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Evergreen

 

It’s 1901—a brave new century—and seventeen-year-old Grace Boisvert thinks it’s high time to forget that she’s a dryad; being able to talk to trees just doesn’t seem very useful in the automobile age. A little hair dye to touch up her green roots, and she’s off to join her best friend Alice Roosevelt for a visit to glamorous Newport, RI, with her family’s warnings not to fall for any human boys ringing in her ears.

 

As it happens, the only interesting boy in Newport, Kit Rookwood, clearly prefers Alice to her. But that changes when he and his family unexpectedly follow them to a secluded Adirondack camp to join Alice’s family. Grace finds herself falling in love—and not just with the breathtaking forests.

 

She soon has other worries besides Alice’s growing jealousy. The trees whisper to her of dark, angry shadows emerging from their usual haunts high in the mountains because someone is calling them forth ...but who, and why? Grace will need all of her dryad powers to avert a disaster for her friends once she finds out...but the danger for her is just beginning.
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Chapter One

 

Chestnut Hill, Massachusetts

July 1901

 

“Dorothy? Come help me, won’t you?” Grace Boisvert beckoned to her younger sister from the bathroom doorway. She wore an old brown flannel wrapper, and her long, freshly washed hair dripped down her back. “And stop making all that noise or you’ll wake Grand-mère.”

“Nothing wakes Grand-mère when she’s napping after lunch. Not even me.” Dorothy paused in her headlong gallop down the upstairs hall, brown braids flying—she’d been re-reading Black Beauty for the seventeenth time—and looked bright-eyed at Grace. “What do you want help with? And why don’t you want Grand-mère to know what you’re doing?”

Why couldn’t she have had a less perceptive little sister? Fortunately she’d learned from experience the best way to handle Dorothy: she put a finger over her pursed lips and raised an eyebrow.

It worked every time; Dorothy tiptoed to her. “What is it?” she whispered.

Grace gently closed the door behind them. “I need to do my hair.”

Dorothy perched on the mahogany lid of the toilet. “So why are you doing it while Grand-mère’s asleep?”

“Because I want to try something different.” Grace paused, but it was too late to reconsider. All she could do was hope Dorothy would be interested enough that she wouldn’t tattle. It would be a shame if she did, because this purchase had cost three weeks’ pocket money. She pulled a small, paper-wrapped parcel from one of the deep pockets of her robe.

“Ooh, what is it?” Dorothy craned to see it.

“I got it in town at Jordan Marsh.” Grace unwrapped the parcel to reveal a bottle with an elaborate gilded label.

“‘Mademoiselle’s Secret. For the hair. Used by Famous Parisian Beauties since 1854,’” Dorothy read aloud. “‘The Most Natural Tints Beyond Those Provided by Mother Nature.’” She looked up at Grace. “Why wouldn’t Grand-mère like it? It’s French, isn’t it?”

Grace set the bottle on the marble counter by the sink and picked up her brush. “Yes, but it’s not how she does it. I’m tired of her black-walnut-hull-and-coffee-bean stuff. It smells funny and stains horribly if you get it on your skin. I want to try something modern.”

“Eighteen fifty-four isn’t exactly modern, you know.” Dorothy hopped up, took the bottle, pried the stopper from it, and sniffed. “But it does smell better.”

“Anything smells better.” Grace leaned toward the mirror, peering at her hairline. An eighth of an inch of rich green showed there. She should have done her hair days ago, but guests at lunch three days running had meant disruption to Grand-mère’s nap schedule. “All right,” she said briskly. “Hand me that pail, won’t you?”

Dorothy complied. “When do you think my hair will start to turn green?”

“When it’s ready. Don’t be in a hurry to grow up. It’s a rotten chore, having to dye it all the time. Not to mention wearing corsets and putting up with visits from the red-haired lady every month.” Grace set the pail under the hot water tap in the sink and turned it on, then consulted the bottle of Mademoiselle’s Secret—in “honeyed chestnut,” which she’d chosen in honor of the enormous chestnut tree outside her bedroom window that sang her to sleep every night. “It says one cup per gallon of water—goodness, that’ll be most of the bottle!—and to soak the hair until the desired shade is obtained—”

“What are you supposed to do? Stand on your head in the bucket?” Dorothy collapsed on the floor, snorting giggles.

“Hush!” Grace prodded her with one slippered foot. “Now, let’s see…if we put the pail on the toilet lid, I can sort of bend over it, and you can make sure all my hair is in it and pour the stuff over the back of my head so it gets down to the roots.” Then, because Dorothy was starting to look mutinous, she added, “And I’ll help you do the same when it’s your turn.”

“No you won’t. By the time it’s my turn, you’ll probably be off getting married or something.” Dorothy glowered up at her.

Grace stopped reading the label and looked down at her sister. “Yes, I will. Even if I’m married I’ll come and help you. You know I always keep my promises. Now, let’s see how this works.”

Without another word, Dorothy watched while she mixed the dye and helped her get all her hair into the pail, then carefully poured the liquid over the back of her head where it wasn’t fully immersed.

“What are you using to pour it?” The lapels of Grace’s wrapper had flopped down over her chin and ears, making it difficult to both see and hear. At least if Dorothy got any dye on her brown robe, no one would notice.

“Your tooth glass,” Dorothy said cheerfully. “I hope it won’t stain it. If it does, you can bury it in the trash dump and tell Mum you broke it.”

Grace closed her eyes. You’re the one who asked her to help, Miss Clever Boots.

“At least you don’t have to do what Grand-mère did and rub your forearms with lemons to bleach out the green hair there,” Dorothy continued. “I asked her why she didn’t shave ’em instead, but she said that wouldn’t be ladylike. I don’t see how rubbing ’em with a lemon is, though.”

“Neither do I.” Maybe she should be a blonde instead, and sit in the sun with lemon in her hair. But she’d always dyed her hair brown, and becoming blonde would be far too noticeable. “I wish I knew how long I need to stand like thi—”

“Did I hear the doorbell?” Dorothy paused in mid-pour.

“No, it’s just the ringing in my ears,” Grace muttered. Standing bent over the toilet with her hair in a bucket was starting to make her dizzy.

“I’ll go check.”

Grace heard the clink! of the glass being set on the marble counter and the creak the lower door hinge always made when opening. “Dorothy, get back here!” she called, loudly as she dared. “Rose will answer the door!”

But it was too late. Dorothy was down the hall, shrieking, “Who is it, Rose?” over the banister down to the front hall. So much for Grand-mère’s nap…and her French dye. Grace gathered up her hair and tried to squeeze as much liquid as possible from it, then wiped her hands on her brown robe before the dye could stain them.

Dorothy came thundering back down the hall and flung the bathroom door wide open. “Grace! It’s Alice!”

“Alice?” Grace found a towel and wrapped it around her head, flipping it back as she stood up. “You’re telling tales again, aren’t you? Just like you did that time when you said Dick Aspinwall was at the door asking to take me skating.”

“I’m not!” Dorothy had the grace to look sheepish. “She’s really here!”

“She wasn’t supposed to get here till the day after tomorrow!”

“She said she wanted to surprise you. Come on! She’s dying to see you!”

Grace looked hard at her sister. She appeared sincere… Well, the only way she’d find out was to at least peek over the banister. “Mrs. Lee isn’t here too, is she?” She hastily tipped the pail of dye down the toilet. Dared she flush it? No; Alice—if she was actually here—would hear it and tease her.

“No, just Alice. Come on!” Dorothy was practically dancing a jig. “She don’t care if you’re wearing your old wrapper. She told me so.”

“Never mind—I’m coming up,” an amused voice called from the stairs. “Where are you?”

“In here!” Dorothy danced back out into the hall, gesticulating. Grace grabbed the bottle of hair dye and plunged it into her pocket. The last thing she needed was Alice demanding to know why she was dyeing her hair—as close as they were, there were some things that had to be kept secret—like the fact that Alice’s best friend was a dryad.

“Grace Boisvert! You are still in your robe. Are you just getting up? It must have been quite a party last night. Wish I’d been there.” Alice appeared, dressed for travel in a canvas coat and hat with veil, in the bathroom doorway.

“No parties, goose. I was, er, washing my hair. When did you get here? Why didn’t you tell me you were coming today?” Grace stepped forward to give her a quick hug. “I’m so glad you’re here!”

Alice Lee Roosevelt was her dearest friend. She and Grace had known each other since they were babies and had been inseparable during Alice’s twice-yearly long visits to her maternal grandparents, Mr. and Mrs. Lee, who lived next door. They wrote each other copious letters when Alice was away, and always picked right up where they’d left off when she arrived at the Lees’.

“Must have slipped my mind,” Alice said apologetically, but her eyes glinted with mischief. “I say, it’s not as old and tatty as mine,” she added, holding Grace at arm’s length and scrutinizing her robe.

“I’ll bet you’ve got one made out of ermine and velvet, now that your papa’s the vice-president!” Dorothy said from behind them, sounding awestruck.

“We don’t go in for ermine and velvet robes in America, though I must say I wouldn’t mind it if we did.” Alice sighed. “By George, it’s good to be back, if only for a few minutes, anyway. Life has been a whirlwind—you’ve no idea!”

“Lucky dog. I wish mine were. Let’s go to my room.” Grace tucked her arm in Alice’s and propelled her down the hall. Dorothy seemed ready to follow after them, but a high, imperious voice from the other end of the hall called, “Dorothée!” She pouted, but didn’t dare disobey. When Grand-mère called, you went.

Once in her room, Grace shut the door behind them. “Very well—what’s been so whirlwind-ish?” she demanded. “Have you already been to Washington? Your last letter was from New York.”

Alice threw herself onto Grace’s four-poster bed, careless of her modish hat and duster coat and the ruffled dotted swiss counterpane. “No Washington yet—Mother doesn’t want to bring the children there until the fall. I’ll miss New York terribly—I had such fun there this winter with Aunt Bye!—but Washington will be fun too if I have any say in the matter.” She threw her hand across her brow in mock distress. “I came here directly from the station—well, I stopped to kiss Grandmother first—but I’ve so much to tell you, I don’t know where to start.”

“Why don’t you start with telling me why you’re here two days early and what you meant by ‘if only for a few minutes?’” Grace settled in the low slipper chair by the fireplace grate. This was how they always sat—Alice on her bed, she on the chair. “Aren’t you staying for a regular visit this time?”

Alice rolled onto her side, reaching up with one hand to pull out her hatpin and remove her large hat, now rather crushed. “Almost. I’ve got plans, and you’re going to be part of them.”

“What kind of plans?” Grace knew better than to say an unreserved yes to any of Alice’s plans. Some of her previous ones had earned them scoldings and being sent to bed without supper—not that she regretted any of them, except maybe for the time they’d hidden the chicken in Mrs. Lee’s parlor organ. But Alice had never shirked her share of their punishments.

“Wait till you hear!” Alice sat up. “Grace, how old are we?”

“Seventeen, of course. What does that—”

“Yes, seventeen—and you’ve already graduated from high school. Which means we’re old enough to—to do things!”

“Like what things?”

“Like—oh…” Alice pretended to examine her fingernails. “Like go to Newport this summer? I’ve been invited to spend a few weeks there by a friend of my aunt’s and I said yes, so long as I could bring you with me.”

“Newport!” Grace sat up straighter in her chair. Newport, Rhode Island, was the summer playground of people like the Astors and the Vanderbilts—the richest people in America. Not to mention the most fashionable ones. And she and Alice had been invited to go there— “Oh my goodness, when?  I thought you’d be going to Oyster Bay?”

“Mother and the children are there—that doesn’t mean I must be too. Believe me, Mother and Father don’t miss me in the least.” She grimaced; Grace knew that her relationship with her stepmother was not an easy one. “Sometimes I think they’re glad when I come up here. Oh, Grace, we’ll have such fun! Think of the parties…and the boys!”

Grace had been thinking of them, but she wasn’t sure what to think. Once, boys had simply been playmates—annoying ones at times who taunted because they could run races and climb trees without being encumbered by skirts, but also nice ones who pulled sleds back up snowy hills and reached for apples on higher branches. But that had changed, especially since she’d finished school and started wearing her hair up. Some of them had begun calling her Miss Boisvert instead of Grace and looking at her in a way that made Grand-mère scowl. Would the Newport boys do that too?

“What about boys?” she asked. “Do you like them?”

“They’re more interesting than girls, a lot of the time,” Alice retorted, then grinned. “Present company excluded, of course. They’re fascinating creatures. My cousin Helen and I made a study of them last winter. You can get them to do the most ridiculous things if you want, and they don’t even realize they’re being ridiculous. Haven’t you tried that yet?”

Grace was saved from answering by a knock, followed by Mum poking her head around the door. “May I?” she asked. “When I heard who was here—”

Alice rose immediately and went to her. “It’s lovely to see you, Mrs. Boisvert.”

Mum came into the room and solemnly shook her outstretched hand, then laughed and folded her into a hug. “Just because you’re a young lady doesn’t mean you’re allowed to be formal with me, miss! You’re looking very smart, unlike my daughter wearing the wrapper I thought she’d gotten rid of months ago. Your grandmother said you’d be here today.”

“Why am I always the last to know anything?” Grace couldn’t help muttering crossly. And anyway, Mum knew this was her favorite robe.

“You didn’t ask,” Alice said over her shoulder, then turned back to Mum, wearing her most winsome smile. “Mrs. Boisvert, the most exciting thing’s happened! A dear friend of my aunt Corinne has invited Grace and me to visit her in Newport this summer. Do say you’ll let Grace come with me!”

Mum raised an eyebrow the tiniest bit. “It was hospitable of her to include Grace, but if I haven’t met her, I’m afraid—”

“Oh, but you have! It’s Mrs. George Rennell, and she says you met two years ago at some luncheon or something. She’s writing to you directly—you should get her letter any moment now.” She turned her you-know-you-can’t-say-no-to-me look on Mum again.

Mum’s smile didn’t waver, but Grace could feel her doubt. “Yes, I do remember her, of course, but I’m not sure that Grace is ready for Newport.”

“Of course she’s ready. I am,” Alice said, with the air of having stated an incontrovertible truth.

Mum had the presence of mind not to laugh. “Perhaps, but I worry that she’d find it intimidating. We don’t move in such exalted social circles.”

“Neither do I,” Alice promptly replied. “But your family and mine are far older and more distinguished than the Astors and the Vanderbilts, and they know it. Please, Mrs. Boisvert? Grace, don’t you want to go?”

Grace just managed not to shout yes! at the top of her voice. “May I please go, Mum? I’m sure Mrs. Rennell will take good care of us.” There was no way that she was going to miss Newport.

Mum looked at her doubtfully, but merely said, “Hmm. Well, I should like to discuss it with Grace’s father before I say anything more…and I shall have to receive Mrs. Rennell’s letter too.”

Alice beamed. “Oh, thank you, Mrs. Boisvert! I know we’ll have a lovely time! Won’t we, Grace?”

Mum blinked. “I didn’t say—”

“And then won’t you let Grace come to the Adirondacks with us? Mother is taking us rooms at the Tahawus Club in August before we go to Washington. It will be awfully wholesome, and you’re definitely acquainted with Mother, aren’t you?” She smiled sweetly.

Mum shook her head, but was smiling as she turned toward the door. “I’ll leave you two to your plotting.” She paused in the doorway and looked at Alice. “Your grandmother once said that you could sell boots to a python. I’m beginning to understand what she meant.”

As the door clicked shut behind her, Alice began to mime a victory dance. Grace jumped up and clapped her hand over her mouth before she could start whooping. “She didn’t exactly say yes, in case you didn’t notice,” she murmured.

Alice pushed her hand away. “Don’t worry. We’ll convince her.” She hesitated. “You do want to go, don’t you?”

“More than anything,” Grace said fiercely.

 

* * *

 

After Alice left—she really had only paused to peck Mrs. Lee on the cheek before coming to Grace’s, and had to go back to properly greet her grandparents—Grace returned to the bathroom to check her hair and think about Alice’s invitation.

Mum’s assumption that she “wasn’t ready” to go to Newport with Alice nettled her. She was so ready she could taste it. She unwrapped the towel from around her head and peered at her hairline in the mirror. Ha. No more green. So much for Grand-mère’s old-fashioned ways of—

“Your Alice is gone?”

Grace jumped and half turned, clutching the towel. “Grand-mère! I didn’t hear you come in.”

“Hmm. That is because I haven’t yet.” Grand-mère stepped across the threshold into the bathroom and took the towel from Grace. “You did your hair, I see.” She wore a high-necked black silk dress and a heavy gold chain looped at her waist to hold her watch. The chain was festooned with her collection of charms and fobs. Grace wished she knew how she could walk so silently with all those jangling bits of gold on her.

“Er…yes. I didn’t want to disturb you, but it was past time to do it,” she said.

Grand-mère took her chin between her forefinger and thumb and tilted her face left and right. “You must start doing your eyebrows as well. A few drops, diluted with water, can be brushed on when you dye your hair. Every other time will probably be sufficient.”

“I will next time, Grand-mère.”

She nodded, her green-brown hazel eyes still fixed on Grace’s face. “You are growing up, granddaughter.”

Grace had never been able to figure out how to respond to statements like that. Yes, she was growing up. But she had been for a while now, in case Grand-mère hadn’t noticed. After all, her hair had been growing in green since she was fourteen.

But Grand-mère didn’t seem to need an answer. “It will be time to send you to France soon, I am thinking.”

“France?” Grace jerked her chin from Grand-mère’s hand.

“But of course. It is what we have always planned. You shall go to a finishing school in Paris in the autumn to improve your French and give you a little polish, and then you will be introduced to the dryad families in society there.”

Grace stared at her. “Mum hasn’t said anything about this!”

“No?” Grand-mère frowned. “Hmm. Well, perhaps I should not say anything more.”

Talking back to Grand-mère was never done. Almost never. “When was this decided? Why hasn’t anyone mentioned it to me?”

Grand-mère’s frown grew more pronounced. “Chut! You should have known it would happen. Your dear mother is from one of the few pure-blooded families on this side of the ocean, and there are no male offspring in her family of your generation. If we are to find you a husband, it will have to be in France. In Bretagne, preferably, where you will be able to find a forest worthy of you.”

It suddenly felt as if all the air had left the room. Grace was barely starting to think about boys as something other than playmates, and here was Grand-mère talking about sending her to Brittany to marry one come fall and to settle into her forest. She was so concerned with preserving their family’s lineage—their bloodline as she called it, which made Grace think of prize cattle.

“Grand-mère, I don’t… I’m only seventeen! Why must I be in such a hurry? I’ve been thinking about applying to Wellesley or Radcliffe for next spring, once I’m eighteen—not getting married! And anyway, there must be other dryad families here…and in Italy and Austria and England and Germany—”

“Do not speak to me of Germany.” Grand-mère nearly spat the word, and Grace winced. She should have known better than to mention Germany, which had humiliated France thirty years before in the Franco-Prussian War during which Grand-père had been killed. “We do not know any German families…but what is this?” Before Grace could stop her, Grand-mère had reached deftly into the pocket of her robe and extracted the bottle of Mademoiselle’s Secret. She held it up and read the label. “‘The Most Natural Tints Beyond Those Provided by Mother Nature.’ Hmm.”

Oh, no. Could this go any more wrong? “I can explain—”

But Grand-mère was already unstoppering the bottle. She sniffed it suspiciously, then poured a drop onto her finger and touched it to her tongue. “Ah. Black walnut extract,” she said with satisfaction. “How clever to put it in a bottle, but I am sure it was very expensive. You are better off using my dye.” She handed the bottle back to Grace. “You should get dressed. I believe your mother is having Mrs. Heath over to tea.” She kissed Grace, then sailed out of the bathroom.

Grace looked at the bottle in her hand, then set it down on the counter with perhaps a little more force than was necessary. But she didn’t care if it broke. Black walnut extract…she should have known. There was no escaping what she was, was there? Not even the smallest attempt to be her own person—finding her own way to conceal her green hair—could succeed.

Thousands of years ago, being a dryad had meant something. They had cared for the forests and kept them safe from both men and the stranger, nonhuman things that roamed the world. And even now, being a dryad could still be fun. Grace liked being able to talk to trees, to feel their slow thoughts and listen to their long songs and heal their illnesses. She liked that she could make plants do what she told them—it had been so tempting to make Mum’s roses grow in blue, which she thought would be much prettier than some insipid pale pink, but she certainly would have caught it from her parents and Grand-mère. She liked that she could influence the weather—it never rained when the Boisverts held a garden party—and that she never got lost because she always knew where the sun was.

But she wondered now, at the dawn of the twentieth century, if their dryad magic mattered anymore. Why bother maintaining Grand-mère’s precious bloodlines and keeping themselves apart, in this age of telephones and automobiles? She had to escape Grand-mère and the box she was trying to put her into, had to convince Mum and Papa to let her go to Newport.



 

 


Chapter Two

 

True to Alice’s word, the letter from Mrs. Rennell arrived in the next afternoon’s post. Grace took it from Rose, their parlor maid, and brought it to her mother, who was freshening the flower arrangements in the library.

“It’s Mrs. Rennell’s invitation, I expect. Do tell me about her, Mum.” Grace hung over the back of her mother’s chair as she sat down and pulled out a hairpin to slit open the envelope. “Have you met her?”

“Yes, of course I have…I think. Now if you’ll let me actually read it…” Mum rustled the heavily scented paper a little crossly, then gave in and held it so that Grace could read it as well:

 

My dear Mrs. Boisvert,

Although I cannot hope that you remember the occasion with the same pleasure that I do, I trust you will recall that we were introduced at a luncheon given by my sister-in-law, Mrs. Herbert Townley, two years ago this last May on the opening of Lilac Week at the Botanical Gardens.

 

“Ah. Yes, now I remember her,” Mum said, half to herself.

“What was she like?”

“Very handsomely dressed. She fidgeted a lot, though. She reminded me of a Pekinese that my cousin once had.”

“Oh.” Grace got a mental vision of a small, nervous dog wearing a Worth gown and enormous hat. She continued reading:

 

Though our acquaintance is (regrettably!) but slight, I hope that you will permit me to presume on it to invite your charming daughter to visit me in Newport. Miss Roosevelt, who will be staying with me, especially asked if Miss Boisvert might share her visit. Dear Alice would be heartbroken if her friend could not accompany her, and I should be heartbroken if dear Alice were disappointed. I quite dote upon the poor child, having known her aunt for so many years, and have longed to bring her for a nice, quiet, restful visit— 

 

Grace snorted. If Mrs. Rennell thought dear Alice intended to be quiet and restful in Newport, she’d better think again.

 

—at my cottage. There are such splendid facilities for young people of our class to enjoy themselves here—tennis at the Casino and swimming at the beach club, not to mention concerts and dances to which it will be my pleasure to chaperone them.

 

A thought struck Grace. “Does she have children?”

“Let me see…” Mum knit her brow. “Two, as I recall. She had them rather late, so they’re still small. Younger than Dorothy by a fair amount.”

“Then why is she asking Alice and me to visit her?”

“The fact that Alice’s father is the vice-president of the United States might have something to do with it,” Grace’s father said, coming into the room with the newspaper. He had a tall, well-built figure; all dryads were attractive, though Papa didn’t have to worry about dyeing his hair—only female dryads’ hair grew in green as they approached maturity. Which Grace thought was completely unfair.

“Cynic,” Mum said, smiling up at him.

He paused to kiss both of them before sitting down in the chair on the other side of the fireplace. “No, just being a realist.”

“Do you really think so?” Grace straightened and looked at him.

He unfolded his paper and opened it with a shake, but glanced up at her. “I’m afraid I do. If you’re going to go to Newport—”

“So I am going!” She grinned at him.

“Ahem.” Mum coughed gently.

He sent her an apologetic look, then turned his attention back to Grace. “If you’re going to Newport, you should understand how things are— Oh, good afternoon, Maman. Hullo, Sapling.”

Grand-mère glided into the room, followed by a sulky-looking Dorothy. “I have asked for tea to be brought,” she announced, sitting on the sofa and waving Dorothy to a small, hard chair by a window. “Though I am not sure that Dorothée should be permitted to have any, since she seems to prefer to take her tea in the stable with the horses.”

“Have you been eating oats again?” Mum asked her sternly. Papa hastily raised his newspaper, but not before Grace caught a glimpse of his twitching lips.

“I like ’em.” Dorothy lifted her chin. “If they’re good for the horses, why aren’t they good for me? I’d rather be a horse than a tree any day!”

Grand-mère looked horrified, but Mum laughed. “With a long face and prominent teeth and very large hindquarters? Is that what you’d really rather be? Now, stop giving your grandmother palpitations, and stop eating the horses’ oats. I’ll ask Mrs. Toole to make oatmeal for breakfast for you if you’d like, but I think you ought to beg Grand-mère’s pardon for being rude.”

Dorothy glowered and blew through her lips, sounding exactly like Daisy, her pony. Mum shook her head, and Grand-mère glowered back at her.

“Horses who are badly behaved tend to have riding crops applied to their backsides,” Papa said, emerging from his newspaper. He’d managed to bring his expression under control.

“I’m sorry I was rude, Grand-mère,” Dorothy mumbled, and turned ostentatiously in her chair to gaze out the window.

It was time to change the subject before matters escalated. “Papa, what were you going to say about Newport?” Grace slipped to the floor beside Mum’s chair and sat hugging her knees. Grand-mère sent her a disapproving look.

“Yes, Newport.” He sighed. “It was a prominent port in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, but now its chief trade is in leisure and pleasure. It’s... I don’t know. A fantasy land, where the rich summer in enormous Italian palazzi and châteaux that look like they were exported straight from the Loire valley. Those houses—they call them “cottages” without the least sense of irony—say it all, I think.”

“What do you mean?”

“They’re not real,” Mum said.

Papa nodded. “Exactly. What is a French castle doing on a rocky New England island? Life in Newport is all surface. This Mrs. Rennell happens to have a connection to the daughter of the new vice-president, so she’s trotting her out to show her friends.”

A knock on the door made him pause, and Rose came in with the tea tray, followed by the kitchen maid with a platter of cakes and bread and butter. After they’d left, Grace turned back to her father.

“Isn’t that true about fashionable society anywhere?” she asked. “And what about us? We aren’t human, but we pretend to be. Aren’t we all surface too?”

“We pretend because we must. There’s a difference.” He lifted his hands helplessly. “How can I make you understand? The world is not so either-or, or so black and white.”

“I do not think it is necessary for Grace to go,” Grand-mère said, pouring tea. “Dorothée, bring this cup to your mother.”

Mum accepted it with a wink, which removed some of the scowl from Dorothy’s brow. “No, perhaps not necessary…” she said slowly, after taking a sip.

Grace held her breath.

“…but perhaps advisable. It would be good practice for if Grace goes to France in the fall. After all, she’s just left off being a schoolgirl. Society in Paris, even among our own people, will be more intimidating even than Newport. Don’t you think so, dear?” she asked Papa.

Grand-mère didn’t move, but the set of her shoulders radiated disagreement. “It is too dangerous.”

Papa raised his eyebrows. “That’s a little extreme, don’t you think?”

“No. Grace is too young to go among the humans alone. Especially the frivolous ones of Newport. What if one wants to marry her?”

Mum shrugged. “If one does, we say no.”

“But what if she wants to marry him, eh? No—it is best if she keeps away from human society until she is safely married. She is a lovely girl, of course, as I was”—she patted her hair smugly—“and the young men will take notice. What if it goes to her head? She is only seventeen and her judgment is not yet that of a grown dryad.”

“How old were you when you started thinking about marrying, Grand-mère?” Dorothy asked.

Unexpectedly, Grand-mère flushed an angry red. “I do not see that it is relevant to this discussion. If you cannot hold your tongue—”

“Dorothy, didn’t we promise Mrs. Toole that we’d make gingerbread for dessert tonight?” Grace said, scrambling to her feet. “Please excuse us.” She jerked her head toward the door.

Dorothy didn’t need to be asked twice. “Whew! What’d I say?” she whispered when they were safely in the hall.

“I don’t know.” Grace tucked her shirtwaist more firmly into her waistband. Why weren’t ladies’ clothes more forgiving about sitting on the floor? “Something set Grand-mère off, though, didn’t it?”

“She hates me,” Dorothy said gloomily.

Grace put an arm around her shoulders and led her down the hall. “No. I think she just doesn’t understand you—us. I’ll bet things were awfully different when she was a girl—why, that was a couple of centuries ago.”

“I suppose.” Dorothy looked up at Grace. “So do you think they’ll let you go to Newport with Alice?”

“I don’t know. But I’m going to corner Mum later and try to get a definite answer out of her.”

 

* * *

 

Cornering her mother turned out to be easier than she expected. As they finished their gingerbread with whipped cream at the end of dinner and Rose had begun to clear the table, Mum announced, to no one in particular, “It’s such a lovely evening, I think I’ll go out for a breath of air.”

“The roses need deadheading,” Grand-mère said. “I’ll get my gardening gloves.”

“I was rather in the mood for a game of chess, Maman.” Papa looked at Grand-mère.

Her eyes gleamed, but she replied with careful carelessness, “As you wish.”

Grace waited a few moments until Grand-mère had retired to the library to play chess with Papa—she was a cutthroat player and loved to win—then slipped out the scullery door to the garden to follow after Mum.

It was a lovely night. The sky was cloudless, and the setting sun had painted it a vibrant red toward the west, fading through pink and yellow and into colorlessness in the east. A soft, fitful wind rustled the leaves. No mosquitoes marred the peace; the trees kept them at bay.

Their house was set on several acres, with formal gardens to the front of the house; a faint hint of rose and lily drifted on the breeze from that direction. But beyond the back lawn, itself dotted with tall chestnuts, was what amounted to a miniature forest—her mother’s forest, which she was married to even more deeply than to Papa. Grace found her mother seated on one of the benches scattered under the trees there, waiting patiently with hands folded on her lap.

“I expected you’d want to talk,” she said as Grace approached.

Grace sat down next to her, arranging the folds of her blue silk dress around her feet. Ever since she’d turned seventeen in March, she’d had to dress for dinner every night with Mum and Papa and Grand-mère. Most of the time she liked it, though she occasionally missed eating in the nursery with Dorothy and Cushy—Mrs. Cushman, their old nurse.

“Grand-mère says I must go to France in the fall and get married,” she said, all in a rush. She’d planned a calm, adult-sounding speech to begin this discussion and couldn’t remember a word of it now that the time had come.

Mum sighed. “Yes. I’m rather annoyed with her for bringing it up without consulting Papa or me first.”

“You don’t want me to go, then?”

“I didn’t say that.”

“Then what? Do you have plans for me as well, like Grand-mère?” So much for keeping her voice low and even as she’d planned, but she couldn’t help it. “It would be nice if someone would let me know about them too, since it happens to be my life we’re talking about.”

Mum didn’t scold her for speaking crossly, but took her hand and gave it a squeeze. “We were going to. Grand-mère spoke prematurely because this Newport visit worries her. But there are other choices too. What do you want?”

Grace couldn’t help feeling taken aback. All through dinner she’d rehearsed this conversation in her mind, planning on standing up for her right to have a say in her life…and here was Mum, calmly asking her what she wanted. The annoying thing was that she had no idea what to reply.

“Er…I don’t know,” she mumbled.

“Do you want to marry and settle down to your forest?”

“Well, yes, of course…but not yet. I’d thought about college next year, maybe. If Sandy can, why can’t I?” Her older brother, Alexander, who was visiting friends in Canada that summer, had just finished his first year at Harvard.

“Would you like to travel, too? We could go to the Continent for a few months—have our own little grand tour. Or maybe—”

“I want to go to Newport with Alice,” Grace interrupted. “Can’t I do that first, before we decide on anything else?”

Mum leaned back against the oak tree they sat under, and Grace realized it was one of her especial pets. She ran her hand across its bark in greeting and felt its slow, sleepy—the sun had nearly set, after all—greeting in return.

“I’m not sure,” Mum finally said. “All of the not-very-complimentary things your father said about Newport are true. On the other hand, I can see why you’d want to go. I would have too, at your age.”

“So?” Grace asked, expectantly.

“So…” Mum sighed again. “I’m not your age anymore. I’m much older and much more experienced, and I’m your mother. And I want to protect you from being hurt if I possibly can.”

“Why should going to Newport hurt me?”

She could feel Mum’s eyes on her in the twilight. “I know what happens in places like Newport in the summer. What if what Grand-mère is so worried about comes to pass, and you fall in love with a human boy?”

“Oh, really, Mum!” Grace cringed. Why was everyone thinking she was about to fall in love with the first male creature to cross her path?

Under her hand, which still rested on the tree, she felt a slow ripple of amusement. You are a young animal, and that is what young animals do in the warm of the year, the oak said to her.

“Not this young animal, thank you,” she said firmly. “And the way Grand-mère goes on about no drop of human blood ever coursing through the veins of a Boisvert—it’s positively Gothic.”

“You know we couldn’t approve of your marrying a human, at least while you are young,” Mum continued. “What you choose to do after that is up to you, though we would never recommend your doing so. We live so long—what would it be like to know that your husband will age and die long before you ever reach that stage of your life? What about revealing what you are? It would be unfair to wait until after you’re married to tell him that you aren’t human, and unsafe to tell him before. What of children?  You know that most children of dryad-human marriages don’t survive past their first weeks. We are too different to breed well together. And finding your forest—will a human understand your need for that too?”

“I’m not planning on marrying one—”

“I’m sure you aren’t, but do you truly understand what it means? Could you watch five out of six of your babies die? Or watch your husband grow old and feeble while you are still in your prime—or grow feeble too early yourself if you do not find your grove to settle in? No, don’t answer,” she said as Grace opened her mouth. “You can’t understand yet. But you need to keep it in mind as you go out into the world.”

“I will.” Honestly, did they all think she had pine needles for brains? “But I wish Grand-mère would remember that it’s the twentieth century. Just because Grand-père died young—”

“I would ask you to remember that Grand-mère lost both her husband and her forest,” Mum said, her voice stern. “She was lucky to get out of Alsace alive with your father. An experience like that leaves scars; she wants to protect you from being hurt as well. And if I’m going to be honest, I agree with her, at least partly. What’s keeping me from agreeing wholeheartedly is that there are other kinds of hurt.”

“Like what?”

“Like the hurt of wondering what you’ve missed. It can make for a bitter old age.” Mum shook her head and looked down at her hands.

Grace sat up straighter. “Mum?” she asked tentatively.

“What? Oh.” Mum gave a small chuckle. “No, not me. I’m very happy that I married your father and settled here. But I’ve seen others.”

Grace’s head had begun to ache. She twisted on the bench to rest the side of her head against the tree and felt it reach out to her to soothe away the pain. “Thank you,” she murmured, then said more loudly, “Mum, I know what you’re saying is important. But right now, I don’t want to fall in love or get married or find my grove. I just want to go to Newport with Alice and have fun.”

“I know, dear.” Mum spoke hesitantly. “And I think I’m prepared to risk your getting hurt one way in order to prevent your getting hurt in the other.”

Her headache vanished. “Then I can go?”

“So long as you promise us that you’ll be careful—and not only about young men.”

Grace was too happy to bother pointing out that she’d gone through years of school with humans and had never had a problem. “I will—oh, Mum, thanks! And can I go with Alice to the Adirondacks too? That will be, uh…safer than Newport, won’t it?”

“I expect it will.” Mum rose. “I should go and write Mrs. Rennell so we can catch the morning post. And we’ll have a lot of work to do with your wardrobe. You’ll need some more day dresses and suits and a couple of evening dresses, I expect, and some hats. We’ll have to go into town first thing tomorrow—” She stopped, and looking down at Grace, held out her hands. “Oh, sweetheart, you will be careful, won’t you? You’re such a lovely girl, and humans tend to be strongly drawn to us—very strongly,” she added. “I’m afraid some boy will fall at your feet and—”

Grace took her hands and squeezed them gently. “I promise,” she said quickly, both to reassure her and stop her from saying more. It was… Well, what did one say to things like that?

Mum smiled and squeezed back, then turned to make her way through the deepening dusk to the house. A few late fireflies lit up in greeting as she passed.

Grace hugged herself. “I’m going!” she murmured.

Why do you wish to leave here? the tree behind her asked. Is this not where your roots are sunk? It sounded forlorn.

Grace leaned back against its trunk. Talking was always easier when she could touch the tree. “Yes, my roots are here, but…” She reached up and patted the place where one of the tree’s limbs began to branch off from its trunk. “But I have to grow too, just like you grow. Only my growing means I have to move around first. One day I’ll plant my roots somewhere, like Mum has. But not yet.”

A feeling of doubt was plain under her hand. I know it is the way of humans. But you are kin to us as well. What if you forget that out there?

She stood up abruptly. Sweet Yggdrasil, was she going to be lectured by everyone today? “I’m getting chilly. Good night.” She patted the tree again and walked back through the deepening dusk toward the lights of the house, then broke into a skip. She was going to Newport!



 

 


Chapter Three

 

The next two weeks passed in a blur of shopping: trips to the dressmaker, more trips to the dressmaker, visits to the milliner and to the glove and stocking counters at Jordan Marsh. Mum had been determined that she should have a wardrobe that would pass muster in Newport, rather to Grand-mère’s disapproval.

Not that any of it—not even the dark blue wool bathing dress or the modest evening party frocks (blue chiffon, a pink taffeta that looked like rose petals, and two in obligatory white, one lace, one shantung silk)—were at all risqué or extravagant. Nevertheless, Grand-mère’s disapproval had been constant, right up to the moment Papa and Mum and Alice’s grandparents established them in a first-class compartment on the train to Newport, then stood waving goodbye on the platform as the train slowly chugged out of Boston’s elegant new South Station.

Alice was already rummaging through the picnic basket Mum had handed them as they boarded. “Oh, good. Fried chicken. And sandwiches and lemonade. And cake! I’d forgotten what good picnics your Mrs. Toole packed. I think there’s enough here for a trip to Chicago, never mind two or three hours to Newport.”

“They don’t want us leaving the compartment to go to the refreshment car. I’m surprised my grandmother didn’t demand we bring a chaperone.” Grace studied her reflection in the plate glass of the window as they passed under the shadow of a warehouse. Her new hat was just the thing—a dark tan straw adorned with puffs of gathered ivory ribbon, not too large, and tipped down toward her forehead at precisely the right elegant angle. It complemented her tan poplin walking suit and ivory silk shirtwaist perfectly.

“Well, honestly, there’s two of us. We can chaperone each other.” Alice grinned around the drumstick she’d started munching. “Of course, I’m not sure I’d trust myself to chaperone anyone.”

Grace laughed. “Do you trust me to chaperone you?”

“Not a bit. We’re going to have fun, I tell you! There won’t be anyone to tell us not to.”

To be fair, no one had ever really told them they couldn’t have fun, but… “What about Mrs. Rennell?”

Alice wrinkled her nose. “Well, she can tell us, but we don’t have to listen.”

Grace blinked. That didn’t sound like the Alice she knew; the pair of them had been…”enterprising” was the word Papa used to describe some of their escapades, but never defiant. “What will your parents have to say about that?”

“Frankly, I don’t care. We’re practically grown-ups by now, aren’t we? And anyway, I’m the cuckoo in their nest, so why should they care what I do? Sometimes I wonder why they didn’t leave me with my aunt after they got married, but Mother decided she had to be the perfect stepmother and take me in. I’m always on the outside looking in. Well, I’m tired of that. From now on, I’m looking out instead. They’d better look out too. I’m ready to find my own way…which means having fun!” She took a large bite of chicken.

Grace knew all this already—how Alice’s mother had died when she was born and Mr. Roosevelt had left her to his sister to bring up. But there was an edge of bitterness in Alice’s voice that hadn’t been there before. It wasn’t the first time she’d notice it; it had appeared several times while they were getting ready to leave for Newport, and even Mum had commented that Alice seemed “off” somehow. It made her glad she was going to be with Alice for this adventure.

“So,” she asked casually, “what kind of fun did you mean to have?”

“Oh, you know. What we used to do when we were kids—running around having larks. But we’re not supposed to do that now that we’re proper young ladies.” Alice pretended to fan herself with her drumstick. “It’s a frightful bore.”

“I want to be somewhere I haven’t before,” Grace said. “There’s not much I haven’t done or seen already in Chestnut Hill. I want to see new places. New people.” Mum didn’t like to leave her trees for long, and Papa always did what Mum wanted.

“Poor thing.” Alice























































“I do hope you’re right— Oh, here we are,” Mrs. Rennell said brightly as the carriage stopped in front of a long, two-storied building with multiple gables. It looked like a row of shops—striped canvas awnings over windows filled with goods were all that Grace could see as she climbed down to the street—but Mrs. Rennell led them past these to a broad arch which led to a covered passage, like a tunnel through the building. A second later, they emerged in a different world.

A large oval courtyard of perfectly manicured lawn spread out like a green velvet carpet before them; at its center, a fountain splashed. A clock tower rose to their left, and on either side, wings enclosed the oval of grass. Opposite them stretched a covered, crescent-shaped arcade, and beyond the arcade Grace could see more manicured grass.

“There! What do you think of our little club?” Mrs. Rennell asked, shepherding them along a paved walk to steps leading up to the arcade. A breeze blew through the trellises that formed its walls, fluttering the ivy that grew up it. Large oval openings looked out across the lawns, which Grace could see were traversed by curving paths that passed tennis courts chalked into the grass.

Grace let Alice make the appropriate responses and gazed out across the space, where here and there young trees shaded the path. The sight of them scattered about, separate from each other, reminded her that she was alone here, far from anyone of her kind…but wasn’t that why she was here? To see new places and meet people other than her family? She hadn’t expected, though, that meeting new people would somehow make her feel more alone. The trees looked sad to her, as trees planted for landscaping purposes rather than growing naturally always did. Maybe they would talk to her if she spoke to them.

“It’s, er, so lovely—can’t we go for a little walk?” she asked, interrupting Alice. “We’ve been cooped up in the train so long, some fresh air would be nice.”

Mrs. Rennell blinked. “Well…yes, certainly you may. I’ll run inside and see if they can’t give us a table for lunch in the cafe. Miss Roosevelt?” She took firm hold of Alice’s arm. Alice rolled her eyes but let her lead her away.

Grace descended the stairs from the arcade. The sun was hot on her shoulders and she wished she’d brought a parasol; instead of making her tanned, too much sun made her dryad skin more greenish. Maybe she shouldn’t have been so quick to shoo those clouds away. She paused, then started down the path unwinding like a ribbon across the grass. A group of white-flannel-clad men with tennis racquets on their shoulders stumped cheerfully down the path ahead of her on their way to a court, while others were making their way slowly back toward the Casino, laughing and obviously rehashing their game.

“Ahh!”

An agonized, high-pitched cry made Grace turn. A boy in a navy blue jersey and gray knickers sprawled in a heap at the bottom of the stairs she had just come down. Tennis balls scattered in every direction, and a wire bucket rolled crazily to a stop past him—a ball boy, evidently, who’d tripped down the stairs.

Grace started toward him—he looked to be no older than nine—but at that moment a tall young man, hatless and dressed in white flannels and a white knitted vest and shirt with the sleeves rolled up his tanned forearms, leapt gracefully down the stairs. He landed like a panther in the grass next to the boy.

“Here, Master Peewit,” Grace heard him say, as he lifted the boy to his feet and held him by the shoulders to steady him. “You’re not broken, are you?”

“N-no, sir,” the child quavered, digging his knuckles into his eyes to try to stop his tears.

“Brave lad! But just because we call you after a bird doesn’t mean you can fly down steps, you know.” He softened his scold with a wink.

This elicited a faint smile. “You just did, sir.”

“Ah, but I know how to fly, you see.” The young man surveyed him. “You’re looking a little worse for wear.” He whisked an immaculate handkerchief from his pocket and gave the boy’s face a quick scrub. “There. That will do until we can pick up all the balls. Then you can run back inside and have Mrs. Soares in the kitchen check those scraped knees—”

“But the gentlemen there’ll be wantin’ ’em, sir!” the boy protested, pointing at the foursome, now nearly out of sight on one of the meandering paths.

“I’ll bring them to them. You go along to the kitchen. I’ll bet there might be a sausage roll or two on hand. They’re capital for staving off the lingering effects of falls, I hear.” He gave the boy a flashing white smile, startling in his tanned face, that made Grace’s heart begin to beat a little faster, then fetched the bucket and started to pick up balls.
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