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      For Shirley and Stephen, who showed me how to find the humanity in fear, and the fear in humanity.

      

      And for my mom, who always made sure I had books to read, even if they gave me nightmares.
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      A scream pierced the veil of silence on a muggy July night. A rolling set of crashes and tumbles accompanied it. It was five seconds at most, but by the end, Agnes Butterfield was certain she had yanked half the village out of their slumber. She wasn’t even worried about herself, sprawled out at the bottom of the stairs, an armful of pots scattered around her. She didn’t think about the bone protruding at an unnatural angle from just above her right ankle. Nor the blood coming from her mouth where she’d bitten her tongue on the way down. Nor the crimson that soaked her snowy white hair where her scalp had been sliced open on the edges of the stairs.

      Damn foolish woman, she thought to herself, now you’ll be the talk of the town, waking half the village like that. Her pain was a distant second to the embarrassment she knew was coming. And her breath! Oh yes, my breath. They’ll know about the drink from my breath. I must cover it.

      The crumpled wreck of a woman tried to sit up, but her vision filled with imaginary stars. She lay down and attempted to slide on her back toward the kitchen. She bent her right knee, set her dangling foot on the ground, and applied force. That was when the pain became real to her, the brokenness of her body overcoming the shame in her mind.

      A shrill scream of “Help me!” emanated from the frail lump on the ground of the Raventree Inn. Had the inn actually housed any guests that night, surely they would have heard the initial scream when she’d fallen. But it was the middle of a Tuesday night, and there were never visitors on Tuesdays in their little town, which was far off the path any well-to-do travelers would take for business or pleasure. And so Agnes Butterfield screamed a few more times before resigning herself to the darkness that overtook her. Her last thoughts were a jumble of What will they think of me? They’ll laugh at me! and This is the worst pain I’ve ever felt. I think I’m dying!

      But frankly, it was the shame she worried about most.
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        * * *

      

      Her eyes opened, but it took great effort to keep them open for more than a few seconds. Initially, all she saw was a cloudy white all around her, accompanied by horrible pain from the top of her head down to her mangled right foot. There was dizziness mixed in that she recognized from her mornings after the bottle, and in that moment she regretted her thirst for the stuff more than ever before. Sure, it wasn’t so bad on its own when she could just rise in the morning and make herself a strong pot of black coffee. But to feel this way and be unable to move was not something she ever wanted to experience again. She tried again to separate her eyelids, and this time she grunted as she did it.

      “Quite the spill you had, Ms. Butterfield.” A calm voice spoke out from somewhere in the room. “You’ll feel a little lightheaded; I had to give you something for the pain and to keep you asleep while I set some of your bones and stitched you up in several places.”

      She knew that soft voice, and she despised it. It belonged to one of the town’s two doctors, Dr. Kenneth Chou. Oh, why did he have to be the one I was sent to? Why, oh why? Oh, the shame. It wasn’t that he was a horrible man, at least not as far as she’d been able to learn from the rumor mill. And she’d tried, believe it—she’d tried to find dirt on the doctor, something good and juicy, but she just couldn’t. That’s what upset Agnes Butterfield. She could find faults in every person she came across, but Dr. Chou’s faults had always eluded her. And it wasn’t because he was… ethnic. No, Agnes didn’t have a racist bone in her body.

      Really!

      There were many people of color in town whom she got on with perfectly well. There was… who was there? Oh yes—the Lamanna family lived on a farm just outside of Raventree Hollow, and their children were so precious. Italians, they were. And then the Duarte family, who owned one of the three restaurants in town. They were from somewhere down near Mexico, maybe Texas. She even recommended that guests at her inn eat at their establishment when they asked! And of course there was the young lord himself, Phillip Winfield, in the estate above Raventree Hollow. His grandmother had been an African woman whom old Horace Winfield had met and married during an expedition to that far-off continent, and what a scandal that had been in Raventree Hollow, according to old Grandmother Butterfield. But the Winfield family was beloved. They were good to the people in town, and nobody held young Phillip’s ancestry against him in these modern times!

      But back to Dr. Chou—just what was he hiding?

      “My vision is coming back to me, Doctor,” Agnes said, her voice horrifyingly muffled. She tried to reach up with her right arm, but it was then that she noticed the sling it was in. She tried her left arm instead, and it worked. Agnes reached up to her mouth and felt her swollen lip. Gauze filled her cheeks to keep her from biting her stitches. “I don’t like the way I feel.”

      “Yes, well, you’re going to feel worse if we take you off the morphine. I think this is the best regimen considering all that you’re dealing with. You broke bones in your right arm and your right foot. I had to stitch up the crown of your head and your lip, tongue, and inner cheek. And then there’s the bruising just about everywhere.”

      Agnes reached up and felt the top of her head. She screamed, perhaps louder than she had when she’d fallen. A huge patch of hair was gone.

      “What did you do?” she cried, gauze hanging halfway out of her mouth. “What did you do to me?”

      “I’m sorry, Ms. Butterfield, but I couldn’t stitch up the wound without shaving some of your hair away. It was imperative in order to⁠—”

      “You horrible man,” she interrupted. “What will they think of me? I can’t believe you did this to me! I want Dr. Marshall!”

      “I can assure you, Ms. Butterfield, that Doc Marshall would have done the same thing,” said Dr. Chou, his voice remaining as gentle as always. “It really was necessary. It was too large a wound to leave alone. You’re in expert hands here, and Doc Marshall is out of town with his wife this week, anyway. Now, please rest. I’ve got to see to another patient, and you need the sleep.”

      Agnes couldn’t remember why she’d been digging through her attic in the first place. She hadn’t needed those heavy items she’d been carrying down the stairs. There weren’t any guests at her inn to cook for, nor any planned social gatherings. It hurt her head just attempting to remember what she’d been doing before the fall. It was as if she wasn’t in control of herself, like something was blocking her memories. She had blacked out from alcohol many times before, but something felt different this time.

      Agnes cried herself into another cycle of sleep, though it was anything but restful. She had dream after dream of people talking about her, laughing, pointing. Had someone else in town suffered these injuries, Agnes would already have started a whisper network. I heard she was drinking, she would’ve told her friend Ronnie Marie Jennings, sucking at that bottle like a fish on land. Pathetic little thing. And Ronnie Marie would’ve told Alexandra Pennington at the flower stand on Main, who would’ve spread it to her customers, like Connie Weathers, the barber’s wife, who would’ve told her husband, Frank, who would’ve spread it to his clients during their morning clip-and-shaves. And then it would’ve been whispered to Howard Gibson, the banker, and his secretary, Lydia Calhoun, who would’ve told her best friend, Melissa Rosenbaum, who would’ve⁠—

      I must do something about this, Agnes Butterfield thought when her eyes popped open sometime that evening in the recovery room. They all know by now, surely, but there must be a better story out there, and then they’ll forget about me entirely.

      Despite the pain, a crooked smile formed on her purple-and-blue face as Agnes Butterfield schemed.
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      Eggs and toilet paper. Eggs and toilet paper! Oh, why did it have to be eggs and toilet paper?

      Like every morning, Alexandra Pennington had come out to the stall in front of her house on Main Street only minutes after sunrise. Her routine was to wipe away any new webs the wretched spiders in her yard had formed during the night, woven between the slats of her picket fence and among the rows of flowers. Then she would unlock the door and windows of the stall, take inventory of the paper and lace she used to wrap flowers for her customers, and stock the cashbox so she’d have correct change readily available. Finally, she would prepare her standing orders so they’d be ready for her regular customers’ early pickups.

      But this morning, it was eggs and toilet paper she had to worry about. Alexandra shook with rage but stifled a scream so as not to draw attention, just in case any of the local business owners were out early to open up their own shops.

      “Who would do such a thing?” Alexandra asked nobody in particular as she got to work, carefully pulling dew-soaked toilet paper bits out of her precious roses in one corner of the garden. She pondered the question as she scrubbed slimy yellow yolk off of the fence that lined the sidewalk of the town’s primary business district. She tried to go as fast as she could so she’d finish before any customers arrived, but she feared that the paint would rub off her fence if she was too careless.

      “Varsity training camp started yesterday,” a boy’s voice chirped behind her. Alexandra jumped at the sound of it, then turned, embarrassed, to face Arnie McCann. She should have expected him to pass by on his way to the library; the fourteen-year-old held a key and a volunteer title because he was there so often that he’d started picking up responsibilities. He had walked past Alexandra every morning this summer at the crack of dawn, usually with arms full of books, as if he didn’t get his fill all day long in the stacks.

      Alexandra didn’t respond. She just stared at him, trying to control her breathing, trying not to let her rage show. He stared back, scratching at the pimples on his chunky cheeks just under his thick-framed spectacles. Once Arnie had scraped off enough of the growths on his face, he wiped his fingers on his sleeveless argyle sweater and spoke again.

      “Every August, the varsity football team goes out after their first day of practice and tears up the town. Yours is the third house I’ve seen today that got trashed like this.”

      The boy didn’t wait for a reply this time. He turned and resumed his journey up Main Street. Alexandra recalled hearing about incidents like this in the past, but she had never been a victim of the high schoolers’ pranks herself. Someone has to take care of that coach, she thought. He lets this go on year after year, and it’s just not right!

      After her hard scrubbing had removed all the egg, Alexandra ran to the shed behind her house and found a leftover can of paint from when she had refinished her fence in the spring. She had just finished the last touch-up when she smelled a hint of cologne from behind her. She turned and looked up at the approaching man.

      “Mr. Winfield,” she croaked in shock. “Uh, I mean, good morning, sir! I was just tidying up a bit. Please, mind the wet paint!”

      “Let me give you a hand with that,” Phillip said. The young man reached down for the lid on the sidewalk, set it on the paint can, and pounded on it to seal it shut.

      “Why, thank you, Mr. Winfield!” Alexandra hoped she was using her most sincere voice and not displaying the humiliation she felt. She led him through her garden and back toward the shed to put away the paint. She nervously glanced around, hoping she had removed every sign of the eggs and toilet paper that had been used to vandalize her beautiful garden. “It’s not every day we see you downtown. To what do we owe the pleasure?”

      “Oh, I just came by to see what flowers were in season. I have a guest from the big city coming to the house this afternoon and wanted to have some fresh-cut flowers out.”

      “The house,” he says so modestly. If that’s just a house, then my home may as well be a crate in the alleyway.

      “Well, I can put together a nice bouquet for you now that you’ve helped me put away this paint. So kind of you to come here to my establishment when I know you have exquisite gardens up on your estate.” The Winfield estate certainly did have beautiful gardens and a full-time gardener Alexandra despised. Oh, it wasn’t personal, just principle.

      “Yes, but you know Franz, Ms. Pennington. One can’t even pick a single petal without giving him an anxiety attack.”

      “Please, tell me about this guest, and I’ll pick out just the right combination to match him.”

      “Her, actually,” Phillip said. This piqued Alexandra’s interest, but she tried not to show it. “Very sweet young lady—a real go-getter, you know. Fiery red hair. Um, green eyes, I think. Is that the kind of thing you want to know?”

      “Perfect!” In reality, she didn’t care how the woman looked, as there were only so many flowers in her garden to choose from at this time of year; she was just looking for more information she could share. Information was currency in this town, and it would surely distract people from the story about her garden getting vandalized by those varsity football rascals. And what juicy information this was. The woman sounded absolutely nothing like Phillip Winfield’s recent gal, who hadn’t been seen in quite some time.

      “Now, why don’t you give me about twenty minutes,” Alexandra said. “I’ll have quite the bouquet made up for you in the time it will take you to go grab a cup of joe over at Graham’s Diner. He should have a fresh pot on right now, in fact.”

      “You got it,” Phillip said, a drop of morning dew from a tree shining in his auburn curls. He flashed his genuine, pearly white smile, turned, and walked out the gate and down the street.

      Alexandra forgot all about the eggs and toilet paper. As she used her shears to clip the perfect flowers, she began to formulate the story she would tell the whisper network. She wondered who might come along next this morning. Oh, she’d have to wait until after Phillip had picked up his order, of course, but perhaps Teresa White would be along shortly, or maybe even Bill Cunningham. This story would have legs, surely—Phillip Winfield with a new special lady friend, plus whatever that meant for the old special lady friend! Something this exciting only happened once in a blue moon in Raventree Hollow.
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        * * *

      

      The squeak of the wheelchair gave away the identity of Alexandra’s next visitor before she even saw the woman’s face. Ever since that nasty fall down the stairs three weeks ago, Agnes Butterfield had been confined to the chair. Poor Shirley Bettencourt’s mother had volunteered her to help wheel Agnes around town, and Shirley was too soft-spoken to push back against her mother’s orders. Alexandra peered out from the booth as she finished wrapping and tying the bundle of flowers for Mr. Winfield.

      “Well, a beautiful morning to you, my lovely dear Agnes,” she said in her most sugary voice; she winced at her own disingenuousness, which surely bled through. “You’re just glowing this morning. It looks as if you’re healing nicely.”

      “Hello, Al,” Agnes grumbled. Al—Alexandra simply hated being called Al, and Agnes knew it. Agnes turned to Shirley. “Leave me here, girl. Get yourself a muffin, but better make it bran. At least the fiber will do you some good.”

      Agnes rummaged through her purse and pulled out a handful of coins, which she dropped into Shirley’s hands. The girl uttered a soft “Thank you, ma’am,” and scurried off toward the neighboring Graham’s Diner.

      On the list of people Alexandra had hoped to see this morning, Agnes Butterfield was among the lowest. While small-town boredom fueled most of the whispering in Raventree Hollow, Agnes seemed motivated by something else: a pure hatred toward her neighbors, perhaps. Then again, Alexandra knew that if ever there was someone who could spread a story fast, it was Agnes.

      “I know that look,” Agnes said from her wheelchair, just inside Alexandra’s gate. “You’re holding out on me. That’s quite a lovely bouquet you’re preparing. Someone have a hot date? Who’s been here this morning?”

      “Well, if you must know…” Alexandra said, a sly smile forming across her face. She turned and looked toward the diner to make sure the subject of her gossip wasn’t approaching before continuing. “Our young lord has a lady friend whose arrival is imminent. He wanted something really special prepared for her.”

      “Lady friend?” Agnes reached up to adjust the shawl wrapped around her head. She hadn’t shown anyone, but everyone knew Agnes was missing chunks of hair after getting stitched up after her drunken tumble. The swelling on the woman’s face had mostly gone down, though her lip still had quite the blackened scab and Alexandra was certain that Agnes’s nose was more crooked than ever. “Would this be the same lady friend as before? I thought she fell off the face of the earth, it’s been so long.”

      “A new one,” Alexandra said. She thought back to a few minutes prior. Phillip had only said she was a guest from the big city and that she had fiery red hair, but that was good enough; Alexandra could read between the lines and even embellish a little. “He’s very much in love with this one; I’m fairly certain wedding bells are in their future, from the sound of it. She’s a real beauty. Bit of a ginger, too. He just gushed over her, blushing and all.”

      “Well, I just knew it wouldn’t work out with that other gal he was seeing. She looked like trouble, you know. Um, I don’t mean because… well, you know.”

      Yes, Alexandra knew what Agnes was getting at. Mr. Winfield’s previous steady was Black, and Agnes had let her scorn be known to anyone who would listen, though she always made a point to sound like it was anything but the color of the woman’s skin that she disliked.

      Agnes continued with a smile, trying to recover. “A redhead? Now, isn’t that something? Just wait until I tell the girls.”

      “Oh yes, well⁠—”

      “And you said she’s arriving today?”

      “Yes, that’s what Phillip—Mr. Winfield—said. I’m just finishing up this bouquet, and he’ll be along shortly to pick it up for her.”

      “Good, good. Say, if Shirley comes out looking for me, tell her I’m on my way down to see Connie and that I won’t need her again until noon. Take care, now.”

      Agnes reached down to the wheels, guided the chair back to the sidewalk, and turned in the direction she had just come from minutes earlier. Before she wheeled away, she called out to Alexandra, “You missed a spot of toilet paper hanging from your roof, dear,” and rolled on without looking back.

      As if on cue, Phillip Winfield came out of the diner to pick up his flowers. He thanked Alexandra, paid and tipped generously, flashed his dazzling smile, and went on his way back up to the manor. As she watched him go, guilt flushed through her. She’d participated in the gossip game many times before, but something felt unsettling this time. Involving Phillip’s personal life in it was like biting the hand that feeds.

      What was I thinking? she wondered. But then, she didn’t remember thinking at all. The words had just come out as if she hadn’t chosen to speak them. It was almost as if something had taken control of her from the moment she’d seen the eggs and the toilet paper.

      As Phillip Winfield made his trek up the eastern hill toward his sizable estate, the birds began to sing their morning songs. By the time he arrived at his front door, word of his new lover had already spread throughout the town.

      Except, of course, this mystery girl wasn’t his new lover at all. But what did facts matter to the people of Raventree Hollow when the story was just so juicy the way they told it?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Shirley Bettencourt opened the front door to her family’s home—like the rest of Raventree Hollow, it was never locked—and stepped inside, not even bothering to close the door behind her.

      “Shirl, is that you?” Her mother called from the bathroom as Shirley floated past on the way to her bedroom. “What are you doing back so soon? You didn’t get fired from another job, did you?”

      “Yes, Mother, it’s me,” Shirley said in a dreamy tone. “Ms. Butterfield sent me away for the morning. Wanted privacy, I guess.”

      Shirley closed the door to her bedroom, which she often did keep locked. She dropped her purse next to the door and sank down into the accent chair with a sigh of satisfaction. She looked around at the walls of her room, where there hung corkboards covered in photos and newspaper clippings. If one were to get past the locked door of Shirley Bettencourt’s bedroom, one would think the nineteen-year-old had a bit of an unhealthy obsession with Phillip Winfield, the young master of the Winfield estate on the eastern hill that overlooked Raventree Hollow. And one wouldn’t be mistaken, what with all the pictures she had taken during high school and developed in the photography class’s darkroom, and with all the newspaper articles she had so delicately cut out of the Raventree Herald for as long as she could remember. Her mother knew, but she told herself that her daughter just had a deep interest in local news. Nothing was more newsworthy to the town than the generous and wealthy Winfield family heir.

      Shirley inhaled deeply and released her breath slowly as she recalled her close encounter with Phillip just minutes earlier. He’d been sitting at the counter at Graham’s Diner, sipping his coffee, when she had walked in. She could have stood in the doorway and stared at him for several minutes if it hadn’t been for those darn bells on the door, which had caused old man Graham to look up at her and in turn led Phillip to turn and flash his smile at her. She had felt flames rise in her cheeks instantly and had cast her eyes down to the ground as she’d plopped into the booth nearest the door. From behind the counter, old man Graham had called out to Junior to wait on Shirley.

      Shirley despised Graham Herndon Jr. They’d been in the same class at school, and he had always teased her, from preschool through the day they’d walked across the gymnasium stage to accept their diplomas. A few of their classmates had gotten out of Raventree Hollow for college, but unfortunately, Shirley still had to see Junior around town regularly.

      “Hiya, Shirl,” Junior had greeted her loudly, sounding unusually cheerful. He’d dropped a menu on the table for her and flashed his big, crooked grin. He’d made no effort to lower his voice as he continued, “Say, you’re looking mighty flushed this morning. Is everything all right?”

      “I, um, yes, thank you, everything is fine,” Shirley had mumbled as she’d shot a glance toward Phillip at the counter; he had gone back to sipping his coffee and chatting with old man Graham. She’d winced as she realized Junior had followed her gaze.

      “Why, Shirley Bettencourt,” Junior had chided. His beady little rat eyes had somehow gotten more beady and rat-like as his typical malicious expression reformed on his face. “Still got your eye on the prize, eh? You sure you don’t want to sit at the counter? You’d have some good company!”

      Shirley had wondered if Phillip and old man Graham were staring at her at that moment—she could have sworn their gazes were stabbing her like tiny daggers—but she had just lifted the menu to block her face and pretend to read the breakfast specials.

      “Just a blueberry croissant and a glass of water, please,” she had uttered from behind the menu. Junior hadn’t pushed her further, only walked back to the counter to prepare her order. A moment later, she’d heard Phillip Winfield drop some coins on the counter, thank the Grahams, and walk toward the door. As she’d listened for the bells, she had once again thought she felt eyes on her. That’s when she had known that Phillip Winfield was hesitating right behind her at the door. He had seen her. He wanted to reach out to her, to tell her “Good day,” to kiss her goodbye. She just knew it.

      Phillip Winfield loved her as much as she loved him.
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      “Shirley,” her mother called through the locked door as the knob rattled. “Ms. Butterfield rang. She said she is ready for luncheon. Shirl? What are you doing in there?”

      “Just resting, Mother. I’ll be out in a moment.” Shirley was briefly disappointed to be awoken from her mid-morning nap, especially given the nice dream she’d been having about Phillip Winfield sweeping her away to the coast for a romantic weekend. But such dreams were normally dashed, weren’t they? What else were mothers for but to bring their daughters back to reality?

      Shirley smoothed her skirt as she approached the door. Her mother was still giving the locked doorknob stilted turns from the other side. “All right, Mother, I’m up now.”

      Shirley opened the door and faced her mother. It was almost like looking in the mirror, or maybe one of those funny mirrors at the county fair that passed through town every June, the kind that stretched you out one way and squished you down another way. This invisible mirror was one that aged you about thirty years, covered you in wrinkles, and greyed your hair. There was no denying that Shirley was Susan Bettencourt’s flesh and blood, as much as Shirley used to fantasize about having been secretly adopted. The two women were strikingly similar with their athletic builds, their long, thin hair that was almost shapeless—Shirley often wished she had the rich, wavy hair of many of the girls she attended school with—and pale, freckled skin that reddened easily from embarrassment, sun, or pretty much anything else.

      “Is Ms. Butterfield treating you well, dear?”

      “Oh, I suppose she’s treating me well enough, but she’s just so unpleasant to be around all the time. I really don’t see how you put up with her at those bridge games you and the other women play.”

      “She’s just lonely, what with her husband abandoning her and leaving her with that old, run-down hotel,” her mother said. Shirley was certain she spotted a tinge of guilt on her mother’s face for pushing her to work as an assistant for the wretched Agnes Butterfield. “Plus, you need something to do, and she needs the help. It’s only until she’s able to walk again, two or three more months at most.”

      “If Dad would just let me work for him at the paper, I wouldn’t need something to do.”

      “That’s enough, Shirley,” her mother said. She led Shirley out to the kitchen, where she thrust a hunter-green lunch box toward the girl. “Now, I want you to drop off your father’s lunch on your way back over to Ms. Butterfield’s place. Hurry up, Agnes is waiting for you.”

      Shirley took her father’s lunch, which she assumed was his normal mix of leftovers, cold cuts, and a bottle of pop. It wasn’t likely that the box contained any fresh produce. If it wasn’t canned corn or candied apples, her father didn’t consume any vegetables or fruits.

      As she stepped off the porch, Shirley realized she had left her bicycle at Ms. Butterfield’s inn that morning. She hadn’t planned on coming home so soon. So she headed on foot back down Sycamore Avenue toward Main, cutting across Third to bypass Graham’s Diner; if she had to see Graham Junior one more time that day, Shirley thought she’d be sick.

      She arrived at the office of the Raventree Herald, its front window emblazoned with the paper’s title in an oversize gothic font; smaller, plainer letters spelled out hal bettencourt, editor in chief below it. The door swung open as she reached for the handle.

      “Hiya, Shirley!” In the doorway stood a tall, gangly young man with childish blond hair and what a seventh-grade boy might call a mustache. He was wheeling out a silver bicycle with a basket in the front. A camera with a large flashbulb hung from a strap around his neck. Pinned on his tweed jacket was a badge that read press.

      “Oh, good afternoon, Herman,” Shirley said. “Your mustache looks like it’s coming in just fine.” She heard a tinge of disingenuousness in her voice; she didn’t mean to be unkind, but she couldn
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