up and down again. This wasn’t anything new, but I was hopeful. Because one true guy was better than what I thought I was gonna have to put up with, being clean broke like I was.

      “A girl like you doesn’t need to be ruining her pretty hands with that kind of work. Can you read and write?”

      “Sure.”

      “Can you learn to speak properly, and manage a household?”

      I had no idea what he meant by that, but I said, “I’m willing to manage anything.”

      When he smiled this time, he showed all his pearly whites.

      A few weeks later he told me I was his dame, and that he’d take care of me. I took him at his word.

      I watch that detective smirk now as I think again about right and wrong. That’s the only kind of right I knew back then, the kind I got from Danny. That he’d treat me right, yes, sir. As right as rain.
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      Moll: noun, informal (also, “gun moll” ): a gangster’s female companion.

      
        
        —Oxford Dictionary of the English Language

      

      

      Jo

      The dream of fire, of flames, of heat—my recurring nightmare, that’s what woke me—that terrible consuming desire of fire reaching for me that woke me this night or that out of a sound sleep so that I lay panting in the dark. Fire and being trapped in the fire in that small playhouse and the smother of smoke and snap of the wood around me: those were the memories that fed the nightmare that woke me. And made the scar on my back tingle with remembered pain.

      And then any number of other things would keep me lying there, awake, in the dark.

      This night, after the nightmare, what kept me awake was the obvious lie about sending me to New York City to find a suitable husband, and what was going on that had Pops and Ma so worried about me being safe.

      I got up and turned on the light. Sleep had left me; I might as well put my time in these wee hours to some use. I had to pack for New York. For Pop’s magic trick—making me disappear.

      I’d likely never return to White Plains High. Not say good-bye to Moira, even if we had so little in common anymore with her eyeing the senior boys all the time, looking for a catch. No one else would miss me; within a couple of months kids would be scratching their heads trying to remember the name of the girl who read and wrote every spare minute, that quiet girl who disappeared like the mist that made up her dreams. Only my teacher Miss Draper, who encouraged my writing, would worry over my absence.

      Since from what Ma had said I didn’t need many clothes, I filled my suitcase with books. All my novels—the old ones by Austen, the newer ones by Eleanor Porter and Zane Grey, and the latest by Forster and Fitzgerald—they’d come with me. And I slipped in as many as I could of those masterful stories about clever Mr. Holmes, the ones Teddy’d given me. I’d carry the suitcase myself, even if it weighed a ton.

      “It isn’t fair,” I whispered to the air in my room. “You were the hero, but I have to obey his orders.”

      Life isn’t fair, Josie, I would’ve heard Teddy say. You’ve got to make what you make for yourself. Watch yourself, Josie-girl, because life can be downright dangerous.

      As I looked at the last bundle to add to my suitcase, I wondered if Ma would notice that the things that had sat on Teddy’s dresser for the past year had gone missing.

      I doubted it. Ma suffered in silence. She was too knotted up with her ongoing grief over Teddy to want to spend time in his room. I was the one who’d set up and maintained the little shrine, who’d spent nights in the dark, staring at the boxes, at the medals, those shiny, shiny medals, that reflected what little light came in from the streetlights, the moon, the stars.

      I lay the contents of that little shrine on top of the silk scarf, the one with the red poppies, the heavy silk square spread out flat. I rubbed the silk between my thumb and forefinger.

      Teddy had brought that scarf for me when he came home from the war.

      Like he’d promised before he left, that day in the early summer of ’17. He already had his uniform. His hair was still curling over his ears, blond and thick like sheep’s wool. He still flashed that beautiful smile, the one that made all the girls melt and made Ma and Pops proud—and made me proud, too, because I knew Teddy had a smile just for me.

      “I’m gonna bring you something back from France, Josie-girl,” Teddy said. “Something real special that a body can’t find except only in Paris.”

      “What?” I asked, excited, bouncing a little, not understanding what it meant for him to go to Paris then. “What, Teddy?”

      “Oh, it’ll be a big surprise,” Teddy had said, and winked.

      And when he came back only half a year later and handed me the fancy box with the scarf, I still didn’t understand. His hair had become short and stiff, and his back and his eyes had turned stiff, too.

      “Like I promised,” was all Teddy said as I opened the box and unfolded the scarf and draped it over my shoulders.

      I stroked it and thanked Teddy, but he turned away and disappeared into his room before I could tell him how happy I was that he was home, how much I had missed him, how many new secrets I had to share with him, how many new words I’d written during that half year he was gone. . . .

      I never really got Teddy back from that war. Not really. And all I had now was this scarf and the precious things that lay atop it.

      I touched them one by one. The medals in their hinged boxes. One, two, three of them, those medals, all points and hard edges and high-sounding words.

      “Keep these for me, Josie-girl,” Teddy’d said when he left almost a year ago. “I’ve got to go away for a while. Got to lay low.”

      Then he’d asked me to cover for him. That business that still gave me a chill.

      “It should only be for a time,” he’d said. “Then I’ll be back.”

      “Why wouldn’t you be back?” I’d asked. “You will, won’t you?”

      Teddy had chewed his lip, not looking at me. “This is a secret you’ve got to keep. Not tell Ma, not tell Pops. It’s life and death.”

      I began to tremble. “How can I keep this from Ma and Pops?”

      He took both my hands. “You can’t let on to anybody. Not anybody. Especially not Ma and Pops. You’ve got to pretend. Swear it, Jo.”

      I tasted a bitter tang; the misery we would put our parents through was gall. But I swore, and now it was almost a year, and I had to believe that any day now Teddy would come back and everything would be all right again.

      I put the medals back on the scarf and folded it over them and tied the corners into a tight knot and tucked the bundle deep in my suitcase under the books so that even the red poppies disappeared beneath the weight of leather and parchment.

      Yes, Teddy was right. Life can be downright dangerous.
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        * * *

      

      Pops came into the kitchen while I was eating breakfast. Worry worked at his mouth. “I got a telephone call. It’s best if Jo stays up in her room until I can get her to the train.”

      Ma and I exchanged a quick look. She nodded at me, and I rested my fork on my plate.

      I rose and started to my room, but a slight cough by the front door stopped me. The door was open to let in the spring air, the screen door keeping out the flies. A man stood on the other side of the screen.

      Our eyes met, and he held mine like he was a hypnotist. I’d seen him in the flesh only once before, but I knew who he was. His picture was in the paper often enough. Mr. Daniel Connor. Boss man of the East Side, heir to the throne left vacant when Big Al Capone went to Chicago. Boss of my pops now, too.

      Without turning away, I said, “Pops?”

      Connor’s eyes were gray, the color of steel. He was young for someone with such power, maybe not even thirty. His eyes held mine, and something twisted inside me. I was alone on a steel-gray sea, and he was reeling me in, much against my inclination. He was a devil of a man

      My heart slowed, and then time slowed. His lips formed a small smile that vanished in an instant. I didn’t like him. But he had my attention.

      Pops came in behind me. “Go to your room, Josephine.” As I turned away Danny Connor tipped his hat.

      I left the door of my room ajar and leaned against the wall next to the jamb. Daniel Connor had a soft, pleasant voice for someone built so square. I supposed he didn’t need to use his voice when, from what I’d read in the paper, his fists could do the job. Though he looked like he hadn’t hit anyone himself in a while—his tailored suit, spats, felt hat, and gold-tipped cane were not fighting gear. No, he had men around him, like the men from the other night, who were not such sharp dressers and who looked like they could break a guy’s arm as if they were snapping a chicken’s neck.

      For a minute or two it sounded like a social call. Pleasant conversation about the weather. Inquiries after the health of Ma and me.

      I’d seen Connor that once at Teddy’s memorial service, about two months after Teddy’s disappearance. Connor had sat in the back at a respectful distance. I’d wondered at it then, why he was there. Later I put two and two together: it was right about that time, more or less, that Pops had started in on the bootlegging.

      But now I heard: “Billy, my boys told you why I’m here.”

      “I know, and I can’t help you.”

      “Have you made a thorough search?”

      “Teddy left nothing behind. Just his clothes. And his medals.”

      “Yes. Of course.” A bee batted lazily against my window screen. “His medals. Your son was a true hero.”

      “Yes.”

      “It is such a shame, not to be able to bury him properly. It’s a shame that you and your family can’t say good-bye.” Someone paced around the room. “You don’t think he might still be alive?”

      My heart thudded.

      “No.” Pops’s voice was flat.

      “From time to time I imagine I see Teddy, here and there. I remember him well. He was such a pleasant young man,” Connor said. The blood pounded in my ears. “Why does someone commit suicide, I wonder? Just up and disappear in such a fashion, only his clothes left on a beach?” Connor paused. “Well, Billy, here’s the point of it: if Teddy told you anything about his involvement in certain affairs, things he might have been mixed up in, in particular anything that might reflect”—and here he coughed—“reflect on me, I’m sure you would let me know.”

      “Teddy was not himself after he came home,” Pops said, his voice shaking a little.

      Silence, except for a tapping—I imagined Connor’s cane on the floor—and then, “You have not addressed my question.”

      Pops voice came out low and rumbling. “Teddy didn’t confide in me.”

      “Who did Teddy confide in, Billy? His sister, perhaps? Didn’t she find his clothing on the beach?”

      The bee parried, feinted, moved on. My mouth was dry as a desert.

      “Josephine was very close to her brother. But he’d never mix her up in anything. Never.”

      “No. Of course he wouldn’t. Not a hero like Teddy.”

      I was so parched I couldn’t swallow, as if I’d tried to drink that salt water while the hook in my mouth reeled me in, steel, gray, sharp.

      “I would appreciate it, Billy, if you could look again for something he might have left behind. And should you find anything, you would inform me at once, wouldn’t you.” It was not a question.

      Pops said something I couldn’t make out.

      “My respects to your family.” I heard the screen door squeak open and shut, heard Connor’s footsteps, heavy and sure, on the wood porch and stairs, heard the slam of a car door and the engine start and the car pull slowly over the gravel and away. Then, silence for a moment before I heard Pops’s heavy tread as he mounted to the second story and approached my room.

      I scrambled to my chair, grabbing a book and holding it before my face.

      He knocked.

      His face was pale now, that rough anger drained away and replaced by something else. “I’m getting you a ticket for the noon train tomorrow to your uncle’s. Be ready, Josephine.”

      “Pops . . .” I held the book in my hand like a shield. “Do you need help with anything before I leave? You know, any last calculations?”

      His eyes met mine, and then he shook his head once. “Tomorrow, noon. Be ready.”

      I nodded, and he left.

      Pops might not know it, but Teddy had confided in me, all right—although not anything about Danny Connor. And if Teddy had left anything hidden, surely he would have told me.

      New York City was a special place for Teddy and me. I should be happy I was heading there; of all the places on earth, it was the one in which he was most likely to reappear. And I wanted more than anything for him to come back and help set things right.

      But at the moment all I heard was the humming of the bees outside my window and the distant shouts of children out in the fine weather, and my pops in the kitchen talking to Ma in a voice low and rumbling like the thunder that rolls across the Hudson before a summer storm.
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      I was so proud to be with Danny Connor—yes, Detective Smith, whatever you might think of him, I was proud—that I held my head up like a queen.

      Danny bought me an entire wardrobe. Took me right over to Herald Square to Macy’s and outfitted me from head to toe in the latest styles. Right from Paris and only the best. Slinky velvets, chiffons, and silks—even silk unmentionables—and a swell coat with fur at the collar and cuffs and even around the bottom. As if my calves needed to keep toasty. And such shoes! Sweet little patent pumps with straps and heels, and silk pumps, too, that were to be dyed to match the two gowns he bought me. Gowns! I was putting on the Ritz.

      I walked into Macy’s one girl and came out another girl altogether.

      I thought it was kind of sweet when Danny asked the saleslady to burn my old shirtwaists and wool skirts, for fear they carried nits or fleas or such.

      “We aren’t bringing anything from that dump”—he meant the apartment I had downtown when I met him. “We aren’t bringing old trash with us, Louise. Leave it all behind.”

      I confess it made me a little teary when I had to leave my ma’s wedding portrait because the paper might carry bookworms, but Danny was a stickler for cleanliness, and I wasn’t about to argue with a guy who gave me everything. A guy who made me over, like new. Who made me feel like I was floating above the clouds.

      He took me to the finest hair salon and had my hair done just the way he liked, bobbed and curled over one eye. Had the ladies show me makeup. Eyeliner black as ink. Lipstick in a shade called Killer Red.

      “You look lovely, honey,” the hairdresser whispered when Danny’s back was turned. “You take care, now.”

      “I’m the happiest girl on the planet,” I said, in a voice that brought Danny around.

      I thought he’d smile, but instead he frowned and said, “Feelings are best kept inside, Louise. See you remember that.”

      That hairdresser’s eyebrows went up, but I wasn’t going to let that wet blanket spoil my day.

      He set me up in this hotel, the Algonquin. He’d been looking for a proper house and wanted something grand, he said, but in the meantime, while he was still on the hunt for the right place, we had a whole suite to ourselves on an upper floor so high it made me giddy to stand at the window. So high I was truly floating. A suite with walls as white as snow and fresh sheets daily and fluffy white towels and a monogrammed robe.

      And he took me over to Tiffany’s and bought me a diamond necklace and earrings, although he never let me wear them except when he took me out. He’d unlock his little safe and clasp that necklace on me, and I wanted to faint at the touch of his soft, manicured hands on my neck. Of course, in my heart I kind of hoped for a ring to go with that necklace, but I wasn’t about to say anything like that to Danny.

      Yes, sir, Danny treated me like I was the Queen of Sheba, and I was sure we were set forever and always.
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      New Grand Central Ceiling Has the Heavens Turned Around

      
        
        —Headline from The New York Times, March 23, 1913

      

      

      Jo

      Pops dropped me at the train station at noon the next day. It was a forty-minute ride in to Grand Central. “I’ll see you in a couple of weeks,” he said as we stood side by side on the platform.

      “Listen,” I began, but he held up his hand.

      “No arguments.” He dropped his eyes, examining his hands as he stretched and clenched his fists. “I’ll try and bring your ma.”

      I flattened my lips, and then said, “That would be swell.”

      “Okay, then. Mind your aunt and uncle.” He coughed. “You can make something of yourself, Jo, if you find the right guy. These are good times. There are lots of rich guys out there, looking for a pretty wife like you to show off. Lots of lonely war heroes making some dough now, the way things are.” He looked away, pursed his lips. “I know I’m not a perfect father. And I’ve gotten mixed up with people that aren’t . . .” He rubbed his fingers on his forehead. “Take a tip from your aunt. Don’t marry down like your ma did.”

      “Pops . . .”

      “Get on that train.” His eyes were bright, his voice like rough gravel.

      I sat by the window facing back so that I could see him. He stood on the platform, watching, not moving, and I kept my eyes fixed on him until the train picked up speed and leafy branches whipped by and Pops and the White Plains station disappeared like they were spinning into a green tunnel.

      As the view out the train window opened toward the west, toward the distant, hidden Hudson, I remembered that week when I was ten—the good parts—when I fell in love with the river and wanted to watch it forever, watch it ripple by below the high banks where my uncle’s summer house perched. I’d sit on the bank, the tickle of cool grass on the backs of my knees, and read and daydream, safe in my books, while Teddy helped Uncle Bert with chores. I had dreams about the river after that, dreams in which I could swan dive down into the cool water, lift out of that water like a tiny nymph, and then cling to a leaf that had drifted down from high in the Adirondacks. I’d float toward Dobbs Ferry and past Hastings, drift by Spuyten Duyvil, passing Harlem and Midtown, until I floated right past the tip of Manhattan and butted up against Liberty Island. I’d fly on my magic wings up to Lady Liberty’s crown and sit and watch the sun set, and the lights come blinking on, the bright white and yellow incandescents, all through the stretched-skyward buildings of the city of dreams.

      New York City was magic. I should be happy I was headed that way. Happy at the possibility that Teddy might return to me there. Happy that although Pops had commanded me to go, I was, in fact, free. Instead, my belly clenched with nerves. I fretted over what was happening at home and over leaving Ma and Pops.

      And what of my plans? Without Teddy, could I see them through? Teddy, he knew. I wanted to do more with my life than run clothes through a wringer. To do more with myself than hang on the arm of some rich fellow.

      I felt tiny, all right, floating down the Hudson and wishing I knew that my voyage stretched toward liberty.

      The train screeched into the underbelly of the city and right into its heart, and I climbed down the narrow steps from the train and lugged my suitcase bumping along the platform, the air around me stinking of metal, and up the ramp into Grand Central Terminal.

      Even though I was barely a kid before Teddy left for the war, he’d bring me to the city to see a show from time to time. Now as I moved with the crowd into the station itself, and remembered those earlier trips, I looked straight up at that ceiling that was dotted with painted constellations as if someone was trying to say, You wanted to see New York stars? There you go. Even beyond the glow of the lights of Manhattan there’s a heaven above, traveler.

      Stars.

      And the swirl and the bustle, too. Gee, I liked that, the people heading this way and that, going upstate or to Connecticut or coming in to New York for the first time, most in a hurry, but some, like me, taking the time to admire the place, the echoing marble, the high, high stars.

      It had been great being there with Teddy, who took me down to the Oyster Bar, where he’d order a dozen and I’d have two of his and then a bowl of chowder. All the girls in the place had eyes for Teddy, and I’d sit up straight with my braids and ribbons and best dress and hat and I’d feel special.

      The stars. I set my suitcase down and looked up. Teddy. What was it about those stars?

      Well, for one thing, the constellations were painted backward.

      Teddy had told me that the artist painted them as if we, the little people below, were, in fact, looking at the constellations from the outside. As if we were gods, looking down from the heavens, from the vast universe looking inward to the tiny globe of earth.

      “Like you’re sitting way out in space,” Teddy had said, when I shook my braids and told him I didn’t follow. He knelt down so that his blue eyes were level with mine, and he tugged the end of one braid. “Like you’re way out in the middle of the universe, Josie-girl. Sitting way up with the angels.” And Teddy smiled. “Which is where you should be, my little angel.”

      My suitcase full of books weighed a ton, and when I hefted it again and lugged it across the noisy echoing hall to the exit onto Forty-second Street, it felt like it had picked up a few extra pounds. Pops had given me enough money to hail a taxicab, but it was only a bit more than ten blocks uptown to my aunt and uncle’s new place on Park Avenue. I wanted to save every penny I had in my pocket, just in case. I could walk even if I had to stop every half a block and switch arms.

      Which I did. The suitcase was hard, and it banged against my calf and shin with each step, as the handle strained, squeaking on its hinges. It was yet another warm day, and I wore Ma’s old linen summer coat—shortened to a more modern length, thank goodness, but still a decade out of fashion—so by the time I arrived at my aunt and uncle’s Park Avenue apartment building, sweat ran down my spine in a stream. It didn’t help any that my long hair was tied back in a ribbon and not pinned up, and that the floppy hat I wore—also way out of date—was made from wool felt.

      I stopped on the sidewalk and looked up in wonderment at that brand-new pale stone building, with its sparkling glass windows and its dark green canopy, its carved fluted ornamentation. I thought I must’ve looked like Dorothy, gazing up open-mouthed at the Emerald City.

      Oh, this magic city, this New York Oz, this city that never sleeps. That keeps one eye always open. That prowls like a beast and growls with life. With hum and buzz and memory. And Teddy, who haunted her streets, he loved this island of a million eyes. He said that despite all those eyes and all that movement, the city could hide secrets.

      I so hoped that was true. That that’s where he was hiding now.

      The doorman coughed and looked me up and down, but Aunt Mary, now out and about, had left word and I was expected. I let the doorman haul my suitcase; I had to bite back a smile when he picked it up with a grunt of surprise. The elevator boy, in his smart red suit and cap, was years younger than I was, and he stared at me wide-eyed and open-mouthed, as if he’d never seen a country girl welcomed as a guest in these quarters.

      The elevator cage opened with a clang directly into the foyer of the apartment, so it was no surprise to see Melody emerge from the living room, right behind the butler.

      I hadn’t seen Melody since Teddy’s memorial. She was seven years my senior, and I’d always thought her a sophisticate. To say she’d changed in the last year would’ve been an understatement. She’d gone from sophisticate to worldly.

      “Cuz!” She held me at arm’s length. Her forehead wrinkled as her thinly plucked eyebrows lifted. “What a quaint little outfit!” She turned to the Negro butler, who hovered over my suitcase, appraising, having tried to lift it once. “Go ahead, Malcolm. Take it to the guest room.” She waved her hand. “Shoo.”

      “Hi, Melody.” I touched my hair. Hers was short, about chin length in front and shorter in back, and fell in thick blond waves across her left cheek, a diamond barrette fastened high on the other side. “So. Here I am.”

      “Yes. Here you are.” She tapped her index finger against her berry-red lips, and seemed to come to a conclusion. “Let’s just get rid of that, shall we?”—she pointed at my coat—“And that”—she motioned at my hat. I shrugged out of the coat, unpinned the hat, and handed them over. She tossed them on a chair without giving them a second glance, then folded her arms. “Oh, dear.”

      I surely wasn’t the fashion plate she was, in her sleek peach silk dress with its beading along the hem, and with her silk stockings and pale-colored low heels. I tugged at my middy blouse and fiddled with the waistband of the navy wool skirt.

      “Cuz, you must let me advise you. You can’t go around New York dressed like that.”

      The flush crept up my neck. She looked terrific, I had to admit.

      “Honey, no big deal. We’ll have you square in a jiff.”

      “Gee, thanks.” I folded my arms across my chest as if to hide the oversize blouse. Then I changed the subject. “Look, I need your help. Pops sent me here on a pretext, I’m sure of it. He said something crazy about my meeting a man.”

      Melody burst out laughing. “Yes, my dear, that I can arrange.”

      I waved my hand now, impatient. “No, Mel. There’s another reason for this sudden excursion to New York. Something Pops wouldn’t tell me. What am I really doing here, do you know?”

      She looked surprised. “Staying for a time. Beyond that, I haven’t a clue. No one tells me anything.” She smoothed her brows with one finger. “Now, listen. I’m on my way out, and Mummy is off doing whatever it is she does, and Daddy is still at work and heaven only knows when he’ll be home, so it’s just you and Chester.” She paused. “And the help, of course.”

      “Oh, great.” Chester. Three years younger than Melody. To say he was not one of my favorite people would be, well, an understatement. The scar on my back burned at the thought of spending time with him.

      Melody read my mind. “Cuz. It was an accident. This you know.”

      “Yes, Mel. I know.” That he hadn’t meant to start the fire was really beside the point.

      She moved, impatient. “Look, I have to go. There’s all the alcohol you could want in the hidden closet in the library. You just have to press the hutch door, you know, push on it like this, ‘cause it’s a fake⁠—”

      “I don’t drink.”

      Her perfect brows furrowed. “Josephine.”

      “Jo.”

      She waved her hand. “Whatever you like to call yourself. Jeepers, you’re seventeen. Almost eighteen. Everyone drinks. You don’t? Well, fine. You want to know why you’re here?” She leaned toward me. “I would guess it has to do with your daddy and the business he’s in.” She pulled back, and her eyes went distant. “Too bad Teddy isn’t here. He always knew what to do.” She snapped upright, turned on her perfect heel, the beaded hem of her dress splaying out around her knees. “Tomorrow, first thing—well, later, first thing, because morning is not my favorite time of day—we’ll tend to your hair.”

      “I’d like that,” I said. And I would, too, as the unpleasant weight of my hair draped against my damp blouse. Just a purely practical matter. That it would be modern was secondary.

      But Melody paused and smiled. “There. I knew there were a few outrageous thoughts in that smart brain of yours.”
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        * * *

      

      I stood at one of the tall windows in the apartment’s living room and watched the day draw toward slumber while the city below woke as if from a long nap. The windows of this room looked east, and the sky I could see between the buildings opposite already had a purple hue, while the sun reflected burnt orange in their windows. The avenue below growled with life. Nighttime was not rest time here but another facet of New York’s glittering magic.

      I thought again about my uncle’s other house, the one way up the Hudson, where the river ran below. That week when I was ten. I inched my hand up under my blouse and felt the scar that stretched across my back. The skin had seared to a sandpaper roughness. I thought about the playhouse.

      How the playhouse was, and then wasn’t. How what was left after they cleared the rubble was a blackened stone square. How I had been inside. How I’d run in for my doll, to save her. How Chester had been punished even though he hadn’t known that I’d run in for her, after he set the fire. How he set it for no reason. How he had been punished but not enough to my liking.

      How much I loved the river, and how much I hated the flames.
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        * * *

      

      Chester showed up in time for us to eat dinner together.

      I shifted in my chair at the table. “Where are you in school?” I tried to make polite conversation, even if I didn’t like meeting his eyes.

      “You mean, this year?” He smirked, leaning across the table over our soup. “School number four. In four years.”

      “Ah!”

      “Just left the last place. Seems I was cheating. Or failing. Or something. They packed me off without a wave or a bye-bye.”

      I thought about my own classroom in the school that had housed me for three years, and how Miss Draper would surely wonder why I was missing, even if my classmates gave it no more than a passing thought.

      He shrugged. “School is fine, if you like that sort of thing.”

      I tried not to slurp. Chester, because he was a boy, and a wealthy one at that, had every opportunity, which he tossed off without a second thought.

      “I’ve decided it’s high time I moved on anyhow.” He lifted his glass of wine and took a noisy sip.

      I couldn’t look at him. “Move on to what?”

      “Why, business. Banking looks good, since my dad can give me a position downtown. But heck, why not take up a little bootlegging on the side? Might as well. Your father’s in on it.” He paused, and our eyes met. I saw the light in his eye, and my stomach turned so that I couldn’t swallow my food. “Right, Josephine?”

      The blood rushed to my face.

      Chester sat back, watching me, his brown eyes narrowed, his smile thin, hair slicked back and parted in the middle with careful precision, his wineglass raised. “Come on, Jo. It’s the best way to make a mint. No taxes, just straight-on profit. A man can become a millionaire in no time.”

      “It’s illegal,” I muttered into my soup. It was the only thing I could think to say.

      Chester snorted. “As if that matters. Are you that naive? There’s a speakeasy on every block in this city. The police are on the take. The biggest bootleggers ride around in bulletproof limousines. Illegal? Who cares?”

      I cared, at least as far as my pops was concerned. My moral compass pointed toward the straight and narrow. And Chester, the last time we’d spent together, his moral compass was skewed by a desire to be reckless. I cared, but what could I do about it? If Teddy was here, he would’ve cared, too.

      Teddy, if only you could be here, would be here . . .

      Malcolm brought in the main course: a bloody filet in béarnaise sauce with sides of potatoes and snap beans dressed with almonds.

      When Malcolm left, Chester leaned across the table toward me, a glint in his eye that made me draw back. “I know what’s going on in that sharp brain you’ve got. You’re thinking about Teddy and wishing he was here. Perfect Teddy. He wouldn’t have done anything illegal, now, would he? No, sir.” Chester grinned. “Why, Teddy was destined for great things, wasn’t he. Senator, governor, maybe even . . . yeah, maybe even president. Yes. President Winter. Being groomed and heading for stardom. Perfect Theodore Winter, ready to become king.” Chester snorted. “Right.”

      I sat still, my eyes now fixed on my plate.

      “But the king has no clothes, does he?”

      “What do you mean?” I whispered, lifting my eyes, my back stiffening.

      Chester waved his fork in the air. “I mean, old Teddy went and disappeared, didn’t he? Kings die and become dead heroes. End of story.” Chester leaned over, punctuating his next words with his fork. “He should’ve thought that one through.” He turned his attention to his plate, sawing away at his filet.

      I let the air out of my lungs. Bluffing. Chester was bluffing, which I should have expected. But for a moment, I’d thought Chester knew about Teddy, knew our secret, what I had done for—how I had lied for—Teddy. But no. I kept Teddy’s secret. I held on to the belief he’d be back. I’d promised Teddy.

      After dinner Chester and I retreated to our separate rooms. I had my own private suite here—with a door I could lock. Melody had tossed a pair of pajamas on my bed, a thoughtful gesture. They were navy-blue silk with white pin dots, and came with a matching robe.

      And the closet was packed with clothes, as promised. Pretty things, classy and smart, if more than a little revealing. Short dresses, slim and silky, in pale colors and trimmed in handmade lace or long beading or wispy frills. If they weren’t the very latest fashion, I wouldn’t have been able to tell. I looked at those dresses for a long time, rubbing the silk between my fingers, admiring the details, but also feeling the blush creep across my cheeks as I imagined my near-nakedness when wearing them. They were nothing like the full-sleeved middy blouse and midcalf skirt I was wearing, and I looked down at myself with a rueful twist of my lips.

      I actually couldn’t wait to try some of them on though I’d have to pick the ones that didn’t reveal too much, or expose that ten-inch scar.

      My bedroom here was twice as big as my room at home. High ceilings, carved moldings, tall satin-draped windows that opened high above the noisy city so that the air they admitted was cooler and sweeter than the air down on the street. I had a private bath done all in black-and-white tile, and a medicine cabinet stocked with all the latest in personal items: deodorant, mouthwash, their smells spicy and antiseptic.

      And Melody had left me a small bottle of perfume—chanel no. 5, read the label—that smelled divine, along with a note: “Enjoy!”

      I’d landed in a grand luxury. It was enough to turn my head. So why did I feel like I’d stepped behind bars?

      An empty bookcase waited, and I unloaded my suitcase, setting the books in place by author. I took the silk scarf with its sacred contents out of my suitcase and sat for a long time with it cradled in my lap. I had to keep faith with Teddy; he’d return. I tucked the scarf and its contents away deep inside my bottom dresser drawer.

      I pulled one of my books off my shelf as I tucked into bed, and smiled. A perfect choice, under the circumstances.

      “About thirty years ago, Miss Maria Ward of Huntingdon, with only seven thousand pounds, had the good luck to captivate . . .”
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        * * *

      

      I woke in a cold sweat to the sound of a fire engine. The high-pitched wail echoed through the concrete canyons, tearing down the avenue and disappearing into the nighttime.

      I lay in the bedroom and watched the play of lights from the street below as they moved across the ceiling. Flash and fade. Red, then white. My back itched with the memory of pain, and I rubbed the rough skin, an old habit. The fire engine was gone, into the night, into another fire, not my fire, but it was a long time before sleep crept over me again.
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