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For my sister, and the friends who have become sisters



one

NO SIR, THAT’S NOT MY GAL

By 1927 there were twelve girls who danced all night and never gave names, but by then the men had given up asking and called them all Princess.

“Hey, Princess, dust off your shoes? It’s the Charleston!”

The men would have called them anything they wanted to be called, Dollface or Queenie or Beloved, just to get one girl on the dance floor for a song. But in that flurry of short dresses and spangles and ribbon-tied shoes, Princess was the name that suited; it seemed magical enough, like maybe it was true.

Wild things, these girls; wild for dancing. They could go all night without sitting, grabbing at champagne between songs, running to the throng at the table and saying something that made them all laugh, light and low together like the parts of a chorus.

It wasn’t right, all those women sticking together so close. Something about the wall of bob-haired girls scared the men, though they hardly knew it. They just knew they’d better dance their best with a Princess, and no mistake.

No need to worry, though, as long as a man could dance. The nights were long and drink was cheap, and sometimes the Princesses’ smiles were red-lipped and happy and not sharp white flashing teeth, and there were so many that if one of them turned down a dance, it was easy to wait and try again with another one.

“Princess, pass me a waltz?”

Some men never noticed their full numbers. (It was hardly fair to even ask a man to count; there were two pairs of twins—or three, hard to say—and it was easy to get confused.) They moved in little packs, two and three at a time, and it was tough to keep track. Some men thought there were only ten, or nine. The younger ones, boys just out from under their mothers’ noses, saw only the one they loved in the crowd.

The older men understood how that mistake could happen—one had golden hair, one had bright green eyes, one had a swan’s neck; together they were intoxicating—but there was no point. The girls were wild for dancing, and nothing else. No hearts beat underneath those thin, bright dresses. They laughed like glass.

The coldest one looked like someone had dragged a statue out for the night, as if she would scratch out your eyes if you so much as looked at her sideways.

No man was fool enough to ask her to dance. No reason to die young when there were eleven others.

There were willing sisters who smelled like 4711, or Shalimar, or smoke; always some sweet ones who closed their eyes and revealed dark pencil along their lashes, who laughed when a partner swung them around, who grinned and touched a man’s shoe with her own when they tapped back and forth.

No need to worry about battleaxes when a man had a girl who could light up the floor. No need to worry about loving one when all of them would be back tomorrow night. No need for names at all, so long as when a fellow called her “Princess,” she said, “Yes.”

Turned out it was just as well, not knowing, once the newspapermen came asking.



two

THAT’S MY WEAKNESS NOW

When Jo’s father summoned her to his office, it was the first time she’d heard from him in almost a year.

She was in the upstairs library. It had been the schoolroom, but after the last governess was dismissed and lessons fell slowly by the wayside, only the bookish girls crossed the threshold for pleasure: Doris, Rebecca, Araminta, and Jo.

(“What is there to even look at?” asked Lou, who read plumbing manuals and fashion papers and little else.

Jo said, “The atlas.”)

“Miss Hamilton,” a maid said from the doorway to the library. “Your father’s asking for you.”

Walters always sent a maid up to the girls’ floors rather than go himself; Jo guessed he kept to the old ways of doing these things. This one was a stranger—there were always new maids, it seemed—and couldn’t have been older than Sophie.

A little behind her, Araminta’s and Rebecca’s worried faces appeared in the hall.

Jo stood and smoothed her skirt.

As Jo passed, Rebecca whispered, “Good luck, General.”

Walters was waiting for her on the second-floor landing, and he led the way, as though Jo might not know where the study was.

She might not have. Their father moved his study, sometimes, as rooms took his fancy. He summoned Jo every so often, and she’d sometimes find him in a refurbished parlor or the library downstairs, if he had grown tired of his proper study. The rooms lined the right-hand side of the house, and the girls who lived above those rooms walked on glass even more than the rest. For a year, when Rose and Lily were first learning to dance, Jo had found that his makeshift office was on the second floor just under their room, and they’d had to practice in Jo and Lou’s room to be sure he wouldn’t hear.

Their room was over the high ceilings of the ballroom, which would only have been used for parties; they were always safe.

As they approached the office (his proper office—he must be content with himself these days, to go back to old habits), Walters vanished with a doleful warning look, and Jo was alone.

She wasn’t as frightened as Walters seemed to think she should be. The first time she’d been alone with her father, years ago, she’d realized what he thought of her. After that, the worst was over.

It had been easy enough, after that, for Jo to come downstairs and listen to her father talk about how he was dismissing the governess, how the girls shouldn’t look out the windows so much, as people might ask questions.

She’d come down half a dozen times, carrying an armful of worn-out shoes, to argue for a larger catalog allowance.

Jo knew that her job, after he had spoken, was to be efficient, obedient, and grateful.

(She had tried once, when she was fourteen, to argue with him over something. Her face had stung for three hours.)

It was just as well that her father wanted to see her as rarely as she wanted to be seen.

Mr. van de Maar, her father’s business associate, was on his way out; he carried the briefcase that always made him look as though he was smuggling cash out the front door. Jo wouldn’t have been entirely surprised.

When he saw her, his face went a little pinched at the edges, like he was in an advertisement for starched collars.

That her father allowed him to know about Josephine worried her; it always looked as though it worried him, too.

He nodded without really looking at her and made his exit.

Walters cut ahead of her to open the door for him, and Josephine watched the busy street slice into sight and vanish again, a flash of full loud daylight.

When she paused on the threshold of the office, he was sitting as she always thought of him—behind his desk, upright, glancing disdainfully at a newspaper.

He was a handsome man; even before she’d really seen other men in the world, she’d known he was handsome. (He must have been handsome, for people to excuse her mother marrying him.) When he was lost in concentration he had the air of a head of state, and she dared not interrupt him even to knock. She folded her hands, waited.

At last he looked up.

“Ah,” he said, “Josephine. Come in.”

He had a way of saying her name, a tiny pause between the second and third syllables, as if she needed the reminder that she’d been expected to be a boy.

She stopped well on the far side of his desk. “You called for me, sir.”

“Yes.” He leaned back in his chair and picked up the newspaper. “Something this morning came to my attention. ‘The lawless, repellent gin fever that sweeps our once-fair city has affected not only the low and easily tempted, but the high and well-meaning. The daylight banker spends his nights intoxicated, and the daughters of our storied families are lured in numbers, by immodest music and the demon drink, like princesses into that dark underground which leaves no innocent unsullied.’ ”

Jo’s heart thudded once against her ribs. She tried to keep her face blank, her breathing even.

He folded the newspaper over his hands and looked at her. “What do you think of this, Josephine?”

“Too many adjectives.”

He raised an eyebrow. “I meant, what do you think of this group of girls going out dancing at night?”

She waited just long enough before she said, “It sounds like a lot of trouble, sir.”

“Do you think,” he asked carefully, as if he’d only just now thought of it, “any of your sisters would know something about this?”

“None of them would go out without my knowing, sir.”

He set the newspaper on the table and sighed. “Sit down, Josephine.”

The desk between them seemed fifty feet wide. That suited her fine. She crossed her legs like Miss May, their first governess, had taught her, laced her hands in her lap.

“I’ve been thinking, lately, about how you and your sisters are growing up.”

Jo thought it best not to reply.

“You can’t spend the rest of your days in this house. It’s not the right life for sweet girls. I’ve done my best to keep you away from the worst of the world, as your mother would have wanted, but I see now it can’t go on like this.”

The pause pressed against Jo’s ears. She wondered if the day had come when she and her sisters could walk out.

The first thing she’d do would be to take them to the Metropolitan Museum, and then walk through the park to the opera, and they’d go out to eat at a restaurant that didn’t have a basement door in the alley with a man waiting for a secret knock if you wanted to get in on the dancing.

“And so I believe it’s time you all married,” their father said.

Jo froze.

Married. Said like it was a prize for them, like it was a choice.

She thought about her mother, what situation she must have been in that marrying their father would have been the way out. It wasn’t a compelling case.

He frowned. “Josephine?”

“I see,” she managed.

She had, in the years they’d spent in the upper rooms, imagined what would become of them on the day that, one way or another, their father couldn’t hold them any more. It had never stuck; she could get through one day, or two, with all of them in tow, but with twelve of them to care for and no money, no plan had any staying power.

But in all the dreadful things she’d worried over, she’d never imagined this.

(That their father was willing to let them go had never occurred to her at all.)

And now, marriage.

They’d be passed from one house to another, without ever seeing the city in daylight, moved into place like any other heirloom.

The girls could hope that these husbands, wherever her father planned to find them, would be kinder and more liberal men than he was. But the sort of man who wanted a girl who’d never been out in the world was the sort whose wife would stay at home in bed and try to produce heirs until she died from it.

Jo knew that much.

“I thought about having some parties here, but it might worry your sisters to meet strangers. And of course I wouldn’t want to introduce you all suddenly into society—I imagine it would be overwhelming.”

Jo said nothing.

“I thought perhaps I could inquire if there are families with suitable sons, and have a few of them come calling. It’s quieter that way—more civilized.”

He meant that this way, no one would bear witness to the twelve failed heirs of Joseph Hamilton.

She wondered if he planned to marry them off a few at a time, so society might never know how many of them there were—a dozen young men whose wives were unconnected, invisible except for a wedding portrait on the mantel and a ladies’ maid upstairs.

“What would make a man suitable?” she asked, as calmly as she could.

He glanced up at her. “That’s my concern.”

She felt as if the floor was buckling under her. She made fists in her lap.

(If she struck him, they’d all suffer.)

“Naturally,” he said, “I’d like to speak to the girls myself on the matter, as it becomes necessary, and I’ll be asking you for insight about them. You’re the eldest, and know them best, so if they’re too shy to tell me something, you’d know.”

He half-smiled, tapped the paper with his fingertips. “I wish my daughters to be happy.”

“Of course,” said Jo.

• • • • • • 

The third floor was silent as Jo climbed the stairs.

The three girls’ rooms on this floor had their doors closed just as Jo had taught them, but no one was behind them, and the library was empty.

The fourth floor was a different hush—the quiet of a waiting crowd.

As she reached the landing, Jo saw Mattie’s dark head disappear from the doorway to Jo and Lou’s room.

Everyone was inside, then, and waiting.

Mattie hissed, “She’s coming!” and before Mattie had finished Ella was already asking, “What’s happened?” like Jo might have another red palm print on her face.

Her bedroom looked like a holding cell. Nine of them were crammed on the beds, a patchwork of blond and brown. Mattie was standing lookout, and Lou was silhouetted in the window, her red hair catching the light, her empty cigarette holder clamped in her teeth.

Against the far wall, twelve pairs of worn-out dance shoes stood in a wobbly line, sleeping and waiting for night.

“What’s happened?” Ella asked, looking straight at Jo.

Jo took a breath. “There’s a line in the paper about groups of girls going out dancing at night.”

Rose and Lily clasped hands.

Rebecca pushed her hair back. “Is it us, for sure?”

“No. But Father’s worried enough about the rumor.”

“Does he suspect us?” asked Doris.

Jo wished there had been more stairs between the office and this room, so she could have planned a better speech. “He might.”

Violet leaned forward. She was young and still worried sometimes about their father, the way one worries about angering the bartender. “What’s he going to do?”

“Father wants us to marry,” Jo said.

There was silence for a moment. Lou let out a whistling breath through her cigarette holder.

“He wants to meet with each of you,” Jo said, “to get to know you, so he can speak to his acquaintances and see which young man he likes best to suit each of you. There will be some dinner parties, to get to know the boys he’s chosen.”

None of the girls laughed—not even Araminta, who had a habit of being romantic and absurd. They had all been sneaking out into the world long enough to know what sort of man wanted a captive bride, a girl that a father was handing out select. Men their father was choosing from among that sort, for reasons of his own.

“Oh God,” Ella said finally, “what will we do?”

Jo had been calculating since the moment her father had spoken the word “married”; all the way across the foyer, up the sets of winding stairs, she had been thinking what was to be done.

Unfortunately, the house wasn’t tall enough, and the cigar box with her savings in it wasn’t full enough, and the world wasn’t welcoming enough.

She had eleven sisters looking to her, and no good news to tell them.

Maybe one or two of the men their father picked would be better men than their father. It was all she could hope at the moment. She could hope that Rose and Lily, who were only sixteen, and Violet, only fourteen, would be allowed to wait a few years. Maybe Ella could stay and look after them, if they were careful about asking permission.

As for the rest, what could be done?

“I’ll think of something,” Jo said.

All of them looked relieved except Lou, who was gnawing on her cigarette holder.

“Let’s go out,” Ella said.

“Too soon,” said Doris. “They put out that article. They’ll be looking for us.”

“Let them,” said Hattie.

“We’ll give them an earful,” finished Mattie.

Rebecca frowned. “And if we end up in jail?”

“Better that than married off,” said Lou.

Rose and Lily turned identical faces to Jo. “General?”

Jo looked at them all, piled like birds on the beds: eleven girls in New York’s most refined prison.

She said, “Cabs leave at midnight.”



three

CHARLESTON BABY OF MINE

The Hamiltons were a family who passed “wealthy” and fell short of “storied,” in that twilight between the Social Register, in which they did not appear, and business interests that made them valuable.

If their son could have married into society, they might have been something; Mr. Hamilton’s marriage had been too obvious to vault him over the line, but it had edged him closer, and were one son, one canny marriage, one step from being officially known.

Joseph Hamilton’s business affairs were handled by a solicitor, their mail by an outside clerk, and their domestic affairs by a valet. These moneyed gestures caused no jealousy in the upper circles; since Joseph Hamilton didn’t come among them to flaunt his discretion, they forgave him his wealth.

“Poor soul,” they said. “Hamilton’s all business, you know. Hasn’t been to a party in years. Practically a recluse. They never were very grand.”

This good grace served the Hamiltons well; society matrons never mentioned the fallen family who’d negotiated capital in exchange for the future Mrs. Hamilton.

(Mr. Hamilton had for once caught the wind, and when he bothered to go out, he kept his wife at home.)

The Hamiltons were so discreet that people were only sure of one child, Josephine, whose birth was announced in the Times. More slipped into the world unannounced—once in a while, someone’s nanny saw two girls coming from the Hamilton house—but it was impossible to tell how many there were, and after long enough, people stopped wondering.

There were so many—he was trying so hard for a son—and eventually it seemed gauche, tenement crowding in a respectable house. It would be an embarrassment to keep dragging them out into society like a magician with scarves.

(Mr. Hamilton could not have made use of his daughters as much as he could have of sons, but that was a subtler game that required savvy positioning on the field of play: more experience than he had, more tricks than his unlucky wife would have known.

He was a man of the old age, where daughers were meant to be retiring; he simply retired them.)

It was a shame, thought some of the sons who spent more than they should and could use some Hamilton money; it was wise, thought some of the fathers whose daughters had taken to smoking. Mothers were happiest. The girls would be married or not, mothers thought, and there was no need to ask questions and stir up extra young ladies; plenty of daughters needed marrying off without some Hamiltons dragging their dowries into it.

• • • • • • 

No one ever told Jo about her family. All they told her was she must behave without question, because it was expected of her.

She heard some things. She knew they had money; she knew her mother was sad, and had been better off than this, once; she knew no one wanted to hear a word out of girls who were nothing but trouble.

She only saw her mother if her mother was well enough to come up to the fourth floor and smile and touch the tops of their heads as they stood, marveling.

She rarely was. (She was always sick, or made sick, or too sad to be well.) And on those visits she was pale, with dark circles around her eyes and lines drawn tight around her mouth, as if she’d been forbidden even to smile.

Jo believed it of her. Jo felt sorry for her. But Jo never ran for her like Lou and Ella did.

Jo guessed even then that Mother’s purpose was to have a son, and she was kept from all other causes.

Them included.

The impression spread. At last, even Ella gave up running when she came, as if their mother was a bad penny. (Jo regretted it—their mother’s face in that long moment before Ella broke down and went to embrace her.)

If only she’d have a boy already, Jo thought when she was feeling cruel. One son would be the end of all this trouble.

One son, and perhaps their father would be pleased enough to let her smile, or speak, or speak for them.

Every time her mother was confined, Jo thought, This will free her; this time, for sure, it will be a boy.

But beds kept filling their bedrooms, so it never was.

• • • • • • 

Soon there were four. Then six. The rooms on the upper floors filled and filled.

Jo was almost ten and felt years older, surrounded by her mother’s children.

Lou, nearly eight, was a little flame, from her copper hair to her bloodcurdling shrieks. Six-year-old Ella was as placid as their mother, the same golden hair and water-pale eyes. Doris, hardly old enough to have a mind (five years old—a baby), followed Lou with a frown, playing at the edges of Lou’s puzzles, screaming when Lou screamed.

“You must take care of your sisters,” the nannies said, and Jo always said, “All right,” without knowing what they meant.

They needed no care. They were always at home. The governess came for lessons, and their clothes came by catalog, and they had the attic if they wanted to leave their rooms. There was nothing for Jo to do but watch them coming and going, and worry.

They went out in pairs with a nanny for walks and air, past a museum they never went into, but there was no call for them to play outside, or meet other girls, or go in a crowd, or see the city.

“If you misbehave outside, would you like to tell your father why you’ve been so bad?” the nannies said, or, “There are wolves in this city who eat wicked girls.”

As they grew older, it was the nannies’ insistence, and not their stories, that frightened the girls, and fear won out.

Some terrors were fiction; some were not.

There were no monsters in the streets, but if they misbehaved, their father would be angry.

They didn’t know quite what it meant, but whenever they asked their nannies what the punishment would be the nannies went silent, and the girls all knew that they must never, never cross their father.

• • • • • • 

For Jo’s tenth birthday, her mother was in bed (a son, both nannies were praying), and her nanny was instructed to bring Jo to the theater to celebrate—after the lights went down, so they wouldn’t be noticed.

(Their mother, invisible as she was, sometimes effected little intercessions in strange places, where their father could be most easily convinced it didn’t matter.)

At the opera house, Jo sat forward, her head on her folded hands along the balcony. The nanny frowned.

“If you’re tired,” she said, “we’ll go home.”

But Jo was the farthest from sleep she’d ever been, sitting in the uncomfortable plush seat, feeling the violins under her hands, the rumble of voices floating up from the figures onstage, who did this and that wild thing, and pretended to love one another.

And in between grand gestures, there were parties, and dancers took the stage.

It was a reel in the second act, and a waltz in the third, a half-open embrace, the women grasping their skirts in one hand and spinning in their partners’ arms.

In those minutes Jo woke deeply, eyes wider with every clasped hand and turning head and reaching arm.

The slippers of the women flicked through their skirts as they danced, as they sank and rose with the music, and Jo, watching them, was so tightly alive she thought her heart would pound through her chest.

• • • • • • 

Lou was awake when they came home. (Lou was always awake.)

While Jo got shepherded inside their room and shoved into a nightgown and scrubbed, Lou’s jealous, gleaming eyes followed her.

Jo wasted no time. As soon as the nanny had closed the door on them, Jo was out of bed, pulling back the curtains to let in the light and clearing away dolls and books in careless handfuls.

“Those are mine,” hissed Lou. “Leave them. I’ll hit you.”

“Come down,” Jo said, like the bed was a citadel.

“No.”

“Come down,” said Jo, “and I’ll teach you to dance.”

After a long moment, Lou slunk out of bed and stood in the center of the room, frowning, her arms crossed.

“Liar,” she said, but when Jo held out her hands, Lou unfolded her arms and took hold.

• • • • • • 

They were so busy practicing steps, and making up the ones Jo didn’t remember, that they didn’t sleep. It was the first time Jo had thought of Lou as a partner and not an interloper.

At dawn they called Ella and Doris to make a proper square for the reel, and the day (minus two resentful half hours walking in the fresh air) was given over.

They asked the nannies, quietly, if they knew any dances. The older one told them never to mind dancing, since that was for loose girls. The younger nanny waited until the older one was gone, and then she sat on Ella’s bed and said, “I can show you the polka.”

So that night was the polka. The next night was back to the waltz, and after that the reel. After a week they had grown tired of them.

“We should have real lessons,” said Doris, after the third time Lou snapped at her about being in the wrong place.

“Yes,” breathed Ella. “Lessons! Oh, how divine.”

Ella had picked up some style from the older nanny, who went to the pictures too much.

“I don’t know,” said Jo.

Dancing was outside, and outside they must never go, for fear of being overwhelmed, or being overwhelming.

Lou raised her eyebrows. “Why not? You afraid of him?”

“Yes,” said Jo. “Aren’t you?”

None of them answered.

• • • • • • 

But despite everything, once the Hamilton girls set their minds to something they were hard to shake.

It was a mistake from the start. At ten years old, Jo was already drawn and solemn, with eyes like flint chips. She was tall and had come up looking tough; none of it was calculated to please.

Their father had a weakness for beauty and docility, which Jo might have known if they’d seen their mother when their father first married her, before she began to disappoint him.

Better to send Ella, who had their mother’s eyes, who would have smiled through her lashes; their father might have given in to anything she wanted.

But they didn’t know, and they sent Jo, who knocked on their father’s study door like a solicitor and asked for dance lessons.

“I think not, Josephine,” he said. “Dance lessons are expensive, and you have no use for them.”

That seemed to be stacking one insult on another.

“Still, we would love lessons,” she said. “Father.”

He seemed to think for a moment. “Perhaps for your birthday.”

“Perhaps?”

“For your birthday,” he promised.

• • • • • • 

After her eleventh birthday, Jo learned never to take a man at his word.

• • • • • • 

At first it was just Jo and Lou and Ella and Doris in the tight knot of the reel, but the sisters kept growing older, and another one always came.

With so many trapped in the upper floors, it hardly surprised Jo how often they fought, or how fiercely. When you didn’t have one room to yourself in the whole world, you laid claim to every inch of whatever you could.

(For them, the wide, winding town house was all narrow halls and narrow beds, in rooms that got narrower by the day, and the board in the center of the floor demarcated for each girl the line that, in honor, her sister could never cross.)

Left to themselves they were a pack of wolves, but when Jo summoned them they filed like soldiers into Jo and Lou’s room, on the top floor, where they were least likely to be heard. They slid off their shoes and lined them up along the wall, and waited for Jo to call steps.

Once, early on, during a fight about the waltz, Lou called Jo “General.” It stuck.

Later, Lou would tease her about getting big ideas.

It was more as though the name slid into the empty spaces between Jo’s fears and habits (she was young, but she was already a jailer). “General” was the mortar that let her stand in both places at once and not fall.

By then Jo was fourteen and looked older than some of their first nannies, with the same air of being overstrict and underpaid.

When she walked down the back stairs with Lou one afternoon, that year’s cook never even looked up. All the nannies came that way when they brought those upstairs girls for exercise—no need for them to make a spectacle of themselves, going through the front way.

(A young maid, new to the house like the maids always were, might have looked up as they passed, and seen two girls close to her age, and thought, Poor things.)

• • • • • • 

They saw a picture.

Jo hardly remembered it; the walk to the theater on Broadway was too long by half, and the park was a wilderness, and the streets were all a rush of carriages and cars and people skittering past them, and Jo raced through the middle of it all thinking only, We have to make it safely there.

And once they were inside the sheltering dark, she thought more about getting home than the movie, and she was watching Lou more than the screen. Lou was smiling, for the first time Jo could remember.

She only knew to pay attention when Lou said, “Aha.”

It was a foxtrot. The leading man was supposed to be drunk, but it was the right idea—enough for Jo.

The leading man closed his eyes, and the heroine curled her fingers tight around his fingers.

“It’s lovely,” Jo said.

“Doris will hate it.”

“She can hate it after she’s learned it right.”

When the wedding proposal came at last and the leads kissed delightedly, Jo watched with a pang in her chest. It was over, and she’d have to take Lou back to the house, because what else in the world could she do?

“Is that what women wear to get married these days?” Lou asked, making a face.

Jo looked at the door and sighed.

• • • • • • 

They snuck back into the house just before dusk, where five girls were lined up on Jo’s bed, fighting and fidgeting and waiting to dance.

“Foxtrot,” Jo said, and they grinned.

• • • • • • 

Jo and Lou kept it up.

They slipped into theaters inside larger groups—harder to check tickets. Sometimes, when it was slim pickings, Lou flirted their way in. For someone who’d never really met men, she was an excellent flirt.

They sat in the sweet, sticky heat of the cinema, toes tingling as the piano rattled the floor. They brought home ragtime, the grizzly bear, the waltz.

(“A new waltz?” Ella sighed. “I liked the old one.”

Doris groaned.

“That one’s out of date,” said Lou. “This one’s just like the old one, only with less dress.”

“And more hands,” said Jo, and Ella went pink.)

• • • • • • 

The nannies and the governess began to be dismissed. They had chosen the girls’ clothes and books, and with them gone, Jo decided Father would have to be convinced, somehow, to give them a living allowance.

When Doris said, “So who do we send?” Lou said, “Not Jo. She’s been in those trenches already, for all the good it did us.”

(Lou tried to sound clever; sometimes it came out bitter.)

But Jo had learned a thing or two since the first time. It was Ella who went.

Jo coached her to stand with her toes pointing inward and knock on the doorjamb with one timid fist.

It worked; Ella was a natural actress.

A year later, it was five-year-old twins Hattie and Mattie who climbed his chair and teased until he almost laughed and agreed to give them pocket money for magazines, when they went for walks.

Jo saved. “You never know what you’ll need,” she said, as if they’d break out and hop a train at any moment.

But the younger girls bought candy, and most of the older girls bought rouge and lipstick. Doris bought a booklet on the canals of New York, to general bafflement.

Lou hoarded her money for weeks and then bought a cigarette holder.

“You never know what you’ll need,” she said to Jo, and smiled, her mouth a little thin.

(It stung, and it must have showed; when Jo turned back to her book, Lou sat beside her, and rested her head on Jo’s shoulder, and turned the pages.

How Lou knew Jo had finished reading, Jo never figured. Lou had a knack when it came to Jo.)

• • • • • • 

At last there were twelve, from Jo all the way down to Violet, who was born after Jo had already turned thirteen and who still slept in the nursery.

As soon as Violet was out of diapers, their father dismissed the remaining nanny.

“The older girls,” he said, “can watch the others.”

The decree made its way through the house before it came at last, by accident, to the girls it was about.

Jo heard it from Nanny Harris herself, who was giving the littlest girls, Rose and Lily and Violet, a last scold as she packed.

“And because you’ve been so bad,” Nanny Harris was saying, “I have to go away, and where will I be when you want someone to tuck you in at night?”

“You’ll be lying to other children, I expect,” said Jo from the landing. “Girls, come down.”

Harris packed the rest of her things alone, with Doris standing guard in the doorway.

Back in her room, Jo put on a dress and combed her hair until she looked respectable.

She had decided to speak to their mother.

It was terrifying—it had been ten years at least since she’d seen her mother’s room, and almost a year since she’d seen her mother, coming into the nursery to try to smile at the toddling Violet—but these were desperate times.

This couldn’t be. The older sisters couldn’t replace the nannies as overseers for the younger ones. It wasn’t fair to force them into this captivity forever; surely even their mother, who saw so little, could see that.

But when Jo had summoned the courage to go down the front stairs to the second floor and knock on their mother’s door, the frothy white bed was made up, and the inlaid oak wardrobes were empty.

That was how Jo found out their mother had, at last, given up on producing a son for the Hamilton patriarch.

• • • • • • 

Jo let herself cry for two minutes, to mourn a mother she’d hardly known, who could do no good for her daughters ever again.

Then she set it aside.

(She set everything aside. There was some hollow place inside her that grew and grew.)

Jo called Lou and Ella and told them, so they would have the crying over with.

Ella was tenderhearted enough to weep for their mother and not for herself. Lou dashed tears from her eyes as if ridding herself of a bad habit.

“We could tell them she ran away,” suggested Ella, after the first flood.

Jo said, “I don’t want to give them impossible ideas.”

Lou said, “Then divide them. Let’s get it over with.”

Jo spoke to Hattie and Mattie, and stoic Rebecca. Araminta and Doris fell to Lou; Araminta took it badly, mostly because it came from Lou, and Jo wished later that she’d known enough to give her to Ella instead.

Ella went into the nursery and gathered Sophie into her lap, and dried her tears with a threadbare cuff. Only after Sophie was sleeping did she do the same for the little twins, Rose and Lily, who had started asking when their mother would visit.

(Violet was too young to understand; she’d never ask, assuming her mother must have been Ella. Rebecca would eventually set her straight, but so late an intercession of the facts had no effect on what Violet really thought.)

When the cook delivered dinner, she mentioned their father had asked what all the noise was about.

“We can’t go out any more,” Jo told Lou when the lights were out. “If he catches us now, there’ll be no mercy. We’re to stay inside, with the others.”

That was when Lou cried.

• • • • • • 

That Christmas, as a reward for good behavior, their father had parcels delivered.

It was a generous year, from their father: sewing kits and books, dolls and music boxes.

The dolls were discarded. Araminta picked up the sewing kit. Jo picked up the books.

Each room (they occupied six) received a music box; the melody was the same, not even right for dancing.

The party dresses (cruel, Jo thought) were the wrong sizes for anyone but Rebecca and Ella, and too long, but they looked almost like they should, and everyone declared it a good Christmas.

With her savings, planning for disaster that might never come, Jo ordered a handful of flimsy coats.

(Ella had chipped in enough to buy hair ribbons; the ribbons went over better.)

She handed them to six girls, one for each room. No one said they were cheap or ugly, though they were; anything that had to do with outside carried power. They cast glances out the window.

“Never wear them unless you have to,” Jo said, and they all nodded without asking why.

By then, their father was a myth; Jo was the one you worried about.

Ella was the first to ask Araminta if she could do something with the length; soon Ella’s coat had a mostly even ruffle at the collar, made from leftover hem.

The others lined up, and Araminta—barely old enough to thread a needle by herself—did what she could.

In their rooms they’d slip them on, grinning as if at the beginning of a great adventure, as if when Jo rapped on the floor to summon them for geography or history or dancing (dancing, dancing), what she really meant was that they were going somewhere, anywhere, at last.

For years they lived that way, doves in cages, peering out and shaking the feathers of their wings; with every practice they were dancing along their perches, just waiting for a door to open.

• • • • • • 

One night, when Jo was nineteen, the house next door had a party.

They were frozen by the music. They had no gramophone (they’d never been good enough to earn that at Christmas), and humming and music boxes hardly counted.

To have music so close was overwhelming, and above the songs rang the laughter and voices and the scrape of three dozen pairs of shoes echoing off the walls, through the stairwells, right through to their rooms like a telegram.

When Lou realized, she laughed too sharply.

“Sounds like they can’t even dance, the clodhoppers,” she said, and then burst into angry tears.

Jo was startled into silence.

She didn’t comfort Lou—there was no comfort—but when Ella and Doris came in, Jo motioned them aside.

Doris whispered, “But what if Father hears?”

“Let her cry,” Jo said.

They sat on Jo’s bed, watching Lou grind her fists into her brows, waiting for the storm to subside.

As soon as Lou had recovered air to speak, she said, “I’ve had it. I don’t care what happens to me. I’m getting out. I’m running away and he’ll never find me.”

Doris said, at once, “Then so am I.”

(She was fourteen, then, and still shadowed Lou as if she couldn’t help it.)

“Wait a second,” said Jo, but Lou was up from her chair and pacing, her long hair twisted behind her.

“He can’t keep us prisoner,” Lou said. “It’s not right—he got Mother, he doesn’t get us, too. I don’t care if I die in a ditch, so long as it’s out of this house!”

“I’m coming with you,” said Doris, her eyes shining in a way Jo had never seen, and vanished out the door.

They meant it. Lou and Doris would walk out, the music drowning out their footsteps, and then they would be gone.

Jo went cold all over.

At least twice a year someone threatened it, natural in imprisonment (and that’s what it was—Jo had no doubt, even then).

When it happened, Jo calmed the older girls or silenced the younger, and that was the end of it until the trees changed and someone else cried to be let out.

But that night the music from the party beat against the walls, echoing in Jo’s fingertips, and she understood.

Even Ella was looking toward the window as if trying to decide whether she had the strength to walk out.

(They all had the strength to follow if one of them ever led; Jo knew that much.)

Jo watched Lou shoving dresses into a pillowcase and imagined what would happen to her, if she and Doris ran. If any of them followed suit. Separated, without money to live on, without any knowledge outside their neighborhood, or even coats that could keep them safe from the cold.

She guessed what the world would do to a few girls all alone; for a moment she despaired.

But Jo remembered enough of the movies she had seen to have some ideas. Desperate times called for grand gestures. Girls who stuck together did all right, and there were always places where a pretty girl could dance.

She knew from Lou’s magazines that there were laws about drinking, new places to dance where people would be inclined to stay quiet about who came and went.

This might be the only chance she’d have to keep them from vanishing.

After a moment, Jo told Ella, “Go get Doris. We’re going dancing.”



four

POSITIVELY, ABSOLUTELY

Years later, Ella and Doris would remember it as Lou’s idea.

(Lou, who knew it had been Jo, never corrected them. Some stories worked better if they weren’t true.)

They remembered fastening their dresses with shaking fingers, gone down the back stairs with their shoes in one hand and into the cab the General hailed by magic.

(The long and terrible wait in the alley behind the house, as Jo waited, they don’t recall.)

They don’t remember that it had been the General (“Don’t call me Jo—no names, for God’s sake!”) who told them to dress, who handed Lou some ugly catalog shoes, who asked the cabbie the best place for a dance and a drink, and as far from here as they could get.

(Once or twice, Doris says, “Don’t you think it might have been Jo? She’s bossy enough about everything else.”

But Ella says, “That would make it a terrible story,” and Doris is still young enough that she thinks you should try to be like the sister you’re living with, so she never argues.

By the time she understands otherwise, the story’s been told so many times it might as well be true.)

They remember the blaze of lights along Fifth Avenue—for Doris a blur of too many streets before they reached any place worth having; for Ella a constellation of delight in every window with a lamp behind it, every streetlight that illuminated a storefront long enough for her to get a glimpse of all the things inside that a lady could choose to buy, with money of her own.

(Of that first night, Jo remembered slipping free of the park and into the sudden open square, and seeing a palace, a block wide and ablaze with light, and holding her breath as if they’d taken flight.

But no one asks her, so she never says.)

It was Jo who guided them into that first club, Salon Renaud, where the air made a dim, smoky wall.

They were young and shouldn’t have been within a block of the place (which was just what the cabbie told them, before he took off ).

But girls who looked like boys in lipstick were coming into fashion, and the doorman hesitated.

“You looking for your old man, girlies?”

“We’re meeting a friend,” Jo said.

The doorman raised an eyebrow. “That so?”

He must have expected a smart answer, or a flirt, or for them to lose their nerve and bolt, but Jo (in a drab navy day suit, like their chaperone) smiled and looked him coolly in the eyes until he stepped aside with a shrug.

(The nightlife chewed up plenty of girls; if these four wanted their turn, it hardly mattered to him.

It had occurred to him in his time at the door that girls who could bully their way in could probably fight their way out; it was only that so few girls worked together that the theory had never been tested.

After Salon Renaud got run out by the cops, he moved to the Kingfisher. When the girls found it, he was more pleased than he’d admit. He guessed it was that oldest’s doing—she looked like someone in charge—and every night, it was she for whom he opened the door.)

• • • • • • 

The answer was always, “Lou took us.”

It didn’t seem, later, like something Jo would have done. She ran the operation, sure, but she didn’t like it. She owned hardly any dresses and wore them nearly to her ankles, so out of fashion it was embarrassing.

Jo rarely drank, and she never danced.

All of them but Lou thought Jo came only to be stern and snap her hand at them when it was time to go.

(Lou knew better, but if Jo didn’t want to say, Lou would keep her confidence.)

Ella and Doris remembered the burn of champagne, the music under their shoes like a heartbeat.

They never thought of the general who shepherded them back and forth, her eyes narrowed across the crowd, the tether that kept them from getting swept away.

• • • • • • 

Lou’s biggest memory of that night was coming home.

She’d smoked; she’d stolen drinks; she’d danced whenever she could get a man, not that she had trouble. An hour in, Lou figured she must be good-looking. (She took it the way she’d taken the thick-heeled shoes Jo gave her—it was better than the alternative.)

And all night—dancing or sitting, drinking or flirting—Lou could feel Jo keeping an eye on her across the room. It was spiteful. Lou wasn’t Ella; she had two thoughts to rub together. Jo could keep her rotten eyes.
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