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Strait at these words, with big resentment fill’d,

Furious her look, she flew, and seiz’d her child;

Like a fell tigress of the savage kind,

That drags the tender suckling of the hind

Thro’ India’s gloomy groves, where Ganges laves

The shady scene, and rouls his streamy waves.

—Ovid, Metamorphoses, Book VI








PROLOGUE

If I tell you the truth about Judy and Philippa, I’m going to lie. Not because I want to, but because to tell the story right, I have to. As girls, they were avid documentarians, each armed with journals and buckets of pens, convinced that future generations would pore over their words. Everything they did was a performance. Everything they wrote assumed an audience. After all, autobiographers are self-serving, aggrandizing. Memoirists embellish. It’s unavoidable. To write down your memories is an act of invention, to arrange them in the best, most compelling order, a bold gesture. Some of the diary entries that follow are verbatim, lifted directly from the source, but others are enhanced and reshaped. I reserve my right to shade in the empty spaces, to color between the lines, to lie.

You may balk, dear reader, but I don’t care. I need to get this right.

I could take different approaches. I could contrast the teenage girls: the black hat and the white, the harpy and the angel, the cunning vamp and the doe-eyed boob. Or I could draw them together, a single unit: Lucy and Ethel, Antony and Cleopatra, Gertrude and Alice, Watson and Holmes, or even, I dare say, Leopold and Loeb. But neither of those angles would work. The complicated facts are inescapable. These girls are both separate and together, both unified and distinct. They solved mysteries together and, yes, they killed together, but many times, they followed their own paths and even crossed one another. Things are never that simple, never that black or white, that good or evil, or that true or false. I’m not writing this to assign blame, or to ask forgiveness, or to tie it up in a bow for posterity. It’s not that kind of book. After all, an act of violence committed by one may have originated in the heart of the other. That’s to say, this is a story about sisters, and like many of those dusty and gruesome stories from ancient literature, here sisterhood is sealed with blood.

I should know. I was one of them.

It’s 1963 now, and I’m thirty-one. A few months ago, Khrushchev, Castro, and Kennedy brought us to the brink of apocalypse. There’s nothing like flirting with nuclear war to churn up mortal thoughts, to urge you to comb over the past and reconnect with old friends. With that in mind, I hope these pages reach my partner in crime, my only true friend, and nudge her out of hiding. I hope she reads this and knows that I understand her, that I love her, and that more than anything, I want to see her again. It’s time.

By now, I’m sure you’re wondering who I am: Which girl? Which woman? I should say. The harpy or the angel? Leopold or Loeb? Whose story is this?

Well, I’m not telling. Not yet. I hear you cry: “Don’t be so manipulative!” But this story is all about manipulations, so why, dear reader, should I spare you? Sink into it, and don’t worry: You’ll know everything before it’s over. I promise.
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PHILIPPA, SEPTEMBER 8, 1948

No letter for weeks. Maybe they’re distracted by the beginning of the school year, or they’ve moved on, or they’re just lazy. If they bothered to write, what would they have asked? “Hey, chum, how’s your new school?” Awful, I’d answer—my pen tightly lodged between my fingers, my tongue cocked between my teeth—the kids at Eastern High are impenetrable. They wear blank frowns or phony smiles and drift by like they’re on conveyor belts, their eyes looking past you. “And what about Washington, DC? Is it a total lark?” No, I’d say, it’s revolting. From the swampy air to the oily bus exhaust to the meaty stench of Eastern Market, it’s like being smothered by a big sweaty palm. “But that must be the worst of it, right?” No, erstwhile friends, the worst is our house: It’s a cookie-cutter copy of the other ancient row houses on the block. My window overlooks a clothesline-tangled alley and a couple grimy carriage houses, the habitat of feral cats, their nightmarish caterwauls echoing through the night.

I miss our ramshackle, gingerbread Victorian in Pacific Heights. I loved stretching out in the window seat of my bedroom and writing in this and reading the Brontës, Ann Radcliffe, Mary Shelley, Bram Stoker, or anything that blended the supernatural with distraught young women in peril. “So thrilling!” I’d think to myself. “If only I could stumble into drama like Emily St. Aubert or Jane Eyre do.” I would pause occasionally and take in the sweep of the Golden Gate Bridge or watch as the fog swallowed the hills across the Bay.

That’s why I waited so long to unpack. I was hoping that we’d have a reversal of fortune, that Dad would say, “Hey Phil, I hope you didn’t get too attached to DC. They’re assigning me back to the Presidio.” But Bonnie, ever the fairy stepmother, made it her project to gently—and persistently—nudge me to unpack. With only a week until the beginning of school, I finally dove in, ripping boxes open and flinging stuff everywhere. When I stopped to catch my breath, the spectacle of it was crushing. I slouched against my bed and bawled.

Weeks later, it’s nearly complete. The dusty lilac walls and silky window treatments are beginning to feel familiar. My new cream-colored bedspread looks smart and womanish on my bed. I plan to paint over the fussy primrose stenciling on my vanity and its matching chest of drawers. Maybe I’ll choose a serious and sophisticated color, like aubergine.

In another gesture of excruciating thoughtfulness, my stepmother unwrapped and displayed on my dresser the framed eight-by-ten of my mother at her wedding reception. Just when I settle into resenting Bonnie, she does something like that; it’s always a perpetual game of chess between us. In the photo, my mother’s wearing an unconventional outfit for the time—a tailored suit of creamy linen, a white blouse ruffled to her chin, and a wide-brimmed hat, falling over her right eye at a jaunty angle. Her nose is tilted up, her smile furtive, and her visible eye is amused as if she and the cameraman—Dad perhaps—just shared an inside joke. In her white-gloved hands, she’s clutching a spray of white roses and baby’s breath. I would give anything to have known her, even for a few years. That emptiness never goes away, that ache. She’ll always be a thirty-year-old newlywed, preserved like a prehistoric insect in amber.

I tacked my old life on the corkboard beside my bed: movie stubs, theater playbills, photos of my friends, a tenth-grade class photo (the class of 1949 in stiff blue blazers and dour expressions), a letter from Aunt Sophie in her sprawling script, valentines dashed off by silly boys, a smashed and withered corsage from the spring dance, magazine clippings of my favorite stars—Clark Gable, Joan Crawford, Joseph Cotten, Merle Oberon—a postcard of Coit Tower against a faux blue sky.

There it was, a little girl’s life—where I’d been and who I’d been. Nostalgia wanted to well up and burst through, but a bewildering question kept it at bay, a question I continued to repeat:

Who will I be now?

Who will I be now?

PHILIPPA, SEPTEMBER 9, 1948

Today I met someone remarkable.

I was staring at my mountain of spaghetti at lunch when an elbow jabbed me. A gossipy girl—Betty, Barb, Bess? Something with a B—pointed across the cafeteria and whispered, “Judy Peabody, the one with the bangs. She drops bricks on cats. Kills them for fun.” This girl, Judy, held herself erect and gripped her tray like a battering ram. Her jet-black bob sliced across her forehead and fell in sharp angles over her high cheekbones. Over her long black sweater hung a double loop of faux pearls, like a flapper’s from an old silent movie. The other kids scattered as she strode to an empty table and sat. She arranged a napkin in her lap, pulled her sleeves back, and tucked her pearls into her sweater. Her every movement felt choreographed, and I wanted to know more: Who was she? And why the dated outfit? And what exactly did she do to cats?

Before she ate, she scanned the room. When she looked in our direction, most of my tablemates, the Metro Baptist Bible School contingent (commonly known as the MBBS girls), burst into an explosion of gasps and side-jabs, as if spotted by a vicious predator in the wild. A few of the older, more skeptical girls huffed, rolled their eyes, and adjusted their Peter Pan collars.

I sat perfectly still.

During the first weeks of school, the MBBS girls threw their arms around me, all good cheer and high-toned cooing, but their embraces felt fake—or unsure, like they were pinching my flesh, seeing if I was one of them, the real thing, whatever that was. But I was testing them too, and they were failing. They gossiped and backstabbed and babbled endlessly about boys. None of them read books or even newspapers, just Seventeen, Ladies’ Home Journal, and of course, the Bible. Their minds were nets, only catching the fluttery and flimsy bits of life.

On the surface, Judy and I are totally different. I have big, messy strawberry blond hair that I trap in a ponytail. I dress in pastel sweater sets, bobby socks, and own pairs of saddle oxfords in various color combinations: black and cream, cream and taupe, taupe and chocolate. It’s all a disguise, of course. I want to blend in, a strategy I’ve learned from moving around as a Navy brat. The blue-haired crone who taught me history my sophomore year told my father that I was “such a sweet and accommodating young lady.” It’s true. I always check my first impulse and edit it out. Adults do it, so I do it, too. But it wears on you, the politeness, the pretending.

There was nothing sweet and accommodating about Judy. Apparently, she kills cats. I loathe them too. They make my eyes water, and my arms and legs break out in hives. Their back-alley screeching slides under my skin. Of course, I’m not going to kill a cat, but from where I stand, it’s justifiable homicide or… felicide? Seriously, is it even possible to bomb a cat with a brick?

When Judy’s black eyes met mine, I smiled. In return, she scowled, and it stung. I bowed my head and began twisting my congealed spaghetti into a tight ball around my fork. For the rest of lunch, I slurped down my noodles, and as I took my last bite, a shadow passed over me. I looked up, and there she was. “Welcome to paradise,” floated from her lips, tinged with scorn. But the heat of her glare had been replaced with something else. Confusion? Curiosity? I wasn’t sure. Then suddenly, violently, she smiled. It was a cool, inscrutable smile, but all the same, it gave me a strange shock, like accidentally catching your reflection in a mirror. I felt seen by her—or was it that she’d seen some hidden part of me that the others hadn’t? It was horrifying and thrilling, and I was temporarily struck dumb. I wanted to say something like, “Nice to meet you,” or “The spaghetti is revolting, isn’t it?” but before I could, she was gone.

During afternoon classes, Judy’s dark eyes pooled around me and seeped into my pores. Her powdered face, her thin lips, her glossy hair, and her slender, craning neck seemed designed to display them, to announce them as her dominant feature. I couldn’t stop thinking about them. Staring at me, judging me, wondering about me. They pushed my attention far from trigonometric functions or the Battle of Waterloo. After school, I spotted her beelining up East Capitol Street. I wanted to introduce myself, but I wasn’t sure how to go about it, so I stalled out. For a few seconds, I watched her pass in and out of the shadows of overhanging trees. Then, gathering the nerve, I followed her.

“Um, hi,” I said, my books clutched to my chest, breathless. “I’m Philippa.” I offered her my hand as I walked beside her.

She glanced at it and quickened her pace.

“I know what you think, but I don’t like the MBBS crew,” I said, struggling to keep up. “They’re such namby-pambies.” I was trying too hard.

“Good for you,” she said, not even glancing at me, keeping her stride steady. “Why are you telling me?”

“You’re not like them either.”

“So what?” She shrugged, eyes still aimed forward.

“You don’t care what they think.”

“Look,” she stopped and gazed right at me, her pupils black and unsettling, “you’ve been arm-in-arm with those preening bitches since you got here. I get it. You’re new, you’re lonely. It’s all just a little too pathetic for me.”

My heart sank. “Well, I—”

“Go away.” She started walking again, moving faster.

“Wait,” I called after her. “My father’s a Navy lawyer, and anyway, we were just transferred here, and I left all my friends in San Francisco, and my stepmother is driving me crazy. So yes, I’m a little pathetic right now.”

Judy halted and muttered, “Hmm.”

Did I say the right thing? It’d rolled out like an overturned basket of fruit. The glitter in her eyes told me that she approved of it—or maybe of my rawness, my honesty. I was feeling puny and desperate, and somehow, she seemed like the solution. Then her expression flickered—amused perhaps?—but she didn’t smile. On either side of the street, the brick row houses peered out over wrought-iron fences. Their mum-stuffed gardens stirred in a breeze, and their old, uneven windowpanes reflected patches of irritating bright white light. Aside from a few parked cars with their chrome grills flashing in the sun, East Capitol was oddly deserted for mid-afternoon. We were the only people within blocks.

Judy began walking again, slowly. I kept pace beside her, but I didn’t say anything. I hoped she wouldn’t speed up again and dash off. One thing was true: her magnetism—if that’s the right word for it—was unmistakable. Aunt Sophie told me that some people have stronger auras than others, that if you have “the gift,” you can see another person’s aura. Judy’s aura must be blazingly intense, but I had no idea what color it was. Blue? Purple? Black?

East Capitol Street gave way to the wide, tree-lined expanse of Lincoln Park. Silhouetted by the yellows and oranges of the turning trees, the Emancipation Memorial loomed at the far end, depicting an imperious Lincoln waving his hand over a kneeling slave. Behind it, fifteen blocks away, the dome of the Capitol rose to the sky like a giant igloo. Judy nodded toward the memorial’s dark bronze figures: “Is he freeing him or making him beg for his freedom?”

I didn’t know how to respond, worried that I’d say the wrong thing and scare her off, so I squeaked out, “I don’t know.”

“No, you wouldn’t. Well, I would know. I understand what being shackled is all about.”

What a thing to say! I smiled, but she didn’t, her face as grim as a tragedian’s mask. “Do you?” I said quietly.

“I do,” she said with a kind of finality, as if stating a fact.

I wanted to respond but held my tongue. I didn’t want to blunder. But seriously, what did she mean? Why say something like that? The tendrils of her strange energy were curling around my feet and twisting up the backs of my legs. A quotation popped into my head—something we’d studied last year, Jane Eyre—and I blurted it: “I’m no bird, and no net ensnares me—”

Judy whipped around, and her eyes flashed. “You’re a reader,” she said. I couldn’t tell if it was a question or a statement, but I detected a glimmer of interest.

“I love Gothic literature,” I said. “The moors, the castles, ghosts wailing from the battlements. You know.”

“Well,” she said, “that’s not what I was expecting.” Her eyebrows lifted, but she didn’t offer anything more.

When we reached the end of the park, I said, “I have to go this way.” I stretched out my hand.

She gave me a brief, puzzled rumination and sighed. “You don’t want to be friends with me. Trust me.” She didn’t wait for a response. She just turned on her heels and walked north, leaving my hand extended in the air.

I didn’t know what to make of it. Was it a brush off? A challenge?

There’s just something about her. She’s so confident and singular. She doesn’t waffle; she doesn’t prevaricate. She floats above life, judging everything and everyone absolutely—and with good reason. The MBBS girls are skin-deep and brainless. Beyond them, the entire concept of high school deserves contempt. It’s full of old fools teaching young fools, tedious routines, and absurd rituals, like pep rallies and football games and Sadie Hawkins dances. Like Aunt Sophie says, “The only true faux pas is to be boring.” Well, Judy isn’t boring. She’s no dim housewife-in-training, no serial placater, like the MBBS girls, like Bonnie, like my old friends in San Fran. No, she’s not that at all.

JUDY, SEPTEMBER 11, 1948

Miss M is a standout. She’s not a crusty schoolmarm wearing stiff wool like an exoskeleton. She doesn’t pin a dusty felt hat to her head like a dead butterfly and pine for the war—or worse, the goddamn Depression. She doesn’t preach about “moral correctness” and “ladylike aplomb,” and being “an obliging conversationalist.” None of the bullshit the other teachers spew. She insists that I should be forward-thinking like her and not chained to some boy. She’s cultured, wry, and whip smart. She’s the future.

She swoons over nineteenth-century French composers, especially Satie, Debussy, and Emmanuel, and when we talk, she goes on about jazz, its layering of rhythms and the “sublimity of improvisation.” Sublimity. I’m sticking that one in my pocket for later. She usually reaches for Ellington and Fitzgerald, but has been working her way into Parker, Gillespie, and others. When we’re together, I don’t want it to end.

She’s nuts about poetry, particularly Wordsworth, Byron, Shelley, and Rossetti, and recites it for the class, swaying and gesturing, her voice drifting out over us, spellbinding and ethereal. In those moments, she’s a dream.

So, is it wrong of me to hate her a little for what she did today?

In class, she laid her book down and said, “Keats accomplished so much in his short time. He died when he was young, only twenty-five. His poetry was very sensual, very passionate, but unappreciated in his life.”

“Did he write love poetry?” Ramona Carmichael, the MBBS’s catty doyenne, asked, muffling a giggle with her well-moisturized hand. Her nails were blood red like she’d just dipped them in the wound of her last victim.

Wrinkling her forehead, Miss M said, “The love of his life was a woman named Fanny Brawne.”

The class clown, Jake Wallace, called out: “Did he do a lot of Fanny kissin’?”

The room burst into laughter, and Miss M shook her head wearily. I folded my arms across my chest and cocked my head: I wanted them to know they were being idiots.

Ramona glared at me.

I glared back and spat, “He wrote death poetry,” and immediately felt stupid. Death poetry! Really?

“Okay, Judy Peapod.” Ramona smirked and ran her tongue between her lips like a pink snake.

Jake moaned and slumped in his seat.

They’re a waste of flesh. If I could, I’d save the world and drop a pound of arsenic in their sloppy joes.

Cleveland Closs—aka Cleve—didn’t laugh either. He’s a bit of a dim bulb, like he’s sleeping with his eyes open. He rarely speaks, and when he does, he stutters. He’s handsome, but in a spooky way. With his glacial blue irises and shock of white-blond hair, the Nazis would’ve adored him, his Aryan shine marred only by the flourish of acne across his cheeks. However, today there was a change: his icy pools were boiling, popping brightly, and focused on the front of the room. Something had his attention. Maybe it was Ramona and her minions. For a moment, I wondered if I had an ally.

“Judy’s right,” Miss M said. “In a sense, some of his poems are about the tension between mortality and immortality, transience and permanence.” She smiled at me, flashing her eyes to let me know she was with me. “He seemed to know he was going to die young. Open up your books to page forty and follow along as I read ‘Ode to the Nightingale.’ Tell me, class, how would you describe Keats’ sentiment here?”

I’d read the poem before. Keats is musing on pleasure and pain, and life and death inspired by, of all things, a bird in a plum tree. When I heard Miss M read it, though, she transformed it, making it soar while simultaneously grounding it in sadness:


Darkling I listen; and, for many a time

I have been half in love with easeful Death,

Call’d him soft names in many a mused rhyme,

To take into the air my quiet breath;

Now more than ever seems it rich to die,

To cease upon the midnight with no pain,

While thou art pouring forth thy soul abroad

In such an ecstasy!

Still wouldst thou sing, and I have ears in vain—

To thy high requiem become a sod.



As she read, something cracked open inside me and air rushed in. The dark lava that usually swirls around my heart, all that bubbling murk that constitutes my shitty past, the Peabodys, Crestwood, everything, cooled a little, and a particle of the gloom trapped inside me escaped like a floating bit of ash. Immediately I wanted more.

When she finished, she said, “Now, Jake Wallace, tell me what you see in these lines?” She winked at me conspiratorially.

Jake gaped back at her. I imagined a thick rope of drool slipping from his bottom lip and pooling on his desk.

“No? Nothing?” she asked.

“I—something about a bird…” he stammered.

“Thought so,” Miss M said, giving him a chilly smile. Her eyes broke away from him and drifted across the room, pausing on Cleve. His face was tight, angled. His nose was tilted down, and his eyes were damp now and boring hotly through her, brimming with hostility. What was eating him? Clearly, she was unsettled by him. A faint furrow between her eyes twitched. “Cleveland,” she said, forcing her composure, “what do you think?”

“He’s li-listening to Death.” His intense emotion, whatever it was, seemed to be melting him from the inside out. Almost comically, he spat, “He’s done something ter-terrible and wa-wants to die.” Miss M flinched, sucking in her breath. There was a strange electric current sparking between them, but I couldn’t tell what it was. He’d thrown her off-balance, something that never happens. A defensive impulse surged through me, so I blasted this at him: “What are you talking about? Keats isn’t suicidal—or guilty.”

He turned his death-ray stare on me, flexing his jaw.

“It’s just a poem, friend,” I said, shrugging.

“That’s right, Judy,” Miss M said. Her tone was light, an attempt to disarm the tension, but her voice still trembled. “But it’s an understandable mistake,” she added, nodding and smiling in Cleve’s direction, but refusing to make eye contact with him.

Out of nowhere, Philippa, the new girl, piped up: “The bird’s song is so beautiful that it’s almost unbearable.” Sitting two desks to my left, she was aggressively poised: her shoulders back, her posture perpendicular to her chair, and her breasts pert. Both Cleve and I looked at her. She smiled at us, but it wasn’t the prissy know-it-all smile that I’d anticipated. It was open but bashful. For the life of me, I couldn’t get a read on her. She looks like all the other girls—bobby socks, plaid A-line skirts, sweater sets—but she has a queer way about her. She’s pushy, then shy, then bumbling, then sharp. “He wishes he could be like the nightingale or the nightingale’s song,” she added. “He wants to be transformed, I think. Made immortal, but he knows that’s not possible.”

Ramona rolled her eyes, and Jake smirked.

I expected Miss M to offer her a gentle correction, but instead, a smile of relief lit up her face. So, that’s the answer she was searching for? He wants to be transformed? “Yes, Philippa,” she said, her gray eyes beaming. “What an excellent read of those lines!”

Cleve dropped his chin, vanquished by Philippa’s strident perkiness, and then, as if his mysterious ire were contagious, I felt a rush of anger at Miss M. Did she have a new favorite student? Was this girl her new protégé? Why did Philippa chase me down East Capitol Street and pester me to be friends? Was it a play at something?

At the end of class, I gathered my books quickly, avoiding Miss M’s gaze, hoping she would notice and feel a little wounded. Before I could leave the room, Philippa was right there, blocking the door. Damn. “You’re right,” she said, blasting me with earnestness. Her face was smooth and dotted with freckles. A tendril of her strawberry hair lay loosely across her forehead. “It is death poetry. Death is a kind of transformation, right?”

I grumbled—I might’ve even growled—and pushed past her.

Now, I wonder: Am I getting this wrong? Maybe I shouldn’t be jealous. Perhaps there’s something to her, and that’s what Miss M sees in her. After all, she wants to be my friend. And she’s right. Keats wants to be transformed like a character at the end of a Greek myth. A tree. A bird. Whatever. Death is a kind of transformation, I suppose. The ultimate kind. If this Philippa girl were just like any other girl, Miss M’s attentions wouldn’t have cut deep. But if she’s different—even brilliant—Miss M is pointing me in her direction: “This one, Judy. She might be one of us.”


PHILIPPA, SEPTEMBER 13, 1948

The MBBS girls are closing in on me, whispering about who’s inviting whom to homecoming—“If you don’t have someone in mind, Philippa, I can put in a good word.”—and I’ve received three separate appeals to attend the Metro Baptist Bible Study on Wednesday nights—“All denominations are welcome! Do come! We don’t bite.” I bet!

When I saw Judy in the cafeteria today, I plopped down in front of her, if for no other reason than to ward off the MBBS prowlers. She was resistant to me, wary even, but I’d rather shelter in her chilly sphere than field questions about homecoming. She looked up, and her jaw froze mid-chew. Her silky black bangs were combed with geometric precision, and she was wearing dark eyeliner and smears of moody mascara. Horus’s eyes. Egyptian, that’s totally her look.

After she finished chewing, she said, “What do you want?” and rested her wrists on the side of the table, fork in one hand, knife in the other.

“I just need a quiet place to eat my lunch,” I said, as if the cafeteria fare of creamed potatoes, withered green beans, and meatloaf smeared with ketchup warranted my deep contemplation.

“No,” Judy said, “you’re here to bug me.”

True, but I said, “I won’t. I promise.”

“You’re already bugging me.”

“Fine, I’ll move.” I began to stand up and thought, Well, that was quick.

“Sit down.”

Okay? She glared at me, squinting like she couldn’t quite make me out. I forced a big bite of meatloaf in my mouth and chewed it slowly, staring across the room out the windows.

“So, you really want to be my friend?” she said.

I nodded vigorously, my mouth still full, and swallowed. I didn’t want to miss my moment. The window to make a good impression was brief, I was certain.

“Fine,” she said, a shimmer of pleasure passing through her eyes, “you’ll have to interview for the position.”

I patted my lips with a paper napkin and straightened my back like a plucky secretary poised to take a memo. Here we go. I was ready.

“First question: What’s your full name?”

“Philippa Ann Watson.”

“Date of birth?”

“July 8, 1931.”

“Astrological sign?”

“Cancer. Or…? Yes. Cancer.”

“Mine’s Virgo, as far as I know.”

As far as I know? I wondered. What does that mean?

She continued: “Place of birth?”

“Oakland, California. But I’ve lived all over.”

“Where?”

“Mostly on the West Coast, but when I was a girl, I’d spend the summers with my aunt in Harpers Ferry, West Virginia.”

She sighed impatiently and said, “Favorite color?”

“Pink.”

She wrinkled her nose.

“Purple?”

“Favorite book?”

“The Boxcar Children.”

She picked at something on her plate. “I’m bored.”

I panicked. “It’s fun! Come on.”

She rolled her eyes. “Favorite pet?”

“I don’t have a pet. Detest cats, though.” I knew my audience.

“Really. Hmm… Music? What’s your favorite song?”

“ ‘Little White Lies.’ The Fitzgerald version—not the recent Dick Haymes recording.”

“Good answer.” Her eyes sparked with interest. “Favorite food?”

“Meatloaf.” I waved my hand over my plate as if it were a chocolate soufflé. “Voilà!”

Judy smiled—it was a brief flicker, but a smile nonetheless—and said, “What’s the worst thing you’ve done and never gotten in trouble for?”

“I don’t know,” I said, overwhelmed, feeling as though I needed just the right story, daring enough to impress but not so bizarre that it would repel her.

“Yes, you do.”

“It’s just that I—”

“I’m sorry, miss,” she said in a matronly voice, “but you don’t have the level of experience or other requisite qualifications to accept a position with such a demanding—”

“Okay, okay! My father gave my stepmother a locket. My mother died, and it belonged to her. I stole it and hid it.” And there it was, my deepest darkest secret. It’s not very impressive as deepest darkest secrets go, but it was the first time that I told anyone about it. It’s been a while since I even thought about it.

“Why did he do that?” Judy said, raising an eyebrow.

“I don’t know. It’s a family heirloom, passed from mother to daughter.” Although it would’ve been mine one day, Dad should’ve given it to me, not Bonnie. I even asked him to. “It’s still hidden,” I said, pleased that I’d piqued Judy’s interest.

“Where?”

“I sewed it up in Mr. Fred.”

“What is Mr. Fred?”

“A stuffed bear. Well, I’ve never been sure what he is. He looks mostly like a bear. But there’s some otter in there too. He’s scrawny.”

“Jesus,” Judy said and returned to her food.

I waited for her to say more, to receive her stamp of approval, her blessing, but she just started eating again, chewing her food methodically. I grew impatient and said, “So, what happened to the interview?”

She swallowed, and her dark eyes lingered on me. What was her verdict going to be? Was I in or was I out? Was I doomed to be an MBBS girl?

“Interview’s over,” she said.

“Well, how did I do?”

She cocked her head. “You are relentless, aren’t you? Why do you want to know me?”

“Honestly?”

“Yes. Honestly.”

“You remind me of a character in a book.”

I hadn’t thought of her that way until that moment, but she did—perhaps a hellbent flapper at the wheel of a roadster or a fan-toting French mistress from a nineteenth-century romance or one of Shakespeare’s heroines, Rosalind or Viola? She’s a female protagonist in the driver’s seat, a daredevil, an adventuress painting her outline with a thick brush, boldly standing out against the background scenery. I like what she stands for—or I guess, what she stands against: the sad frauds, the smug fakers, the happy fools. She’s a pylon in a shifting sea of new faces, a definite locus, a hard truth to hang on to—but she is that, a truth.

“You really are pathetic,” she said. “But okay, you’re hired.”

JUDY, SEPTEMBER 13, 1948

“So, is it true?” Philippa said, leaning against the locker next to me, hovering too close. The hall behind us was swarming with kids on their way to practice or home. For a moment, I regretted taking her on. She’s throwing herself into this friendship thing with gusto.

“Is what true?” I asked but didn’t look at her. I was trying to squeeze my history tome between my biology notebooks and my stack of overdue library books. The lockers are the size of baby coffins.

“That you kill stray cats with bricks,” she said, standing back a little, as if to brace for my answer.

I shut the metal door with a bang. “Is that what those bitches say?” I spun the lock.

“It’s the first thing I learned about you,” she said as if she deserved an explanation.

I held my hands out like “What?”

“The MBBS crew are ridiculous,” she said, shaking her frazzled strawberry curls. “You know Ramona Carmichael is the type who recites biblical affirmations in front of her mirror—‘I am complete in Christ’—then goes out and kicks a puppy.”

“You don’t like hypocrites, do you?”

“No, I don’t.”

Intrigued, I said, “Well, I’ve never killed a cat with a brick.”

Her shoulders drooped in relief. “They’re horrible creatures, but—”

“I didn’t say I’d never tried.”

She laughed, only three-quarters convinced I was kidding. That’s when an idea struck me, and I said, “Let’s do it. Let’s drop a brick on a cat!”

Philippa’s face drained of color. I grabbed her hand, not giving her time to make an excuse. Moving deeper into the building, we parted the throng of students flowing out of the front entrance. I knew where we could find a cat—the theater. I hadn’t set foot inside it since my performance as Lady Bracknell in The Importance of Being Earnest last spring: “A haaandbag?” Today, Mrs. Q was auditioning for the fall play, Cyrano de Bergerac, and I’d overheard Ramona proclaiming that she was going to audition for—you guessed it—Roxane. After all, it was her queenly duty. She couldn’t let her “people” down.

When we arrived, I turned to Philippa, held my finger to my lips, and then led her in through the backstage door. Auditions were underway on stage, muffled by the thick velvet curtain dividing us from the auditorium. We made our way through a clutter of residual set pieces, even some lattice work and faux ivy from the set of Earnest, and to the narrow spiral staircase stretching up into the fly space. Philippa slowed as we approached the rickety metal stairs and gave me doubtful eyes. “It’s okay,” I whispered. “I’ve done this before.” I reached down and hoisted up a twenty-pound burlap sandbag, which lay discarded under the stairs in a mound of counterweights, ropes, and pullies. A severed rope was still attached to it, so I draped it over my shoulder and let the bag dangle down my back, like the carcass of an animal.

“What are you going to do with that?” Philippa asked, her face scrunched and dark.

She had some idea, certainly, but I wasn’t going to spell it out for her. If I did, it might spook her. When you say a thing, it’s more real. I wanted to see if she believed I was capable of doing something terrible: Would I drop a brick on a cat? Or a sandbag—a saaandbag!—on a simp? And was she okay with it? That’s what I really wanted to know.

So, I just smiled and started up the stairs, feeling the wobble of thin metal and the groan of the risers. We climbed about forty feet into the tangle of rigging, ironwork, and dusty backdrops. We emerged on the catwalk and crept out over the stage. Below us, Mrs. Q, with her usual officiousness, explained the audition scene. She always drains the life out of a production. Whenever I mention her to Miss M, she smiles knowingly, but says nothing, perhaps out of professional courtesy. “This scene,” Mrs. Q bleated, “is rich with dramatic irony. Roxane is complimenting the artistry of a love letter she believes was written by the handsome Baron Christian de Neuvillette to the man who actually wrote it, Cyrano. Isn’t that just marvelous, girls? What a hoot!” Philippa glanced over at me and rolled her eyes. She understood my aversion to Mrs. Q. But my ex-drama instructor wasn’t why we were here.

We waited, leaning against the railing and staring at the tops of the heads of the student auditioners, listening to the scene over and over—“To my mind, no finer poets sing those pretty nothings that are everything… . You men are always so cruel: He can’t have wit, because he’s beautiful.” Ugh, Roxane is such an idiot.

Then Ramona ascended the stage—and when I say ascended, I mean she floated up there like she was accepting an award for best actress. I slung the bag over the catwalk railing, holding the rope tethered to it. In all her preening glory, Miss MBBS was just below us, and I aimed the bag at her. I could easily release it and smash her skull.

That’s the moment I thought that Philippa would flinch, scamper back down the stairs, and escape into the sunny afternoon—or gasp that I might kill her “friend” and beg me to stop. But she just stared at me, offering me a slight “oh well” shrug. Was she going to let me release twenty pounds of grit on Ramona’s well-coifed noggin? For a moment, we locked eyes, and she said, “Go ahead. Do it.” A subtle smirk crept into her lips. She was calling my bluff. Damn it. The tension in her shoulders released, and she said, “I get it. You’re still testing me.”

“If this is a test,” I said, “then here.” I shoved the rope at her, and she took it, its weight jerking her upper body forward; the sandbag started swaying. Below us, Ramona had begun to coo Roxane’s lines, destroying any hope that her Roxane—a role she was sure to land—would be anything other than a superficial twit. As Philippa listened, an unpleasant grimace spread across her face, like she’d just smelled shit. It wasn’t a pantomime to ingratiate herself with me. She was really disgusted at the spectacle of Ramona and, I imagined, would feel the same about those other fools. At that moment, I knew we were going to be friends. Then the rope slipped through her hands—or she let it go. I couldn’t tell which. I lunged for it, grabbing it inches from its frayed end. The bag swung wide, struck the edge of a piece of scenery or lighting rig, and split open, raining sand down on the stage. Even the universe was protesting Ramona as a casting choice! I pulled up the empty bag quickly. Mrs. Q and the others stirred with confusion. I glanced at Philippa, and she offered me a faux cringe and threw up her hands. I smiled, shook my head, and said, “We’ve got to get out of here.”

We plummeted down the stairs and slipped out the stage door before Mrs. Q and the presumptive cast members figured out that, perhaps, the sandstorm was a critique, not a random prop malfunction. On our walk home, we replayed the scene, each time reveling more in what we imagined to be the expression on Ramona’s face—a red-lipsticked gape of horror—as the stream of sand swept across the stage from the pendulating bag. Fate had intervened, and everything happened exactly as it was supposed to.



When I first saw B and E’s stately three-story townhouse, I was eleven. The car door swung open, and there it was, dominating the 100 block of Tennessee Avenue, as unreal as the facade from a Hollywood melodrama: large bay windows, a romantic balcony, a glossy red front door, and smooth walls the color of mouse fur. I gaped. I was suddenly a fairy-tale princess. Dyspeptic and sullen and full of shit, but a princess, nonetheless. Inside, sumptuous dark velvets, shantungs, and taffetas draped every window and covered every sofa, love seat, and armchair. Stuffy oil portraits and dim bucolic landscapes hung in gilt frames. A staircase rose in a dramatic semicircle to the second floor. In the center of the hall, the chandelier dangled from an elaborate plaster rosette, scattering light across the woodwork. Boy, I ate it up: I was saved! All this was mine! I was a fool, too blinded by the polished silver and Austrian crystal to realize that it was a trap.

When Philippa stepped into the front hall after our narrow escape from Mrs. Q, I said, “Welcome to Château de Peabody!” with a sharp punch of sarcasm. I wanted her to know how I felt about all this, about where I stood in relationship to it.

Playing along, she curtsied.

“This way, madam,” I said, like a prim lady-in-waiting.

Dropping the act, I said, “Thank God B and E aren’t in,” as we walked up the staircase. I waited for a question: Who are B and E? Are they your parents? If she asked, I could begin to explain how all this came to be. Not the wealth from the drugstore franchise—that was obvious—but how I ended up here, surrounded by it. But she remained mute, mesmerized by the surroundings, or still reeling from the sandbagging of Miss Carmichael.

“I want to show you something,” I said at the top of the stairs. She trailed me into the bathroom at the end of the second-floor hall, and I swept back the shower curtain. She flinched but didn’t demand an explanation. As she had in the theater, she followed me, but not as a brainless lemming. She had a flaneur-like curiosity. I sensed that about her, that passive daring. She wasn’t going to charge into a risky situation, but she was happy to be led. Deep down, I think, she wanted to feel what it was like to disobey her social mores and break the rules, but she didn’t want the responsibility for taking the first step. I hopped into the clawfoot tub and tugged on the sash of the room’s only window. A blast of warm air rushed in.

“Watch your step,” I said as I heaved myself across the windowsill.

“Where are we going?” she asked.

“It’s a secret.”

I stepped onto the fire escape and mounted its wobbly, rust-coated iron stairs. Philippa hesitated. Was she reconsidering? I imagined her thinking: “Enough climbing already.” But I wasn’t about to slow down. Not my style. As I started on the stairs, I heard her clamor over the tub. Curiosity killed the cat. (Better curiosity than a sandbag!)

Once we made it to the top, I headed toward Hill Estates, crossing four townhouses to get there, hopping up eight inches for the Cranes’ house and then down again to the Webbers’ roof. Philippa trailed me, navigating the chimneys and furnace pipes, huffing and puffing. I called over my shoulder: “If you want, you can use the plank.” I nodded toward the wide twelve-foot-long board propped against a large vent. I wanted to see what she’d do. I dashed forward, leaping over the ten-foot gap between the Smiths’ townhouse and the apartment building’s roof.

She slowly approached the lip of the roof and peered over, rubbing her hands together, wary. After all, it’s a four-story plunge into the alley below. I wanted to tell her that she could make it, that I’d done it thousands of times, but I held back. She looked at the board and then the gap again. She backed up several yards, planted her right foot behind her, leaned forward, placed her hands on her thighs, breathed in, and began the dash to the edge. Only a few feet from the alley, she screeched to a halt, spraying bits of the crumbling roof. She shook her head, smiled apologetically, and went to get the board. I was disappointed, but hell, maybe I was expecting too much.

On the other side of the plank, she dropped down to the roof and said, “Where are we?” as she scanned the uneven expanse of tar and gravel dotted with fat pigeons and lined with corroded stovepipes.

“The roof of Hill Estates apartments. I come here to get away from B and E,” I said. “Not very romantic, but you know…”

“Who are B and E?” she asked, adjusting her blouse. “Your parents?”

“Bart and Edith Peabody. Peabody isn’t my real name,” I said. “I don’t want to have anything to do with the Peabodys and their damn drugstores.” That’s not entirely true. What I want is to be free of them, but I need them—well, their means.

“Peabody Drug! That’s you?”

I frowned. “Cigarette?”

Without waiting for an answer, I crossed the roof to the chimney that was pitched forward like the Tower of Pisa, kneeled, and wiggled a brick loose. I fished out my crumpled pack of Chesterfields and offered one to her. She hesitated, a little afraid of it, and took it. I struck a match on a brick and lit the cigarette for her. We smoked in silence, leaning on the backside of the raised brick cornice and peering out at Capitol Hill. The streets below swirled with noisy traffic. The smell of exhaust and baking bread wafted up. Lincoln’s dark head shone through a break in the fiery oak trees lining the park. I glanced over at her. She was attempting to hold her cigarette just so, like she was Lauren Bacall in The Big Sleep—head cocked back, an ironic smirk, smoke drifting from the lips. But she wasn’t pulling it off. After a minute or two, she gave up on the cigarette-smoking routine and held it off to the side. “So, who are they again? Bart and Edith?” she asked.

“They adopted me when I was eleven,” I said. “When I turn eighteen, I’m going to change my last name.” The name “Peabody” feels unnatural, like living in someone else’s skin. I want to slough it off and start over.

“You don’t like them?”

“They’re miserable. It’s a long, painful story.”

Philippa’s gaze fell on something in the distance, a bird maybe, and she said, “Do you remember your birth parents?”

“I don’t remember a damn thing before I came to live here.”

She looked at her with wide eyes. “Nothing?”

“Well, almost nothing. I was just a kid.”

“Still, that’s strange,” she said, lifting an eyebrow.

“Is it? Really?” I frowned at her. “Here, hold my cigarette.”

She took it between her fingers, and I pushed my sweater’s droopy sleeves past my elbows. There, angled in all directions, were my scars—short pink ridges, a half-of-an-inch to an inch long, etched into my skin like hieroglyphics.

“Ouch,” she said, captivated. “It looks like you fell in Br’er Rabbit’s briar patch.”

I tugged open the collar of my blouse and showed her more scars around my throat. “I’ve had them since I can remember,” I said. “They’re all over me. I have no idea how they happened.”

She craned in for a closer look. Before she could ask a stupid question or say something tactless, I adjusted my collar and demanded, “Cigarette, please.” She returned the Chesterfield to my lips.

I turned away, a little worried that I shouldn’t have shone her my graffiti. I’m used to my scars, but they can have a dramatic effect on people. Either they’re revolted, smile, and go on their way, or they start digging for an explanation. But there’s no explanation—well, at least none that I can recall. Anyway, I decided to point us in a different direction: “So, you must hate your stepmom,” I said. “Is she a total monster?”

Philippa seemed baffled. “What? God no! She’s okay, but I liked it better when it was just Dad and me. He married her because of the war, I think. He was the captain of a destroyer, and he knew he’d be insanely busy. He needed someone to look after me.” She picked at a crumbling brick by her hand. “I would’ve preferred to live with my aunt, but Dad, he thinks she’s off her rocker. I suppose she is, a little.”

“What about your mom?” I said and added, “Your birth mom?”

“Never knew her,” she said, biting her lower lip. I’d hit on something. Her eyes drifted out over the park, and she took a long, uneven drag from her neglected cigarette. How did her mother die? What happened? Perhaps, like me, she has a dark place in her heart, a little fissure that’s never fully healed. God, that would be such a relief. Someone who might understand how it feels.

“Hey,” I said, flicking my butt out over the street and watching it disappear. “What do you make of Cleve Closs?”

“The guy who sits at the back of the class like a broken desk?”

“That’s the one.”

“What’s his story?” She pulled her hair back into a ponytail, exposing her pale, freckled neck. Is she freckled all over? I have my scars; she has her freckles. Both branded with the mark of Cain! Not the same thing, but still.

“He gives me the creeps,” I said.

“Me too. He must hate English.” She plucked a pink ribbon out of her dress pocket with her free hand and began winding it around her captured hair.

“It’s more than that.”

Her expression narrowed. “He doesn’t like Miss Martins?”

“Maybe.”

“How can anyone not like Miss Martins?” she said, finishing with her hair and swinging her ponytail back and forth, showing it off. “She’s so smart and kind and not, not—”

“Crusty.”

She smiled. “I love her voice, the way she recites poetry.”

“ ‘Darkling I listen; and, for many a time. I have been half in love with easeful Death,’ ” I said, trying and failing to approximate Miss M’s modulating tone.

“Oh, that’s good.” She gave her nose a coy twitch. “Those lines suit you.”

“What do you mean?” I said, a little annoyed.

She crossed her arms and gave me a once over. “Your style. Flapper-vamp, circa 1920. The moody lines fit the moody look.”

“Okay?” I said, put off.

“Why do you dress that way?”

“Why do you wear pink bows and saddle oxfords?”

“To blend in.”

“Well…”—I thought about it—“I like to stand out.”

She smiled. “I mean, why a flapper?”

I didn’t want to explain my Louise Brooks infatuation. How I’d stumbled on an article about Brooks in a disintegrating edition of The Red Book that I’d found in B and E’s attic. With her severe black bob, wry smile, and sparkling eyes, she seemed so exotic and direct. She didn’t suffer fools. I read about her famous movies, notably Diary of a Lost Girl, which had been made and then banned in Germany before the war. There was no way to see it in the US, so I tracked down the book it was based on. It felt like my story: a girl cast out from society, then lured back in, only to be tortured again, broken again… and finally triumphant! Two years ago, despite B and E’s protests, I chopped my hair off.

Philippa tightened her mouth. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to strike a nerve.”

“ ‘Half in love with easeful Death.’ ” I repeated, a little to myself, a little to her. “They are moody lines. I think of Cleve when I say them. Why was he staring at Miss M that way? His eyes were so full of… What? Something?”

She shook her head and breathed in. “I didn’t see them,” she said and, humoring me, added, “but I’m sure there’s something to it.”

“Menace,” I said as it popped into my head. “That’s it. That’s what I saw.”

JUDY, SEPTEMBER 15, 1948

This afternoon, as I waited for Philippa on a bench in Lincoln Park, I read another of Keats’s odes, “Ode to a Grecian Urn,” and scribbled a few thoughts in the margins. Keats’s lines are so dreamy and intangible. As soon as you’ve looked up the words you don’t know, picked apart the grammar, and are certain you know what he means, they change, as if the letters are alive like ants and are now marching in a different direction.

A shadow drifted over me, and I glanced up, expecting Philippa. I was surprised to see Miss M. “I was just on my way home,” she said. With the sun behind her, her face was shaded. A few hairs from her updo caught the light like a fiery spider’s web. She pointed to the open pages on my lap, “But now I’m saving you from too much sweet melancholy. You can overdose on that stuff, you know. It’s more addicting than opium.”

I wedged a piece of paper into the book and closed it.

She sat beside me, crossing her legs and adjusting her skirt over her knee. A fresh, floral scent wafted from her skin. It reminded me of something, a memory, but I couldn’t put my finger on it. She didn’t say anything at first. She just breathed in and observed the other park-goers, the cloudless blue sky, and swaying trees. A round art deco pin in the shape of a waxing moon held her scarf around her neck. Dark pearlescent enamel coated the eclipsed portion, and paste diamonds dazzled in the silver crescent. It was a bit glitzy, but it worked for her. She rotated through a colorful array of scarves—raspberry, peacock, lavender, chartreuse, tulip yellow—and she always held them in place with that pin. “So,” she said at last, “how are you?”

“Fine.”

She turned to me, her eyes alert. “Really?”

“Horrible, then. Is that the right answer?”

She smiled. “No, there’s no right answer.”

Come on, Judy! She’d just dragged me out of my pensive mood, but I shouldn’t have snapped at her. I didn’t want her to go. I combed my mind for conversation topics. Perhaps music? Had she gone to the National Symphony lately? Or maybe she’d taken in a show at Club Caverns? Or perhaps something about class? Or Keats? Or…? Ugh, I felt so stupid. Finally, it occurred to me that I should ask about Cleve. She’d been rattled by his bizarre behavior, his eyes like daggers. But before I could ask, she said, “Are you friends with Philippa Watson?”

I blinked and said, “I am now.”

“She’s a nice girl. Smart, too.” Her gaze drifted out over the park.

“I like seeing you with a friend. You need a good friend. We all do.”

My mind turned to the incident in the theater. I thought of Philippa’s expression of horror when she overheard Ramona auditioning for Roxane. Did she let the rope slip intentionally, or was she just startled by Ramona’s bad acting? I don’t know, but it was a sign: Sure, she wore a kind of camouflage of sweater sets and bobby socks and strawberry blond curls, but underneath lurked something darker, coarser, and more honest. Yes, I am happy to have her as a friend.

“I’m glad you gave her a chance,” Miss M said, gripping her slim leather purse and turning to me. “You’re not the easiest person to know.” Her eyes were parsing, edged with something: frustration?

I pulled back, just a millimeter, and she noticed.

“You’ve studied Greek mythology, right?” she said, her voice bright and teacherly.

“When I was twelve, I was obsessed with mythology,” I said. “Norse myth, too. My favorite was Freyja, goddess of love, death, war, and… sex.”

She laughed warmly. “Well, do you remember the three fates of Greek myth? The Moirai?”

“Vaguely.”

“There are three sisters. Clotho, who spins the thread of life, a mother of sorts, Lachesis, who directs it, shapes it, and Atropos, who cuts it.” She started moving her right hand in little circles, a tic she has when she lectures. “Gods and men had to submit to them. They were the weavers of history and all-powerful. Lachesis, the drawer of lots, is the most important to understand. She determines what a life is going to be.” She leaned toward me, resting her hand on my forearm. Her touch was electric, and her voice pulled me out of myself and drew me in. If I’d still felt any trace of jealousy for Philippa, like I had that day in class, it’d vanished. We’re connected by something profound, beyond Philippa’s grasp—beyond mine, really.

“Now, I don’t believe in Greek gods or inflexible fate,” she continued. “And I don’t believe we can be in control of how we are born, or for that matter, who we are born, or when or how we’ll die. But we have some control over how we live. We can pray to Lachesis and sway her to choose better lots for us.”

“What does that mean?”

She squeezed my forearm, and energy from her grip coursed through me. “You can transform yourself, Judy. You can take control. Let your relationship with Philippa guide you. Friendship is like a prayer to the gods.”

“Okay?” Her hand was tightening around my arm, and I was beginning to feel overwhelmed.

“But be wary of family. Families are in Clotho’s domain—and Atropos.” Although her eyes were motionless, I detected a wild feeling stalking behind them, caged in. “They are the beginning and the end, but they don’t have to be the in-between. They don’t have to determine us.” She seemed to be talking about herself, about something painful. She wanted me to respond, perhaps something clever or knowing or just considerate, but I couldn’t find the words. Emotion continued to pace behind her gaze. Abruptly, her eyes fell away, and she released me. Jesus. What was all that about? “Philippa’s good for you,” she added. “That’s all I mean.”

“Sure,” I said, noticing an old Negro woman hobbling toward a bench on the other side, hunched over a cane, her coat bulky and stained, her hair tucked into a dingy purple hat. “What about her?” I said, and Miss M watched her inching forward, her cane tapping the pavers in metronomic rhythm. “Do you think she prayed to Lachesis?”

“Every day of her life,” Miss M said, smiling sadly.

Just beyond the woman, as if in counterpoint, Philippa was striding toward us, her ponytail swinging back and forth. She gave us a little wave, and Miss M said, “Ah, her ears must be burning!” Philippa was in a pale blue cotton dress and light cream sweater, and her cheeks were rosy from her hustle across the park. “Miss Martins?” she said, nodding with a touch of deference, “I didn’t know you were—”

“I was just passing by and spotted Judy bent over her book. I felt duty bound to save her from sweet melancholy!”

Philippa smiled, perplexed. “Well,” she said, “I lost track of time. I was journaling in the library, and suddenly, it was five o’clock!”

“That’s wonderful,” Miss M said, her eyes lighting up. “It’s good to know you keep a journal. All girls should keep journals. I’ve kept one off and on for years. Dipping in and out as I needed to. It’s a great place to get things out of your mind and onto the page.”

“I’ve always kept a diary,” Philippa said, adjusting the stack of books clutched to her chest.

Miss M stood, stretched out her arms, and said, “Let me treat you both to a snack. Perhaps a soda or something.”

Philippa and I glanced at each other to verify the change of plans. We followed Miss M across the park to a small café that I’d never been to: the Bright Spot. The inside of the café was cramped, but in front of it, spread across the sidewalk, were clusters of small café tables. We ordered sodas, pulled a third chair up to the table, and gathered around it. A breeze glided across the park, and the sun warmed us.

At first, the conversation was halting. Philippa treaded carefully, either wanting to impress Miss M or at least not embarrass herself, which I understood but was irritated by nonetheless. I yearned for the intimacy Miss M and I had when it was just the two of us. Understanding how to drive a conversation, our teacher began asking us questions about ourselves, but not the usual questions. She didn’t ask what we were studying in history or what we like to do for fun. She asked us: “Who do you think is the best writer of the twentieth century?” I said D. H. Lawrence, and Philippa said Daphne du Maurier, who was a little too popular to have the proper ring of sophistication, but Miss M thought both of our answers were “splendid.” Then, she asked us, “Where would you most like to travel in the future?” We rattled off every exotic location we could think of, but Paris topped my list. Something about its mixture of culture and ruin appealed to me—a phoenix rising from the ashes of war. So romantic! Philippa mentioned Scotland, citing its steely gray skies and rugged highlands, its ghosts and castles, its literary mood, but in the end, she found herself agreeing with me on the City of Light. Miss M told us that she wanted to visit San Francisco, and Philippa lit up and began listing its merits, bursting with enthusiasm. Then, the conversation shifted, deepened. After taking a long swallow of her soda, Miss M said, “What do you two make of the opposite sex?” The question seemed to throw Philippa, but I piped up: “They’re more an obstacle than an opportunity.”

Miss M laughed and said, “You’re not wrong.”

Philippa smiled and sipped her drink primly.

“I don’t give boys much thought,” I said. “I never want to depend on one.”

Miss M raised her eyebrows, impressed. “It’s not easy, but you can do it. Both of you can.”

Philippa absorbed all this but said nothing. For a moment, we were quiet, soaking up the beautiful afternoon, ruminating on the problem of men. Ending the lull, Philippa perked up and asked Miss M: “Where did you go to college?”

“Mary Todd,” she said, tilting her chin up. “It’s a women’s college just outside Richmond, Virginia. Are you serious about college?”

“I’d like to study literature,” she said. “My mother was a literature major. I’ve read quite a bit. Austen. Dickens. The Brontës.”

Miss M set her elbows on the rickety table and leaned toward her: “Have you read Wuthering Heights? It’s our next book. It’s delicious.”

“It’s one of my favorites. It was one of my mother’s favorites, too.”

I was curious about what had happened to Philippa’s mother. She’d clammed up about her before.

Miss M sized her up, eyes sparkling. “You have a passion for literature, don’t you? You both do.” She glanced at me. “You write wonderfully, Judy—very close to the bone. I appreciate your directness. And Philippa, you have a way of drifting into and out of intriguing ideas without losing your way. You have what I call a strong ‘thought compass.’ These are gifts. Don’t underestimate them.” She smiled at each of us, lingering a beat on our faces, as if to make sure her words sank in. “You know what I would love?” Her gray eyes danced, and we were alert with anticipation. “I’d love to hear you read from your own writing. A sentence or two.”

“I just have a few of my random notes about Keats,” I said, feeling a bit thwarted.

“Read one!” she said, as if it was a lark. “Don’t worry, I won’t judge you.”

I flipped open my book, and at the bottom under “Ode to a Grecian Urn,” I’d written a few trailing thoughts. I didn’t want to read them. If I came across as stupid or, worse, naive, I’d be embarrassed. But her gleeful eyes wouldn’t let me off the hook, so I read this: “Keats is addressing the images on the side of an urn. He pelts questions at it, even though, of course, it can’t respond. He likes its contradictions: the scenes it depicts are full of action, but none of those actions are completed. The urn itself is ancient, timeless, but his interaction with it is fleeting, diverting. The urn is both satisfying and unsatisfying. All art is that way, I think, both resolved and unresolved.”

“Brilliant!” Miss M put her hands together, her manicured nails glossy, impeccable. She looked at Philippa: “See, she gets right to it. The kernel!” I sat up straight, proud, beaming—and then a little embarrassed that I’d allowed her approval to affect me so much. “And now, Philippa. What are you going to share? Perhaps something from your journal you’ve been furiously writing in?”

Philippa glanced down at the stack of books that she’d placed beside her chair. I could tell she was uneasy about reading, for the same reason I was, I imagine. She smiled meekly and fished out her diary. It had a delicate cherry blossom design on it—very pretty, very her. She opened it up and began flipping through the pages, her eyes scanning and skipping, making a restless search for something suitable for our teacher’s ears. “Philippa,” Miss M said, lightly chiding. “Close your journal and open it to a random page and read it. If it’s too private, just do the same thing again. I want to hear your voice unfettered. You, on the page.” Philippa turned white, forced a smile, and then did as she was instructed. The pages fluttered through her fingers. “Stop. Just there,” Miss M said. Philippa craned over the milky paper, covered with her loopy script. She blinked, swallowed, and shook her head no. She repeated the gesture, stopping again at Miss M’s command. She took a breath, and said, “This is from the end of the summer, just after we arrived in DC.” She flicked her eyes at me, then read, “Today, I started unpacking my things. It’s a miserable task. I found some of my mother’s keepsakes.” She paused, worrying the edge of the page.

“It’s okay, dear,” Miss M said, her voice at once soothing and tinged with anticipation.

Philippa went on: “It’d been a long time since I leafed through the yellowing and brittle human-interest articles she wrote for local newspapers—pieces about piano protégés, spelling bee winners, struggling single mothers, down-and-out Dust Bowl farmers, women scientists, and dock workers. When I read through them, I imagined, not just who she was, but who she might’ve been.” Her cheeks flushed, but she continued. “According to Dad, she wanted to be a novelist and tell stories about the lives of everyday women doing extraordinary things. Because of me, she never wrote a novel. That is, because she had me, because I killed her, because having me killed her.” She halted, closed her diary, and looked away from us and out at the street. So, that was it: her mother died in childbirth. Her eyes were dry, but I understood she’d just offered us a secret part of herself, something she didn’t tell just anyone.

Miss M leaned toward her and took her hand. “You are so courageous to share that with us! It was beautiful.”

Philippa smiled at her, her eyes expressing a mixture of gratitude and relief. For a moment, I shared that gratitude. For Miss M and for Philippa. We formed a circle, a version of the three fates, and the thread connecting us was our writing, our private thoughts, like an unbroken line of cursive.

PHILIPPA, OCTOBER 9, 1948

We’ve been bonding over the Romantics. We smoke, sip whiskey that Judy pinched from Mr. Peabody’s decanter (I do a terrible job pretending to like it), and we revel in the flamboyant lives of these poets—their drug addictions, sexual exploits, and socially radical ideas. We swoon over their indulgent language and weigh the pros and cons of an opium addiction: inspired lyricism versus early death? Half of the time we’re making fun of them, the other half we’re taken with them.

Occasionally, we vent about school or parents or The State of Things. We chat about the fallout of the war, about the upcoming presidential election, and about what we want to do with ourselves. I told Judy I wanted to write like my mother. She told me she’d thought about writing or maybe music but said what she really wanted to be was a flaneur and “cast about Paris, drinking absinthe, skipping stones across the Seine, and studying human nature.”

Most days, literature demands our attention. Language of any sort—poetry, novels, essays, songs. Even single words stir us. For instance, Judy came up to me today, leered at me, took a dramatic inhale, and said: “unravish’d,” and then, “refulgent,” and, in a deep throaty tone, “disquietude.” I laughed and began improvising: “The unravish’d bride’s restless and… refulgent eyes exposed her… deep disquietude.” Judy added, “In other words, when the groom dropped his pants, his prick was too small!”

Miss Martins senses us growing close. When she glances our way, I catch warmth in her eyes. Although she doesn’t fawn over us—it’s not her style—she makes subtle gestures, gentle nods and half-smiles, that tell us that she’s with us, that she remembers that day a few weeks ago when I read from my diary about my mother at the Bright Spot, that doing so fused us together. It’s like we belong to a secret society, just us three, and Miss Martins is our guide, our inspiration.

Judy nabbed a book of Keats’s letters from the school library today. We read them to each other and debated their meanings, attempting our best approximation of a British accent—very Ronald Colman, I think.

With a cigarette between her lips, Judy read one from December 1817. When she finished, I said, “What is Negative Capability?,” a concept he’d mentioned but not clearly defined.

“Opposites attract,” she said, taking a drag.

I must’ve seemed baffled because she shook her head and added: “Why two things that shouldn’t fit together somehow do—like us.”

“Genius,” I said.

PHILIPPA, OCTOBER 13, 1948

Because of a stupid filling, I had to make up my test after school, but it was difficult to concentrate. Perched behind her desk, lit by a beam of the afternoon sun, Miss Martins looked impossibly fresh in her trim dove-gray suit, mauve scarf, and yellow wedges. She must shop at Woody’s or Garfinckel’s. She’s no penny-pincher, that’s for sure. Where Judy wants to create mystery with her formless sheaths and bulky sweaters—like she wants to keep the exact dimensions of her body a secret—Miss Martins aims to be seen. When I have my own money, I want to shop for darted blouses, form-fitting pencil skirts, and tailored slacks like hers. A real woman’s wardrobe. Judy would say that I’m unforgivably materialistic. But being surrounded by the bourgeois opulence of Château de Peabody, she can’t talk.

I should’ve studied harder. I only took a brief glance at my notes during lunch. For the life of me, I couldn’t remember if Wordsworth or Coleridge wrote “The World Is Too Much with Us.” I could quote Keats—“Nothing ever becomes real till it is experienced. Even a proverb is no proverb to you till your Life has illustrated it”—but I couldn’t recall who wrote that poem. So, when I turned in the test, I asked Miss Martins.

She closed her grade book, set aside her pen, removed her delicate wire-rimmed reading glasses, and said, “What did you write on your test?”

“Wordsworth,” I said. “That must be it, right?”

She beamed.

“Sordid boon!” I blurted.

“Yes, that’s from the poem. It’s funny you latched on to that phrase.”

“Sordid means ‘morally questionable,’ ” I said. It was all rushing back. Memory works in strange ways. You pull back the curtain on a memory, and then an entire mob comes crashing through.

“It does. And ‘boon’?”

“Hmm… A gift.”

“An immoral gift.” She offered a sly smile.

I shrugged and returned the smile, a little embarrassed.

“Well, I hope you answered all the questions about Keats correctly. At this point, you and Judy are devotees.”

“The question about ‘Ode to the Nightingale’ was a gimme.”

“For you it was,” she cooed proudly. “Speaking of ‘Nightingale’…” Her voice softened, her head and shoulders dropping into a conspiratorial posture. “Did you know that Judy wants to change her name?” Everything about her gesture felt intimate and secretive.

“She’s adopted,” I said, wondering if I should’ve offered that information. As far as I could tell, it wasn’t a secret, but she might not know that about Judy.

She sensed my concern and said, “She mentioned it in one of her compositions. She wants to be called Judy Nightingale.”

I considered it. “Gee, now I need a literary name.”

She clapped her hands together, thrilled. “You have one! Sherlock Holmes and Dr. Watson.”

“Not the same thing.” I waved a hand at it.

“Why not?” She smacked her desk in teasing reproach.

“Watson’s such a common name, and detective fiction isn’t serious literature.”

“What?” she protested, wrinkling her forehead. “I love a good detective story.” She beamed at me.

“You do?” I’ll admit, I was a little shocked. Miss Martins deigned to read popular fiction? Unbelievable, especially considering her swooning poetry recitations. I hadn’t taken her for a lover of the lowbrow. She floated above such things. Her lilac perfume swam around in the air, as if little by little, her beautiful skin was dissolving, becoming ether.

“Nothing gives me greater pleasure,” she said. “I’ll stay up late if it’s good enough. I just finished Ray Kane’s latest, Love’s Last Move.”

She opened up her desk drawer and extracted the novel. “Would you like to borrow it?” she said, handing it to me. “It has a wonderful surprise ending,” she added, her smile becoming furtive, as if recalling the delicious pleasure of the plot twist.

I didn’t know what to do, so I took it, holding it out at arms-length. On the cover, a stream of smoke drifted from the barrel of a polished black revolver artfully positioned on a scattering of blood-red rose petals.

“Take care of it,” she said, winking at me. “I want it back.”

I said thank you and goodbye, and, still astonished, tucked the “sordid boon” under my arm.



As I walked out the south doors, Cleveland Closs was sitting on the wall’s edge under the portico, reading a textbook, which was strange. It was unseasonably warm and perfect for the park. Everyone else had fled. I caught a glimpse of a lobster diagram. Biology. I tucked Love’s Last Move out of sight, and said, “Hello,” a bit formally, then added, “Why are you still here?”

He didn’t say anything. His thick blond hair was disheveled, and his iceberg blue eyes were unfocused but somehow intense. I startled him, I think. Over the past few weeks, I’ve watched him from a distance as he sulked with determination in the back of English class.

He’s striking, milky skin and a prominent jawline, very Nordic, but he’s always hiding out, a lobster under a rock. He’s out of place amid the MBBS girls and football jocks at Eastern. He reminds me of Blake Le Beux. I never knew Blake properly, just by reputation. He looked different than Cleve—dark hair, slight features—but his demeanor, particularly his aggressive moodiness, was similar. You always sensed that just beneath the surface anger shifted like black ooze, building up pressure. I steered clear of him. He frightened me, but at the same time, I felt sorry for him. Two weeks into my sophomore year, he committed suicide. We were all shocked, but I wasn’t surprised. That same intensity—that promise of violence—looms over Cleve.

Eventually, he answered me: “I’m just doing homework.”

“I see that. I meant, why are you still at school?”

“Not interested in going home.” He sniffed, plucked a tissue from his coat pocket, and wiped his nose.

“Why?”

“I-I—” He faltered. “It’s…” He stuffed his tissue back in his pocket. A brief tremor of frustration flashed across his eyes.

I didn’t realize he had such difficulty forming words. On the rare occasion he answered a question in class, he’d blast it out—for instance, what he said about Keats: “He’s done something terrible and wants to die.”

“None of my business,” I said, trying for cheerfulness.

He deflated a little.

His clothes were neat—his white shirt tucked in, his dark wool pants hemmed and pressed with care, his thin red plaid mackinaw loose, but not too big. There was something boyish about him, and it made me feel sad for him. “Do you want to walk with me?” I said. “I’m heading up East Capitol.”

“No,” he said sharply.

“Okay, I didn’t mean to—”

“You hang out with Judy P-Peabody, right?”

“Uh-huh,” I said, not understanding why he was asking.

He scowled and looked away. “She’s rotten.”

“What do you mean?”

He glared at me, clamping his mouth shut, driving his blue-eyed boyishness away. What I’d read as loneliness or unhappiness was turning hot, morphing into anger. I stepped back from him. “Stay away from her!” he fumed. “She’s a damned b-bitch. And so is, so is…”

“I’ll decide who my friends are, thank you,” I said, crossing my arms.

His eyes glazed over, his acne-covered cheeks blazed, and his jawline began rippling. Whatever rumbled under the surface was lava-hot and about to gush through. I thought about what Judy said about him, about his spite for Miss Martins, about the Keats lines somehow suiting him: “Half in love with easeful Death.” My heart began racing, and I wanted to get out of there, but I didn’t quite know how without triggering him. I had to defuse him. A one-person emotional bomb squad. “What are you studying?” I said, shooting for upbeat but achieving something drier.

He was mystified, and for a moment, he opened his mouth and closed it, as if he was stretching the muscles in his twitchy jaw. Eventually, he mumbled, “Uh, lobsters. Crustaceans.”

“What are you learning about?” I said, harnessing the last of my depleting resource of goodwill. “Which lobsters are the best to eat, and which should be tossed back? Or something like that?”

“I’m memorizing their insides,” he said, suddenly engaged, buoyant. “Cardiac stomach. Pyloric stomach. Dor-dorsal abdominal artery. Ventral abdominal artery.”

“And you don’t want to do that at home?”

“Too quiet,” he said, blackening again. His shoulders dropped, but it wasn’t anger. Very Blake Le Beux. For the life of me, I couldn’t figure him out. Moods flashed through him like a spinning kaleidoscope. One minute, he’s a bland wallflower. The next, a furious glowerer. And the next, a lost little boy.

“Your parents work late?”

“No—well, Pops does. But Mom, she’s just… you know.” His chin wobbled as he struggled to find the words.

“Don’t mind me. I’m nosy. I’ve had to be. It’s the only way you make friends when you move around as much as I have.”

“I’ve never moved, but I’d like to.” His voice brightened.

“Do you want to go to college?”

“I want to study marine biology.” His eyes lit up, and his forehead released. I saw how handsome he could be. “There’s nothing like being out on the Potomac in the boat.”

“I’d like to be a writer,” I said, remembering Love’s Last Move wedged into my coat pocket. It felt odd for it to be there, even uncouth.

“If you say so,” he said, clearly unimpressed.

“I want to write something dramatic and romantic, but with substance. Something timeless.”

He just blinked at me.

“You don’t like English, do you?” I said.

“No,” he growled and looked away.

“It’s a good class, though. Miss Martins is—”

His entire face narrowed, his acne purpling like a bruise. “She is… She’s…” he said trembling. “You have no idea,” and he looked away, wiping his sleeve across his mouth. Something was eating at him: Miss Martins? English? Judy? Home? Something else? Someone else? I wanted to reach out to him, but then he glanced at me. The muscles along his jaw were undulating, and he was taking in sharp breaths through his nose. His mouth fell open, but no words rolled out, or perhaps they had just bottlenecked in his throat. If I pushed harder, the anger I’d sparked minutes ago might bubble up again—or even explode. I smiled and told him I had to get going. He just sat there, puffing and quaking. As I walked away, I could feel his eyes on me. I sped up.


PHILIPPA, OCTOBER 14, 1948

On my thirteenth birthday, Dad gave me a collection of leather-bound nineteenth-century novels that had been a treasured possession of my mother’s. He told me that, when she was younger, she had hoped to write a novel. Other than Wuthering Heights, her favorites were Jane Eyre, Great Expectations, and Northanger Abbey. During the summer before high school, I gobbled them up, turning the dusty, dog-eared, and heavily annotated pages at a steady rate. Dad was impressed that the Victorian sentence structure didn’t slow me down. I pushed through it, steered by my mother’s scribblings until the prose began gliding by. It was as if she were reading beside me, her finger gently dragging across the page, directing my attention to a brilliant line or plot point. Her marginalia were cheerful and frank: “Are we supposed to like Heathcliff?” “You tell him, Jane!” “Is it wrong of me to love Havisham?” “I was so much like CM as a child. Full of horrible fantasies.”

I often cast my mother as Catherine Earnshaw, beautiful and remote, wandering the moors, adrift in the night, searching for Heathcliff. Or smart, passionate Jane, able to speak her mind, love boldly, and know herself. Or as a girl, Catherine Morland, foolish in dreaming up dark intrigue where there was none, but full of life and adventure all the same. Even Miss Havisham, full of decay and longing, somehow fit in with the rest. I wondered if she was sprinkling little pieces of herself for me to find. I shivered: Did she know she was going to die?

I remembered those books—and the summer I read them—as I considered how to approach Love’s Last Move. Yesterday, I held it away from me like an untamed animal that might lash out. It isn’t refined, I thought. Or cultured. It didn’t match Miss Martins. But after taking a deep breath, I dove in. At first, Ray Kane’s writing struck me as blunt, even crude. But there was something to it—an energy or maybe an attitude that wasn’t so different from the Romantics. As the clues to a grisly murder fell into place, I found myself sucked into PI Calvin McKey’s dangerous world of goons, dames, and private dicks. After the first fifty pages, a spell was cast, and time vanished. McKey was about to enter a house where the suspected murderer lurked in the darkness when I heard a knock on my bedroom door.

I shoved the book under my pillow and responded, “Yes?”

“Phil,” Dad said, pushing the door open. “What are you up to?”

Based on his photos, you’d think he was as stern and monolithic as an old battleship, but in life, that’s far from true. His dark eyes are wide-set and roam ceaselessly, like he’s always picking up sounds at frequencies out of range for mere mortal hearing. His hair is a neat silver bristle, and of course, he carries himself like a military man, shoulders back and chin up. It suits him.

“Just homework,” I said.

“Aunt Sophie rang. She wants us to drive up to Harpers Ferry in a few weeks.”

“Really!” I said. “Can we?”

“If Sophie calls, we must come,” he said, stepping forward. “She has ‘important news’ to tell us. Whatever that means.” His eyes warmed, and he added, “Oh, and Quincy. He officially joined the metro police. I wrote a recommendation for him months ago.”

Can you imagine, our own Calvin McKey in the flesh? My first cousin brandishing his weapon in the moonlight to hunt murderers. I hope this means he’ll be close by, and we can have adventures like we did when I was younger. I could tell Dad was pleased. “We’ll have a detective in the family,” I said and suddenly felt self-conscious about Love’s Last Move under my pillow.

“He hopes to be, eventually.” He exhaled. “Well, I should say good night.”

That’s when I said, “I’m beginning to like it here.” It’s true, I am.

“Well, good.”

“I want you to meet Judy.”

“This new friend of yours?” I’d mentioned her in passing.

“She’s the one.”

“Well, I look forward to it.”

“And I want to study literature in college,” I blurted. “My English teacher thinks I would make a good writer like Mother.”

“She does, does she?” He smiled, but I didn’t know what he really thought of my idea. Most likely, he’ll proclaim it “impractical.” I love him, but he can be frustrating. His emotions tumble and clank behind his iron plate face. I’m often left in the dark about what he feels.

“Maybe I’ll write a book one day,” I said, nudging him further.

“That’s an idea,” he said, turning away, his face in shadow. “Now, go to sleep.”

JUDY, OCTOBER 15, 1948

So much to report. Damn. It began when I slipped out of lunch, doing my best to dodge the runny Chicken à la King. I wanted to find Miss M and ask her about a poem I’d read last night called “My Last Duchess” by Robert Browning. It’s about this duke who shows a representative of his fiancée’s family a portrait of his late wife. He tells him that he executed her for being a flirt. At least that’s what I think is going on.

As I turned the corner to the southwest hall, I stopped in my tracks. It was empty and dim. The polished linoleum reflected light from the frosted glass window at the end of the corridor. Outside the entrance to her classroom, Miss M stood with her back to the wall, trapped by Cleve. He was leaning toward her, his shoulders hunched and his stance wide. The muscles in his sinewy corpse-gray arms twitched. He was speaking to her in a biting whisper, but I couldn’t make it out. Miss M stood tall, but her arms were crossed over her chest and her face was averted, as if she’d just been slapped or was bracing for it. Chills cascaded through me, and a line from the Browning poem came to mind: “I gave commands; Then all smiles stopped together.” For the first time, I could imagine Cleve, mute and dull-as-hell Cleve, attacking Miss M and driving his balled fists into her stomach, into her face, as if she were some sort of blasphemous idol he was bent on destroying. My heart clanged like an alarm bell. To diffuse the situation, I dropped one of my books, alerting them to my presence. Cleve jumped and looked around; Miss M caught my eye. Her face was bloodless, her eyes dark with fear. He took a step back and, like a rubber band being pulled taut, snapped, spun around, and blew past me, his eyes unblinking and hot with anger.

For a beat, I stared at Miss M, breathless. I started to say something.

“Not now,” she stammered, holding her hand out. “I’m sorry, just not now.”

I wanted to press her, but the words wouldn’t form. I didn’t know what to say or how to say it. I was too stunned, too shaken.

I lingered a moment, then left.

I found Philippa in the cafeteria, reading a book and eating, no longer swarmed by MBBS queen bees. “What class does Cleve have next?” I said.

She frowned. “How would I know?”

“I need to find him. Now.”

She dropped the biscuit she was about to eat. “He doesn’t like you very much, you know,” she said, brushing crumbs from her palms.

“I had that feeling.”

She closed her book, something trashy called Love’s Last Move. “I bumped into him yesterday, and he growled at me for hanging out with you. I told him to mind his business.”

“I don’t even know him,” I said with a twinge of anxiety. “We’ve never had classes together. Not that I care, but it’s just weird.” His ire toward me bugged me and still bugs me. I don’t care about being disliked, but I want to know why.

“He seems off,” she said.

“He’s something all right, and I want to know what.” My stomach gurgled, so I reached down and snatched up Philippa’s neglected biscuit. “Finders keepers!”

After classes, we waited thirty minutes at the south entrance for Cleve, but he didn’t show. On our way home on East Capitol, he crossed in front of us on his bike, heading north to south. He was hunched over his handlebars, his red backpack’s straps pulling at his shoulders, focused on the road. I called out to him. He slid to a gravel-crunching halt and whipped around. He squinted at us. When he realized who it was, his eyes glittered with rage, and the acne across his cheeks blazed like slashes of war paint. I shivered, but being frightened of him pissed me off, so I stood a little taller and said, “Don’t fuck with Miss M! You hear!”

Two nearby girls gaped at me as if I’d just made their ears bleed.

Cleve circled his bike around, slipped out of one of his backpack straps and slung its bulk over on his right shoulder. He stood on his pedals and started pumping his legs, driving the bike forward, toward us. At first, neither of us moved. Perhaps we were frozen in disbelief or maybe just slow to realize that he wanted to hurt us. We were caught in that strange limbo for a moment, but as he gained speed, I murmured, “Run,” to Philippa. She didn’t move, so I shouted it: “Run!”

It was too late. Cleve dropped his shoulder, slid the straps of his backpack down his arm and clutched them. As he advanced, he swung his book-ladened bag at us like a medieval flail. Apparently, we were jousting. Quicker on my feet than Philippa, I shoved her out of the way. In doing so, I twisted awkwardly, taking the full weight of the bag in the small of my back. I flew forward and hit the ground hard, my breath flying from me. I saw stars and my back cried out, but I raised myself to my elbows. A warm trickle of blood ran down my cheek where I’d scraped it on the pavement.

Cleve slowed his bike, spun around, and adjusted his grip on the straps. More humiliated than afraid, I wanted to scream, “What do you want?!” But I still couldn’t catch my breath, so I just glared at him, trying to steady my vision. His feet were spinning, his blond hair was flapping, and his blue eyes were little sparks of hellfire. He was coming—and fast! He wanted to run me over or beat me to death with his stupid bag. With all my strength, I gave a heave-ho and groaned. I pulled my knees under me, so I could stand, but there wasn’t time. He was closing in. I swiped my hands across the ground, searching for a rock or a piece of concrete or anything I could arm myself with. If I couldn’t dodge him, at least I could be armed.

As we were about to collide, Philippa rushed at him. From over her shoulder, drawn back like a baseball bat, she swung at him with something long and dark. It made an audible, satisfying thwack when it connected with his upper arm. My heart lurched in my chest. He yelled, wobbled, and tumbled over, a tangle of bike chain and book bag innards.

I got to my feet, taking a moment to steady my spinning head. Philippa was breathless, limp. She clutched a wrought iron post in her right hand, an arrow-like rod from a nearby crumbling city-issued fence. I swelled with gratitude. “It was loose,” she muttered and looked at it, seeming astonished that she’d just whipped a boy with it. Suddenly horrified, she dropped it. As it clattered over the pavement, I snatched it up. My relief had reshaped itself into something sharper. I strode over to Cleve, who was beginning to stir, and lifted it up. I won’t lie. I wanted to brain him with it. He deserved it—and I didn’t want him to think that he could come at us again. But passersby were starting to gather. “Leave him!” Philippa cried. “Let’s go!”

“Why are you doing this?” I hissed at him.

He stared at me, wide-eyed and scared. His cheeks were tear-smeared, and his complexion blotchy. It was a little boy’s face, huffy and tender and distraught. I suppose I should’ve felt something, some twinge of sympathy—or at least restraint, but I was bleeding, I was trembling. He didn’t get to ask for mercy.

“Leave us alone. Leave Miss M alone.” I lowered the post, pointing its arrow-shaped tip at his chest. “Or I’ll shove this through your goddamn heart.”
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“Copenhaver brings a new voice to this genre.”

—Associated Press
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