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Dedicated to the memory of Margaret and Elizabeth Hull for their flair for life, independent spirit, and love of DC






“What are friends for, if not to help bear our sins?”

—Nella Larson from Passing








CHAPTER 1


MAY 1, 1954, LIONEL

I’m aware of the clear dusk sky beyond the smoke. I’m aware of cherry blossoms hanging in the breeze weeks past their peak. I’m aware of our building’s Spanish Colonial Revival facade, its tiers and molded ledges and balconies sweeping upward, its demonic grotesques perched on the cornice, looming in vain, having failed to ward off evil spirits.

Firefighters rush past me, wearing wide-brimmed helmets, gas masks with trunk-like noses, bulky coats marred with the residue of past fires, and tall boots like fishermen’s waders. They grip fire extinguishers and haul limp extra hoses over their shoulders. The polished nozzles glint in the light from the building’s lobby entrance. They call out commands and move with extraordinary purpose, giving some order to the chaos. A hook and ladder truck, its wheel up over the curb and crushing a fledgling redbud tree, buzzes with commotion. The long expandable ladder shifts and begins to angle up. The clean-faced firefighter at its helm is so intent on his job that he briefly (and bizarrely) charms me. Not far behind me, distraught neighbors and nosey, babbling pedestrians gather. Parting the sea, the ambulance crew appear, searching for direction.

When I first visited the building, Roger stopped near this spot on the sidewalk, slid his hand across my shoulder, a gesture both thrilling and unsettling in a public space, and pointed to windows along the ninth floor. “We’ll live up there forever, darling,” he said, leaning in, his voice soft, conspiratorial. “We’ll throw parties. We’ll sip martinis and watch DC blink to life in the evenings. Just you and me.” I cracked those windows at his request this morning to let in the mellow spring air. Now, a ribbon of black smoke seeps from those raised sashes, and I’m sure I spot a flame flicker behind the glass. A line of poetry surfaces: “His eyes darkened by too great a light.” It’s from Ovid, I think. A god riding a chariot too close to the sun, blinded by its rays. Perhaps that’s it—Roger and I have flown too close and got burned, are burning.

Philippa is standing beside me, her hand gently touching the back of my arm, an awkward but tender attempt to console me. Judy, not the consoling type, stands a few feet from me, her arms crossed, her chin up, her dark eyes like twin camera lenses, recording it all.

Maybe Judy or Philippa mentioned Ovid? They tend to go on about cultural tidbits: “Gloria Grahame is just glorious in The Big Heat.” Or “Did you see South Pacific at the National? Those songs stuck to me like glue.” Or “Hand over Kinsey’s new book! I can’t wait to read what he has to say about women.” Or maybe the poet’s words echo from my grade school days, something I was made to memorize but forgot, something buried deep, dislodged as I watch my life turn to ash.

I should be screaming; I should be crying.

Maybe it’s shock. How did this happen? Was it my fault? Did I forget to turn off the stove? Did Roger fail to unplug the toaster? He can be forgetful. What about the bathroom heater? The towels dangle too close to it. I’ve noted it before. Maybe it wasn’t our fault, but carelessness from another of the building’s residents—a janitor ashing his cigarette in an oily bucket or a housewife neglecting her curling iron? Or maybe it’s a defect in the fuse box, old mouse-eaten wiring, or a spark from colliding elevator cables?

It’s a chilly evening, but I’m sweating, drenched.

Roger isn’t inside, of course. Sure, he said he’d be home this afternoon, but he would’ve stopped the fire if he were inside. He would’ve used his strong runner’s legs, dashed into the hall, yanked the extinguisher from the wall, and choked the flames with sodium bicarbonate. His naval training during the war, and his ability to stay cool under pressure, would’ve served him well. No. He’s not there. There’s no way. Maybe he’s out securing work. We need him to find a new job, a damn good job. Or maybe he ran to the store for dinner fixings.

Just in case, as a cosmic barter, I lean into the horror. “Take my things,” I say to God, to the universe, “but just don’t take Roger!” In my mind, I fly up nine stories and turn time back an hour. I’m standing in the middle of the room we created by knocking down the non-load-bearing wall between the dining and main living areas. It’s spacious, contemporary, and furnished with low-slung Herman Miller pieces in rosewood, upholstered in fabrics with bold geometric patterns. Against the back wall stands my gift to Roger last Christmas—a record player cabinet filled with Sinatra, Miller, Cole, Gillespie, Davis, and Peggy Lee—and beside it, a brass bar cart stocked with gin, martini glasses with delicate stems, and a big glass shaker that weighs a goddamn ton. The wine-red oriental rug, a bequest from his grandmother’s estate, stretches over the wood floor, its weave flecked with golds, pinks, and an unusual tangerine. An ornate Victorian settee, a family heirloom I tolerate, rests under the window, a place to sip coffee, stare out, and daydream.

We papered the far wall in a bold poppy print, modern and a tad garish—absolutely a statement. It’s there, amid the poppies, that I imagine the first flame emerging, as if the bright red-orange petals, inspired by their color, transmute into fire. The thick paper bubbles and hisses and begins to peel off; strips float to the floor, igniting the thin layer of linseed oil polish and sending a ripple of bluish fire across the wood. The glass on the starburst clock, now circled with flame, cracks and pops out. The hands stop. 7:24.

In a blast of heat, the upright piano makes a strange sound, like ghostly fingers swiping its strings. The photos Roger displayed on its top waver and topple over. They are black-and-whites of his dead grandparents, his mild mother and hard-visaged father, his grim aunt and uncle, his myopic sister, Rose Ellen, him looking handsome in his lieutenant’s uniform, and the two of us on a hike in Shenandoah National Park, pressing close, laughing, soon to be tugging at each other’s clothes behind a boulder, giggling like damn idiots, aroused, and happy, so happy. When the photo of us crashes to the floor, my heart lurches. Having gathered immense and uncontrollable energy, my imaginary blaze suddenly roars at me, bringing me back.

Roger and I are good at imagining the worst—an occupational hazard.

I remember a scene in our third Ray Kane novel, Seeing Red: “McKey paused at the door, heat radiating out, inky smoke blooming from its keyhole, its doorknob a branding iron. What was inside was more than some maniac arson’s delight, but a demonic force, sentient and vicious, poised to consume.”

Had Roger written the passage, or had I? I couldn’t remember.

Then I smell it. The actual fire. It’s a greasy odor, like an old furnace, and then something sulfurous and nauseating: the scent of death, burning hair. How could I smell it so far away? Am I inventing it? Oh, God. The wall of numbness cracks, and pain floods in. It’s a sharp physical pang that knocks the breath out of me. My knees wobble, and I lean into Philippa, who, at a svelte twenty-two, is fifty pounds lighter than me. She catches me, her grip assured as if she were bracing for this, my collapse, and steadies me. Judy steps close, gazing at me, her eyes concerned and quiet, even a little cold. As the tremor dissipates, tears well up, and I sob.

Somehow, I know that Roger is dead.








CHAPTER 2


MARCH 1954, JUDY

Philippa flung open the apartment door. “You’re here!” she cried, her loose curls bouncing and her light blue tea dress swaying. “I have something amazing to show you.” She tugged off her gloves. I never knew what to say to her when she was in one of her exuberant manias: all that cheer rushing at me like water breaking through a dam. And me, after another exhausting day at my new job, trying to unwind on the sofa, a pile of sticks with busted springs we bought last weekend at a church rummage sale. I’m not an ogre, I want you to know, so I forced a smile.

She flounced beside me, the couch’s brittle legs groaning underneath us, plopped her purse on the coffee table, popped the clasp—it was a trim leather bag with a bamboo handle (we spent more on clothes than decor!)—and produced a folded piece of paper. I eyed the half-consumed bottle of Claret on our sad little cracked Formica kitchenette counter, strategizing how to nab a drink before she gushed her news. She turned to me, beaming, and paused. She sensed my exasperation, even though I did my best to conceal it. She pressed her lips together and worried them, removing the last traces of her coral lipstick. “I’m so sorry,” she said, lowering her hand to my knee. “I’m just… well.”

“I’m used to it,” I said, winking at her.

She leaned in for a kiss. The residue of her eau de toilette mingled with the faint odor of her sweat. I returned the kiss, glad to feel her so close.

She’s a beautiful woman, even more striking than she was when we first met in high school. Her layer of baby fat has melted away, and her fleshy schoolgirl femininity, which once offered a striking counterpoint to my rail-thin body, barbed elbows, and razorblade knees, has transformed into something finer. Her cheekbones are more prominent, and her chin narrower, heightening her silvery blue eyes and the wide curl of her hair. Her hourglass figure has no need for a girdle, and she walks with a model’s measured gait. When men gawk at her, which they always do, panic bubbles up in me: fear that they might try something. If they do, watch out! She’s mine, and I bite. My greater fear is that one day she’ll lose her restlessness and become the thing she often pretends to be: a nice young lady. I worry that she’ll mute her dark shine under a shroud of pastels, floral prints, and tailored quarter-sleeve jackets. But, when we touch, whether it’s a brief kiss or something demonstrative and carnal, I’m reassured. Her restlessness is still intact; she’s still mine.

She withdrew and handed me the slip of paper. I unfolded it. It was the flyer for a lecture:


THE ART OF WRITING THE PERFECT MYSTERY

Author of the P. I. Calvin McKey mystery series, Mr. Ray Kane, explains all the tricks to create spellbinding twists and turns and unforgettable characters.

His most popular titles include

Love’s Last Move and The Broken Thread.

Spend your April Fools with us!

Stop by for a delightful evening…

of murder and mayhem.

Book signing to follow!

April 1, 7:00 P.M.

Brentano’s on F Street



“Can you believe it!” she gasped, wide-eyed. “I saw the flyer at school.” Philippa was churning through her first year of a master’s in literature at GW. She still dreamed of being a writer—a Daphne du Maurier or Anya Seton—all dark, swooning, and psychological. She’d retained that dreamy Romanticism from her high school days. Together and in our time apart, we’d devoured all of Ray Kane’s detective novels over the years but had never attended a lecture or a signing. As popular as he was, he didn’t make public appearances, which was unusual. Mystery writers, I’ve found, love to get up in front of polite audiences and talk about things like strychnine poisoning and vivisection and the electric chair. The little old ladies and mild businessmen eat it up—and buy books. But Kane hadn’t stepped out of the shadows, not until now.

“Let’s splurge,” she said. “We’ll have an early dinner downtown, maybe oysters at Harvey’s, and go to the lecture. Would Iris want to join us?”

“She doesn’t want to tempt fate at Harvey’s. Times are changing, but…”

Philippa sighed and, failing to conceal her irritation, said, “Maybe we could eat somewhere on U Street? Maybe the restaurant at the Dunbar Hotel? Then we could make our way down.”

Going out was always a puzzle to solve. How would we appear to others? Who did we seem to be from one location to the next? If Philippa and I were out at a place like Harvey’s, we were two white women sipping gimlets and gossiping. Perhaps a few leering men would read me as “exotic”—from the Mideast, from the Far East, oh my!—but the default was white. It was easy for me to pass, as I had, unknowingly, my entire childhood. My olive skin and straight black bob, and let’s be honest, the texture of my upbringing by the Peabodys embellished the veneer further. As their adopted “white” daughter, it served me well to play into people’s assumptions. Their blindness was my advantage; it still is.

On the other hand, if we went to a Negro-owned establishment, the patrons would gaze at us, narrow their eyes, and gently shake their heads. I imagined them saying, “Girls, are you sure you have the right place?” When Iris joined us for a night out—as rare as that was—we could only be read one way, and the restaurant options were decidedly fewer. With her, any veneer failed. She was who she was: a graduate of Howard Medical School, a take-no-prisoners bridge player, a daughter, a sister, and, in these settings, a Negro woman. In a restaurant together, her presence summoned our kinship to the surface; our skin, hair, physicality, and hand gestures, when offered for comparison, suggested our connection by race, by blood. It was more profound than that, of course. We were sisters, and that truth endlessly echoed between us, a kinetic energy identifiable at a glance.

“What do you think?” Philippa said, urging a response, perhaps a touch guilty for being annoyed at having to revise her plans.

“Sounds fine,” I said stiffly. “But I doubt Iris will join us for the lecture. She doesn’t like mystery novels now that she works at the medical examiner’s office. Their inaccuracies frustrate her.”

This news deflated her. “Well,” she said, sighing again. “As always, she’s entirely welcome.”

Now I was annoyed: “Of course, Iris is welcome.” I knew it, and Philippa knew it. “I get it,” I said. “You and Iris aren’t best friends, but we live here, in this apartment with cracked plaster and above-average square footage, because of her.”

Iris lived in the unit below us and helped me snag the apartment by flirting with her lovestruck landlord and vouching for me. I didn’t say, “We can be together because of her.” I didn’t need to.

Philippa grimaced, making unlovely her lovely features. “I know.” She stood. “You don’t need to remind me.”

Iris had been slow to accept us as a couple. As time passed, she warmed a little to the idea that women could be romantically involved, but she didn’t warm to Philippa. She would often raise an eyebrow at something she said or shoot her a skeptical glance. She winced at Philippa’s doubleness: that special blend of blithe naïveté and impulsiveness that I loved about her. She thought Philippa was bad news, dangerous even. Once, when Philippa and I had fallen out of touch for a time, she told me: “White girls like her, they sashay through your life, unaware of the destruction they cause, because they don’t have to be. You’re better off without her.”

Philippa walked across the room, snatched the Claret from the counter, plucked a clean wine glass from the drying rack, and poured herself a little. “Want some?” she asked. She didn’t want to barrel into an argument, thank God.

“Um, yes,” I said. “I’ve been staring down that bottle and waiting to pounce.”

She gave me the glass in her hand and selected another from the shelf, inspecting it for dust.

She flopped beside me, her pale blue dress falling over my knees, leaned into me, and sipped the ruby-colored liquid. The creaky couch was the safest spot for us to be. We yearned for places where we could be a couple. The segregated gay bars downtown made me uneasy. Too well acquainted with flimsy facades, their patrons were talented at sniffing out a pretender like me. So, we usually ended up at Croc’s, a gloomy lounge in the basement of a hardware store, where we could be ourselves amid the dim lights and sticky floors.

Philippa took another sip and set down her glass. “Can you believe it,” she said, her tone softer, more reflective. “We’ll see Ray Kane and maybe even talk to him. He’s been with us from the beginning.” The cover art of the first of Kane’s novels we read, Love’s Last Move, came to mind. It was a pulpy still life: a smoking gun surrounded by artfully arranged rose petals, an invitation to the allure of murder.

“If we do get to meet him,” I cautioned, “remember we can’t tell him—”

“I know, I know,” she said, waving it off.

“We can’t tell him what we sent him last summer.”

“I’m not an idiot,” she said. “I’m sure it never made it to him, anyway.”

“Maybe,” I said, recalling the packet of information we’d carefully collated, annotated, and mailed out—talk about an invitation to the allure of murder. We’d waited all fall and winter, twiddling our thumbs, but he never responded. None of the recipients had. Be more positive, Judy: None had yet.



When Philippa and I arrived at Brentano’s, it was teeming with people. Our tiff about Iris and dinner plans was for naught. She couldn’t join us after all—an influx of bodies at the morgue. Spring fever had a body count.

The store was clean and well organized, one of our favorites, but it lacked the dingy charm of the bookstore we visited as teenagers, Somerset’s, with its velvet-curtained backroom full of dirty trash and delicious banned books.

Philippa drifted over to a display and began flipping through the new Anya Seton novel. I lingered over March’s much-buzzed-about The Bad Seed. We already owned Kane’s latest novel, The Broken Thread—one of his best—loosely based on the murder of a socialite in 1920s Baltimore and the young maid accused of the crime. We borrowed it from the library last year when it was first released and, after reading it repeatedly, added it to our collection. It was wedged in Philippa’s purse beside Love’s Last Move, the inscribed copy that had flung us headlong into an adventure years ago and held the key to the murder of our classmate, Cleve Closs. We wanted Kane to sign it.

An officious clerk in a pencil skirt and wire-framed glasses strolled into the center of the room and invited us to take our seats; the lecture would begin soon. Patrons abandoned browsing and moved to the rear of the store, where chairs were lined up, and a podium stood sentinel, waiting for Kane.

We grabbed seats in the front row.

The audience was primarily middle-aged women and a smattering of businessmen dropping in after work. Most of them were clutching Kane’s newer novels. After a delay, during which the audience’s hushed sideways chitchat grew louder, the clerk and Kane emerged from the backroom. The woman approached the podium and, reading from notecards, introduced Kane—a writer of popular detective novels, well known for his protagonist P. I. Calvin McKey and “a splendid practitioner of contemporary mystery fiction”—and reminded us to purchase his books and then, at last, relinquished the podium.

Kane was tall, wide-shouldered, and slender-waisted. Above his high forehead, his lick of chestnut hair was parted to the side and close-cropped. His striking facial features, which I’d noted on the cover flap, were diminished, grooved with worry lines at his eyes and the corners of his mouth. He was pushing forty. He wore a fine wool double-breasted suit tailored to hug his thin hips. He grabbed the sides of the podium and scanned the room without smiling, squinting at us as if he were short-sighted and had forgotten his glasses. Rousing a little, he greeted us, thanked the store, slipped a folded piece of paper from his pocket, flattened it out on the podium, and began reading: “At their core, crime novels embrace duality. Two stories are being told: the story of the present, the investigation, and the story of the past, that storyline which has been concealed by misinterpretation, manufactured untruths, and even the patchy fog of memory. In the case of a crime novel, the story, at first glance, might be about a legal transgression—the breaking of law—but any crime novelist worth his salt should be writing about morals, not laws.” He paused and glanced up. His pale forehead was damp with sweat. He patted it with a handkerchief and returned to his lecture: “While in a perfect world legality and morality should align, it’s often true that they are at odds, so crime novels, such as the books that bear the name Ray Kane, aren’t telling neat stories about how a criminal breaks the rules and gets his just deserts for his transgression. At times, they are about how blindly following the rules can be more reprehensible than breaking them; at times, breaking the law is the right thing to do.” Someone huffed behind me and shifted in their seat. Where was this talk headed? Sure, Kane’s novels covered all matters of moral terrain, but this felt different. Something in his voice, some underlying distress, was bleeding through. Was it anger? “For instance, take the new novel, The Broken Thread, which was based on the case of Margery Smith, a young black woman falsely accused of robbing and bludgeoning to death the Baltimorean socialite Agnes Linden Abell in 1923.”

As the lecture rolled on, Kane craned over the podium, gripping its sides, stabilizing himself. Even though the room wasn’t especially warm, a sheen of sweat covered his features and dampened his collar. Was he ill? Or drunk? His explanation of the writing process behind The Broken Thread surged forward with intensity, his investment in the real Margery Smith’s innocence clear, his disdain for the Abell family’s snobbery and racial biases unmistakable. Still, his sentences were halting, becoming, like the title of his novel, a broken thread. I tried to follow his points but eventually gave up, lapsing into a daydream. Not all authors were adept at public speaking—the inner eloquence that flowed from the mind to the page didn’t always flow from mind to lips—but this was something else; Kane seemed physically off-kilter like he might collapse at any moment. After his closing remarks, instead of asking for questions, he released the sides of the podium and stumbled backward, catching the arm of a chair against the back wall and guiding himself into it with a clumsy thud. Something was seriously wrong.

I popped up from my seat, shot a hot glare at the store clerk, grabbed the glass of water on the table beside the podium, and handed it to Kane, who stared up at me, confused. He whispered to me, “So dizzy. No lunch,” creating an immediate, if odd, intimacy between us. He took the glass and swiftly gulped it down. Miss Officious was behind me, cooing concern. Philippa hovered nearby as well. The audience was on their feet, murmuring. Over my shoulder, I told Philippa: “Run next door to the bakery and grab a roll or something. He needs food.”

An impatient audience member asked the clerk: “Is he still going to sign books?” The woman glanced at Kane through her wire-rimmed glasses, and he raised a finger as if to say, “Give me a minute.”

“Jesus,” I blurted, and Kane cracked a knowing smile.

Miss Officious refilled his glass and handed it to him. While Kane was preoccupied and the clerk calmed and corralled the patrons, I noticed that, in Kane’s awkward tumble into the chair, his wallet had escaped and fallen, its flaps making a little brown tent on the floor. I scooped it up, and on the inside of a flap, I briefly glimpsed a photo before snapping it closed and handing it to him. Still dazed, he took it, nodded, and slipped it into his coat. From what I could tell, the photo was taken in a booth. In it, a younger version of Kane embraced a handsome, clean-shaven, short-haired, light-skinned Negro looking at the camera, squinting gleefully. Kane was looking away, and both men were laughing.

Finally, Philippa returned with an elaborate sticky bun wrapped in wax paper. Gathering his energy, Kane took a bite. “Damn,” he said, “that’s good.” Philippa glanced at me, pleased with herself.

Most of the audience, irked by the situation, had fled, but after a few more minutes of eating, Kane revived enough to sign books.

We let the other fans go first, not wanting them breathing down our necks. Before approaching him, I whispered to Philippa, “Remember not to mention the morbid care package we sent him.”

She glared at me. “I’m not a child, Judy. I don’t need reminding.”

Color had returned to his cheeks, and as she handed him The Broken Thread and Love’s Last Move, he smiled at us. “Your names?”

“I’m Philippa, and this is Judy.”

“Which book belongs to whom?”

Recalling the photo from his wallet, I said, “Sign each to both of us. We share everything.” He perked up, eyebrow cocked, clearly detecting my emphasis on “everything.” He must be wondering: girl friends or girlfriends?

He scrawled something on the title page and said, “Philippa, that’s an unusual name. You don’t hear it that often,” and handed it back to her. She reverently opened the novel to inspect his John Hancock as if it were the final sacrament of a holy ritual.

“Roger?” she asked, perplexed.

“Oh no,” he said, his shoulders drooping. “That’s my real name. I’m so sorry.”

“Real name?” I asked. Now I was the one with an eyebrow cocked.

“My name is Roger Raymond.”

Philippa beamed. “Ray Kane is a nom de plume.”

“That’s right,” he said, bewildered. “I’ve been out of my mind today. This isn’t my usual modus operandi.”

I shrugged, and Philippa said, “It makes the book more valuable, I imagine.”

He offered a weary smirk. “If only that were true. If things keep going as they have, before too long, you may be burning it.”

What was he talking about? Something weighed on him, but despite my instinct, I wouldn’t pry. I detected a guarded nature in him, like my own. After a childhood of ordeals, my battlements were as thick as the Great Wall, and as high. I could spot the same quality in others. But all hard surfaces show cracks when light strikes them at just the right angle. I wondered about the photo in his wallet. Was the other man a lost lover?

“Let me say thanks by buying you a coffee—or maybe a drink?” He scanned us, perhaps noticing how close we stood to each other, our arms touching, at ease in one another’s personal space. If he’d had a thought bubble, it would’ve read: “Girlfriends. Definitely, girlfriends.” “I know a cozy place around the corner.”

Philippa and I had gobbled oysters at Harvey’s but held off on drinks. A Scotch on the rocks sounded good about now.

“Perfect,” Philippa said, stealing the word from my lips.



Roger’s “cozy place around the corner” wasn’t around the corner but blocks away, on 9th Street, and it was a gay bar called Cary’s. He must’ve known what kind of place it was; the man who wrote the P. I. Calvin McKey novels wasn’t naïve. In a closeted world, establishing a connection between people like us was often a slow unfurling, clues being dropped and picked up, the complete picture gradually emerging. It was dangerous to be vulnerable, especially in a town like this. But maybe he felt comfortable with us because he’d intuited that we were a couple, or because we’d run to his aid, or because he was in a reckless mood. Considering what I’d gleaned from his wallet, I reassured him by endorsing Cary’s as a “swell watering hole.” When I said this, Philippa gave me an odd look but played along, not quibbling in front of him. The bar was a run-of-the-mill luncheonette by day, serving businessmen, politicians, and their staff. At night, it transformed into a meeting place for closeted military men. We knew it by reputation—a bad reputation for late-night fights among drunk soldiers.

As we walked, Philippa gushed: “Did you know that Love’s Last Move was the first detective novel I ever read—like that, I was hooked! Your sleight of hand in The Gemini Case left me speechless. The twins weren’t twins at all. How did you come up with it? And Seeing Red—well, that’s when I realized detective novels could be high literature. I mean, passages like prose poems!” Despite his aloof demeanor, she was melting him with her effusiveness. A smile crept onto his lips.

We pushed through the bar’s entrance and spilled into a cramped but not unpleasant room. Men in sports coats leaned on a polished wood counter, sipping beer and chatting with men in uniform. Army and navy officers were arm to arm in the green leather booths, smoking dreamily and sipping cocktails. The jukebox faintly murmured Eartha Kit’s “C’est si Bon.” After lingering briefly, a booth freed up, and we slid into it, the two of us across from Roger. We drew quizzical looks from the men around us; they weren’t used to seeing women in Cary’s. We ordered—Philippa, a glass of wine; Roger, a bourbon neat; me, a Scotch on the rocks—and, after smoothing down a stray hair, Roger said, “This isn’t my usual place. Too damned conspicuous.” He glanced around, a fresh ripple of gloom passing through his features. “But who the hell cares now?”

Philippa cocked her head, and I asked, “What do you mean?”

The wrinkles across his forehead deepened, and he adjusted his position in the booth, bringing his hands to the table then dropping them in his lap again. Something was eating at him.

“As of today, I’m no longer working for dear ol’ Uncle Sam,” he said, chuckling bitterly. “You see, the job supported our writing habit.” His cheeks flushed. “It will be over when the news spreads.” Despair tugged at his jaw muscles. “How will I tell him? How?” He glanced hotly at the bar. “I wish they’d hurry up with those damn drinks.”

“What do you mean ‘our writing habit’?” I asked.

He studied us, trying to determine how much he trusted us, it seemed. “Oh, what the hell,” he said, loosening his shoulders. “Ray Kane is more than a pseudonym. It’s a collaboration. The ‘Ray’ comes from my name, Roger Raymond, and the ‘Kane’ comes from my partner, Lionel Kane.”

Philippa’s eyes grew wide.

It was news to us. I recalled the man he was embracing in the photo. Was he Lionel? “What kind of partner?” I pressed.

His brown eyes quieted. “A writing partner.”

I narrowed my gaze. He wasn’t getting away with a half-truth.

“And a lover,” he added gently.

With the truth just dawning on her, Philippa exclaimed, “The Ray Kane books are co-authored?”

“That’s right,” Roger said. “Lionel and I met in ’41 when I moved here after law school in New York.”

Drinks came. Roger took a swig of bourbon, and Philippa sipped her wine primly as if worried about seeming overindulgent. I pondered my Scotch before letting it warm my throat. Philippa ran her finger around the top of her glass and asked, “What made you want to write together?” She believed in the romance of being a writer, so it was difficult for her to imagine sharing artistic ownership with anyone. I often kidded her that she needed to chuck the typewriter and pick up a quill and ink.

He offered a feeble smile. “At first, it was for fun. We’d read detective fiction to each other. I’m a big Christie and Sayers fan, and he likes the Americans, Chandler and Cain. We’d dream up stories together, like a game. One day, Lyle—that’s what I call him—wrote a story down. He’s a trained journalist, so he knows a thing or two about how a narrative should unfold. It was excellent, a real winner, and I gave him an idea for a final turn, a clue that would make it pop, a word with two opposite meanings.” He gazed up at the ceiling, trying to retrieve the word. “God, what was it? It’s been ages—Got it! Cleave. It means to cut in half and fuse together. Anyway, he worked on it more and sent it away. It was published in Street and Smith’s Detective Story Magazine, which was our start.” Sadness appeared to swell in him, which he chased away with a gulp of bourbon. “One of us needed to make money to fund our hobby, so I stayed the course and landed a job writing for the press office of the Bureau of Public Affairs under the assistant secretary.” His features tightened as if he were wincing at an acute pain. “Shit, I loved that job.” He took another swig of his drink, leaned forward, and, his voice harsh and low, said, “Scotty McLeod’s stooges in the Miscellaneous M Unit, those assholes, hooked me up to a polygraph and asked about my sexual history…” He faltered and rubbed his temple as if to quell a surging headache. “Goddamn humiliating.”

I’d read about McLeod in the Post. He was big chums with Joseph McCarthy, and Secretary of State Dulles placed him in charge of ferreting out “security risks” from the State Department. He was rounding up closeted homosexual government employees, branding them “perverts,” and casting them out, claiming they were threats to national security because Communist sympathizers could blackmail them. They might as well have pinned big lavender Ps on their lapels and publicly shamed them in Lafayette Square. In truth, it had nothing to do with national security. It was just something these opportunistic jerks could rally around like a bonfire on a cold winter’s night. Give the people someone to hate, and they’ll follow you into the flames. It ruined good government employees, and as a result, many of them were taking their lives. Is that what Roger was telling us? They’d done that to him. Jesus.

“Does Lionel, Lyle, have a job?” Philippa asked, focusing on the practical.

As we pulled back the curtain on Ray Kane, I wondered how much she was rethinking her aspiration of being a professional writer. It wasn’t a piece of cake.

“No,” he replied dismally. “He had an incident working for his newspaper—he was jumped and beaten badly—and afterward, he didn’t return to work. I was making enough for both of us, so there was no need. Although we brainstormed together, he took on the bulk of the writing. I edited his work and, of course, became the face of Kane.”

“Why?” I asked, spinning the cubes in my glass.

His brow crinkled with confusion.

“Why are you the face of Ray Kane? Why not Lionel?” I asked again to clarify.

Roger paused, his gears spinning. “It’s mostly about the photo on the book flap. I rarely make appearances in person.”

“I’d say,” Philippa remarked with a huff. “We didn’t realize Ray Kane was a local until now. All your biographical details say you’re from New York. Even your publisher is in New York.” She was thinking of what we mailed to them anonymously in August and where we mailed it. I beamed at her as if I could communicate telepathically: “Don’t say more, Philippa. Don’t even hint. It’s dangerous.”

“We like our privacy,” he said coolly.

I recalled the photo in his wallet. I imagined he and the handsome Negro cramming into the photo booth, drawing the curtain, paying fifteen cents, and the flash bursting, capturing them as they collided into one another, laughing. The man was Lionel. He must be. Resolved, I said, “You didn’t answer my question: Why are you the face of Ray Kane?”

“Look,” he said, withdrawing, his defenses going up, “don’t take this the wrong way, but I don’t know either of you that well. You seem like nice, educated girls. Clearly, you have good taste.” He chuckled. “I’m grateful to you for rushing in and scooping me up off the floor of Brentano’s. You saved the day. But I’ve blathered on too long and need to—”

“Why won’t you answer my question?” I asked, not letting him off the hook. I wanted to verify what I thought I knew—that he and Lionel are a mixed-race couple, and together, they were Ray Kane. I wanted him to say it. His stalling churned my stomach. Was he ashamed of Lionel? If Philippa and I were co-authors, would she be ashamed of me? Would she dodge the truth like Roger?

He studied me warily. “You really want to know?”

“Yes,” I said, not concealing my exasperation.

“It may change how you feel about him—and us.”

“It won’t,” I said, the flesh on my arms, legs, and back alive and prickling. My polished white facade had fooled a great mystery writer, who now sat in dread, waiting for us to judge him. I was invisible to him. What if, through a strange alteration in body chemistry, I could will my skin to grow dark, to shade from olive to umber to espresso? Would he notice the metamorphosis? The molting of skin cells? Would it set him at ease—or alarm him?

He glanced at Philippa and asked, “You, too?”

Philippa smiled. “Nothing will change how much we love your books.”

Did she mean it?

His lips twisted into a skeptical smirk. “Let’s put it this way,” he said, exhaling. “If readers saw Lyle’s face on the jacket, we wouldn’t sell nearly as many books.”

Just say it, Roger, I thought and said, “Because he’s ugly?”

Roger laughed. “God, no. He’s beautiful.”

“Judy,” Philippa said, “I think he’s—”

“He’s Negro.” Roger cut her off. “Well, partly, anyway.”

Philippa checked my reaction, but I offered her nothing. Even though I’d guessed the truth, the weight of it being said out loud flattened me. Our world was absurd, insane. As we read Kane’s novels, it never occurred to us that the author, or, for that matter, his creation, Calvin McKey, was anything other than white.

“We don’t care,” Philippa said, punching cheer into her voice. “It doesn’t matter.”

“Of course, it doesn’t matter,” I snapped, irritated by her peppy reply. “Why would it matter? Ever?”

She shot me a look. I deserved it.

Roger took a swig of bourbon, coughed, and chuckled bitterly. “Well, at least we’ll still have two readers!” Anguish burned in his eyes, and I understood: being booted from the State Department was just the beginning. They took everything from you—your given name and, worse, your invented one.








CHAPTER 3


MAY 1, 1954, LIONEL

When the policeman asks, I tell him Roger was my roommate. Because of who I am—by that, I mean because of my skin color—the cop, Sergeant Williams, a bulldog with rosacea-marred cheeks and a band of flesh bulging from his collar, eyes me with profound suspicion. His thick lips pucker. I sense his disgust and catch his thought bubble: “Why are a white ex-State Department employee and an unemployed Negro journalist playing house in Kalorama?” His eyes narrow. “Faggots.”

I straighten my back, righteous anger shoring up my sprawling grief. Yes, I want to say, lobbing my pride at his disgust. We are lovers.

His next question flickers into view: “Commies, too?” The ultimate transgression!

Of course, we aren’t. But there’d be no point in denying it. These days being a homosexual and working in the State Department, like Roger, is the same as being a Communist or at least a Communist puppet. If you’re like me, without question, you’re deemed a threat—a threat to the “American way of life.” Whatever that means.

When he speaks, it doesn’t surprise me that he relishes what he says: “Your roommate was in the oven.” He imbues the word “roommate” with a degree of scorn.

“What?” I say, keeping my voice level, trying to conceal my shock. I don’t want to give this bigot an inch. My heart is pounding, shaking my sternum.

“His head was in your oven, sir.”

“What do you mean?” I murmur, still baffled. He couldn’t be referring to Roger. He wasn’t suicidal. That’s not who he was; that’s not like him. Maybe this is all a crazy mistake. I feel a stab of hope. Minutes before, I watched the firemen transport his body to a hearse, sheathed in a black bag and bound to a stretcher. Philippa held me, and Judy, warming a little, put her arm around me. “Hold on,” she whispered. “Just hold on.”

“Yes, sir,” the bulldog says with a twinkle of amusement. “He checked himself out, if you know what I mean.”

“No, I don’t know,” I growl under my breath, the urge to swing at him, to feel the impact of my fist on his fleshy nose or oily jowl, is almost irresistible. Times were tough, very tough, sure, but that’s not Roger in the oven, not ever. I ball up my fingers, and my body lurches forward on its own accord. Judy’s grip tightens around my elbow.

“It’s too early to tell for sure,” Williams says with a puffed-up authority as if he were the investigating detective, “but it looks like the oven is the source of the fire. The sprinkler system saved the building. Well, except your place.” He’s enjoying himself.

I can’t breathe, but I refuse to let this asshole see me gasp.

“Look on the bright side,” he says, sneering, “at least your ‘roommate’s’ suicide didn’t cost anyone else their lives.”

I lunge toward him, but Judy holds me in place with Philippa’s help. They’re surprisingly strong, forceful even. Williams backs off, his face flushed and horrified. I’m through with his bullshit, and he knows it. But he recovers and spreads out his fat chest, straining the buttons on his uniform. He knows I can’t do a damn thing. I’m shifting and tugging between the girls, helpless. Despite my best effort to keep them at bay, tears well up.

Judy releases me and tells Williams to “fuck off.”

He arches his brow. “Watch yourself, miss.” His derisive glee fades. He seems unsettled by her. “We’ll need to do an official investigation, of course. We haven’t ruled out foul play.”

“When will you know something?” Philippa says, removing her hands from my arm. Despite the radiant pink-gold of her strawberry blonde hair in the streetlight, her face is dark, and her eyes alert and intelligent. She stands beside Judy now, shoulder to shoulder. I wonder if Williams senses that they are a couple. “My cousin, Quincy Berg, is a detective,” she says, cocking her chin. “Do you know him?”

He glares at her, nonplussed, unsure what to say. “No, miss, I don’t.”

“He’ll have something to say about your treatment of us.”

He shrugs it off—just another silly skirt—and looks at me: “The detective assigned to the case will have questions for Mr. Kane.”

“We have questions, too,” Judy says, staring at him, unblinking.

He glances from her to Philippa to me and turns away.








CHAPTER 4


JANUARY 1949, JUDY

Revelations we prepare for are inevitably disappointing. We build up an idea about the best, worst, most earth-shattering reveal, so when the time comes to learn the truth, we’re shielded from the impact; we don’t want the awesomeness of Truth with a capital T to crash over us—which is why, when I saw my father, Ellis Baker, for the first time, sitting beside his radio in his small but well-appointed living room, I couldn’t feel what I was supposed to feel.

He lifted his head and smiled at me. He was in his early forties with a band of prematurely gray hair at his temples and a distinguished English mustache. His sleeves were rolled up, and he wore a green-and-gold tie loosened at his neck. The moody, swirling saxophone from his radio flowed around us, catching us in an eddy of sound. We paused, each wondering who should make the first move. He knew I was coming, of course. Iris had told him, but he seemed surprised to see me. Maybe he thought I’d back out, or maybe, his guilt taking over, he wished I had.

He stood from the chair. He was over six feet tall, rangy, and precise in his movements. It’s clear where Iris got her poise. I detected the origins of my long-boned lankiness in him. It was an observation that should’ve stirred up a pang of emotion, but it didn’t—or at least not one I could identify. What was I supposed to feel about meeting him? Elation? Relief? Anger, perhaps. Yes, anger. Why did you leave me to be raised in an orphanage? I wanted to ask. And what about my scars—the half-inch-to-an-inch marks that crisscross my forearms, the bottom of my neck, and my clavicle? Where were you when cats tore me apart? If I even remember what happened clearly? My childhood memories are so splintered. He crossed to the radio, switched it off, and I exhaled deeply in the absence of the music. Had I been holding my breath?

“Wow,” he said, smiling, showing his wide teeth. “Wow.”

“I’m Judy.” I thrust my hand out to him.

As we shook, I felt the size of his expansive palm, his pianist’s fingers. Iris had told me he’d played the piano for years before opening a pool hall on U Street. His spidery grip and soft skin texture nudged me past resentment and toward curiosity. I wondered about the moment he met my mother, about the strangeness of the pairing. The last time I saw her, she was crumpled at my feet. After taking responsibility for killing her sister, my aunt Charlene, she poisoned herself with a concoction of lye. Her desperation and fury led to madness, which led to a permanent room at St. Elizabeth’s Hospital. She was an ugly part of me that had broken off and was writhing on the floor, gasping its last breath. Here, in contrast, was a mild man, the other half of me. What did my mother see in him? Maybe there was a clue in the music’s ability to melt petty bigotries and unlock something in us. Perhaps she heard him playing the piano, watched his fingers glide over the keys, and fell for his talent. Maybe she dared herself to seduce him, a revolt against the suffocating primness of her world. I understood that impulse. But what did he see in her? Why would he cheat on his wife with her? I didn’t understand it.

He released my hand and said, “You’re such a beautiful girl.” He looked at Iris, hovering behind me, having returned from hanging our coats. “Isn’t she, Iris?”

“Yes, Papa,” she said, moving beside me. “She looks like Grandma.”

“My God, you’re right.” He gestured to the sofa. “Have a seat.” He looked over his shoulder and said, “Alice, they’re here!”

She appeared in the doorway. She must’ve heard the commotion. She was so much smaller than I remembered, just under five feet, and slender, almost slight. She wore a flower-print dress with short sleeves and a crisp white apron. Although in her forties, she had changed very little. Her deep-set brown eyes were kind and a little skeptical. When she saw me, she hesitated, scrunched up her nose, and, breaking into a smile, said, “Little Judy!” She crossed the room, and as I rose, she stretched her arms around me. She smelled of baby powder and fresh bread and faintly of mothballs. She was remarkable and implausible: I was the result of her husband’s unfaithfulness, but she began working at Crestwood Orphanage to look over me, to be my guardian angel. No one, not even Philippa, had been that selfless toward me.

When she pulled away, the gold cross around her neck caught the light, and I remembered her smiling and looking down on me as a little girl at Crestwood. We were in the laundry room, where children were usually forbidden. She swiped my bangs out of my eyes with her finger and handed me her melt-in-your-mouth peanut brittle wrapped in wax paper. Her gold cross glittered on her breastbone. Sadness rippled through me. Alice had known me in a time that, to me, was still shrouded by darkness. But she was a link to the past, a living clue, something I could navigate toward. Maybe she knew something about my scars? I felt calmer and clearer. I leaned forward, wanting to be near her, to have another embrace, but we were already finding our seats.

Alice drove the conversation, peppering me with questions: Did I want anything to eat or drink? Tea, maybe? “No, no, I’m good.” Was I comfortable? She could turn up the heat. “I’m fine.” What classes did I like in school? “Literature, journalism, and at times, drama.” Who’s my favorite writer? “Impossible to answer. Maybe D. H. Lawrence or Nathanael West. The mystery author Ray Kane.” Did I plan to go to college? “I’m not sure. I’d like to, if it was the right sort of place. Not a finishing school.” What did I do for fun? “Read, listen to music, go to the movies, sip malts at Horsfields.” (I wanted to add: “Smoke, drink, and solve mysteries.”) Did the Peabodys, my adoptive parents, treat me well? I paused. “They feed me well. Their house is large, grand even. I want for nothing, as they say.”

“Mama,” Iris broke in gently. “Give her room to breathe. Golly.”

Ellis grunted in agreement.

Alice looked at her lap and straightened her starched apron. “Isn’t all this just so strange?” she said, peering up again and smiling sadly.

I nodded. “Very.”

“So, how old are you now?”

“Eighteen. A discovery I just made.”

“How’s that?”

“I learned my birthday had been fudged on my Crestwood papers. I thought I was seventeen, but now like magic, I’m eighteen. I’m going to change my name.”

“Oh really?” Her eyes twinkled. “When I knew you, you were Judy X.”

“I’m saying goodbye to Judy X and Judy Peabody and hello to Judy Nightingale.”

I glanced at Ellis, a little annoyed by his silence. His eyes were warm, tender even. He was absorbing the moment, it seemed, trying to get a handle on it. We all were. Alice needed to pelt me with questions to get through it, and he needed to soak it up quietly. All the same, I wanted him to say something, to engage.

“Do you remember those days in Crestwood?” Alice asked, her voice losing some of its levity.

“I remember you,” I said, feeling drawn to her again. The desire to touch her strong. “I remember your baking,” I said, “and your kindness.” I reached out to place my hand on her hands, which were folded in her lap, nestled in her apron. The gesture was awkward and out of character for me but, in the moment, necessary.

“Well, it has won awards,” she said, straightening her back and smiling proudly.

“It’s true,” Iris said to me. “Her snickerdoodles have taken first place at the church bazaar three years in a row.”

Alice waved the comment away in a show of false modesty and, beaming warmth back at me, said, “I’m just glad I could be there for you for a few years.”

“Before they framed and fired you,” Ellis broke in.

“Let it be,” Alice said calmly. “It was a long time ago.”

He shifted in his seat. “Back when I was a fool. Those damn people.”

“By ‘damn people,’ you mean Moira Closs,” Iris said bitterly. “That entire family is rotten to the core.”

“That woman and all her wealth and haughty bullshit,” he said, hanging his head. “She had me under her thumb. What could I do?”

The thought of Moira, the Closs family matriarch who, chinchilla-trimmed cape flowing, was the architect of all my suffering, made me shiver. I saw her eyes—bulging, blue, and spiteful—and wrapped my arms around my body. She’d been my archenemy since I was born. Her son, Howard, that tarnished golden boy, was cuckolded by his crazy wife, and I was the result—a mixed-race child who Moira, fearing a scandal (oh, the horror!), had to “see to.” She’d intimidated Ellis into declaring me an orphan. She’d had me placed in Crestwood and eventually adopted by the Peabodys. To hear her tell it, he’d let me go without a fight. Was his remark about being a fool referring to his giving me up? Was guilt weighing on him, or was he letting himself off the hook? The note of resignation in his voice reminded me of Aunt Charlene, who was privy to all these events and didn’t protect me either. She chronicled all this and much more in her journal, which contained truths that got her and Moira’s grandson, Cleve, killed—and which I swiped and keep close like some blasphemous relic hidden from the world.

“What could I do?” he asked again, rhetorically. Well, maybe more than he claimed. I needed to know. I wanted him to elaborate, to be remorseful. Before I could muster the courage to say something, he shifted in his seat, leaned over the arm of his chair, and retrieved a small black portfolio from the floor beside him. He handed it to me, his fingers shaking a little. I opened it.

Inside, neatly arranged, were newspaper clippings from last fall. I scanned the headlines: MISSING BOY FOUND DEAD, FOUL PLAY SUSPECTED. It referred to the discovery of Cleve’s body by the Anacostia River. PRIME SUSPECT IN CLOSS CASE ARRESTED. That was Adrian Bogdan. He was a killer, for sure—he was also a spy for the federal government, a fact I still couldn’t stomach, and was entangled with Moira’s ambition to influence the political elite—but he didn’t kill Cleve. BOGDAN RELEASED, ALIBI WATERTIGHT. The monster was uncaged because Moira’s son, Howard, was implicated in Cleve’s death and Aunt Charlene’s murder. Sorry, wrong number, police. Like Bogdan, he didn’t do it. SUSPECT IN BOY’S MURDER PLUMMETS TO DEATH. Ah, and this was the official end of the story. Out of his mind, Howard chased Philippa and me and fell… accidently? I still think Philippa gave him a little (justified) push, although she claims otherwise. But, as far as the police were concerned and much to Moira’s woe, Cleve’s case was closed: death at the hands of his crazy father. How little they knew! Last fall, when Philippa and I set out to solve a classmate’s murder, we didn’t know the crime would lead to me discovering who my true mother and father were. We began solving the mystery of me. There’s still so much to unravel, but I’m here now, facing a part of the truth.

I closed the portfolio and gently handed it back to Ellis. He took it into his lap, his hands folding around it, and said, “Iris told us when your aunt approached her about you.” I knew this already; I also knew that for many years the Bakers wouldn’t talk to Iris about my existence. “Since she told us she was going to watch over you, like Alice had at Crestwood, we’ve been collecting these clippings. Somehow, I guess, it made us feel like we were a part of your life. That sounds odd, I know.”

I didn’t know how to respond. It was odd and incredibly unhelpful but somehow understandable. I couldn’t make sense of it.

Alice suddenly asked me, “Are you sunburned?” Ever the breaker of tension, the redirector. She was looking at my crossed arms.

“What?” I said, a little dazed. I’d been unconsciously fiddling with the dead skin on my wrist and forearm.

“In January, no less,” she said.

I suddenly was aware of my skin, its whiteness and its blackness—my in-betweenness. My nervous habit felt like a symbolic gesture, a sloughing off, and it made me self-conscious. I uncrossed my arms and grasped my hands in my lap.

“Make sure to coat it with fresh aloe,” she added.

I explained that I’d just returned from a trip with the Peabodys to the Caribbean, where I’d lingered too long on the beach. I didn’t tell them we’d left town because they wanted to separate me from Philippa. We’d “become too entangled,” they’d said, being aggressively euphemistic. And because they thought staying was dangerous; I knew too much about the murders and Moira’s messy dealings with Bogdan. We needed to allow time for the dust to settle. That was a story for another day, perhaps. I told them I was heading to boarding school the next day to finish high school. I was in between everything, it seemed.

Iris jumped in: “The Peabodys want her away from all the drama.”

“And Philippa,” I said before thinking it through.

“Philippa?” Alice asked.

“She’s a friend,” Iris said quickly, cutting off any room for speculation. Did she sense that Philippa and I were involved, or was it just that she didn’t like her? I wasn’t sure. Philippa’s obliviousness—or seeming obliviousness—rubbed her the wrong way. She knew how close we’d grown and that we were inseparable. I was not going to explain Philippa to them now or maybe ever. I had no idea how they’d react. It wasn’t worth the risk. But the idea of hiding yet another part of myself made my gut churn. After everything, I still couldn’t peel off all the layers.

“What’s that across your arms?” Ellis said, gesturing with a long finger. His tone was surprisingly curious and open. “Was it caused by the sunburn?”

“Now, Ellis,” Alice said, giving him a stern look. She seemed worried that he was overstepping.

He was noticing my scars. The sun had deepened my olive skin and brought the thin ridges into relief—another reason the choice of a tour of the Caribbean infuriated me. Bart and Edith Peabody wanted to create distance between me and the mayhem of the past few months, so what did they decide? Let’s take Judy to a beach and plop her in the sun; it will burn the trouble away. Ironic, then, that its rays highlighted my scars.

I held out my arms and turned them over. “I don’t know how they got there. It happened when I was young. Feral cats attacked me, I think, but I’m not sure. I only remember flashes.”

Alice scrunched her brow with concern. From his dreary expression, Ellis seemed to understand the scars’ weight on me and said, “I’m so sorry, Judy.” I liked hearing him say it. “Sorry” was a word I deserved to hear more often. I softened to him a little. It then occurred to me: Alice and Ellis were puzzled by the scars, which meant they didn’t recognize them. I asked Alice, “So I didn’t have these when I was at Crestwood?”

“No, honey,” she said. “You didn’t.”



Soon the conversation steered away from a jittery get-to-know-you interview to chitchat about movie stars (Alice had just seen Ingrid Bergman as Joan of Arc), politics (Truman’s presidential inauguration was on the horizon. For the most part, they approved of him), music (Ellis was a Bud Powell and Charlie Parker fan), and business (Ellis’s pool hall, called “Baker’s Billiards,” had flourished during the war, but the high unemployment rate was steering the economy into a slump, and his patrons had thinned out). Eventually, I accepted Alice’s offer for refreshments—coffee and fresh pound cake—and then, as evening approached, Iris and I had to go. She had studying to do. I needed to begin packing for school. A semester at Agnes March School for Girls loomed.

We hugged—which was bizarre. I never hug. Maybe I am changing and becoming—what? Mushy? Judy Nightingale, a sentimental drip? I promised to write as soon as I was settled, and Iris and I began the walk toward the bus stop in the chilly dusk.

After a period of silence, she asked if I wanted a cigarette; she was having one. We smoked, relieved to give the task our attention. The nicotine soothed me, slowing the spin of my feelings toward the Bakers: relief and anger and what?… familial affinity? So often, strong emotions brought clarity, even certainty: I want this. I don’t want that. I love this. I hate that. But this potent mix offered no clear direction. Finally, I said, “How do you think it went? Was it okay?”

Iris glanced at me, tapping the ash from her cigarette with a slim finger. She smiled wryly and said, “I was about to ask you the same thing.”

I laughed. “I have no idea. None!”

“Did you like them?” she said.

“No, not at all,” I said. “They’re a complete nightmare.” I groaned, leaning into the joke.

She raised her eyebrows. “Be honest now.”

“Look,” I said, sadness bubbling to the surface. “Seeing your mom, seeing Alice again… You have to understand she’s the closest to a mother, a real mother, I’ve ever had. So, yes, I liked her. No question.”

“And Papa?” she asked, not letting me off the hook.

I took a drag on my Chesterfield and thought about his portfolio of news clippings. “He’s more complicated.”

“If you’re angry, it’s okay. He expects you to be.”

I fiddled with my cigarette, nearly dropping it. “Okay, yes. If you want me to say it, I was—I am—angry or something. I’m also relieved—and very curious. I’m all those things at once, and they’ve bottlenecked in me, and I don’t like it.”

“Fair enough.”

Spilling all that made me raw. I wasn’t prepared to pick it apart. My messy feelings churned again, and I asked, “Why did you tell them that Philippa was my friend?”

“Well, she is, isn’t she?” Iris said, puzzled.

“I mean, why did you speak for me? I could’ve told them, but you jumped in.”

Her eyes fell dark. “Okay.” She shrugged lightly. “I apologize.”

I didn’t believe she was sorry, which bothered me. I wanted to ask her: Did she know that Philippa and I were closer than friends, that we were a pair, that we were bonded to each other, that we had matching moon-shaped pins, a club of two, sisters who were more than sisters, and that no matter how much distance you set between us, we were inseparable? One heart, two heads. I wanted to ask her, but something held me back. Fear of her judgment, fear of hearing my voice asking the question, making it real. Being so closely aligned with someone else felt dangerous. All the same, my gut told me she sensed our closeness, our connection, and I could tell it troubled her.

“How does Miss Strawberry feel about you heading to boarding school for six months?” Iris’s nickname for Philippa hadn’t bothered me before today. Her thick, curly strawberry blonde hair made her who she was, which was Iris’s point.

“As happy as I am about it.”

“I see,” she said, gesturing toward Kenilworth Avenue to the bus stop as if I’d already forgotten the way.

“You don’t like Philippa,” I said.

Iris stopped in her tracks. “I don’t know her well enough to dislike her.” She looked at me. “She’s not going to understand who you are now.”

Annoyed, I said, “I’m who I’ve always been,” which, of course, was dishonest. I could feel myself changing but into what, into who? “She knows who I am now,” I added with an edge. “She attended the ‘grand unveiling’ and didn’t bat an eye.” I’d been terrified she would. I was sure she would. But she drew me in when I expected her to push me away. She knew more about me than anyone else and hadn’t rejected any of it. At times, it seemed, she even liked to pluck the dark chords stretched across my heart.

“You don’t get it,” Iris said coolly and began walking again. “She’s fine with the idea of you being mixed, but is she going to embrace the day-to-day of you living that way?” She shook her head. “I don’t think so. Hell, Judy, does she know what you were doing today? Did you tell her?”

I didn’t respond at first. Street noise rushed in, cars whizzing by, horns blaring in the distance. She was right. I didn’t tell Philippa. I didn’t tell anyone. I wasn’t ready to. I needed to figure it out first, to stick a pin in it. “No, I didn’t,” I said, and she offered no reply. I studied her profile—her long coffee-colored neck, her upturned chin, her intelligent eyes, and the trace of a smug expression on her lips. Anger surged through me. She’s just assuming I’m going to… what? Live as a Negro or mixed? She’s assuming that’s the choice I’ll make—the obvious choice. Or has she chosen for me? To hell with that, to hell with her! I was raised as a white girl and tormented as a white girl, and now that I know the truth, I’m not going to give up what little leverage was given to me. I’ve earned it.

Down the block, a small group of locals waited at the bus stop, wrapped in heavy coats, caps, and scarves. They were chatting and laughing, their collective breath visible in the cold air. So that, there, is what Iris means by day-to-day; you’re either a part of them or apart from them. That’s what she wants me to understand. I stopped and said, “Let’s wait here.”

Iris halted without a word, but I glanced at her and detected a glitter of annoyance. My anger deepened. Alice, sweet and kind Alice, now seemed weak, a simp, mopping up her husband’s mess, and Ellis seemed selfish, impulsive, and irresponsible. I could even hear myself agreeing with Moira’s assessment of him: a philanderer. And now Iris was haughty and judgmental, unaware of her petty blindnesses. I wanted to tell her, to shout it at her, that Philippa and I are lovers—goddamned soulmates, you hear! I wanted to say: Do you think those people huddled around the bus stop, those day-to-day folks chitchatting about the weather and the bus schedule, would ever open their arms to me? To who I really am?

Instead, I remained silent until the bus arrived, scooped us up, and carried me back to the Peabodys.




OEBPS/e9781639366514/fonts/AGaramondPro-Regular.otf


OEBPS/e9781639366514/fonts/AGaramondPro-Bold.otf


OEBPS/e9781639366514/fonts/Market_Deco.ttf


OEBPS/e9781639366514/fonts/ACaslonPro-Italic.otf


OEBPS/e9781639366514/fonts/MrsEavesOT-Roman.otf


OEBPS/e9781639366514/fonts/AGaramondPro-Italic.otf


OEBPS/e9781639366514/fonts/MrsEavesOT-Bold.otf


OEBPS/e9781639366514/fonts/ACaslonPro-Regular.otf


OEBPS/e9781639366514/fonts/Gotham-Book.otf


OEBPS/e9781639366514/fonts/Neutra2Display-Bold.otf


OEBPS/e9781639366514/fonts/MrsEavesOT-Italic.otf


OEBPS/e9781639366514/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Epigraph


		Chapter 1


		Chapter 2


		Chapter 3


		Chapter 4


		Chapter 5


		Chapter 6


		Chapter 7


		Chapter 8


		Chapter 9


		Chapter 10


		Chapter 11


		Chapter 12


		Chapter 13


		Chapter 14


		Chapter 15


		Chapter 16


		Chapter 17


		Chapter 18


		Chapter 19


		Chapter 20


		Chapter 21


		Chapter 22


		Chapter 23


		Chapter 24


		Chapter 25


		Chapter 26


		Chapter 27


		Chapter 28


		Chapter 29


		Chapter 30


		Chapter 31


		Chapter 32


		Chapter 33


		Chapter 34


		Chapter 35


		Chapter 36


		Chapter 37


		Chapter 38


		Epilogue


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Copyright







Guide



		Cover


		Start of Content


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Epigraph


		Epilogue


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Copyright








		III


		V


		VI


		VII


		VIII


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		245


		246


		247


		248


		249


		250


		251


		252


		253


		254


		255


		256


		257


		258


		259


		260


		261


		262


		263


		264


		265


		266


		267


		268


		269


		270


		271


		272


		273


		274


		275


		276


		277


		278


		279


		280


		281


		282


		283


		284


		285


		286


		287


		288


		289


		290


		291


		292


		293


		294


		295


		296


		297


		298


		299


		300


		301


		302


		303


		304


		305


		306


		307


		308


		309


		310


		311


		312


		313


		314


		315


		316


		317


		318


		319


		320


		321


		322


		323


		324


		325


		326


		327


		328








OEBPS/e9781639366514/fonts/TimesNewRoman.ttf


OEBPS/e9781639366514/images/9781639366514.jpg





OEBPS/e9781639366514/images/title.jpg
HALL
OF

MIRRORS

BOOK TWO OF THE NIGHTINGALE TRILOGY

JOHN COPENHAVER

EEEEEEEEEEEE





