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To Mark and Barbara Murphy and to the city of St. Louis














  

Open ye gates!


Swing wide, ye portals:


Enter herein, ye sons of men!


Learn the lesson here taught


and gather from it


inspiration for still greater accomplishments!


—David R. Francis, opening day of the 1904 World’s Fair


The past is… beauty. It is also burden.


It is where we go, many of us,


to remind ourselves who we are


and even sometimes to find out.


—Eddy L. Harris
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PROLOGUE


CHICAGO


NOVEMBER 28, 1903


Approximately Five Months and Five Days Before the Murder


GRACE CARTER COVINGTON was dressed in layers of clothing—a fur coat and muff surreptitiously stolen from her aunt, a satin gown spun from her dreams, and even silk undergarments that didn’t belong to her—but she hadn’t realized quite how naked she would feel without her cousin Lillie there.


The mansion in front of her was intimidating, its carved limestone ablaze with lights against the winter night sky. Lit paper lanterns and rose-filled votives floated in two pools that flanked the entry walk like outstretched wings. Beyond it, warm strains of ragtime music beckoned them forward. A light snow was beginning to fall.


Grace took a step out of the carriage with her cousin Oliver at her side. He was utterly at ease, but this was his world, not hers, and it made her feel even more out of place. He must have felt her suddenly stiffen because his hand found hers within the fur muff.


“You’re understandably nervous,” he said sympathetically, squeezing her hand. “Given how the rich in Chicago select a guest at every party to be pecked to death by their pet geese.”


“Your attempts to relax me are alarming,” she muttered. But he laughed and the sound did make her calmer. She felt the tension melt a little from her shoulders as she tugged at the slip beneath her dress, one that Lillie had lent her before collapsing back onto her bed that evening. Lillie, Oliver’s sister and Grace’s best friend in the world, was normally at her right hand, but she had suddenly come down with a fever and had insisted Oliver and Grace go without her.


“We didn’t come all the way to Chicago for you to sit at home with me,” Lillie cried. “Especially not in that dress.” Lillie had ordered two gowns for herself but, unbeknownst to her mother, had one modified to meet Grace’s measurements instead. It fit Grace like a glove: pale blue satin with panels of embroidered flowers and a curve of wisteria vines trailing down her arm.


It was without question the most beautiful thing she had ever put on her body.


“It’s the party of the century,” Lillie had said. She waggled her eyebrows, her face flushed with fever. “That is, of course, until the Ivory City next spring.”


And so Grace had given her cousin’s fevered cheek a kiss and arrived with Oliver on her arm.


“Mr. Oliver Carter and Miss Grace Covington,” the butler announced.


The grand foyer was filled with Chicago’s most elite society members, all of whom now turned to examine them.


Oliver whispered in her ear. “I suppose this is as good a time as any to share that I’ve never forgiven you for squashing that orange down my pants.”


She snorted as he bowed to the crowd. “Nor I you,” she whispered, “for the melted chocolate in my bed.”


“You really were a formidable eleven-year-old,” he said.


She curtsied to the crowd, and for a moment she thought of her older brother Walt, and what it might have been like to arrive on his arm. But that was a dream for another life. She no longer knew where Walt was, a thought that pinched like too-tight shoes. She hoped he was somewhere warm tonight. Saying a small prayer under her breath for him, like she always did, she brushed the trailing wisteria along the skin of her arm and handed her borrowed fur coat to the butler.


“The Chicago rich pecking you to death was actually a bit of a metaphor,” Oliver said as they moved to join the crowd. These were the people that Oliver and Lillie belonged to, as heirs of the Carter Merchant Company their shared great-grandfather had built. Once, in a different world, these would have been Grace’s peers, too. But her mother Nell had chosen the shame of falling in love with a working-class man and the disinheritance that came along with it. As it turned out, all manner of heinous sins could be forgiven a person, except for the deliberate rejection of her own class.


“You don’t say,” Grace said, as Oliver took a flute of champagne from a passing tray. She followed his line of sight to a young stage actress she recognized from back home in St. Louis.


“Is that—?” she asked.


“Harriet Forbes,” Oliver said. “Yes.”


“Ah,” Grace said with a wry smile. “And here I thought you’d brought me along for my scintillating company and sparkling conversation.”


“Well that, of course, darling,” he said, suavely turning away from Harriet, “but if people are talking about you they won’t be talking about us.”


“Thank you, cousin,” she said. “I love being used as a decoy. Please remind me to decline your next hunting invitation.”


He laughed. “Let me reward your invaluable service with a punch.”


“And a petit fours, please, at the very least,” she called after him. He raised his right hand in acknowledgment without looking back, shaking his head as though he were smiling. And she, without being asked, made her way through the crowd toward Harriet Forbes. Grace loved her cousins better than anyone and would do anything short of murder to help them.


“Hello,” she said warmly to Harriet as she approached. Outside of situations like this one, Grace normally had no problem making friends—she wasn’t the person concerned about her status, or lack thereof. And perhaps because she wasn’t doing this for herself, but for her cousin, she found that her nerves were suddenly gone. “I’m Grace Covington,” she said, curtsying.


“Harriet,” the woman said. “Forbes.” She wore her hair pulled up with ribbons, and earrings that were a cluster of dangling garnets. Her cream dress spilled over with dark roses.


“Yes, I saw you in Ibsen’s A Doll’s House last year,” Grace said. Harriet had played the titular role and they had all been smitten with her—apparently none more so than Oliver—even though Grace knew that her aunt would rather burn off her own fingerprints than welcome an actress into the family. “You were luminous.”


“You’re too kind,” Harriet said. She had a deep, sultry voice, and Grace’s own heart lifted when Harriet took her by the arm and led her around the party. She stole glances at the walls gilded with patterns of gold, the intricately painted ceilings, and the vibrant Gobelin tapestries. Real, cascading flowers were strung in lines of blooming lace around the ceiling like crown molding.


“Are you from St. Louis, then?” Harriet asked. “I don’t remember seeing you at the last Governor’s Ball.”


Grace’s eye caught on a handsome man who was standing on the staircase landing, surveying the crowd as though he were observing a distant experiment. Chandeliers hung above his head like webs strung with heavy water droplets of crystal. When he turned his face to the side, she glimpsed a port-wine stain stretching along the length of his jaw, curling up toward his mouth like a shadow. She thought his dark eyes were striking, even though his mouth remained clenched, and he didn’t smile. It was as if a cloud hung around him, a concentrated rainstorm in the middle of a spring garden. She stole another look at him as the guests took to the marble floor, dancing, and wondered what made him look so unhappy.


“No, I’m not from St. Louis,” Grace said to Harriet. “But I have family there.” She subtly guided Harriet toward Oliver. “Please allow me to introduce my cousin, Oliver Carter.”


Grace had been to all manner of parties before—backyard jigs with whiskey, harmonicas, and fiddles, and late-night after-hours piano concerts at her father’s restaurant (“shameful—it’s little more than a speakeasy,” her aunt had scoffed). She was surprised that the electric energy she felt here was almost the same, even though the black-and-white checkered floor of her father’s restaurant had been traded for a marble ballroom overflowing with orchids and potted palms. It was a philanthropic event for a new botanical garden, and half of St. Louis’s elite society had traveled to Chicago for the verdant party amid a deep winter.


And yet Grace’s eyes kept sliding back to the sullen young man on the stairs.


His gaze met hers and she immediately looked away.


“Oliver,” a young woman called, parting the crowd toward them. She wore a ball gown made of silk and golden metallic thread, with an intricately embroidered front panel and a fan to match. Her dark red hair glittered with pins as she eyed Harriet with unmasked disapproval.


Harriet was undeterred, instead staring boldly back.


“Where’s Lillie tonight?” the red-haired woman asked, turning to Oliver.


“Under the weather, I’m afraid,” Oliver said. “Lillie is my sister,” he hurriedly clarified for Harriet. And then he offered her his hand. “Miss Forbes, would you care to dance?”


Harriet smiled.


“Grace,” Oliver said, shooting his cousin a look of apology over his shoulder. “This is Miss Allred.”


The woman snapped open her fan with a sharp twist. “Frannie,” she said.


But Oliver was already gone.


Grace bit back a sigh. If only Lillie were there, they would be eating chocolates while pretending to use the lavatory and secretly evaluating all of the women’s fashions and the eligible bachelors.


“Are you well-acquainted with Mr. Carter?” Frannie asked, delicately fluttering her fan. “I’m quite good friends with his sister, Miss Lillie Carter. Very close friends. Do you know her?”


“I do,” Grace said. We share blood, she wanted to add. In fact, at this exact moment, I’m wearing her undergarments.


Her eye caught again on the man who was standing above the crowd as if he owned the house, observing them all.


“Excuse me, but who is that gentleman over there?” Grace asked.


“Well, that’s Theodore Parker, of course,” Frannie said, as if it were the most obvious thing in the world. “This is his family’s manor.” She seemed surprised that Grace didn’t know. It was exactly the sort of detail Oliver wouldn’t care enough to mention, which was why despite his spoiled nature, she liked him as much as she did.


Frannie’s green eyes narrowed. “What did you say your surname was?” she asked.


“I didn’t,” Grace said. She hesitated. “It’s Covington.”


“Covington,” Frannie repeated primly, thinking. She fanned herself as if the fan itself was frantically trying to escape her grasp. “Where were you educated? Woodlawn? One of the Sisters?” she asked.


“No,” Grace said. “My mother taught me herself.”


A slight frown creased Frannie’s face. “Were you living abroad, then?”


Grace shook her head. She smiled, determined to stay at ease despite the line of questioning.


“Oh.” Frannie’s own smile was falling. “Are you part of the New York Covingtons, then?”


“No. I live in Kansas City.”


“And how have you come to be acquainted with Oliver Carter, then?” Frannie asked, tilting her head.


Grace’s voice never wavered. “He’s my cousin.”


Understanding flitted across Frannie’s face, and her pretense of politeness fell away. She recoiled.


“I’ve just seen someone calling to me,” she said flatly.


She curtsied, and Grace dipped into a pointed curtsy of her own.


It seemed that her family’s reputation had preceded her. Perhaps her mother’s slight of choosing a common, working-class man over the future governor of Missouri could be forgiven. But Grace’s older brother Walt was whispered about from Kansas City all the way to the grapevines of St. Louis society, solidifying opinions about how far Grace’s family had fallen. It would be all but impossible for any of the Covingtons to be welcomed back into this kind of society again—regardless of how Grace’s cousins felt about her.


Grace bit her lip. She knew she didn’t fit here. She didn’t know why she kept attempting to try. But—yes she did. Because she loved Lillie and Oliver and wanted to be in their lives, to be allowed in their world. And because she wanted to help assuage her mother’s guilt. Grace couldn’t stand the thought that her mother might regret marrying her father. Not that she regretted having them, per se—but Grace had watched the way the guilt ate away at her mother over Walt. Nell blamed herself for her children’s reduced position in life, for the unfortunate choices Walt had made, the way St. Louis society had shut them out and their social circles in Kansas City had recently shunned them. But if Grace could somehow find a way to be accepted—if she could make a good enough match despite their circumstances—her mother might stop blaming herself. And then Grace wouldn’t have to see the hollow way her mother’s skin was beginning to hang at her neck, the bruise-like circles beneath her eyes. Perhaps her parents would dance at night in the kitchen again when they thought no one was there. Maybe she would stop finding her mother in Walt’s room, staring at the faded drawings he’d made when he was seven.


Grace sighed. Frannie had left her standing awkwardly and alone on the fringes of the party. She turned away, cursing Oliver less for his abandonment and more for forgetting the petit fours he’d promised her, when a man with an aggressively oiled mustache suddenly stepped into her path.


“Hello,” he said. His eyes were slightly unfocused. “Would you care to dance?”


He looked at her neckline lasciviously and she tried not to shudder.


“I’m afraid I can’t,” she said. “But thank you.”


“Can’t,” he said, subtly moving to block her way. His face hardened. “Or won’t?”


He seemed alarmingly angry about the slighted invitation, and she tried to catch Oliver’s eye, but he was completely enraptured with Harriet. Once again, she wished desperately for Lillie. The only two people she knew at this party were completely wrapped up in one another, oblivious to the outside world, and to her sudden pre-dicament.


“I’m afraid I have to—” she began to say, stepping back, when someone came up beside her.


“Dance with me,” the man beside her finished. “No need to take offense, Alexander. It’s just that she already promised her hand to me.”


She looked up to see Theodore Parker looking down at her. He still had a slight frown on his face, but even so, he was infinitely more agreeable than the man who seemed unable to take no for an answer.


“Yes,” she said gratefully to Theodore. “I was just looking for you.”


They pushed past the scowling Alexander and Theodore swept her out onto the dance floor, his hand on her waist.


“Thank you,” she said as the music began, just as he brushed her foot with his own.


“I’m sorry,” he said at the same time.


She smiled.


“You should know I don’t usually dance,” he said, looking pained. “Especially with women I don’t know.” His hand adjusted on her waist. “That is, if I can help it.”


“Thank you for making an exception to assist a woman in distress. You should know I don’t make it a habit of needing rescues by strange men,” she said. “If I can help it.”


The shadow of a smile crossed his face, and her heart strangely fluttered.


She was very aware of the weight of his hand on the curve of her waist, the grip of the other holding her gloved palm.


“The next time you’re approached by an unwanted suitor, perhaps you could say you’ve drunk too much wine and are on the way to being sick,” he offered dryly.


She laughed and secretly sent up thanks to Lillie for making her practice dancing with Oliver, so that at least this felt natural, and she didn’t have to concentrate on counting steps. But she wasn’t used to the shoes, and she wobbled a bit in them.


“That’s not actually true, is it?” he asked, suddenly looking at her closer.


“No,” she said, amused. “I don’t really drink.”


He nodded. “Nor do I. Though I find it helpful when I’m forced into parties I wouldn’t otherwise choose to attend.”


“Would this be one of those parties?” she asked.


He twisted his mouth wryly and cleared his throat instead of answering. She liked the smell of him, deep cedar and fall leaves and tobacco.


“Do you reside here in Chicago?” he asked. “Surely not. I’ve never seen you before.”


“Just visiting,” she said. “But I’d like to see more of the city someday. Which I will now always associate with this kindness.” She curtsied to him as the song came to an end.


“I don’t know your name,” he said, bowing to her.


“Grace,” she said.


“I’m Theodore,” he said.


She loved that he wasn’t conventionally handsome, the way the port-wine stain skimmed along his right jaw line and curled up toward his mouth.


He caught her staring at it just as Oliver approached.


“May I cut in?” Oliver asked.


“I’m sorry,” she said, catching Theodore’s eye. “But I’ve drunk too much wine and I was just on my way to being sick.”


Theodore imperceptibly snorted and for a moment tightened his grip on her.


“I’m kidding,” Grace said, laughing, and she felt his hand relax. “Mr. Parker, this is my cousin, Oliver Carter of St. Louis. Oliver, while you were otherwise engaged, this kind gentleman saved me from a ghastly fate, and I’m forever indebted to him.”


“Then so am I,” Oliver said, extending his hand. “Mr. Parker.”


“Theodore,” he corrected, taking Oliver’s hand with a solemn expression. His dark eyes had a depth to them, his jaw like cut glass.


She felt a lightning bolt in her belly as he looked at her. There was a weightiness about him that suggested he didn’t smile much, but that when he did, it was a prize worth the effort it took to win.


“Thank you for the dance,” he said, bowing to her. “It was a lovely diversion, and now I’m afraid I’ve been promised elsewhere.”


She felt the disappointment settle in her body as he left them and made his way over to a group of ladies, including Frannie Allred, who had been staring in their direction. She immediately glanced away.


“And are we making any inroads with the talented Miss Forbes?” Grace asked Oliver, falling into step with her cousin easily. They’d been dancing together for twelve years, since she was ten and he was nearing thirteen. Being with him was like coming home.


He groaned. “Somehow I turn from my handsome charming self into an uncontrollable blathering oaf whenever I’m near her.”


“She must have a penchant for blathering oafs, then,” Grace said, glancing over his shoulder, “as she’s coming this way now.”


He flushed a little and she found it endearing. With his name, wealth, and good looks, he’d always erred dangerously close to becoming a rake, and she’d never known him to be this nervous around a lady before.


“And what of you, cousin?” he asked. “No one has pecked you to death yet?”


“Miss Allred certainly tried.”


Oliver rolled his eyes. “I’ve never understood why Lillie deigns to be friends with her.”


“Lillie is an angel who is friends with everyone,” Grace said.


“Even us,” Oliver said, dipping her.


“Even us,” Grace said, laughing. He twirled her, and her dress spun at her ankles, and she decided that she was glad that she had come. Perhaps someday she would meet a man who saw her for who she was, without the trappings of the family name her mother had thrown away, her father’s honorable hard work that somehow made him pitiable, her cousins’ elevated reputation, the tragic choices her brother had made. Perhaps someone would simply see her—passionate and loyal and sharp-tongued, with a strong nose she’d never particularly liked and aristocratic cheekbones she’d inherited from her late grandmother.


She was secretly glad to feel beautiful in her own skin tonight. For the dress Lillie had made for her, and the flowers she had pinned in her honey-plaited hair. Almost nothing she wore that evening belonged to her, but she felt a pleasant confidence finally returning that was all her own.


Which is why she was surprised by the way her stomach dipped just a little when she observed the intimate way in which Theodore was speaking to Frannie Allred. Glancing over at her, then sharply looking away.


Grace stiffened. So Frannie would tell him who she was. She suddenly felt nervous, her warm confidence draining away as if a door had swung open and let in a draft. She worried about the expression she would find on his face when she looked up again. But she needn’t have. By the time she did, he was gone.


If only Lillie were there. Grace suddenly couldn’t wait to return to her cousins’ rented Chicago home, tuck herself into bed, and tell her beloved cousin everything over warm biscuits and morning coffee tomorrow.


“Don’t mind her,” Harriet said as she appeared beside them, her eyes cutting from Frannie to Grace. “Miss Allred’s never spoken to me before tonight. My family name only goes back two generations, and her minimum requirement is three.”


Grace laughed, and when Oliver began to stammer something almost incomprehensible again, Grace excused herself, taking a champagne flute merely to have something to hold. She climbed the stairs. Wound silently through the maze of hallways that coiled through the back half of the grand house, hearing the party fade. Through the magnificent arched windows, she could glimpse the balconies overlooking a lawn of green topiary mazes and lit lanterns floating in the pond. What would it be like, she wondered, to have this sort of wealth at one’s fingertips? To never be questioned as to whether you deserved to enter a room? She thought of what awaited her back in Kansas City. Finding a nice working-class man, like her father. Perhaps even needing to work herself.


She tightened her grip on the champagne glass. She wasn’t afraid of hard work. She didn’t think herself above it. But she did fear losing Lillie and Oliver the way she had already lost Walt—a thought she almost couldn’t bear. She stepped out onto the balcony to escape it. The frigid wind was a shock, and she hadn’t considered how little protection the dress would offer from the cold, when she ran into something—someone—solid. She felt the moment of shock when she realized it was the body of a man.


“Excuse me,” she said with a mixture of exhilaration and embarrassment. She barely missed splashing her glass down the front of Theodore Parker’s high, white-starched collar. He caught her wrist and rescued the glass from her in one smooth motion.


She caught a whiff of his scent again, stormy smoke and leaves, and a wide smile leapt to her lips before she could help it. He was staring at her with an imperceptible look, and her smile faded.


He raised an eyebrow.


“Did you follow me out here just to ruin my suit?” he asked coldly, brushing away the drops of champagne that had apparently found their mark. He sniffed the glass she’d been holding and narrowed his eyes. “Not a drinker, you said?”


Her heart instantly sank as he continued to look at her cruelly, all his warmth from a few minutes ago gone. What a fool she had been. So this was who Theodore Parker truly was—a completely different man than when he had believed she was a woman of high society. Someone who pretended that snobbish airs bothered him, when he had been putting them on more than anyone. The wind stung her, but the way he was looking at her hurt more.


She braced herself in her ill-fitting shoes. Her ego was already smarting after the probing looks from the crowd, after her interactions with Frannie. She’d never had much patience for simpering to begin with, and whatever allotment she had was long gone at this point. These people were no better than she was, or her mother and father, or perhaps even her disgraced brother. Her eyes flashed.


“I was just in search of some pleasant company,” she said, curtsying low. “I guess I’ll have to keep looking.”


To think she had found him devastatingly handsome a handful of moments ago. She almost relished the way his face darkened with surprise. She was about to turn away when he caught her arm.


“And what do you consider to be pleasant?” he asked. “A rich man in want of a wife?”


She almost laughed. She had never been good at hiding her emotions, something she heard far too often from her mother and Lillie, and she felt the amusement and pity for him plainly cross her face.


“I wish your future wife the best of luck, and most patience,” she said. “For I find that many riches tend to dull the most promising men into petulant boys.”


He dropped her arm, looking confused, and she continued. “However, I, as I’m sure you’ve heard, come from a line that marries for partnership rather than purse strings—a legacy I fully intend to continue. Good evening, sir,” she said.


He didn’t need to know how her heart had sped up at the sight of him, or that his criticism of her pierced straight to the bone. After all, was it wrong of her to want to make a desirable match, to marry above her station? To ease her mother’s worry, to stay in her cousins’ lives? She still wanted love above all else—but she was ashamed nonetheless. Face burning, she delicately took her champagne glass from his hand and went in search of Oliver.


“You look positively radiant tonight, cousin,” Oliver said when she found him. “How did you find the fresh air?”


“Invigorating,” she said curtly.


With a pricked heart, she drained the rest of her glass and promised herself she would never speak of Theodore Parker again.















CHAPTER ONE


ST. LOUIS


APRIL 30, 1904


Three Days Before the Murder


GRACE HAD SPENT many of her summer days growing up within the elegant oak-paneled walls of the Carter mansion on Forest Park, despite the best intentions of her aunt. Grace resented the way her aunt Clove had cast out her mother, but her uncle Reginald had insisted that civilized people did not punish the innocent for the mistakes of their forbearers. So Grace and her brother Walt were to be given a fresh start and a chance to redeem their family line for the next generation.


Walt had squandered his chance in spectacular fashion and threatened to take Grace’s out as well, yet somehow it still hung like a charm on a thin string, winking in the light. This was in large part because her cousin Lillie had adopted her from their first breaths and insisted upon bringing her along to high society functions. But what Grace had secretly loved more than any of Lillie’s introductions to balls or dinner parties was the way the late-afternoon light splashed across the Carter mansion’s parquet floors; how she and Lillie had grown up believing the cast-iron fountain in the back courtyard was a magical, wish-granting spring; the way Lillie’s well-fed corgi Lulu padded around the house with a bell collar muffled by her fur.


It wasn’t the riches of the Carter mansion that called her back again and again, but the sense of family. Though it would never be her home in name, Oliver and Lillie had planted seeds in her heart that were not easily uprooted.


“Turn around,” Lillie ordered. She untied the sunhat from around Grace’s throat. Lillie was a stunning beauty, with her mother’s sculpted cheekbones and fair complexion, her father’s bright eyes and his kindness. Grace was utterly in love with her.


Grace had arrived a week ago, taking the train from Kansas City, and they had spent every afternoon sitting beneath parasols in the backyard, eating sandwiches and drinking lemonades with frozen blueberries floating on top while the frantic sound of hammering thundered around them. It was impossible to go anywhere in the city without seeing the lavish art nouveau posters plastered on every pole and building for miles—an image by Mucha of an elegant woman in a tangerine dress, grasping the hand of a Native American chief in a ceremonial war bonnet behind her.


Grace and Lillie had written to each other of little else for months. The jewel of Forest Park stretched on in an endless green vista near the Carter house, its fountains and rolling hills visible from all of the south-facing front rooms. But over the last three years it had been steadily transformed into a different world. Ten thousand workers had poured in to create fifteen hundred new structures: palaces with domed cupolas, fountains and waterways and intricate canals for boats to float by grand halls and colonnades; a mile-long promenade of shops and restaurants; a Ferris wheel, an intramural railroad, and even a working roller coaster. It was an entire miniature city built to last seven months, a world’s fair to be combined with the summer Olympic Games. It was also a testament to progress: what collective humanity could accomplish, as well as marking the hundred-year celebration of the Louisiana Purchase. “The Ivory City,” the press had dubbed it.


The eyes of the entire world were turned toward St. Louis, waiting for the future to be made there. And Grace desperately wanted to be there, too, in its crucible, secretly hoping she’d be touched by something valuable in proximity.


“You’re sure you don’t mind if I go tonight?” Lillie asked, bringing an earring to her lobe. She studied Grace’s face in the mirror’s reflection.


“Of course not,” Grace said. She tried not to feel the needle-prick of jealousy that Lillie and Oliver were invited to the fair’s exclusive opening night’s party. She was grateful that she got to go at all, tomorrow, and every day before she returned to Kansas City on the train next week. “I bet I can see the fireworks from the balcony,” she said. “And in my nightdress, without the crowds.”


“But you’ll be here alone,” Lillie said.


Grace scoffed. “I’ll wait up for you to return and you’ll tell me everything,” she said. “And I won’t be alone. Lulu and I will be here together indulging in a cup of tea and some dark chocolate, won’t we, Lulu?” She scratched the dog’s neck.


“I don’t know,” Lillie said. “Perhaps I’ll just stay. We can make a girls’ night of it.”


“Don’t you dare, Lillie Alice Carter, I would never forgive you,” Grace said. “Oh! I almost forgot. I have something for you.”


Partly to distract Lillie, she jumped up and fetched a box. She had spent three weeks fashioning what was inside—a necklace of round porcelain beads she had painted to look like an intricate bow pattern of floral lace. She’d used a horsehair paintbrush as thin as a whisper and sharp as a blade, and it had turned out beautifully. Lillie gasped, examining it closely. Then she insisted that Grace help her put it on. As she fixed the clasp around the slender curve of Lillie’s neck, Grace could hear the roar of a massive crowd cheering nearby.


Fifty thousand people—perhaps even one hundred thousand people. It sounded like the crash of an ocean wave in the middle of the country.


They both turned toward the window. Lillie’s fingers flew to her mouth.


“Stop biting,” Grace said automatically.


Lillie wrinkled her nose as she looked at her ragged nails. “Mother is going to have a conniption when she sees my hands.”


“Nail-biting is the surest indication of a person’s debauchery, more so even than gambling, wantonness, or prostitution.”


Lillie threw a hat at her.


“Wear these,” Grace said. She rummaged in Lillie’s wardrobe and found a pair of satin gloves. Her eyes fell on a dress that shimmered pale blue, shot through with silver threads and exquisitely embroidered appliqués of beaded flowers. It was one of the many dresses Lillie would wear later in the week. Her eyes lingered on it.


There was a knock on the door.


“Everyone decent in there?” Oliver called.


“The jury is hung,” Grace said. She went to open the door. “But fully dressed? Yes.”


He waltzed in dressed in tails, a bow tie, and a top hat.


“You look lovely, as always, Sister,” he said, giving Lillie a kiss on the cheek. Grace returned to pinning Lillie’s hair.


“And I have a surprise for you.” He dangled a box wrapped with a ribbon in front of them. “A riddle. One very decadent offering is hidden within this box. It is a single item that cannot be shared, and yet it’s a gift to you both.”


With a flourish, he set it in front of Lillie. “Can you guess what it is?”


She squealed. “You do the honors, Grace,” she said, pushing it across the vanity, where Grace picked it up. It was as light as the discarded shell of a bird’s egg. She resisted the urge to shake it.


“Don’t keep us in suspense!” Lillie said. “Open it!”


Grace pulled at the ribbon, her face flushing. She opened the box and inside was a piece of paper.


Its gilded edge caught the light.




Invite One


Opening Night Fete of the World’s Fair


Private Entrance


Under and Over the Sea





She turned toward Oliver, eyes shining.


A ticket.


Lillie shrieked, plucking it from her hands.


“A ticket? Another ticket for Grace?”


“Yes. A gift to you both.”


“You are the most brilliant, delightful, delicious brother,” Lillie said.


Grace could hardly catch her breath. “Thank you,” she said, throwing her arms around Oliver. She kissed his neck. “Thank you.”


“Oh, but quickly!” Lillie said, glancing at the clock on the fireplace mantel. “The carriage will be here soon! We have to find you a dress!” She threw open her wardrobe and began tossing gowns on the bed. “And now you’ll get to meet my friend Frannie!”


Oliver buried a laugh in a cough and gave Grace an apologetic look.


Grace had never told Lillie how horrible Frannie Allred had been to her that night at last winter’s Botanical Ball in Chicago. Her stomach turned a little at the thought of seeing Frannie again. It brought back the way Theodore Parker had looked at her like she was a piece of mess on the bottom of his shoe; the way the two of them had dissected and humiliated her together. She’d hidden it from Lillie, who would have been injured on Grace’s behalf. And Grace couldn’t bear to hurt her cousin, even if the wound had traveled through herself first.


But who cared about any of that now. The presence of Frannie Allred was a small price to pay for a ticket to the event of the century. Grace’s gaze fell on the silver-blue dress she’d been eyeing earlier.


“Yes,” Lillie said, immediately scooping it up. “It’s so you.”


“It won’t fit me,” Grace protested.


“So we’ll pin it.”


“Your mother will have a fit.”


“Good. It will distract her from my nails.” Lillie thrust the dress at Grace. “Now go put it on.”


Grace held it to her chest and hurried to the guest room. Her heart was pounding. So the week at the Ivory City would start sooner than she had planned. She was thrilled—and yet the memory of Frannie Allred and Theodore Parker in Chicago was the least of the secrets she’d been keeping. The start of the fair meant she was one step closer to having to tell Lillie and Oliver the truth: she could no longer be part of their world. Her fingers shook a little as she pulled on Lillie’s dress and pushed earrings into her ears. Lillie came in with pins to help the dress better fit Grace’s shape. She fussed with the folds until it fell to her liking, then gasped with delight, steering Grace toward the bronze-framed mirror. “Can you believe it?” Lillie said, clasping Grace from behind. “This is about to be the best week of our lives.”


Grace squeezed her back. She held the entry ticket carefully in her hand, as delicately as a living thing. Then she pinned back her hair and hurried to follow her cousins down the hand-carved staircase.


“What’s this?” Aunt Clove asked coldly. She rose with barely disguised irritation when Grace appeared in the soaring foyer. Aunt Clove’s satin train was wrapped around her feet, swirling behind her on the marble floor, as she tied on her formal feathered hat. “Lillie, I thought you were saving that dress for the president’s dinner, not so that Grace could wear it for an evening in at home.”


“Ollie found her a ticket for tonight,” Lillie said. “Isn’t it wonderful, Mother?” She swept around Aunt Clove, beaming. She looked even more beautiful when she beamed. “I of course lent her a dress and told her she could come with us in the carriage.”


“Wonderful,” Uncle Reginald said, and he winked at Grace behind Aunt Clove’s glower. He was dressed in tails and drinking a martini.


Grace squeezed between Oliver and Lillie, poring over the opening day’s program as the carriage wove through the crowded streets. She traced the labyrinth of canals that fed into the Grand Basin, the various palaces, the colonnade of states and nations, the train lines, the stretch of Pike that was dotted with restaurants and rides. The air was scented with fire, sugar, and smoke, and an evening parade appeared to be ending, with the First Missouri Infantry taking care to control the crowds.


Lillie squeezed Grace’s hand. She wore a slate gray dress, the stormy color of the sea. It had cream tulle pulling it off her shoulders and pink roses sewn in bunches along the hem, all tied together with her satin cream gloves.


“I’m told that President Roosevelt is here for the Opening Ceremonies,” Aunt Clove remarked. She craned her neck to look out the window, something that gave Grace great pleasure. She had never seen her aunt crane at anything before.


“And tonight’s event is in a special area set apart from the riffraff,” her aunt continued, watching a woman dressed in an enormous floral hat and carrying what appeared to be a peacock under one arm. “Thank God,” she muttered.


Oliver poked Grace in the ribs, daring her to laugh.


She dug her nail into Oliver’s hand, and he bit back a yelp.


“We’ll enter tonight’s dinner by gondola,” Aunt Clove said. Her hat had feathers on it that threatened to tickle Uncle Reginald, who gently batted them away. “We’re expected to meet the Haddings there.”


“Oh, look!” Lillie said, examining the program. “A performance with Harriet Forbes! We loved her in A Doll’s House!”


Oliver stilled beside her, and Grace was studiously careful to avoid his eyes.


“Oh, Lillie, of all the things to be excited about. An actress,” Aunt Clove said, as though it were something contagious.


Grace was the only one in the family who knew Oliver had been secretly courting Harriet Forbes for the last four months.


She swallowed. The three of them—Oliver, Lillie, and Grace—each had secrets, she knew. Confidences that Lillie and Oliver had given to her but were keeping from each other, and she suddenly felt all of the secrets she was holding pressing against her ribs. She would never use the things she knew against her beloved cousins—no, they were closer than brother and sister to her, and sometimes she felt like the glue that held them together. She was never happier than when she was between them, Oliver handsome in his silk topper with his cut jaw and boyish smile, and Lillie stunning in her Doucet gown and lilac spray earrings.


They lived in a glittering world where they loved everyone and were beloved in return, and sometimes Grace felt like she actually belonged. They shared the same ancestors and lent her power where she had none.


Meanwhile, the darker part of her whispered that secrets were likely the only form of power she’d ever have.


The Missouri Infantry kept the streaming crowds at bay along the tree-lined cobblestone road long enough for them to disembark at the entry gate. Their tickets were examined, and just before they entered the fairgrounds for the first time, Grace’s aunt pulled her aside.


“Grace,” she said, with barely veiled fury. “You’re far from a child anymore.” She leaned forward, her words pressed to Grace’s throat like a knife. “This is the last time your presence will be permitted to taint my children’s company.”


Grace turned to hide the slight from her cousins, as she always did.


“Thank you for your gracious welcome, as always, Aunt Clove,” she said bitingly.


Her aunt blanched at the menacing undertone that for the first time ever, Grace had allowed into her voice. Usually, she held it behind the dams along with all of the other burning things she thought but could not say.


But this was her last week with her cousins. It had already been decided, even before her aunt said anything. She had returned from that party in Chicago knowing that she couldn’t make herself fit. It was time to go back to Kansas City and make a life there. One that Lillie and Oliver couldn’t fit into either. They had outgrown one another, and they couldn’t pretend otherwise anymore. She would tell them at some point that this week was the end. And though the thought nearly broke her, she couldn’t ask for a more memorable way to tell them goodbye.


The poster of the woman in the tangerine dress gestured them forward, into the Ivory City.


A spray of golden fireworks exploded above their heads, falling toward the cupola of the Palace of Electricity.


Lillie grabbed Grace’s hand and squealed, pulling her inside.


The World’s Fair was beginning.
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Grace had observed the Ivory City being built from afar, watching the construction from one of the ten bedrooms on the second floor of the Carter mansion. She’d seen the carved ivory columns, the soaring domes of the Palaces, the strips of manicured grass flanking the pavilions and stone bridges reminiscent of Venetian canals. She’d watched the rising silhouette of the enormous Ferris wheel that had claimed the lives of twelve men during its construction. But nothing had prepared her for being within the city herself.


Paved walkways bordered the lush emerald grass of the music pavilion, sculpted by viburnum bushes that burst with fragrant white blossoms as big as snowballs. Flags representing more than thirty countries unfurled to welcome them in a colorful promenade along the great entrance.


“I can’t believe it,” Lillie breathed. The breeze ruffled the curled ends of her hair.


A sparkling pond named the Grand Basin lay at the end of the pavilion, spattered with boats, gondolas, and arcing fountains. And beyond it rose Festival Hall, an immense, round dome that was set up on the hill like an elaborately decorated wedding cake. It was the most stunning building Grace had ever seen, intricately carved and lined with stately columns. Water poured out from a fountain set at its front like an open mouth, cascading into stacked levels of fourteen waterfalls. Grand sets of wide, magnificent steps rimmed either side of these flowing cascades like an embrace, and fountains gracefully arced into the Grand Basin while being lit from below.


Even Aunt Clove, for once, seemed unable to find fault.


Laughter and accented voices drenched the air as tens of thousands of people crowded by in their hats and finery. Concession tents sold puffed rice, crystal clear water, and scoops of vanilla ice cream in fluted glass dishes. As they passed the sunken gardens, electric lamps began switching on in their posts, and the night air became perfumed with sugar and roasted nuts, honeysuckle, and primrose blossoms. They strolled alongside bursts of pink and yellow spring tulips, smelling fragrant hyacinth, redbuds, and lilacs. Elation was something Grace could almost taste in the air. She couldn’t believe she was there, alive in this moment, in a place so immersive and magnificent. She didn’t know how she would ever return to real life.


“My darling, my dearest, my delight,” Oliver said to Grace just before they passed a hundred-foot column honoring the Louisiana Purchase at the head of the Basin. He linked elbows with her, every bit the dapper gentleman, tipping his top hat at every acquaintance they passed.


“I know that tone,” she said drolly. Over the years, they’d grown quite proficient at holding private conversations and sharing morsels of secrets while they casually walked just out of earshot of his parents. “What do you want?”


Oliver shot a nervous glance in Lillie’s direction to make sure she wasn’t listening. “Just a small favor,” he said.


“And here I thought you’d brought me along, once again, for my scintillating company and sparkling conversation,” she said.


“I always bring you along for that,” he said. “And for your loyalty, benevolence, and discretion.”


His eyes searched hers, pleading.


“Just tell me what it is,” she said, cutting him a look. “You already know I’m going to say yes.”


“In a few minutes we’ll enter the Under and Over the Sea attraction,” he said. “Gondolas will take us through a winding maze of canals before dropping us off at the private dinner. And I’m wondering if you’ll share a boat with me.”


“Of course,” she said. “I thought you were going to ask me something hard.”


“Well…” He gave her a slightly devious grin. “I’m hoping you’ll be willing to swap boats with Harriet in the middle.”


“Ah. I see,” she said, cocking an eyebrow. “Then whom will I be sitting with? Will I be engaging in hand-to-hand combat with some notorious axe murderer on the way to dinner?”


“No, although if you were, I do hope you know my money would entirely be on you.”


“No need for flattery, Oliver, I’ve already said yes.”


“The only other person who knows about my feelings for Harriet is my closest friend, and he’s already agreed to help. So no pressure,” he said, batting his long eyelashes, “but ensuring my forever happiness is at this point all up to you.”


She relaxed. She knew Oliver’s best friend. A preppy, foppish young man named Evan Waxwell who rather inordinately loved croquet. Fine. It would be slightly painful, and perhaps scandalous if they were caught, but they could talk about mallets and wickets or whatever he wanted.


“Of course,” she said. She wanted to say, I would do anything for you. Especially this week—the last time she could help him, even though he didn’t know it yet. Instead she said, “If your mother finds out, she’s going to throw me out of the boat and drown me in the lagoon.”


“Don’t be silly. She has standards,” Oliver said. “That’s a Paul Poiret she’s wearing.”


Grace snorted.


She followed Oliver into the immense opening of the Under and Over the Sea ride, where they were ushered in by guards who unlatched a red velvet rope for them. The building had intricately sculpted towers that rose almost two hundred feet above their heads. Inside was a soaring foyer, its heavenly ceiling scattered with delicately painted domes. It was quiet and cool after the vibrant crush of humanity in the fairgrounds. Inside, waiters offered them drinks that looked like small vases made of frosted glass and topped with violets. Grace drank hers from a striped straw. It tasted like nothing she’d ever had before, sparkling and floral.


“To us!” Lillie said, toasting Grace and Oliver. As soon as they’d raised their glasses, Lillie’s eyes fell on someone in the crowd.


“Frannie!” she cried. She moved forward to give Frannie a kiss on the cheek and then pulled her back toward them. “You know Ollie, of course. And this is my beloved cousin, Grace,” Lillie said. “Grace, this is Frannie Allred.”


Frannie was dressed in a forest-green dress that set off her small waist and dark red hair. She gave Grace a smile that never reached her eyes.


“Oh yes, we’ve met,” she said, as if they were old friends. “How do you do, Grace?”


Grace smiled wanly.


“We must ride together on the gondola,” Frannie said, taking Lillie’s arm and turning her away. “I have so much to tell you.”


“I can’t wait! And Grace must come, too.”


“Oh, there’s only room for two,” Frannie said, her voice somehow both syrupy and sad.


Lillie frowned. “Well—”


“I’ll ride with Grace,” Oliver quickly volunteered.


“Yes. It’s fine. I’ll go with Oliver,” Grace said. She gave Lillie an encouraging nod. Then she returned Frannie’s disingenuous smile with a dazzling one of her own.


They were shown to a wide marble staircase leading down into a darkened pavilion, which was cavernous and lit inside to look like the night sky. Boats with gondoliers were lined up, lilting on the dark waves.


They waited with a handful of other guests in their finery while Aunt Clove and Uncle Reginald climbed into the first boat.


Then Lillie shot Grace an apologetic look and climbed into the second boat with Frannie.


“This is a clever little trick,” Grace said to Oliver as he helped her into the third. They pushed off from the pavilion and began to glide across the inky waves. A lantern hung from the back of their boat. The starry lights reflected in the dark, swirling tidepools left by the stroke of the oar. From somewhere in the distance, she could hear the deep pounding of drums. They echoed her own heartbeat.


Oliver spoke quietly to the gondolier, who gently pulled over beneath the first bridge in the underground lagoon, where another boat was waiting in the shadows.


“Thanks, mate,” Oliver said, handing him a hefty wad of bills.


“Hi, Harriet,” Grace said, looking into the shadows beneath the bridge. She smiled with genuine delight as Harriet stepped into the boat.


“Thanks for this, Grace,” Harriet said.


“My pleasure. I’m forever in service to clandestine young love,” Grace said. Oliver helped her balance as she prepared to board the second boat.


She looked at the gondolier as she stepped across, beginning to greet her partner in crime, Evan. He reached up to steady her and keep her from falling.


But it wasn’t Evan who was taking her by the hand.


No, Grace thought, freezing. No, no, no.


It was Theodore Parker.















CHAPTER TWO


GRACE FALTERED, losing her balance just enough to almost fall into the water.


“Careful,” Theodore said roughly, catching her.


She regained her footing and shoved him away, sitting down roughly on the seat.


“I thought you were meant to be his best friend Evan,” she said sharply.


He frowned, his eyes flashing. “And I thought you would be Lillie,” he retorted.


The gondolier pushed off into the glittering lights of the lagoon, and Grace dug her fingernails into her crossed arms. She was going to kill Oliver.


“Why did he say you were his closest friend?” she stewed. “He didn’t even know you six months ago.”


Theodore snorted. “Things have a tendency to change, you know. I moved to St. Louis, and he’s shown me about.”


“Perhaps things have a tendency to change, but certain people don’t,” she said bitterly.


She narrowed her eyes, kicking herself. If only she had told Oliver what kind of a man Theodore really was last winter. Well, that was one more secret that would need to be revealed before the week was over. She relished the way Oliver would react and could practically see him stripping off his coat and flexing his fists, the way he had done many times before to come to her and Lillie’s aid.
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