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			Chapter 1

			Someone was smoking a cigarette. I sniffed, and spikes of pain started at my chin and shot through the top of my head. Oh God, make it stop, and I promise I’ll never touch another drop of tequila. Being another year older was bad enough—did I have to be punished for it, too? My nose twitched as the smoke teased my nostrils and caressed my olfactory nerves. I’d quit a month ago, but the longing for a cig came roaring back.

			With my eyes still closed, and my head nailed to the pillow, I had one coherent thought: This is supposed to be a smoke-free hotel. As far as I knew, it was also bird-free, but the chirps and twitters assailing my ears were clearly coming from feathered creatures. Then again, it’s Atlantic City. Maybe the birds were part of the hotel show. Ever so slowly, I slid my hands from under the covers and cupped them over my ears.

			“Please, birdies,” I whispered. “Stop singing.” Geez, they sounded close enough to be in my room. I exhaled, yoga style. C’mon, Tess, time to open your eyes. You can do it. Actually, I couldn’t, as my lashes were glued together. (Had I slept in my make-up? Not a good sign.) Still covering my ears against the piercing bird song, I fluttered my left eyelid and squinted.

			Big, fuchsia-colored roses seemed to scream at me from the wall. And sun—blinding, eyeball-searing sun—streamed in through an uncovered window. And not a hotel window bolted shut and draped to keep out that awful light, but a wooden one with glass panes. And across the top, a ruffly white curtain.

			Okay, not my hotel. So where was I? My empty stomach grew queasy; I wouldn’t have gone home with a stranger. Though I did remember a cute blond guy playing the slots next to me, but it was all so … blurry. I eased open the other eye. Across the room was a vanity table draped in more white ruffles. Somehow, I doubted the blond guy lived here.

			This place was obviously some kind of historic inn or something, but that still didn’t explain how I’d gotten here. I looked down at the sheets, also decorated with roses. Only these were little yellow ones. Somebody sure liked her florals.

			“So weird,” I muttered. As my head began to clear, I wondered if Liz knew I was here. She has to, I thought. We tell each other everything. Elizabeth Cho has been my bestie ever since we got caught sneaking cigarettes in seventh grade. We’ve always had each other’s backs, and if she thinks I’m missing, she’s worried sick right now.

			Hands shaking, eyes half closed, I felt around for my phone, but my fingers landed on a string of beads. I let go of the necklace and blinked hard, trying to ignore the little flashes of pain behind my eyes. Next to me was an old-fashioned nightstand; on it was a lamp with a frilly pink shade, an analog alarm clock ticking loudly, and the “necklace,” which had a cross hanging from it. A face stared at me from a black-and-white photo. I shifted closer, peering at a guy with slicked-back hair, thick brows, and dark-lashed eyes. Across the bottom of the picture was a name, signed in blue ink. I frowned at the image. Who the hell was Tyrone Power? Was he someone’s boyfriend? Or part of the décor?

			Hangover and rubber legs be damned, I had to get moving and find my phone. But before I could get a big toe out from under the covers, a knock sounded at the door. I sat up in the strange bed, holding my throbbing head as though it were a soft-boiled egg.

			“Tess? Are you awake yet?” The voice on the other side of the door had a slight Irish brogue. “Can I come in, then?”

			“Yes,” I croaked. Whoever she was, she knew my name. Despite the sunlight, the room was chilly, and I huddled under the cotton blankets as the woman bustled in holding a small tray. I sniffed coffee and toast, and when she set it down on the nightstand, my stomach gurgled audibly.

			“Now,” she said, wiping her hands on her apron, “we served breakfast some time ago, and when you didn’t come down, I knew you’d be oversleepin’ again. Your auntie will have my hide and your own if you don’t get down to that kitchen.” She crossed her ample arms and sent me a stern look. “You know we don’t serve anyone in their rooms, guests or otherwise, but Carolina insisted I bring you your coffee. Said you’re no good without it.”

			I looked up at a broad-shouldered woman in a green housedress. Over that was an apron in a loud, orange-and-green pattern of forks and spoons. Her thick white hair, twisted into a bun, was bright against her weathered skin. Her small dark eyes gave the impression of two raisins set in a gingerbread face. I’d never seen her before in my life.

			“Sorry, Mrs. Flaherty.” How did I know that? It surely must have been her name because she didn’t correct me. I sat up quickly, my mouth hanging open in shock, and the blankets slipped to my waist.

			Mrs. Flaherty took a step closer to the bed and narrowed her eyes at me. “Just what are you wearing, missy?” What was I wearing? I glanced down at the cursive “T” stitched on the pocket of my favorite monogrammed PJs. Expensive ones. And why did she care? I opened my mouth to answer, but Mrs. F got there ahead of me. “They’re silk,” she hissed. “And black, for the Lord’s sake.”

			“Uh huh,” I said slowly, wondering if she commented on the nightwear of all her guests. Still, I pulled the blankets up to my chin.

			“Best not let your auntie see them. Don’t know how in the world you afford such things,” she grumbled. “Eat up quick now, and bring down that tray when you’re through.”

			“Okay,” I whispered. I stared at the door she closed behind her, trying to clear my fuzzy head. I must have come here last night. How else could I have known her name? I looked again at the old-fashioned room, way more shabby than chic. Not a historic inn, but maybe a bed and breakfast. Some weird Air BnB? But why was I here when I had a perfectly good hotel room? One with working heat and nice dark drapes.

			I kicked off the covers and swung my legs over the side of the bed. Caffeine was exactly what I needed, and lots of it. I lifted the pink coffee cup—Mrs. Flaherty seemed to have a weakness for the color—and the first sip was a revelation. Deep and dark, this stuff was the real thing. I tasted cocoa and earth notes, and refused to spoil the flavor with milk and sugar. By the third slug, my head was improving, and I took a bite of toast. The bread was sliced thick and slathered in butter; it smelled heavenly and tasted homemade. I bolted down the food and finished the coffee in one gulp. Okay, I thought, find phone, purse, clothes. Call Liz before she reports you missing. But first I had to hit the bathroom, big time.

			I jumped from the bed, my head banging in rhythm with my feet hitting the floor. I’d better get in there. Zia will kill me if I’m late. As I reached for a towel hanging on the back of the door, I stopped dead, my feet burning two holes in the linoleum. Where the hell did that come from? “Zia” was Italian for aunt, but it wasn’t a word I ever used. Hadn’t Mrs. Flaherty referred to my “auntie”? Except that neither of my parents had siblings. And the only aunt they’d ever mentioned died years before I was born.

			I pressed my palms against my temples. This was no ordinary hangover. I was having a blackout. Or possibly a psychotic episode. But the floor under my feet felt solid, and my full bladder was sending an unmistakable message.

			I crept out the door into an empty hallway, getting a whiff of bacon and toast, along with the elusive odor of that cigarette. I automatically turned left and stopped at a white door that looked the same as every other in the hallway, but somehow, I knew it was the bathroom. I knocked lightly and entered a pink and black tiled room. What was with all the pink? I bolted the door and sat down with relief on yes, a pink toilet.

			I washed my hands at a vintage sink complete with vintage toiletries: a glass bottle of Jergens Lotion and a bar of Ivory soap. Did they buy this stuff on Ebay? A cabinet over the sink had an etched, cloudy mirror—but one clear enough to reflect the ravages of last night’s tequila-fueled activities.

			Golly, Tess, you need to freshen up. I blinked. Who says “golly”? Who even thinks it? My head’s still fuzzy, I thought. Gotta shake this off. I used a corner of the towel to wash my face and scrub the raccoon smudges from under my eyes. I ran my tongue over my teeth—yuck—and opened the cabinet in hopes of mouthwash. But there were only a couple of wooden toothbrushes that looked like they’d been used to scrub the sink. And a small, dented tin that bore the label “Brite White Tooth Powder.” I dumped some into my hand and wet my finger; it was like cleaning my teeth with minty chalk.

			Historic or not, I thought as I closed the bathroom door, this place is a mausoleum. One that, strangely, seemed to allow smoking. I shivered, despite the stuffy heat of the hallway. Back in the room, I pulled the door shut behind me and drew the bolt across it. “Pull it together, Mancini,” I muttered. “And find that phone.”

			I opened the drawers of the nightstand, but they were empty except for a Bible and some mystery paperbacks. I dropped to my knees and searched around the bed. Tucked under it were some old movie magazines, but nothing else. Where was my phone? My purse? I needed some way to pay for this strange little room. There was also no sign of my bag with a change of clothes. Just what had I done last night?

			Try to remember. Try. I stood in the quiet room and closed my eyes, but the scenes from the previous night were still hazy. So I started from the beginning—the morning of my thirty-fifth birthday, March 31. I’d awakened in my apartment outside Princeton, a little bummed that I was now an Elder Millennial. Still, I tried hard not to do the “take stock” thing. How thirty-five is a milestone of some kind, and Tess Mancini, what have you achieved? No husband or kids, my mother would say. A career I love, I would answer. A place of my own. Friends, but no man at the moment. And I’m good with all of it, I thought.

			Then I’d gone for a run, grabbed a coffee, and showered. I texted Liz to confirm our time. I was packing for AC when I got a call from my boss, the editor-in-chief of the Central Jersey Journal.

			“Norman, it’s my birthday,” I’d whined into the phone, sounding like a ten-year-old. Which I most definitely was not. “Why are you calling me? I’m not even supposed to be working today.”

			“Grace Holden died this morning,” he said. “At age a hundred, if you can believe it. Imagine what she saw over the course of a century! Anyway, I’m assigning you the profile. And I want you to focus on her early days. Sort of a tribute, you know? From one lady crime reporter to another?”

			“Seriously? ‘Lady crime reporter’? What century are you living in?”

			“I don’t need your lip, Mancini.” An award-winning journalist and exacting editor, Norman was a smart guy, but Old School in a lot of ways. Half the time he sounded like he was repeating dialogue from a black-and-white movie. “But I do need you to come in and get this file,” he continued.

			“I’m about to leave for Atlantic City. Can’t you just email me the press kit?”

			He let out a long-suffering sigh. “This file’s more than a press kit. It’s got clippings, photos, reproductions of correspondence. Hells bells, kid, they’re artifacts you can actually hold in your hands.”

			“And no one bothered to scan them?” I huffed. “I’d rather look at them on a screen.”

			“Just come in and get the stuff. It’s everything you need to write a great profile of a great lady.”

			“A great woman, Normie.”

			“You kids today,” he muttered before hanging up.

			Hah, I thought as I drove to the newspaper office. At thirty-five, I’m a kid no more. But even if my carefree days are behind me, I told myself, I’m taking one more day and night to party like it’s 1999. After stuffing the packet of notes into my work bag, I headed back home, where Liz picked me up. I kept the folder handy, thinking I’d look at the Grace Holden stuff on the ride. But as it was much more fun to chat with Liz and sing along with Rihanna, I didn’t read a word.

			We checked into one of the new AC resorts late in the afternoon, had an early dinner, and hit the bar soon after. I’d won some money on the slot machines, and the blond guy started buying us tequila shots. The rest was just an alcoholic blur of spinning roulette wheels and sparkly casino lights. And then a blank.

			I didn’t remember going back to the hotel room. And I certainly didn’t remember coming here. I plopped down on the bed and stared at the photo on the nightstand. I’d seen his face on one of the old movie magazines—maybe Mrs. F had a crush?

			“Well, Tyrone? You gonna give me a hand, or just sit there looking pretty?” I picked up the rosary beads; they looked old, just like everything else in the room. I ran my thumb over the cross. If I remembered how to say these, I might just give it a go. I let out a giant sigh and shook my head. What is wrong with you, Tess? You’re a damned investigative reporter. So investigate.

			I started with the vanity table. There were a couple perfume bottles, but no brands I recognized. Everything had that old-fashioned look Mrs. Flaherty clearly cultivated. There was a tortoise shell brush and comb, both engraved with a “T.” (Also my initial, and another weird detail to file away.) Inside the top drawer were some old school bobby pins, metal hair clips, and a brown hair net. Stuff my grandma would have used. Wasn’t this taking atmosphere just a bit far? What sort of strange time warp had I landed in?

			I moved on to the closet and swung open the doors. In front of me was an array of vintage dresses worthy of a museum exhibit. “Wow,” I said, and gingerly slid the satin-covered hangers along the rack. Similar in style, they all had tailored waists and full, gathered skirts. Some were floral prints that looked like the wallpaper; others were of heavier fabrics, but all were good quality. And kind of cool looking. My favorite was a snappy tweed suit with a little peplum jacket giving me Girl Reporter vibes. Huh, I thought, some vintage stuff has a kind of appeal. But what were all these clothes doing here? It seemed a bit creepy, as though someone left this room untouched for decades. I lifted the sleeve of the tweed jacket and sniffed. I caught the faint odor of mothballs, but the fabric smelled clean, not musty.

			I let the sleeve drop from my hand. I think I’ll wear the blue poplin. I plucked a dress from the center of the rack and hung it on the door. And my red ankle straps. I reached for a battered shoe box on the shelf above my head and set it down next to me. And the navy beret. Mechanically, my arm sought a high, round box. Inside, set in tissue paper, was a small blue hat. With trembling hands, I put the top back on the box and stared at the blue dress, fighting the urge to weep.

			“Oh God,” I whispered, “I am having thoughts that aren’t my own.” This was no blackout; I was losing my grip on reality. Squeezing my eyes shut, I struggled against a rising tide of panic. Enough, I thought, I’m getting the hell out of here. I closed the closet door and turned to the dresser. I pulled open drawers wildly, certain my phone would be in one of them. But it wasn’t, nor was my wallet, or any of my clothes. But someone’s clothes were in here—more specifically, someone’s underclothes.

			The bras were nested with their conical cups pointing straight up, like a row of fabric birthday hats. Mostly white, one beige, and a black one that looked like a leftover from Madonna’s Blonde Ambition tour. I lifted one out by its strap using one finger, almost afraid to touch those monster cups. The second drawer held a variety of elasticized belts, probably to hold up stockings, but I didn’t like to think about what the others might be for. There were also girdles, slips, and foundation garments that made Spanx seem downright comfortable. Did some old lady live in this room? Or was it a shrine to someone?

			I decided to check the clothes again, and when I slid my hand into the pocket of the tweed suit, I found a faded green press pass. Across the top, in a Gothic font, were the words “Atlantic City Herald.” It was dated 1955. But if you took away the dark lipstick and old-fashioned hairdo, the face looking back at me was eerily familiar. And under that photo was a name.

			Mine.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			The card fluttered from my fingers and dropped to the floor. It was a coincidence; it had to be. “Mancini” is a common name in New Jersey. And though our first names were the same, she spelled “Teresa” with an H. I tried not to think about the resemblance between me and the owner of the press pass. Or the fact that we were both reporters.

			I picked up the card, looking again at the woman’s face. On closer inspection, I could see the differences. Her cheeks were fuller, her brows heavier, her teeth less straight than my own. Well, they would be, right? This woman lived in a time before orthodontics was the norm for every twelve-year-old. I tucked the card back into the pocket of the suit, hesitant to touch the fabric.

			I knew, of course, that I was ignoring the obvious. That the owner of this room and these clothes could well be a relative. Years ago, we’d had family in Atlantic City. But by now this Mancini woman would likely be very old—or very dead. Yet her things hadn’t been touched. I shivered, both from the chill in the room and the one that was making its way up my spine. I had to get out of there, and I couldn’t do it in pajamas.

			I yanked open the second dresser drawer, where I found a red cardigan decorated with sequins across the yoke. Hideous, but it would have to do. I unbuttoned my pajama top with dismay, knowing it was either put on one of those birthday hat bras or wear itchy wool next to my bare skin. I grabbed the beige one; it fit across the back, but I barely filled those cups. I buttoned the sweater and stared down at the two giant cones sticking out from my chest. Well, I thought, Liz will get a laugh out of this. Assuming I can find her.

			A pair of granny bottoms in the same beige provided the rest of my undergarments. “Does this chick even own any pants?” I asked the air. The answer came in the form of a pair of jeans at the back of the bottom drawer. Dark blue and stiff as cardboard, they were too full in the waist and hips. I didn’t have time to look for a belt, but I needed something to put on my feet. The voice was clear and bell-like: I can always grab Val’s boots from the kitchen.

			“Please stop,” I whispered, my lips quivering. “Please stay out of my head.” I would be okay once I got out of this time capsule I’d stumbled into. And this room, I thought with a shudder, that likely belonged to a dead woman. One who appeared to be haunting me.

			Clutching my pajamas, I stood in the doorway, staring from one end of the hall to another. Two staircases, and somehow, I knew which one to choose. The smell of bacon grew stronger as I reached the bottom step. I pushed open the door, relieved to find the kitchen empty. I was unsurprised to see an ancient porcelain stove against one wall, on top of which were a couple of cast iron skillets.

			Beyond this room were voices, the clank of silverware, the sounds of chairs scraping along the floor. Other guests, presumably. I grabbed a brown and black plaid jacket from a wooden peg on the door. A man’s coat, it swam on me, but like the red sweater and pointy bra, my only choice at the moment. I threw it on and shoved my PJs into the right-hand pocket, where I found a pack of cigarettes. And quickly pulled my hand away from temptation. A pair of green Wellies stood against the wall. I slipped my bare feet into the cold rubber and took one step toward a back door that led to the yard.

			I jumped when I heard a sharp voice from behind me. “What is wrong with you? Going out in dungarees and that old jacket? You best not let Miss Netta see you tricked out like that.”

			“Oh, Carolina—” I turned to face a slender Black woman in her mid-to-late forties. Her hair was smoothed back tightly from her forehead into a low bun. She had high cheekbones and naturally arched brows, framing nearly black eyes. Despite the fine lines etched into her face, this woman was a beauty. A beauty undiminished by the olive drab housedress, sensible shoes, and the same ugly knife-and-fork apron Mrs. Flaherty had worn.

			Her eyes narrowed with suspicion; she frowned, deepening the lines across her forehead. She put her hands on her hips, took a step toward me. “Tess?”

			“Yes?” I answered. So this one knew my name, too. But I had also known hers, right down to the pronunciation: Car-oh-LIGH-nah. Like the states. I eyed the kitchen door. Just six quick steps and I’d be out of this wax museum for good. I’d get a cab to the hotel, find Liz, and run the hell back home.

			Carolina peered at me, studying my face, then my hands. She pointed. “What happened to your red fingernail polish?”

			I don’t know who you think I am, I was about to say, but other words escaped my mouth instead. “Oh, I took it off. I decided to try this pink instead.”

			She pointed to my head. “And that hair hasn’t been done.”

			I pushed my bangs across my forehead, thinking I’d just go along with this crazy scene I was playing. “I know. I’m kind of a mess. I’m just running out to … to buy a newspaper.”

			“Why do you need to buy a newspaper when you work for one?”

			I smiled nervously. “Gotta make sure nobody scoops me.”

			“Uh huh.” She raised an eyebrow in my direction. “I s’pose you had fun at your birthday celebration last evening, yes?”

			“I… yes—”

			“I figure you must have,” she interrupted, “as no one heard you come in.”

			That makes two of us, because I don’t know when the heck I landed in this madhouse. I stared at the stranger standing in front of me. I’d never seen her before in my life, yet we knew each other’s names. She’d known it was my birthday. She and the Irish lady, Mrs. Flaherty, both recognized me—or thought they did. Possibly this Netta person also thought she knew me, but I didn’t plan to hang around and find out.

			I tugged at the loose jeans, and Carolina tilted her head. “Those trousers all of a sudden don’t fit?”

			“Guess I lost a little weight,” I said hastily. “Listen, I have to go, Carolina. I’m sorry.” I hurried past her to the back door, unprepared for the blast of cold when I opened it. I pulled the big coat closer and shuffled across a stone patio in the too big boots. I let myself out through a gate in the fenced yard and walked to the front of the house, where I got my first good look at it.

			A ramshackle Victorian painted a putrid shade of green, it did have a nice front porch, but few other charms. And I didn’t recognize it, which led me to wonder, once again, what kind of shape I’d been in last night. I’d ended up in a residential part of AC, as there wasn’t a casino in sight. But there was something else—a pungent barnyard smell of poultry wafting on the air. Were there farms in Atlantic City?

			I turned to face the street, and for a moment, my vision blurred. The images in front of me seemed to shift before they came into sharp focus. Parked across the street was an old dairy truck; a man emerged from it, wearing a flat cap and a plaid jacket that was a twin for the one I had on. He carried two metal baskets, and with each step he took, I could hear the clink of milk bottles. Milk bottles? He waved and nodded; in a trance, I did the same.

			I stepped down from the curb to cross the street, but waited to let a car pass. It was big, black, high, and round. And old. Years old, like everything else on this street and in that house behind me. What was this place? It wasn’t a movie set because there were no sound trucks or trailers. An antique car show? A man whose dark suit and overcoat fit right in with those old cars tipped his hat to me as he passed.

			“Oh, my God,” I said aloud as the light dawned. “It’s like one of those Renaissance fairs.” Only it was a Mid-Century version, and I’d somehow stumbled into it last night in an alcoholic stupor. But that still didn’t explain how these people knew me. Nor my missing clothes, phone, and wallet. I automatically shoved my hands into the jeans pockets, but of course I came up empty. I wouldn’t last much longer without my phone. My life was on that phone.

			As I reached the corner, I looked up at an old-fashioned street sign. Bellevue Avenue, (fitting, I thought, given how crazy this was) which intersected with Atlantic. I was heading for the Boardwalk, so I’d just keep going until I could find a taxi. Though paying for it might be a little tricky without any money. Shuffling along in the oversize boots, I was about to cross the street when I was startled by a deep voice behind me.

			“Stop right where ya are,” he barked. “Hands outta your pockets. And make sure you turn around slow.”

			I did as he said, my hands at my sides and my heart thrumming in my chest. Dressed similarly to the other men I’d seen on the street, he was wearing a gray suit but no tie, his hat pulled down low over one side of his face. At six feet, he towered over me, and his dark eyes and moustache gave him an old movie star quality. I thought fleetingly of the movie star photo I’d seen in The Other Tess’s bedroom. This guy also had thick brows and lashes, but there the similarity ended.

			This man’s expression was grim, and when he turned, I choked back a gasp. A satiny white scar ran from his left cheekbone, cutting through his moustache and puckering the side of his mouth. My eyes shifted from the scar and back to his dark eyes. Eyes that were somehow familiar. I felt a small shiver that had nothing to do with the cold. “Just where do you think you’re going?” he asked gruffly.

			“Nowhere. I mean, I was trying to hail a cab—”

			And then that other voice sounded again. Her voice, excited and a little breathless: Joe! Okay, she knows him. So maybe I could talk my way out of whatever was happening. “So, uh, Joe,” I began, “I really have to be somewhere—”

			“I don’t think so.” He took his hand from his suit pocket and flipped open a leather case bearing a gold badge that read “Detective Joseph O’Brien.” Help me out here, Theresa-With-An-H. But she was silent.

			I swallowed nervously. “Are you arresting me? I mean, I didn’t do anything.”

			He pocketed his badge and then produced another item associated with police officers. “Hands out, please.”

			My eyes widened. “Oh, hell no! Are you out of your mind?”

			He raised his dark brows. “Such language from a lady,” he said, and before I could utter another word, snapped a set of antique handcuffs around my wrists. “I’m arresting you for the theft of those clothes. You’re coming with me.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			“Look, I can explain,” I said as I scrambled to keep up with him. He was moving at a real clip, even though his left foot dragged. “Hey, can you just listen to me for a second?”

			“Save it, lady,” he said over his shoulder. “The owner of those clothes is mighty sore. Maybe you can explain it to him.”

			He led me back to that puke green nut house, where a young man stood waiting on the front porch. I stared at the grinning face under a mop of curly brown hair. The brown eyes sparkling with fun, and maybe a touch of menace. And an expression that was somehow familiar.

			“So you found her, Joe,” he called from the porch. “What’s she got to say for herself?”

			The detective waggled our handcuffed wrists. “Says she can explain.”

			Sure I can. But what would I say? That I had a drunken blackout and landed in the middle of this fifties pageant you guys have going on? I stole these clothes because my only other option was a pair of silk pajamas? For all I knew, this guy wasn’t even a real cop. I looked from one to the other, but before I could say anything, Joe shrugged.

			“Looks like the cat’s got her tongue,” he said.

			“Too bad.” The younger man smiled broadly. “Well, we got one thing to say, don’t we, pal?”

			Joe nodded sharply, and at that, the two men shouted in unison. “April Fool’s!” The curly-haired guy doubled over with laughter and pointed. “Theresa, you should see your face.”

			I’m sure I was a picture, with my mouth gaping open like a fish on a line. But I didn’t care. A flood of relief washed over me. I wasn’t crazy—this was all just a joke. Liz must have set up the whole thing and talked me into coming here last night, and any minute now, she’d show up with my stuff.

			“I gotta give it to you, Tess, you went along with it like a real trouper,” Joe said as he unlocked the handcuffs. He pushed back his hat, revealing thick black hair streaked with silver at the temples. Scar or no, this guy was a dish. Too bad he was into historical role-playing. And deeply so, apparently—the clothes, the slang, even the old movie star look he cultivated.

			“Well, guys, that was quite an April Fool’s trick,” I said. “I mean, you did have me going there for a minute.”

			The younger guy grinned at Joe. “Told ya so.” He shot me a wink. “This might be our best one yet.”

			I looked from one to the other. “So Liz put you up to this, right? Where is she? About to pop out of the bushes or something?”

			Joe and the younger guy exchanged a look. “Who’s Liz?” Joe asked.

			Great, I thought, they’re still in character mode. But I was moving into panic mode. “Look, guys, no shade on your Mid-Century cosplay, but the joke’s over, okay? I need my phone. I need my clothes and my wallet.” My voice grew urgent, and that flood of relief was evaporating quickly in the heat of fear. “Where the hell is Liz?”

			The guy on the porch glowered in disapproval. “Hey, no call to talk like that, Theresa.”

			“I’ll talk any way I want, dude! Who are you, anyway?” I marched up the steps of the porch with Joe behind me.

			“‘Who are you, anyway?’” Joe laughed and slapped his knee. “That’s a good one. She got you, Val.”

			So, this was Val, the owner of the jacket and boots that were growing ever more uncomfortable. Under the itchy sweater, a trickle of sweat ran down my chest. It’s April 1, I told myself, which might, please God, explain this surreal scene I was playing. But Liz wouldn’t carry a joke this far. Even if I had blacked out last night, she never would have left me with strangers.

			It was then I finally grasped the truth: I wasn’t here of my own volition. “Where’s my damn phone?” I shrieked.

			Val flinched and took a step back. “Uh, you know where the phone is.”

			Joe leaned close and spoke quietly in my ear. “A joke’s a joke, but watch the language, okay? You don’t want Miss Netta to hear.”

			“Um, right. Of course.” I took a deep, slow breath. There was nothing to do but play along. Let the cult think I’ve drunk the Kool-Aid. I spread my arms and plastered a smile on my face. “April Fool’s!” I shouted, looking directly at Val. “I got you back, didn’t I?”

			“Nah,” Val said. “I knew you was foolin.’”

			Joe gave him a quick punch on the arm. “Course you did. You know your sister would never go out in them crazy clothes.” He turned to me, a softened expression on his face. “She always looks … nice.”

			Oh, Joe. Why don’t you ever call me pretty? The voice sounded in my head, clear and sweet. I fought it with my own: It’s only your imagination. You’re tired, you’re hungover, and you’ve possibly been kidnapped. You found that girl’s things, and your mind is playing tricks. Now focus on getting the eff out of here.

			I smiled again. “Well, guys, this was fun, but I have a bunch of errands to do. If you’ll excuse me.”

			“See ya in the funny papers, kid,” Joe called out. Then he stopped on the sidewalk and pointed. “Tess? Ya got, uh, something hanging out of your jacket there.”

			I looked down at the black silk spilling from the coat pocket. “Thanks,” I said, stuffing it back and hurrying off the porch before either man could say another word. I went around the house to the back door, the same way I’d come out. I dumped the coat and boots—but kept the cigs—and crept up the back stairs, weighing the possibilities. Straining for some rational explanation.

			How had I gotten here? Have all these people mistaken me for someone else? The girl who’s talking in my head? Or are they just taking the role-playing to extremes by never breaking character? The questions spun around my brain like a boardwalk ride, and made me just as dizzy.

			Even without my wallet and phone, the only thing that made sense was to get the heck out of this house. But this time, I’d dress the part. I’d slide into that crowd of costumed people until I made my way to the Boardwalk, the one place, ironically enough, where I was likely to find some sanity. And a real cop, not some guy pretending.

			I washed hastily in the bathroom and changed into the navy dress and red shoes. I sat at the vanity table and brushed my hair, grateful that my side-swept bangs kind of looked the part. Inside the drawer was a new lipstick in bright red. I put it on carefully, pinned the hat to my head and stared at my reflection.

			“Not bad, girl. Not bad at all.” I grabbed a clutch bag from the closet and threw on a lightweight coat. Now which gloves today? “Right,” I muttered. “Gloves.” At the last minute, I regretfully stashed my fave PJs in Theresa’s dresser. I’d have to return the clothes anyway, so maybe the pajamas weren’t a lost cause. After a second’s hesitation, I added the cigarette pack to the contents of the borrowed purse and snagged a pack of matches from the kitchen.

			Back out on the street, I walked with purpose, every step taking me closer to freedom. It didn’t hurt that I rocked that dress and shoes, nodding to men on the sidewalk who tipped their hats. And smoked cigarettes. Whatever this role-playing thing was, they were darn serious about it. It was all a little creepy, like something out of an old Twilight Zone.

			When I reached Atlantic, I found myself in what appeared to be the center of the celebration, or whatever it was. There were old-fashioned storefronts, even a soda fountain. I stopped to look in the window of a dress shop, with mannequins in clothes like the ones in the mysterious girl’s closet.

			“Curiouser and curiouser,” I whispered, pulling the coat more tightly around me. Two doors down was an appliance store. In the window was a television in a large wooden cabinet. Other, smaller screens lined the walls of the store. In a trance, I walked inside. Wavy black-and- white images shimmered like ghosts on the screens all around me. On one of them, a woman appeared; broad-shouldered and dowdily dressed, she was ringing a bell and talking directly into the camera. “Good morning, children,” she asked in a slow, patient tone. “Do you know what day it is? Do you know what time it is?”

			No, lady, I sure don’t. I looked around wildly at the televisions, all of which were broadcasting creaky old shows. On the other side of the store were antique washing machines and refrigerators in creamy yellow and robin’s egg blue. Who had re-created this neighborhood in such accurate detail?

			A balding man in wire-rimmed eyeglasses came out from the back of the store. “May I help you, Miss Mancini?”

			“No. No, thank you. I … need to get some air.” I pushed through the door, trying not to think about his use of my name. I hurried down the block to a news stand, where an older Black man was selling papers.

			“Morning, Miss,” he said.

			“Morning, Mr. Brooks,” I answered. Or she did. I didn’t know anymore, but this gentleman certainly knew me.

			“You’re a little late this morning,” he said. “We’re outta the Press and the Herald, but I got the Red Bank Register here. I know how you like to stay on top of the competition.” He held out the paper and winked. “For you, the special price of ten cents.”

			I stripped off the right glove and opened the purse. I scooped some change from it and held out my shaking hand as the words circled round and round in my head: not possible not possible not possible …

			Mr. Brooks plucked a dime from my palm. “Looky there, Miss,” he said, holding it between his thumb and forefinger. “A brand-new one. Minted this year—1955.”

			The shiny coin gleamed in the morning sun. Dragging my eyes from it, I scanned the newspaper in front of me, a local weekly dated March 31, 1955. Though it carried mostly Jersey shore news, there was one national story on the front page. The Salk vaccine would soon be available to combat polio—a disease that had been eradicated long before my birth. Clutching the newspaper, I hurried back the way I came, my heels clicking on the pavement.

			“Hey, that brother of yours keeping out of trouble?” the news vendor called after me.

			Did he mean Val? I kept walking, but hardly knew where. Joe had also referred to me as Val’s sister. I pictured Val’s curly hair and dark eyes. I had seen his face somewhere. And was it mere coincidence that we shared the same last name? Then there was the 1955 newspaper. And that new-looking dime…

			Stop, I told myself. Enough already. You ought to write fiction, Mancini, because that imagination of yours is a whopper. I halted on the sidewalk, trying to orient myself. Pacific Avenue was one block over; beyond that was the Boardwalk. Once there, I’d get back to my hotel and leave this weird pageant behind me.

			Grateful for all the hours I’d spent running, I power-walked down Atlantic, keeping an eye out for the barrel roof of Boardwalk Hall. I halted at the corner of Georgia and Pacific Avenues; one massive structure dominated the block. Behind it rose the towers of an older hotel. Okay, I thought, there’s the back of Boardwalk Hall. But not anything else I expected to see. Like parking decks. And modern hotels, and the overhead walkways that led to and from the casinos. Frowning in confusion, I looked up and down the street. Had I taken a wrong turn? I squinted at a small sign on the back of the building: Convention Hall. It’s some old leftover, I told myself. It hasn’t been called “Convention Hall” in decades.

			I plowed on, ignoring the shivers running up and down my arms. When I reached the Boardwalk, my heart was pounding, and not from exertion, but from stone cold fear. I glanced around wildly—nothing was right. And nothing was familiar. The Atlantic City Boardwalk on which I was standing looked like a meticulously designed movie set. And for maybe a half second, I believed it was.

			Caesar’s, that giant, fake Roman temple, should have been right in front of me. But there wasn’t one new hotel or casino in sight. The very skyline was wrong. And in the distance, where my hotel should have been, was a gleaming gold and white palace: The Blenheim Hotel, an early twentieth century gem that was demolished in the seventies.

			“No,” I whispered, staring up at the ornate, gilded towers and its giant rotunda. “Please no. This cannot be.”

			But it was. And as I stood there in another woman’s red shoes, feeling the early spring chill through another woman’s coat, I knew: If I kept going and opened the massive doors of that old hotel, I knew just what I would see.

			Not people pretending in vintage clothes, but living lives. Real ones. I had to accept that everything around me—from the cars, the appliances, the newspaper that was leaving black smudges on Theresa’s gloves, to the very architecture of a place that was not the Atlantic City I knew—was real. Solidly, physically, real. As were the people. Strangers, yet so familiar.

			People like Val Mancini. Val. Short for … Salvatore? With a gasp I remembered, and the fear started as a tingling that began in my cold feet, traveled up my legs and spine and lodged itself in my heart and lungs. So badly did I want to believe it was a dream, I squeezed my eyes shut. And when I open them, I thought, this will all be gone. I’ll be back at the hotel with Liz, dressed in my own clothes.

			But I couldn’t close my eyes to the truth. I couldn’t ignore the evidence all around me, particularly the lived-in details. Details I’d been trained to notice as a reporter. They told a story that didn’t add up to a vintage parade or a film set or an elaborate April Fool’s prank. The smell of poultry. The boarding house run by an Italian woman. Dim family memories were coming into focus. I’d ended up in Ducktown, the neighborhood where the Mancini family had its beginnings; my landing here was no coincidence. And those weren’t distant relatives in that ugly green house.

			Paul Salvatore Mancini was my grandfather’s name, and somehow—in some way—I had come face to face with him in this other world. A world in which he was known, not as Paul, but Val. And where I was Theresa Mancini, his older sister.

			I hurried off the Boardwalk, my feet echoing on the wooden planks. Out on the pavement, I quickened my pace, my head aching with the effort to comprehend what was happening, and all the while hearing the television lady’s sweet, mocking voice:

			Do you know what day it is? Do you know what time it is?

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			At the corner of Atlantic Avenue, I nearly collided with a police officer in a crisp blue uniform decorated with two rows of brass buttons. He reached out a white-gloved hand to steady me. “Are you all right, Miss? You seem lost.”

			I was lost, all right. Lost in 1955, in this Atlantic City version of Pleasantville. I forced a smile. “Just in a hurry, officer,” I said, pulling my arm from his grasp.

			“Take care now, dear.” Nodding, he patted my shoulder; instinctively, I twisted away, but he merely lifted the brim of his cap and walked on. I don’t care if he’s a cop, I thought. I don’t want him touching me or calling me dear.

			I ducked into an alley and rested my head against the brick wall of a hardware store. “God,” I whispered as I sank to my knees, “I just want to go home.”

			You don’t cry, Tess, I told myself as my eyes grew hot. So don’t start now. You fall apart and your ass will be stuck here forever. You have to think. Think, and then act.

			I stood up on rubbery legs and groped in the purse for a cigarette, my hands shaking so bad, it took three tries to light it. I held it to my lips, wanting nothing more than that hit of nicotine. Instead, I dropped it at my feet and stubbed it out. By now my head was throbbing again, and the best I could get for it in this place was a couple of aspirins. Ignoring the pain, I tried to concentrate, closing my eyes again to focus.

			My five senses were telling me this experience was real. I’d seen that bedroom, heard the birds singing, tasted the coffee, smelled the food, felt the cold air. The brick wall behind me was solid. Did that mean I was physically in another reality? But the brain is a powerful organ, and maybe mine—for some unknown reason—had created this world. But real or imagined, I was here now. And the how wasn’t nearly as important as the why.

			The other Theresa Mancini was missing, but I was occupying her life, her space. In some way, I was filling a gap she’d left. But a part of her was lingering in my consciousness, her thoughts occupying my brain. Was she dead? In trouble somewhere? If Theresa was Val’s sister, that would have made her my great-aunt on my father’s side. The aunt who died before I was born.

			It’s all too much, I thought, shaking my head. A monstrous April Fool’s joke played upon me by a fickle universe. And the temptation to leave—to run as fast as those red wedgies could carry me—had a powerful urgency. I’d barely taken a step before I heard her again. I need to help Zia with the lunch service before I go to the office.
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