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To C. M. Diamond, Who knows the power of names.








THE ADVERTISEMENT

The Boston Sun

November 17, 1920



PAID ADVERT THE KANE ESTATE

A GREAT AMERICAN CHANCE!
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Mrs. Caroline Reginald Kane, last surviving descendant of the family of oil barons, finding herself in want of an heir, hereby invites interested eligible DEBUTANTES to apply for their chance to win her life-changing, multimillion-dollar inheritance, including countless properties, her Texas oil stake, and the entirety of her monied estate.

The heiress believes that a true Kane is not born but MADE. Qualities deemed necessary to advance the family legacy into the next century include above-average endowments of BEAUTY, CHARM, and INDUSTRIOUSNESS.

Lazy and/or plain girls need not apply. Married girls and MOTHERS need not apply. The fearful and/or SPINELESS need not apply. Girls unwilling or unable to change their surname to KANE in the event of winning need not apply. All applicants must be red-blooded Americans.

Deserving finalists will spend a summer weekend at Greystone Manor—Mrs. Kane’s architectural marvel in New Hampshire’s White Mountains. At the end of such time, Mrs. Kane will select her successor and promptly introduce her to the world.

The winning girl will be wealthy, powerful, and beholden to no one.

At the helm of an unspeakably vast fortune, she will shape the course of history.

May God bless the future Miss Kane—and may God Bless AMERICA.
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DOROTHEA
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“IT’S SO ODD THAT I’VE NEVER SEEN YOU before,” says the boy—so unwise—who let Dorothea Williams into his mother’s powder room the night of the Du Pont family’s New Year’s Eve party, where she’s currently rummaging through his mother’s jewelry case, smiling at her great good fortune: pearls, lapis lazuli, and a diamond ring.

Dorothea stuffs them all down the front of her brassiere, moving quick and clean, like Chester taught her. The boy isn’t particularly bright, but his parents could stumble upstairs any moment, and Dorothea’s not eager to see the inside of the McKinley Women’s Reformatory for Coloreds ever again.

“I mean,” the Du Pont boy slurs, voice muffled through the door, “I thought I knew every pretty girl in Boston. But you’re something else. Something special.”

With a fistful of gold watch chain, Dor rolls her eyes. Rich boys.

Brunette or blond—or, rarely, redheaded—these sons of bankers, financiers, and stock market traders are always, somehow, exactly the same. It’s almost too easy to smile at them winningly, convincing them she’s very much interested in a handsy kiss in a closet. Convincing them she belongs—which she certainly does not.

Though it would shock Thomas Du Pont III (or was it the IV?) to know it, Dorothea Williams hasn’t been invited to this sumptuous party inside a millionaire’s townhome. She knows no one here because she isn’t a debutante—she’s a thief. And that’s how she prefers it. There’s nothing she despises more than a pampered, helpless deb.

Brassiere fully stuffed, Dor slips a bangle over her wrist. Thomas is so drunk, she doubts he’ll notice.

In her heart, an invisible watch ticks: Hurry, little rabbit. Time’s running out.

Oh, but on her right is Mrs. Du Pont’s glorious closet, stuffed with furs. Dor’s always wanted a glamorous fur—something with a bright satin lining. And wouldn’t it only be prudent to snatch one while she has the chance? With the right clothes, a person can walk through any door. Be anything.

Quickly (but clean, Dor, keep it clean!), she darts into the closet and lifts a silver fox fur from its hanger. It’s impossible to hide the elegant thing, but everyone is terribly drunk, Prohibition be hanged. This old coat won’t sink her.

She throws it over her shoulders and returns to the mirror, admiring herself by the light of the candelabra.

Why yes, monsieur, I’m worth a cool million, at least. She crooks an eyebrow. I wear only the finest diamonds, and wouldn’t you know it—my checks always clear!

“Jane?” her mark whines, jiggling the doorknob and finding it locked. “It’s almost midnight. Haven’t you finished powdering your nose yet?”

He’s eager for his New Year’s kiss, that boy—whining with the false name she’s given him.

In the mirror, Dorothea sees “Jane” reflected: a white-looking girl with dimples and golden skin, her face framed by red-brown curls she’s pressed into submission. Her nails are polished down to the cuticles, her hair stiff with cream. She looks like any other Beacon Hill debutante on break from some vaunted finishing school—but it’s all an act.

Dor comes from another part of Boston entirely. And her people are decidedly not “finishing school” people.

Hurry, little rabbit. Time to go.

“Jane?”

“Hold your horses, Thomas! I’ll be right out!”

She whips open the door just in time to see the tuxedoed scion kick a small black cat.

Her smile burns off.

“Sorry.” He smirks. “My sister dumped Cleopatra on me before she left for Sweden. The whelp scratches.”

The terrified cat scrambles down the marble staircase, all slipping, panicked claws. The crowd below pays no attention. Ostrich-feathered flappers click across parquet, exposing ivory throats as they flirt and laugh. Al Jolson croons on the radio, and the New Year’s countdown has just begun, and Dor really hates these callous, thoughtless people, who’ve known nothing but comfort all their lives and can’t be bothered to lift a finger for anyone else—not even a helpless, pampered cat.

Ten! they chant. Nine!

“Wait a minute.” Thomas squints. “Is that my mother’s fur?”

Hang it.

“What did you say your name was again?” Beneath his shiny flop of hair, the Du Pont heir no longer looks quite so drunk.

Eight! Seven!

“Jane,” she says sweetly.

“No.” He snaps his fingers. “Your surname. Who even invited you?”

Now she whips out her sharpest smile—double-edged, like the pin in her hair. Why not? She’s been made. It doesn’t happen often, but when it does, it’s always a thrill.

And Dorothea loves a thrill.

Six! Five!

“No one invited me,” she purrs, walking two fingers through the air like legs in heels. “I just waltzed. Right. In.”

Shock slackens Thomas’s face. She slams his mother’s door in it. Before he has a chance to recover, she wedges a bergère chair beneath the knob, barricading herself inside.

Four!

Three!

Two!

ONE!

HAPPY NEW YEAR!

Below, the crowd erupts. It’s officially 1921 in America, and for the champagne set, at least, it promises to be a very good year.

“Jane? Open this door!”

Petulant. Why are rich boys always so petulant? They’re like eternal children in tuxedos!

She hurries to the window she cased yesterday. It overlooks a rose garden and the mansion’s curved porte cochere—what poor folks call a driveway. She shakes her matchbook from her purse (The Catfish Club, its silver letters read) and strikes one alight.

A sleek Rolls-Royce flashes its headlamps once. Twice.

Dor grins.

Thomas Du Pont batters at the door. She hears loud voices—he’s called for help. Probably the cross-eyed butler—big enough to hold her down. Now a stronger, more urgent thrill piano-jangles up her spine, because she really could go down tonight. In less than the second required to strike a match, she could plunge into the abyss, taking what’s left of her family down with her.

And yet, forcing the window open, Dorothea feels wonderfully, fearfully alive.

“We’re coming in!” the butler shouts. “Stand back! I’m armed!”

“So long, Thomas,” she sings—and clambers out the third-floor window.

Between the sill and the drainpipe: half a foot of air.

Dor leaps, clutching at empty space… and finally at an ice-cold pipe, which she rides like a firefighter under the fear-brightened stars, whooping for glee.

The Royce growls in the driveway: Chester’s worried.

Though he first taught her to steal, her brother’s never liked it. For years now, he’s been trying to talk her out of gambits like this one, claiming it’s only a matter of time before they’re caught—but Dor disagrees.

Though she’s a Negro, she’s light enough to pass for white—and Chester’s clever enough to break them out of Fort Knox. Together, they’re the best team in Boston.

Her feet strike the cobblestones just as the bedroom window crashes open.

“STOP! THIEF!”

Like a lighthouse in a storm, Chester’s headlamps pierce the night. Dor grips the collar of her fur and runs, sprinting for her brother’s car, now perfectly angled to peel out of the driveway just as fast as the engine can fire.

Commotion in the town house behind her—doors opening, voices rising—and they have but a second to make their getaway, quick and clean, as they planned. Against her chest, the Du Pont woman’s jewelry feels awfully cold. It’ll pay their mortgage for the rest of the year, not to mention the lease on the Royce. How lovely to start the new year off on the right foot!

She’s reaching for the car door, which Chester has helpfully swung open, when out of the corner of her eye—

A black streak.

A furry black streak.

Dor pivots.

Chester honks, incredulous.

Too late. She’s already scooped the cat—Cleopatra—into her arms.

Thomas was right about one thing: The whelp does scratch.

But Dor isn’t about to abandon her here, surrounded by people too addled by riches to ever truly love her. Dor might be a thief, but she’s not a monster. She knows what it’s like to be left behind by the one person who was supposed to love you most.

She knows what it feels like when that person disappears.

Partygoers pour out of the town house. Soon they’ll have the Royce surrounded, but Dor’s back on her game. She launches herself and the yowling cat into the back seat.

Chester stares in disbelief.

He’s wearing his best disguise: a chauffeur’s trim cap. Between that and his skin—far darker than hers—none of these people ever look at him twice. Just somebody’s driver, they think. Surely no Negro in Boston owns a Rolls-Royce.

“Is that a cat?”

Cleopatra hisses.

“Drive, Chester!” Dor shouts. “By golly, just drive!”

The Royce lurches forward, tires squealing over cobblestone.

Thomas and his friends shout in the distance, waving their arms.

Fireworks explode over Beacon Hill, red, white, and blue.

Forty horses fast, they vanish into the night.
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CHESTER
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WHIPPING THROUGH BOSTON’S ALLEYS AS if his life depends on it, Chester can’t believe he’s still pulling nonsense like this—even now, at the ripe old age of nineteen.

It was all very different when they were younger.

With Mama gone, he and Dor had no choice but to case these glorious houses and filch what scraps they could. Now they have resources. He’s leased the Rolls; he could easily go straight. Drive for the same rich people he’s used to fleecing. If he put his mind to it, Chester wouldn’t have to spend his New Year’s Eve on the verge of a heart attack, watching his sister slide down a gutter pipe in a stolen fur coat.

The problem, as always, is Dor.

Stretched across the back seat, she’s laughing, cuddling the cat she stole (one with a collar! And a little bell!) while it tries its best to murder her.

He never could say no to his sister—so maybe the problem is actually Chester himself.

Maybe he’s been too soft on her.

In Copley Square, he eases his foot off the gas.

“I’m stopping this car,” he says. “Then you’re gonna put that thing out. You hear?”

To Chester’s dismay, Dor snorts. “This thing is a cat, and this cat has a name.”

“I don’t care.”

“It’s Cleopatra, evidently. We’ll call her Cleo, instead.”

“We are not keeping her, Dor, and you should’ve left her where she was. White people are nuts about their pets. Everybody knows that. And—just look at her!”

In an attempted evisceration, the cat is digging into the belly of Dor’s coat with sharp, pearlescent claws.

“Now, Cleo, don’t fight me,” Dor coos. “I promise—” She begins to sing, channeling Marion Harris: “I’ll be the greatest pal you’ve ever had.”

The cat freezes, gazing up at her—and so does Chester.

When was the last time he heard his little sister sing?

The cat blinks once, slow as a nod, and—as if she’s been waiting all her life for that very song—curls against Dorothea’s chest, starting to purr.

“See that, Chester? She heard me! She loves me!” It breaks his heart, how delighted his sister is. “Isn’t she gorgeous?”

Restarting the car, Chester shoots a glance at the black fluff ball—and finds it scowling right back at him, smug as a bug.

It’s not, in fact, a particularly attractive cat.

Her green eyes glitter with predatory malice. Her face smooshes inward like unformed dough. Tufts of fur already mar his ivory seats. Whoever tagged her with a leather collar and bell probably thought she was some precious princess once. But Chester knows a killer when he sees one, no matter how small.

“I love her to pieces, Chester.” Dor rubs her face against Cleo’s small one. “She’s got spunk. And I’ve always wanted a pet.”

Chester’s heart softens.

Dor lost her mother when she was only six. He still remembers the look in her eyes when he told her Mama wasn’t coming home. A dazed, wandering look, as if the world had tilted on its axis. He’d hugged her tight, waiting for her to cry.

But she hadn’t shed a tear.

Chester thinks she still hasn’t. The place where natural grief lives inside her was stunned that day—shocked silent.

It scares him to think, sometimes, of what might’ve grown in its place.
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An hour later, Dor’s fallen asleep in the back of the Royce, buried under her stolen fur. Her body rising and falling in slow, even waves.

Curled in her lap, the cat’s sleeping, too.

Turning into their hardscrabble district, Chester switches off the headlamps. Everyone recognizes the sleek black Rolls, which he’s nicknamed Liza, after Eliza Doolittle. Jokingly, his friends call her the love of his life.

Outside their garden-level apartment, Chester parks, peels off his cap, and studies his sister. When she sleeps, she looks like a perfect angel—but it’s smoke and mirrors. Beneath the filched coat, her cocktail dress is also stolen goods… stolen goods, light-fingered from the whites-only department store. Even as a kid, Dor loved waltzing into segregated places, using her pale skin and pretty smile to get exactly whatever she wanted from people who’d spit on her if they knew the truth.

Chester’s never been able to pass as she does: not with his skin, his hair.

Wherever he goes, Chester’s always a Negro.

And that, ladies and germs, is why I’m stuck driving getaway, while my baby sis sticks out her neck.

Thinking about that feels like biting a glass apple.

Of course, his job’s risky, too. He sells the stolen jewelry and launders the cash. He pays their bills, keeps his daredevil sister from hitting the same targets twice, and discourages the neighborhood brothers from asking her out. (And if she ever caught a whiff of that, she’d kill him dead.) But most of all, Chester worries. He worries about traceable money and police showing up at their door. He worries about their apartment foreclosing, and the two of them winding up, once again, on the street. He worries about influenza coming back. He worries about America falling into another war.

And he worries, endlessly, about Dorothea.

“Wake up,” Chester says to her now. “We’re home.”

“Already?” She stretches, yawning. The black cat mirrors her, flashing teeth.

“Yeah. But listen.” He tries for casual. “I’ve made a decision.”

“What decision?”

He shrugs as if it’s nothing, as if he hasn’t been rehearsing the line in his head all night. “Call it a New Year’s resolution. This is the year we go straight. Put the bad life behind us. For good.”

Dorothea blinks once—then laughs in his face.

“I mean it,” Chester says, wounded. “I passed my livery exam. There’s plenty of work for chauffeurs. I’ve leased Liza for the rest of the year, and I’m sure I can cover the mortgage. If you get a job—maybe at the laundry—we can—”

“The laundry?!” Draped in fur, Dor’s the picture of haughtiness. “You want me to work at the laundry?”

She’s been spending far too much time around white folks.

“It’s just an example. You can have any job you want, long as it’s legal.”

“Horsefeathers, Chester, we can’t quit now. We’re still having fun! Aren’t we?”

I’ve coddled her.

Now watch it bite my ass.

“Life isn’t all about fun,” he says. “Not for us.”

“You mean Negroes.”

“Negroes, immigrants, poor whites—whoever’s got themselves some real problems. Rich folks can play all day, but we’ve got to grow up, Dor. And fast.”

The cat arches her back, exploring the plush seat as if it were always meant to be hers.

“What if I’m not ready to quit?” Dor tips up her chin. “You don’t know what it’s like inside these houses. How filthy rich they are. What we’re doing isn’t a game. It’s how we get justice. It’s how we get ours.”

Chester groans.

“I mean it!” Dor flares with fresh heat. “Why should these people get everything, while we settle for scraps? Don’t you remember sleeping outside the opera house? How ladies stepped over us like we weren’t even there? People like that deserve every bad thing coming to them. Why shouldn’t that bad thing be little old me?”

“Because I want you to live a long, happy life, for one thing,” Chester says. “How you gonna feel if they put you in a cage?”

“I’ve done time before.”

“As a child, Dor. Next time they cage you, it might be forever.”

“I’ll take my chances.”

“Not on my watch.” He’s angry now. “And I’m not risking my freedom, either. Not anymore.”

“You’re just the getaway driver, Chester! It’s easy as pie!”

“Easy as pie?” His laugh kicks out. “Do you have any idea how many nice girls won’t touch me because I’m a known crook? How many good, upstanding daddies have chased me off their front porch?”

Dor laughs. “I almost forgot about Mr. Johnson. Poor Ella was mad for you.”

Ella was, indeed, mad for him—pretty, too. But Mr. Johnson made his feelings clear—and girls like Ella mind their fathers.

Chester grinds his teeth.

“I’m telling you I’m done!” He doesn’t mean to raise his voice. “That was my last job, Dor. If you want to keep going, it’s a free country—but you’ll have to find another driver. And I don’t like your chances of staying out of prison.”

Two pairs of eyes stare him down: Dorothea’s copper browns, and the cat’s emerald greens.

“Message received.” She’s steely.

Not good. “Come on.”

“I read you loud and clear, brother mine. From here on out, I work alone.”

He rubs his eyes, wondering if everything would be different if he’d only made her go to bed on time, back when she was small.

Now, cradling her stolen cat, Dor slides out of the Royce and slams the door behind her.

At the front door of the apartment, she turns. “Well? You coming or what?”

Chester pinches the bridge of his nose with one hand, the other patting Liza’s perfect dash. Clean lines, tight gauges, every dial in its place. He breathes once, steadying himself. Their talk didn’t go as planned, but he’s no quitter. He gets out, locks the Royce, and follows Dor down the rickety stairs into their apartment. He relishes the familiar sounds of homecoming: the clatter of his keys hitting the table, the shush of their shoes slipping off.

Modest as it is, he’s proud of the home he’s provided. The neighborhood is solidly working-class. The colored tenants don’t have much in the way of money, but they make up for it in dignity. Grown folks work hard while kids play double Dutch. Most of the time, they fall asleep with bellies full of meat and potatoes and garden greens. It’s a good neighborhood—but Chester can’t help worrying they got here too late.

He’s heading into the kitchen to put the kettle on when Dor pauses at the mail table. She flips through a handful of envelopes, then inhales sharply.

Chester spins around. “What’s wrong?”

“It’s an invitation,” she breathes. “To Greystone Manor.”

His stomach swerves. “No,” he says. “Absolutely not.”

But she doesn’t look at him. She stares at the invitation as if it contains every secret in the known universe. Every other piece of mail—the circulars, the bills—falls at her feet.

“Dor, listen to me.” He tries to pull her focus. “This is one con we absolutely cannot pull. Not under any circumstances.” He’s sweating, just thinking of it. “We are not doing this.”

The look she levels at him is that of a heartbroken child—and it guts him.

“But, Chester,” she whispers. “It’s Mom.”

Against all he knows is coming next, Chester shuts his weary eyes.
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ELSPETH


[image: Advertisement for The Relay Automatic Telephone Co. featuring a vintage telephone. Text highlights the convenience of connecting calls in four seconds without waiting for an operator.]

ON THE ROTARY PHONE AT HER THIRD FINishing school in as many years, Elspeth Taylor clutches her invitation to Greystone Manor, fighting gulping tears of panic.

It’s very important that she not cry now, while everyone’s watching.

She’s seated inside the glass booth where the school keeps its precious automatic telephone, and there’s a sinuous line of other young ladies (that’s what the school prefers to call them; Elspeth has witnessed too much cruelty to think of them that way herself) tapping gold watches and pulling impatient faces, trying to bully her out of the fifteen minutes she booked on the sign-up sheet.

Fifteen minutes is all they’re allowed on the phone, but the girls behind her think they can gain a few more precious seconds if only she’d shove off early.

And everyone is just so certain that Elspeth will shove off, because here, at the Broadmoor School for Young Ladies, Elspeth Taylor languishes at the bottom of the pecking order, all because she had the nerve to show up in last season’s dresses, signaling to one and all that she couldn’t afford a fresh wardrobe. Her very presence triggered the investigations of a great many bored debutantes, aided and abetted by their meddling mothers. Calls were placed. Letters were written. And, eventually, the truth came to light.

Elspeth can still hear the young ladies cackling amongst themselves:

She hasn’t a penny, didn’t you hear? That’s why they threw her out of Dalton midyear! She couldn’t foot the bills!

Rumor has it her mother frittered away their entire fortune at the blackjack tables!

Honestly, I would just die!

It is all true. By the end of 1920, after a lifetime of comfortable wealth, the Taylor family found themselves utterly, completely destitute, with little hope (so their lawyers assured them) of ever recovering their squandered capital.

Then the invitation arrived.

“Mama? Did you hear what I said? The people at Greystone want me to come this summer, but—”

“Mrs. Kane wants you to come,” her mother corrects her. “Mrs. Caroline Kane runs everything herself. It’s she who’s invited you, not any people! My goodness, darling, do you recognize what tremendous news this is? If you play your cards right, the Taylor family will be saved!”

Elspeth feels tears building behind her eyes, reddening a face already prone to unpleasant rosiness.

“But, Mama,” she tries. “They can’t really want me, out of everyone. There must have been some mistake.”

At the head of the queue, Sandy Thwaites raps sharply on the glass.

“Hey, dummy! You on the phone with your mommy? Some of us have actual lives. Get off the darn phone!”

Applause breaks out. Giggles, too.

The word dummy burrows inside her like a poisoned dart.

Elspeth was never considered very bright—and academically, she’s encountered a number of… obstacles. But her days of being the class dummy are in the past. Elspeth Taylor has conquered her greatest academic challenge, and now considers herself solidly mediocre at just about everything.

She hunches over the phone’s receiver, wishing she could disappear.

“Mrs. Kane doesn’t make mistakes,” her mother says breezily. “You really are such a nervous Nellie! But you must think about what you’re going to wear. You’ll need new clothes and brooches and—oh Lord—earrings, too! I wish I could lend you my mother’s sapphires, but I’ll be in Europe, of course.”

Of course.

Though her mother may not realize it, the Taylor women haven’t spent a holiday together in years. Her mother’s travels have simply been too pressing. Just last week, with the dregs of their funds, she booked herself a ticket on the RMS Olympic. (“Summering stateside’s such a bore!”) And now—with her mother once again skipping the country—Elspeth might as well admit the truth: She doesn’t want to go to Greystone Manor. She doesn’t want to be trotted out for some ghastly debutante contest. And she’s as sure as the freckles on her face that a mistake has been made.

When Mrs. Kane’s advertisement first hit the papers, it made quite the splash. Every girl at Broadmoor applied to become the inheritor of the Kane fortune—and every eligible girl in Connecticut, and the rest of the forty-seven American states, too. Photographers were hired to snap hopefuls at their best angles. Career writers composed essays for debs to falsely sign. And when it came time to mail in the applications, parties were thrown in all the nation’s finest houses—girls gossiping, licking stamps, imagining just what they’d do with all that money.

“A sum in excess of fifty million,” Elspeth heard the domestic arts teacher whisper to the French matron. “Easily in excess, between the railroad and the oil wells.”

“It is no good for les filles to compete in such ways,” the French teacher tsked. “For a prize like this, they will rend each other tooth and claw. See if they don’t!”

There was no way that Elspeth’s own lazy application would top the pile. Not when so many young ladies of good breeding could proficiently play the piano (unlike her), sing (Elspeth can’t carry a tune), spend entire wars sewing quilts (she’d only make a mess of things), and read five foreign languages for pleasure (ha!).

Under the hobby section of her application, Elspeth had simply written napping.

Because it’s more difficult to be a nervous Nellie when one is asleep. Not impossible, mind. But difficult.

Readying herself, Elspeth sucks in a breath.

“Mama,” she says, tremulously, “I don’t want to go to Greystone Manor. We can’t afford any new summer clothes, and even if we could, there’s no chance of my winning. None at all.”

“Elspeth!” Her mother’s voice, a slap of shock. “Don’t be silly. Of course we can afford new summer clothes for this, the chance of a lifetime! My credit will stretch a little further, and when you win, we’ll pay the banks back. Start a new life!

“Oh, my darling girl, you mustn’t think you have no chance. Because while, yes, you have had certain… surprising struggles at school”—Elspeth winces—“you must know you possess the only thing that really matters where a debutante’s concerned.”

Elspeth pulls a blank.

Conspiratorially, her mother lowers her voice. “Your looks, darling. All my friends say you’re the total package. A perfect ten.”

Sandy Thwaites smacks the glass again, and Elspeth reflects on how little her looks have helped her in life thus far. As it happens, when one is surrounded by other debutantes constantly striving for ever greater heights of beauty, a natural prettiness, combined with awkwardness, quickly becomes a strike against you.

“Mama, the competition’s about more than looks.”

“Fiddlesticks.”

“No, really.” Elspeth refers to the invitation in her lap. “It says, right here, that over the course of the weekend, all competing young ladies will be assessed on their breeding, charm, and indus—inDUS—”

The word is right there in black and white: industriousness.

And yet, Elspeth can’t seem to get a grip on it.

“If you don’t know a word, skip it,” Dr. McCullough always said. On the phone with her mother, Elspeth endeavors to do just that…

Only the rest of the words, too, are a jumble. A melting, infuriating mess.

My dyslexia isn’t usually like this.

The idea of shifting, swimming letters—it’s one of the disorder’s myths. Some do experience it. Not Elspeth.

“Sorry.” She slips her spectacles out of her pocket and onto her nose. “I just read this. Let me try it with my glasses.”

“You’re not in public, are you?” her mother asks sharply.

She’s always hated the sight of her pretty daughter in glasses.

“No, Mama,” Elspeth lies. “And the word is—”

INYUSRIOUSAGHBINTHHHHHH

It rises from the depths of her innermost fears: an unreadable headache of a word.

Worst of all, every other word on her invitation is exactly the same.

INYUSRIOUSAGHBINTHHHHHH

INYUSRIOUSAGHBINTHHHHHH

INYUSRIOUSAGHBINTHHHHHH

Temples pounding, Elspeth rips off her glasses. Tears stream down her face. Already, Sandy’s passing it down the queue: “Elspeth the dummy is crying; she’s crying like a little girl!”

“Darling,” her mother coos. “Don’t worry about your embarrassing little problem. After you win the fortune, you won’t have to read anything at all. You can hire a maid to read your invitations for you… or simply ignore them! Chuck them out like trash! It’s like I’ve always said—”

“No.” Elspeth’s head throbs. “Please.”

“You’re dim as a doorknob, but pretty as a peach! And so what? Men marry for only two things: beauty and cash. Soon, Elspeth, you’ll have both.”

Dim as a doorknob, pretty as a peach.

Since she was five years old, the refrain has haunted her like a curse.

Now Elspeth’s crying so hard she can’t breathe—and whether her mother can’t hear this or only pretends not to, Elspeth supposes she’ll never know.

“Got to run, darling,” her mother trills. “There’s a buffet here at the Ritz, but they’re very strict about the cutoff time! I’ll send your dresses quick as a lick. And if the Broadmoor people give you any grief about school fees, just show them Mrs. Kane’s invitation and tell them to slough off. They won’t risk offending a future millionairess!”

“But, Mama—”

“Ta-ta, now. I couldn’t be more excited for you. I’m so awfully proud.”

Click.

From within the bowels of some hotel, her mother kills the line—and Elspeth realizes she doesn’t actually know if her mother is in New York, New Haven, or even California.

On the automatic relay, there isn’t even an operator’s voice to soften the ending.

Just a blank, buzzing emptiness, as inscrutable as—

(no, don’t think it!)

—the invitation to Greystone Manor, which she can no longer bear to look at.

Because Elspeth Taylor knows how to read.

It took her until she was eleven—but thanks to Dr. McCullough, she can read.

Even now, she hears her tutor’s calming voice, smooth as a well-loved stone: One word at a time, dear. There’s nothing to fear from spaces and letters. Just take it one word at a time.

And yet, when at last her breath slows—when her mother’s words cease tolling through her skull (dim-as-a-doorknob-pretty-as-a-peach)—when at last she finds an ember of courage and dares to look down—

INYUSRIOUSAGHBINTHHHHHH

INYUSRIOUSAGHBINTHHHHHH

INYUSRIOUSAGHBINTHHHHHH…

Elspeth swallows a shriek.

Sandy Thwaites rattles the phone cage. “Hey, dummy! Time’s up! Can’t you read a gosh-darn clock?”

Of course I can read.

She thinks it like a litany, stumbling out of the cage to hoots and cheers.

I can read.

I can read.

I can read.
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CHESTER


[image: Advertisement promoting support for local police, mentioning their role in safeguarding families and upholding Prohibition. It encourages donations to the New Hampshire Civic Fund.]

CHESTER WILLIAMS HAS NEVER SEEN JIM CROW’S SOUTH, but driving north from Boston into the woods of New Hampshire, he imagines it’s not so different from the rural towns he’s passing now—choked with trees and white farmers, not a brother or sister in sight. He keeps the speedometer low, careful to abide by the advice in The Negro Motorist’s Guidebook:


Drivers be wary in the Bretton Woods. Sundown towns scattered throughout!!

If one must stop in northern New Hampshire, seek out the small Jewish district.

TALIA’S DINETTE offers a warm welcome and a delicious pastrami on rye.



“How much farther?” Dor calls from the back. “I’ve got a cramp, and I need to pee.”

“We’re thirty miles out. Can’t you hold it?”

From a sagging petrol station, white men in overalls eye the Royce as if it’s a spaceship. Chester tightens his grip on the wheel. They can see it’s a Negro driving—but maybe they’ll let it go. Surely, they’ve seen plenty of chauffeurs hauling rich folks up to the mountain.

“I could hop out,” Dor says. “That station’s gotta have a bathroom. The way I’m dressed—”

“No,” Chester says sharply. “Nobody’s getting out of this car until we reach the White Mountains.”

Dor shuts her mouth. She remembers the Red Summer of 1919—how the headlines stacked with names. Lynchings didn’t stop at the Mason-Dixon line. They reached into Northern towns, too. Wooded places, small enough to vanish in.

“How’d Mama get here?” Dor asks softly.

The forest crowds the road, shadows falling like a curtain behind them.

Chester loosens his bow tie. “Mama took the train. Someone must’ve picked her up from the station.”

“Oh.” Dor strokes Cleopatra, whom she insisted on bringing along.

“But, Dor.” Chester eyes her in the rearview. “There’s no way to know for sure Mama ever made it to the manor. She was headed for Greystone—”

“To sing at a fancy dinner.”

“Right. And all we know is, she never came back.”

“She would’ve come home, if she could have,” Dor murmurs. “She loved us.”

“Yes.” Chester nods. “That much I know.”

“And I know she made it to Greystone,” Dor says firmly. “I can feel it. Whatever happened to her—it happened there.”

Liza’s tires hug a winding road. The Royce is swiftly gaining altitude, chewing up gravel and kicking up leaves. Each curve is sharper than the last, snaking into a dead-white sky.

WELCOME TO THE WHITE MOUNTAINS, a sign blares. HOME OF AMERICA’S GRAND HOTELS!

The climb grows perilous, the narrow mountain pass twisting through teeth of granite and green. He’s grateful for the Royce’s horsepower as they surge upward, nose to the dense canopy like a black torpedo. The engine groans, fighting gravity. Between branches, Chester catches his first glimpse of the White Mountains, peaks snowcapped even in summer, ridgelines like the spines of sleeping giants—and his heart fills with cold, spooled dread.

He doesn’t like those mountains. He doesn’t like this road. A sour taste creeps into his mouth, like milk gone bad.

“You’re not still afraid of heights, are you, Chester?” Dor teases. “Because if you are—don’t look down.”

A flimsy fence separates them from a sheer granite drop. Pines shiver below, small and black as burnt matchsticks. Sweat gathers under his cap, stinging his eyes.

“A little more speed, sweet girl,” he whispers to the car. “Up and over, that’s the way.”

Hands aching, he wrestles the Royce uphill.

Dor rolls her window all the way down.

Throws her head into the wind and yells, “Hot dog!”

Liza’s tires slide—Chester releases the wheel for a breath, and she rights herself.

Sure you can handle a Royce, boy? the white car salesman asked, giving him the once-over in the leasing garage. They’re built like battleships. They don’t forgive mistakes.

Thank you, sir, Chester said, ever so polite to the man standing between him and the rest of his life. I think she’ll handle just fine.

At last, the forest thins—and the road levels.

They’ve made it to the other side of the Bretton Woods, and it’s the most hideously green place Chester’s ever seen. The grass looks combed. Even the trees seem arranged—designed to impress the right kind of people.

His jaw tightens, spastic. A warning hums in his bones.

SPEED LIMIT 35 MPH

AFTER SUNDOWN

NO NEGROES

NO JEWS

“Friendly,” Dor mutters.

Chester, thinking of Mama, says nothing at all.


[image: ]

It’s evening when they finally reach the dirt road that promises, according to Dor’s invitation, to lead them to Greystone Manor.

Chester’s fading. Dor’s napping. He wants coffee badly enough to consider sending her into one of the grand hotels they’ve passed. Nobody around here would serve him—not even with his chauffeur’s cap on. But she could get whatever she wants with a smile.

In the end, he lets her sleep.

“This is our last job,” he’d reminded her before they left Boston. “After this, we’re going straight as arrows.”

She’d promised they would, they would go straight—just as soon as they found out what happened to Mama.

The gem-cut ticker in the Royce’s dash reads well past seven. Sunset’s close. His stomach flips. He’s pushing forty miles an hour. Forty-five. And it feels good. Driving feels good because it’s freeing, and freedom is the one thing America always promises but carefully withholds, at least from Negroes like him.

Still, Chester can dream.

He dreams of heading west to California. Away from icy New England, sniffily segregated ever since the slave ships docked. He dreams of chauffeuring stars and novelists, of driving to parties, premieres, vacations. He’ll earn enough to buy a little house—maybe find a wife. Then, some sun-drenched morning, living for his steady job and steadier family, Chester’s worries will melt away—and he’ll finally taste it. What it’s like to be free.

A siren screams.

A Packard patrol car draws abreast, lights flickering.

Dor sits up. “Are we getting pulled over?”

“Yeah.” Chester slows. “I’ll handle it. Keep quiet.”

“You work for me, remember? Maybe I should do the talking.”

“I know you’re feeling real white right now, Dor, but you’re still my baby sis. Let me handle it.”

She settles back, stroking Cleo.

Gravel skitters as Chester parks, keeping his hands glued to the wheel.

“You.” The cop raps the window. “Roll this down.”

Chester does, slow and steady, already wearing his helpful-dullard’s smile: friendly, blunt, and none too bright. “Evening, officer.”

The air’s thick with sap and heat, the reek of mulch and pine.

“You were speeding, boy. Forty-five in a thirty-five zone. Let me see your papers.”

“I’ll just reach into the glove compartment, sir.”

The cop glances at Dor. Seeing how she’s dressed, he loosens up. “Yeah, all right. You a livery boy?”

Chester hands over the paperwork—false name and all. Chester K. Johnson. His real record wouldn’t pass.

“I’m taking Miss Williams up the mountain.”

“Where from?”

“Boston.”

Blue eyes flick up. “Where you planning to stay tonight?”

AFTER SUNDOWN, Chester remembers. NO NEGROES NO JEWS.

“With me,” Dor pipes up.

Chester stifles a groan.

“I’m
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