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Chapter One

MOLLY 

SPRUCE HARBOR, MAINE, PRESENT DAY

“Well,” Jack’s mom says from the driver’s seat. “This is it.”

Molly, sitting next to Jack in the backseat of the car, eyes the house. Three full stories. More windows than she can count. Carved curlicues around the roof. The white paint is fresh and gleaming.

This is the house where Jack’s mom works for a rich old lady. And now Molly is—maybe—going to work for that rich old lady too. All because she stole a book.

Well, she didn’t actually steal it. Although it’s true she was going to.

Molly had been in the Spruce Harbor Public Library, on her knees in the fiction section with three copies of The Secret Garden on the shelf in front of her. She’d pulled all three copies off the shelf. Put the hardcover back. Then the newer paperback too. The one she kept was old and dog-eared, the cover missing a corner, the yellowed pages beginning to come loose from the cheap binding. She figured nobody would miss it, and she slipped it into her backpack.

But when Molly put the backpack over her shoulders and stood up, the librarian, Mrs. LeBlanc, swooped down on her like a homing pigeon. She called Ralph and Dina, Molly’s foster parents. Dina hit the roof. Molly had way too many problems, she said. She never signed up for this, she said.

Ralph calmed her down and called Lori, Molly’s social worker.

“Why in the world would you try to steal an old book?” Lori asked Molly.

“I don’t know,” Molly said. But that wasn’t entirely true. The Secret Garden is all about a girl who has to leave her home and travel to a cold, rainy place where nobody wants her. A girl who scowls and sulks and says horrible things and still ends up with a home—a mansion, actually—and a family. 

Lori came up with a plan for Molly to do twenty hours of community service. Dina grudgingly agreed that Molly could stay, as long as she finished her hours.

And Jack—who is the best friend Molly’s ever had—heard his mom grumbling about needing to help Mrs. Daly clean out her attic, and came up with the idea for Molly to do it instead. If Mrs. Daly likes Molly. If she says yes.

Molly thinks it might have been simpler just to let Dina kick her out.

“Okay,” Jack says quickly. “Here’s the deal. Mrs. Daly’s okay for an old lady, but kind of . . . old-fashioned.”

His mom pivots to look at Molly. “What Jack means is, you need to mind your manners. Don’t slouch. Say please and thank you.”

“What I mean is, she’s kind of uptight,” Jack says.

“How old is she again?” Molly mumbles.

“I don’t know. Pretty old.”

“Come on, you two,” his mom says. “Might as well get this over with.” She gets out of the car and heads up the walk toward the house.

Molly is suddenly nervous. She looks down at her too-big pink blouse and attempts to tuck it into her skirt. The blouse is Dina’s; she insisted Molly borrow it, saying it would be disrespectful to Mrs. Daly to wear her usual black T-shirt over black jeans over worn-out black tennis shoes. “Maybe if you look a little more respectable, Mrs. Daly will overlook that blue streak in your hair,” Dina said.

Jack opens his car door, then hesitates. He leans toward Molly. “Listen. Mom didn’t tell her about you stealing the book.”

Molly twitches in her seat. “She didn’t?”

“No. Just that you have to do a community service project. She thinks it’s for school, like everybody has to do one,” he says. “Got it?” Then he bounds out of the car and waits for Molly on the driveway.

Molly slides out more slowly. So this rich lady doesn’t know that Molly is a thief. That’s good—right?

Maybe. Maybe not. Maybe it means that Mrs. Daly will expect Molly to be what she definitely isn’t—just like every other kid.

Gloomily, Molly follows Jack up the walk. It’s one of those rare days when spring in Maine actually feels like spring, but even the warm April sun doesn’t help her mood.

“Just nod and smile. That’s what I do when I have to talk to her,” Jack whispers as they climb the porch steps.

Molly feels like she is shrinking inside herself, getting smaller with each step as she follows Jack’s mom inside and down a long hall. She tugs at the collar of the stupid pink blouse, thinking about the scene in The Secret Garden when Mary Lennox arrived at Misselthwaite Manor. When Mary got there, her uncle insisted that she get rid of all her dark clothes. “I won’t have a child dressed in black, wandering about like a lost soul,” he said. Molly feels like a fake in this outfit, and a bad fake at that. When was the last time she wore something pink? Or a blouse with a collar?

At the end of the hallway is a closed door. Jack’s mom pauses before it and knocks softly. “Vivian?” She opens the door a crack. “All right for us to come in?”

Molly hears the faint reply beyond the door: “Why, certainly.” Jack’s mom opens the door wider, and Molly and Jack follow her into a large sunny living room. The wide windows are filled with the bright, restless blue of the sea. Sitting in a red wingback chair, wearing a snug cream-colored sweater that looks as soft as a kitten’s fur, is an old lady. The old lady. The one who owns this giant house.

“Good morning,” the old lady says.

“Good morning,” Jack’s mom says. “Vivian, you know my son, Jack.”

He lifts his hand in a small wave. “Nice to see you, Mrs. Daly.”

“And this is the girl I told you about. Molly Ayer.” She gestures at Molly to step forward.

“Molly, this is Mrs. Daly,” she says.

Nod and smile, Molly thinks. She nods and smiles and holds out her hand for Mrs. Daly to take. The old woman’s hand is dry and cool. “Nice to meet you, Molly,” she says.

“All right, then. I have some things to do in the kitchen,” Jack’s mother says. “Jack, why don’t you come with me?”

“Can’t I stay and—”

“I could use some help.” Jack trails after his mother, casting a glance back at Molly that is probably meant to be encouraging.

Now Molly and Mrs. Daly are alone.

Mrs. Daly leans forward a little in her chair. She looks at Molly with interest.

Molly fights an urge to start babbling. She’d like to explain to Mrs. Daly that Jack came up with this terrible idea and then asked his mom. Although Molly doesn’t know that much about real moms—moms who actually take care of their kids—she can tell that his mom doesn’t say no to Jack, not much, not when it’s something he really wants. And so Molly’s here.

But now that Mrs. Daly has seen Molly, has seen the blue streak in her dark hair and the look on her face (Molly’s trying not to have that look on her face, but it’s there, she can feel it), they can all quit pretending that Molly is the kind of kid who does community service in people’s attics. And she can just go. Like always.

“How on earth do you achieve that effect—the blue stripe?” Mrs. Daly asks. She reaches up and brushes the hair at her own temple.

Smile and nod. But Mrs. Daly has asked her a question, so Molly has to answer: “Um . . . I separated out this one part and bleached it. Then I went back and dyed it blue.”

“How did you learn to do it?”

“I saw a video on YouTube.”

“YouTube?”

“On the internet?”

“Ah.” Mrs. Daly lifts her chin. “The computer. I’m too old for such fads.”

Molly blinks again. This old lady doesn’t have a computer? She’s never heard of YouTube?

Mrs. Daly leans back in her chair. “Excuse my bluntness, but at my age there’s no point beating around the bush. Your hair . . . and your fingernails . . .” Molly glances down at her fingernails. She left most of her thrift store rings at home, but she kind of forgot about the chipped black polish. “You borrowed that blouse, I assume?”

“Uh . . .”

“You needn’t have bothered. It doesn’t suit you.” She waves a hand, which Molly takes to mean that she can sit down. She picks a matching armchair across from Mrs. Daly and perches on the edge of the seat cushion. “By the way, you can call me Vivian. I never liked ‘Mrs. Daly.’ My husband is dead, you know.”

Molly nods, a little surprised at how blunt the old woman is. “I’m sorry.”

“No need to be sorry. It was eight years ago. Anyway, I am in my nineties. Not many people I once knew are still alive.”

Molly isn’t sure what she is supposed to say to this. Sorry, again? Or of course not? Maybe wow? She just nods once more and makes a mental note to tell Jack that Mrs. Daly—Vivian?—is close to a century old! She wouldn’t have guessed, but then she hasn’t known many elderly people to compare. The only grandmother she can remember died of cancer when Molly was three.

“Terry tells me you’re in foster care,” Vivian says. “Are you an orphan?”

Molly lets her gaze slide from Vivian’s face to the bright sunlight and shimmering water on the other side of the windows. “My mom’s alive. But yes, I call myself an orphan.”

“Why?” Vivian doesn’t sound as if she feels particularly sorry for Molly. Or horrified. Or weirdly intrigued, the way people can be when they find out about Molly’s family.

Molly’s memories of her mother are a little hazy. When she thinks back, she can recall the smell of their trailer, mildew and cigarette smoke, the way the TV seemed to be on all the time. She remembers pulling open the refrigerator door when it was still big and heavy to her, and rummaging inside to find things to eat—cold hot dogs, maybe some leftover pizza. She’d do that whenever her mother was at work. And sometimes even when she was home.

“I think if you don’t have parents who take care of you, you can call yourself whatever you want,” Molly says.

There is a pause. Then Vivian says, “Fair enough. Tell me about yourself.”

Molly has lived in Maine her entire life. She’s never even crossed the state line. She remembers bits and pieces of when she was a little kid on the reservation on Indian Island—the community center with pickups parked all around, Sockalexis Bingo Palace, St. Anne’s Church. She remembers the cornhusk doll her dad gave her with black yarn hair and moccasins and a long fringed dress that she kept on a shelf in her room. The truth is, she would’ve preferred a Barbie, like the ones donated by charities and doled out at the community center around Christmas. (They were never the popular ones like Beauty Queen Barbie or Cinderella Barbie. Instead they were the kind you find on clearance at Walmart—Hot Rod Barbie, Jungle Barbie.)

But Vivian doesn’t want to hear about toys. Where should Molly start? She knows by now that people don’t want to hear everything. There’s a lot they’d rather not know, and a lot she’d rather not tell.

“Well.” She picks a bit of nail polish off one finger. “I’m a Penobscot Indian on my father’s side. When I was young, we lived on a reservation near Old Town.”

She tells the rest of the story in a few sentences—her mom and dad couldn’t take care of her, so she ended up with Ralph and Dina. She doesn’t mention the car crash that killed her father, how her mom got worse and worse after he died until the caseworker stepped in. There weren’t any foster families on the reservation who could take her, so she ended up getting shuffled around before landing with Ralph and Dina.

“Terry tells me you were assigned some kind of community service project,” Vivian says.

Terry? Oh! Molly realizes. Jack’s mom.

“And she came up with the brilliant idea for you to help clean out my attic. Seems like a bad bargain for you. There’s nothing you’d rather do?”

Molly shrugs again. “I like organizing things.”

“Then you are even stranger than you appear,” Vivian says with a smile. Normally Molly would be offended, but for some reason she isn’t. Is it because there’s nothing in Vivian’s voice to show that she thinks strange is the same thing as bad? Not like the girls at school, the way they look at Molly and whisper “Weird.” Vivian only seems amused by the idea of a sixth grader who likes to tidy things. 

Leaning forward in her chair, Vivian says, “I’ll tell you something. By your definition I’m an orphan, too. So we have that in common.”

Molly isn’t sure how to answer. She’s never met a grown-up who talks about being an orphan. Don’t you have to be a kid to be an orphan? But she has to admit she’s curious. “Your parents . . .” she asks hesitantly, watching Vivian’s face carefully for a sign that she’s saying the wrong thing. “They didn’t take care of you?”

“They tried. There was a fire. . . .” Vivian shakes her head. “It was all so long ago, I barely remember.”

NIAMH

NEW YORK CITY, 1929

Niamh was seven years old when her family took a berth on a ship called the Agnes Pauline, bound for Ellis Island. As Niamh stood on the lower deck outside the dark, cramped rooms, watching the oily water churn beneath the ship, her spirits filled with hope.

People from their village in County Galway were always fleeing to America. In Ireland, potatoes rotted in the fields, and children cried from hunger. Many young men in their village went off to fight the British. Some came back wounded or grimly silent. Some didn’t come back at all.

But in America, people said, there were oranges the size of potatoes, fields of grain waving under sunny skies, houses with water running from faucets and even electric lights. Niamh wasn’t sure all that was true, but she hoped they would at least find a better life, once they arrived.

What they found were the grimy streets of lower Manhattan, a dishwashing job for Da at a pub, and a small apartment on Elizabeth Street for ten dollars a month. There was a bedroom for Niamh and her brothers and sister, an even smaller one for Mam and Da, a kitchen, and a parlor. There was, indeed, a weak electric light that Niamh could pull on with a chain, and a small, stained sink where cold water ran from a faucet. Outside in the hall there was a toilet, one they shared with their neighbors downstairs, an elderly German couple called the Schatzmans.

Da’s paycheck from the pub was barely enough to feed all four children, and Ma seemed listless much of the time. And it was hard to get used to the great crowds of people, all speaking different languages. Surely there were more people on Elizabeth Street than in their entire village back in Ireland. Some of them twisted up their faces or spat in disgust as soon as Niamh opened her mouth and her Irish voice tumbled out.

Even with all of this, she felt hope. It was a chance for a new beginning.





Chapter Two

MOLLY

SPRUCE HARBOR, MAINE, PRESENT DAY

The next Monday, after school, Terry leads the way to the third floor. Vivian moves slowly behind her. Molly brings up the rear.

She still can’t get over the size of the house. Fourteen rooms! For one person! In one of Molly’s past foster homes, there were four rooms for seven people; three were kids younger than Molly. She’d been told on the first day it would be her job to look after them.

She’d lasted a month at that place.

In Molly’s hands are the supplies Terry gave her downstairs—a slippery stack of white garbage bags, a small knife with a plastic handle and a serrated edge, and a notebook with a pen clipped to it. Now Terry reaches the top of the stairs and pauses. “Yikes! Where to start, Vivi?” she asks.

Vivian reaches the top step, clutching the banister. She’s wearing another expensive-looking sweater, gray this time, and a silver necklace with an odd little charm on it.

Standing behind her, Molly peers around. Floor to ceiling, the attic is packed with cardboard boxes. Overhead, pink insulation peeks out between rafters. The only open area is around the narrow windows that let in slivers of natural light and a view of the bay outside.

In one corner Molly spies a long clothes rack covered with a plastic zippered case. Several large cedar chests—how did anyone ever get them up the stairs?—are lined up against one wall, next to a stack of steamer trunks.

Vivian trails her fingertips along some bulging old cardboard boxes. Molly can make out a few labels: The store, 1960. The Nielsens.

“I suppose this is why people have children, isn’t it?” Vivian murmurs. “So somebody will care about the stuff they leave behind.”

Molly tugs her phone out of her pocket and looks at the time. 4:15. She’s supposed to stay until six today, and then come back for two hours twice a week after school, and two hours on Saturday too, until the attic is finished or she’s done her twenty hours. Whichever comes first.

Vivian appears to be in no hurry to get started.

“It’ll be good to clear all this stuff out, Vivi,” Terry is saying. “I’m going to do some laundry. Call if you need me!” She nods to Molly and scuttles down the stairs.

“You look much more like yourself today,” Vivian says when Terry is gone, motioning toward Molly’s black T-shirt. Molly doesn’t know how to respond, so she heads for a window and pulls it open a crack. The attic is stuffy. “How long have all these boxes been here?” she asks.

“I haven’t touched anything since we moved in,” Vivian says. “That was twenty years ago.”

Molly peers at a box close to her. The label says Valuables. How valuable could the stuff be, she wonders, if Vivian hasn’t needed it in all this time?

“Were you ever tempted just to toss it all in a Dumpster?” she asks. From the sharp look Vivian turns on Molly, she realizes maybe she should think before saying the first thing that pops into her head.

But—twenty years! Vivian’s had this stuff for longer than Molly has been alive. And she’s never even looked at it! Tossing it all into a Dumpster doesn’t seem like such an unreasonable idea. Plus it would make her job a whole lot easier.

But as Lori, her social worker, reminds her, you can usually find something good about wherever you are. While Molly waits for Vivian to tell her what to do, she tries to come up with a list of the things that are good, or at least not bad, about being in this attic.

One, she won’t be in trouble with the library anymore for stealing the book.

Two, she might get to stay with Ralph and Dina. Sure, Dina doesn’t like her much—that’s pretty obvious. It was Ralph who wanted to take in a foster kid in the first place. Still, at their house she’s got a bedroom to herself, and the fridge is full of food, and she has her own cell phone, even if Jack’s the only person who ever calls. It could be a lot worse.

Three, if you must spend twenty hours in an attic in Maine, spring is the best time of year to do it.

Four, Vivian is ancient, but she doesn’t seem to be senile.

Five—who knows? Maybe there will actually be something interesting in one of these boxes.

“All right,” Vivian says, smoothing a stray hair back into her tidy bun. “I suppose we should get started.”

NIAMH

NEW YORK CITY, 1929

Maisie sensed it first. She wouldn’t stop crying.

Since Maisie was a month old she had slept with Niamh on her narrow cot. Their room was dark, with no windows; Niamh couldn’t even see her brothers, Dominick and James, six-year-old twins, huddled together on their pallet on the floor.

She sat up on the cot with her back against the wall and held Maisie the way Mam had shown her, over her shoulder. She tried everything she could think of to comfort her, all the things that had worked before: stroking her back, running two fingers down the bridge of her little nose, humming their father’s favorite song. “I have heard the blackbird pipe his note, the thrush and the linnet too / But there’s none of them can sing so sweet, my singing bird, as you.”

But Maisie only shrieked louder.

Only a few weeks after the baby was born, Mam had come down with a fever. She had no more milk for Maisie, so they made do with warm sweetened water, slow-cooked crushed oats, a splash of cow’s milk when they could afford it.

Everyone in Niamh’s family was thin; days went by when they had little more than rubbery potatoes in weak broth for supper. Eighteen-month-old Maisie weighed no more than a bundle of rags in Niamh’s arms.

When Maisie finally stopped sobbing, Niamh held her close and the two of them drifted to sleep.

Mam screamed, and Niamh bolted awake, coughing from the acrid snoke in her nose. Then all was utter confusion.

Mam snatched Maisie from Niamh’s arms and pushed her out into the hall. Da tried to wake James and Dominick, still asleep on the floor of their room. Probably the smoke had stupefied the boys, neighbors said later. Probably Da hadn’t been able to rouse them. And then had not been able to get out himself.

Niamh found herself outside in the fresh, cold air. But Mam, holding Maisie, was not behind her. Maybe she’d turned back to look for Da. Maybe she’d missed her footing and stumbled.

If only Niamh had paid closer attention to why the baby was crying. If only she had realized that more was wrong than the hunger in Maisie’s belly and the sweltering heat of the summer night. Maybe Maisie smelled smoke from the fire before any of the older children. Maybe she sensed, somehow, that danger was coming. If Niamh had listened and tried to understand, she might have been able to save her family.

Da, James, and Dominick had been carried out under white sheets. But men had carried Mam away on a stretcher, and Maisie was with her. There was still hope for them.

That was what Niamh clung to as she lay wrapped in a blanket on the floor of an unfamiliar room. She could hear Mr. and Mrs. Schatzman arguing.

“I didn’t ask for this,” Mrs. Schatzman hissed. “Those Irish! Too many children in too small a space. The only surprise is that this sort of thing doesn’t happen more often.”

This sort of thing, Niamh thought. This sort of thing meant half her family gone.

Somehow she fell asleep, her throat sore from tears and the harsh smoke. In the morning Mr. Schatzman woke her to tell her that he and Mrs. Schatzman had figured out a perfect solution. They would take her to the Children’s Aid Society the next day. There were people there who helped children, he told Niamh. She’d be fed and warm and dry.

“I can’t go,” Niamh said. “My mother will need me when she gets out of the hospital.”

He shook his head. “I’m sorry, child. She won’t be coming back.”

“But Maisie, then—” Niamh began.

“The doctors say that Margaret—that your sister—best not to hope,” he told her awkwardly. He turned away, as if he didn’t want to look at her, didn’t want to see that his words had turned her entire life inside out.





Chapter Three

MOLLY

SPRUCE HARBOR, MAINE, PRESENT DAY

Bending down, Molly scans the labels on the cardboard boxes surrounding her. “Okay, so . . . I guess we start with the earliest first? This one says ‘World War II.’ Is there anything before that?”

“Yes.” Vivian gets to her feet, squeezes between two stacks of boxes, and makes her way toward the cedar chests. She stops near a pile that looks ready to topple at her touch. “The earliest stuff is over here, I think.”

Molly lifts the top box down to the floor. Scrawled on the top in faded marker are two dates: 1929–1930. She takes her knife and pokes through the tape holding the box shut.

Vivian, sitting on a chest, waits patiently as Molly lifts out a mustard-colored coat.

“Mercy sake,” she says. “I can’t believe I saved that coat. I always hated it.”

Molly holds the coat up, inspecting it. It’s sort of a military style with black buttons. The gray silk lining is coming to pieces, and something falls through a disintegrating pocket to bounce on the floor. A penny, dark with age.

Vivian gasps. Her face is pale. Molly looks closely at her, afraid she might have a heart attack or a stroke or something. Doesn’t that happen to old people sometimes? But Vivian just says, a little sharply, “Could you find that, please?”

Molly lays the coat across a box and gets to her hands and knees. She fishes the coin out from under a cedar
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