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  “You cannot teach a man anything; 

you can only help him to find it within himself.”


- Dale Carnegie








  
  [image: image-placeholder]




  
  1


Grace  
A bride on her wedding day should be chock-full of emotions: anticipation, excitement, or even fear. Something. All I feel is a desperate desire to be left in peace.
But instead, my bedroom is overrun with chattering girls, each with their own perfume. They spill into the hall in a flurry of pink taffeta ruffles, while I am bundled into a blue bathrobe over a long line bra that constricts like a straitjacket. Before too long, they will zip me into a square-necked white satin gown, and my aunt’s pearls will weigh heavy around my neck.
The girls in pink are my bridesmaids. Thelma and Pearl, my sisters; Daphne and Merry, my future sisters-in-law; and an assortment of cousins and girlfriends.
Somewhere in the clamor are my mother and aunt, islands of sanity. I turn from the dressing table to look for them, but a hand on my head curbs my movement. “I’m not done.”
Thelma is the only person guaranteed to outshine the girl in the white dress. It’s just how she’s made. Worse than being drop-dead gorgeous, she has that theatrical quality that compels you to look at her. She taps my ear with a comb and stands back, letting me confront the results of her labor. “There you are.”
The girl in the mirror has porcelain skin with rosy patches on her cheeks. Her eyes are outlined in black, her lashes bristling. She looks nothing like me. I fight a wave of dizziness.
“I need Theo.”
“He can’t come up here.” Merry encroaches in a cloud of Belle de Nuit. “He’s a man.”
“And you’re not dressed,” someone else adds.
“I’m not undressed. Finish getting ready in the other bedroom. I need to talk to my cousin.”
They leave reluctantly. In a few moments, Theo stands framed in the doorway, a tall, graceful silhouette in a morning suit—as handsome as Fred Astaire, but mine.
“You clean up well.” The knot in my chest unravels at the sight of him.
“I’d say the same, except you’ve had that bathrobe since high school.” He tips his head toward the gown on the wall. “It’s going to take an army to get you into that thing.”
Now that he’s here, I’m not sure why I wanted him so desperately. “I just needed to talk.”
He folds down onto the edge of the bed, resting his elbows on his striped knees. “Anything in particular? Or is it the obvious?”
“What’s the obvious?” I pick at my hair, pulled back so tightly that my head throbs.
“You’re making a huge mistake?” His conspiratorial grin hooks me, as it has since we were children. “You don’t have to marry him, you know.”
“What else are we supposed to do at this point?” I hold out my left hand, where a diamond solitaire has sparkled until I’ve almost grown used to it. “We’ve been dating for almost five years.”
“He’s fine.” Theo widens his blue eyes for emphasis. “But he’s not special.”
“Neither am I, cousin.” I tighten the tie to my robe until it hurts. “I came to terms with that a long time ago.”
“You are,” he argues. “You just haven’t found your purpose. Is Mitch Garland the best you can do with your life? Is being Grace Garland enough? You’re getting married because all your girlfriends are doing it and you’re afraid of being left out. It’s easier to say yes than to make a difficult choice.”
“There’s nothing wrong with Mitch!” Wearing tennis whites and with a racquet on his shoulder, he beams benevolently from a silver frame on my bedside table. “You’ve never liked him.”
“He’s fine,” Theo repeats. “Just not for you.”
“You’re jealous.” I drop down beside him, making the bed squeak. “Ever since they told us we couldn’t get married, nobody’s ever been good enough.”
“If that’s the problem,” he says, leaning heavily against me, “then it’s mutual. Because you’ve never liked my girlfriends, either.”
He is right; I haven’t. 
"Why shouldn’t I marry him? I’m done with school, I don’t want to go to college, and I don’t have any other bright ideas. This way I can work with you—”  
“Until you get knocked up,” he says bluntly. “I know guys like him. You’ll be pregnant and housebound before you know what hit you.” He holds up his hands at my reaction and continues. “I’m not saying he’s a bad guy. It’s how he was brought up. Mitch was raised to want the status quo. We were raised to want more.” 
“And?” I don’t like that my voice shakes. 
“You deserve more than that.” He pulls me close and I tuck my head under his chin, tracing the steady heartbeat beneath his crisp white shirt. Mitch has never made me feel this valued, this safe. This special, like I could do something as impressive as my sisters—if only I knew what it was. “Good enough isn’t a reason, Grace. And I won’t even get into—”
“No, you won’t.” If he makes me cry, Thelma will have to redo my makeup. Then we’ll both get a lecture. “I’m getting married today, Theo. I don’t know why I asked you up here if all you’re going to do is try to talk me out of it.”
When he laughs, my instinct is to join in. Except nothing’s funny anymore. 
“That’s exactly why you invited me up here. Know thyself, sister-cousin.”
He slides, loose-limbed, off the bed. “Should I send the rosebuds back in to help you get ready?”
“Just my mother. I don’t think I can handle them right now.”
Mama looks unfamiliar in a good dark dress, her hair freshly curled. She takes the white gown from its hanger, shaking out the crinoline. “Are you all right? You look a little green.”
“Garden-variety bridal nerves,” I say with a confidence I don’t feel and plaster a smile on my face. “Let’s get me into this gorgeous creation so you and Pop can walk me down the aisle.”

    
  It only takes fifteen minutes to get to St. Mark’s Episcopal Church on foot, yet it takes our five-car wedding procession twice as long. I sit in the back of my aunt’s big car, wedged between my parents, my knee jiggling with impatience. In the street, people point and wave, hailing us for the spectacle I soon will be.
“Grace.” Mama lays her hand on my knee. “Are you sure you’re okay?”
“I’m fine.” She’s had enough to bear in the last year without fussing over me. What I refuse to think about rises up for a terrifying second, and I stuff it down—stuff down my dead brother Toby—before I start wailing and climb out the car window at the next light.
“No one’s holding a gun to your head.” Pop nudges me with his shoulder. “Your mother and I called off our wedding, remember?”
“And got married a year later,” I counter.
“When we were sure. If Mitch isn’t the right man, you only have to say the word.”
“If Mitch is the wrong man, maybe you should have thought of that a year ago,” Mama says quietly.
We fall silent, thinking about what happened a year ago. For what little I ask of him, Mitch has been a pillar since Toby died in Korea. I didn’t want a fiancé then; I wanted my family in one piece. I can’t blame Mitch for trying. It’s my fault that I let this go on for so long. Now I’m in it up to my neck. There’s nothing left to do but take a long walk down the aisle to where a very nice, very appropriate young man waits at the altar.
He’s more than appropriate. Mitch’s family is from a different social class than my lovely, loving parents. He went to the right schools, has a good job, and plenty of money. His parents have even converted an entire suite in their house for our use until we buy our own home; my parents could only offer a larger bed in my childhood bedroom. Mama likes Mitch because he represents security. Her life was hard before she married Pop. I’ll never have to suffer and work the way she did. It’s perfectly reasonable that she likes him.
And I like him. Ever since we met at a Christmas party when I was fifteen, he’s been there for me. We didn’t go steady right off, but every time I tried to date someone else, either Theo objected to them or they objected to Theo. 
Until this morning, I assumed my cousin liked Mitch. 
The car pulls smoothly to the curb. Mr. Hedges, my aunt’s driver, turns around from the front seat and smiles at me. “Here we are, Miss Grace.”
“Thank you.” My voice comes out small, making me sound like the little girl he gave piggyback rides to in the big kitchen of Aunt Claire’s house. That little girl had everything ahead of her. She didn’t know about war and loss and regret.
Pop climbs out and reaches back for me. Behind him is an absolute wall of pink. The bridesmaids swarm, escorting me through the church’s heavy double doors. Metal strapwork writhes across the wood like vines, covering the red-painted surface in a tangle of curls and spirals. I imagine them breaking free to wrap around my ankles and carry me off into the trees in the churchyard and am almost disappointed when they don’t.
After the brightness of the morning, the church entry is dark. I close my eyes and breathe the cool, incense-scented air. Immediately, my nose tickles. I can’t start sneezing. The last thing anyone wants to see is a bride with a red nose, sneezing into her camellias. 
Theo would never let me live it down. 
The flower girl, my niece Alice, barrels into my full skirt, looking like a pink bonbon. “You look like a princeth,” she whispers in a waft of bubble gum.
I hand her off to Thelma, who hustles her toward the front. The girls twitter around me, except for Merry, Mitch’s sister, whose sharp eyes miss nothing. “Are you all right? You look like you’re going to be sick.”
“I’m fine.”
Pearl slips between us, shielding me from Merry’s gaze. “Should I get rid of them?” she murmurs, throwing an arm around my shoulder. “Send them… somewhere?”
“Delaware?” I suggest. “The state or the river?”
“How about the back of the church until you’re ready?”
I nod, unable to speak. She ushers the flock of bridesmaids through the inner doors, leaving me alone with my parents, who study me and then look at each other, a wordless conversation made possible by nearly twenty years of marriage.
“Time to go, kid?” Pop asks. He is a stocky man, more comfortable in flannels and a terrible tie than fancy dress. His thinning curly hair is tamed with Wildroot and an aggressively-wielded comb. 
“Let’s do this.” I take their arms. When we planned the wedding, the only thing I insisted on was that both my parents walk me down the aisle. I adore Pop, but without Mama he’s incomplete; it’s the same for her, though she’d never admit it.
With a wheeze from the organ, the wedding march begins. My stomach lurches. Ahead of us, the bridesmaids pace down the long aisle, the shining pews on either side swagged with pink ribbons and white roses. Theo is paired with Thelma, their blonde beauty neatly canceling each other out.
I keep my eyes fixed on Pearl’s hem as we step forward. Light floods through the stained glass, but the chill remains. The congregation is on its feet, their eyes devouring us. Mama’s arm is stiff under my fingers; she is uncomfortable with this level of scrutiny. I want to stop and throw my arms around her and apologize for putting us through this sickly pink circus. Neither of us even likes pink. 
We pass row after row of people I don’t know, then a line of my girlfriends, the lucky ones who didn’t make the cut to wear a pink dress that Mama didn’t sew. Then comes Aunt Claire, on the aisle, with the rest of the family beyond her: Pearl’s husband, Julian, Dan and Tommy, George, his wife Ruthie, and their two younger kids, all suitably awed by the church and their uncomfortable formal clothes. 
There is a physical space between Dan and George, an absence that screams, louder than speech: someone should be here. The birth order is Dan, Toby, George. But Toby is gone, and none of us are the same without him.
At the altar, Theo catches my eye and winks. He stands between Mitch’s brother and an unfamiliar young man. My dearest friend, my other half. I wink back, hoping I can hear the service over the buzzing in my head. 
Pop lifts my veil, and my parents kiss my cheeks before stepping back. The music fades, and I finally look at Mitch. He gives me the cocky grin of a boy who’s never faced a problem that couldn’t be fixed with money. That grin used to feel like freedom, but now there’s a ring attached. And a ball and chain attached to that. I think of all the jokes I’ve heard about marriage, how they poke fun at the women and pity the poor men whose freedom is being taken away. 
But what about my freedom? I’m only twenty; I haven’t done anything with my life yet. Am I crazy to tie myself down until death do us part to someone I’m starting to realize I barely know?
The priest gives us a grave smile and begins. “Dearly beloved: we have come together in the presence of God to witness and bless the joining together of this man and this woman in holy matrimony…”
God. He’s here. He’s in charge of all this. Does He want me to marry Mitch and be a good wife? Does He want me to spend the rest of my life loving, honoring, and obeying this very pleasant boy with his open, smiling face and his perfectly nice, overbearing parents?
“If any of you can show just cause why this man and this woman may not lawfully be married,” the priest continues, “speak now; or else for ever hold your peace.”
The silence in the church is vast. Then comes a sharp sound.
Crack!
Crack!
Heads turn, but I know exactly what it is. Theo is cracking his knuckles, sending a message of support the only way he can. I glance over; he is staring straight ahead, his pale hair gleaming in the window light.
“Mitchell Revere Garland, will you have this woman to be your wife; to live together in the covenant of marriage? Will you love her, comfort her, honor and keep her, in sickness and in health; and, forsaking all others, be faithful to her as long as you both shall live?”
He squeezes my fingers. “I will.”
The priest turns to me. “Grace Lillie Byrne, will you—”
“No.” My teeth are chattering. “I’m sorry. No.”






  
  2


Teddy 
“You should be ashamed of yourself.” My mother’s pretty face is pinched with annoyance. I should feel ashamed about that, too. But I don’t. Without saying a word, I just saved my best friend’s life, even if no one else realizes it. There’s nothing wrong with Mitch. I’ve been friends with him for years. But ‘nothing wrong’ isn’t a good enough reason for a girl like Grace to ruin her entire future. 
She thinks because she doesn’t have some grand purpose that she might as well take the easy way out and get married. Not everyone has a purpose, or at least not at her age. I don’t want Grace to wake up on her twenty-first birthday and discover that she walked into a cage, escorted by a bevy of pink ruffled idiots.
I know Grace better than she knows herself. She’s in no fit state to make big decisions. I didn’t even have to mention Toby's name before she cut me off; she needs to deal with the loss of brother before she can move on. Mitch isn’t the right man to help her do that.
“Did you hear me, Teddy?”
“Yes, Mama, but I’m driving.”
“And you’ve never had a conversation while driving before.” My mother may be in her early fifties, but from a distance, she could pass for one of those ridiculous bridesmaids—except she would never wear such an insipid color. 
“Who convinced Grace that pink was a good idea?”
Her lips quiver; she’s trying to maintain a semblance of annoyance but that color offended her as much as my interference. Likely as much as those frumpy dresses insulted my aunt, who, if nothing else, sewed a bridal gown to be proud of. 
“They were terrible, weren’t they?” She begins to laugh quietly, then covers her face as the stress of the morning breaks through. “I don’t know if we should go home or over to the house.”
“Home.” I’d like to go there, but right now Grace needs time to figure out what she did and what she’s going to do next. “Let’s wait for the smoke to clear. We can always go over later.”
I drop Mama on Delancey Place and drive around the corner to the garage. The old Packard isn’t back yet, which means Hedges is still with Grace’s family. I’ll have to corner him later to find out what happened. 
When I come in, my mother’s voice drifts through the closed door of her sitting room. Probably she’s talking to Aunt Ava, trying in some mysterious, feminine way to salvage the mess that Grace and I have made. I consider checking on her, but the thought of a snack—a replacement for the aborted reception—wins out, and I head for the back stairs. 
“Don’t you look nice, Mr. Teddy.” Mrs. Hedges is rolling out dough on a marble slab. The air smells of vanilla and the heating oven. “You’re back awful soon.”
“Grace changed her mind.” I open the refrigerator door and scan the shelves. “Is there anything to eat?”
“There’s always something to eat in this house.” There is laughter in her voice. “What do you mean, Miss Grace changed her mind?”
“She changed her mind.” I shrug. “She waited until the ‘I do’ and said ‘I don’t.’” 
“That poor child.” Mrs. Hedges abandons the dough and lifts the lid off a ceramic cake plate. “Double chocolate?” 
“Yes, please.” Her chocolate cake has been my favorite forever. Not a week goes by without her making one, even if it’s just for me. 
I carry the plate up to my room and slide it on the dresser while I change out of my wedding clothes. I leave them across the foot of the bed until I’m ready to put them away. On my own, I’m relatively tidy, if you don’t count the stacks of books on the floor and beside my bed; I haven’t liked anyone picking up after me ever since Cecie walked in on me when I was fifteen. I was half-dressed and it took a full year before I could look at her again.
In flannels and an old shirt, I sink into the reading chair by the window, balancing the plate on its wide arm. As I eat, I consider what comes next. I’ve sorted out Grace’s problem, but the thorny issue of my own future can’t be solved by something as simple as cracking my knuckles. 
Across the room, a long sheet of white butcher paper is thumbtacked to the blue painted wall. My future is on that paper, if only I’m permitted to grasp it.
Warriner Industries, my inheritance, is a sprawling conglomerate of businesses amassed by my father and grandfather over the course of almost a century. They include steel and textile mills, which landed lucrative government contracts during both world wars; various chemical and mineral processing facilities, providing materials for manufacturing and construction, and many other, smaller divisions. 
It’s an almost impenetrably tangled web, and I am intimately familiar with every strand. The scroll lists each one of Warriner Industries’ holdings, with lines connecting them to the companies they serve: steel to the auto manufacturing plants and construction division, which has an insatiable appetite for machinery; textiles to both uniform factories and other industrial uses—car tops, canvas awnings, even sails. There is a small division which makes radio parts, and a manufacturing plant that makes architectural glass for use by the construction division.
By the time I was ten, I could trace the history of any of the companies back to its original acquisition and relate what changes and expansions had been made since then. It was a party trick I was rarely called upon to perform.
Grace laughingly calls it my family tree. She’s not wrong. Her tree consists of people, but even though we’re related, an invisible line of wealth separates me from the Byrnes and the Kimbers. 
No one has ever confirmed my suspicion that Grandfather Warriner was an immigrant. My grandmother, a terrible woman whose company I quite enjoy, would disinherit me for the merest suggestion that her husband did not spring from native Philadelphia soil. But ten years ago, when I was home from school with chicken pox, I uncovered a box of letters in the attic addressed to Heinrich Werner. 
Heinrich Werner. Harrison Warriner.
I don’t care where Heinrich came from; I am interested only in his reinvention. By the time he was thirty-five, he was successful enough, and sufficiently American, to secure a wife like Irene Biddle, whose illustrious family had fallen on hard times. Her name made him socially acceptable, while his money kept her in society. 
They had one child, my father, who initially wanted no part of commerce. After marrying my mother, he dabbled in politics but found it no more to his liking. He told me once that he’d run for city council to help people. It was only after being elected that he learned his hands were almost completely tied. By the time his proposals plodded their way through committees, with everyone taking a cut, to come before the full council, there was nothing left for the poor. 
“They made the Warriner board look like a walk in the park,” Dad said with a sigh. “I went back to what I was good at and helped people in my own way.”
The board he referred to is my current nightmare. Most of the members have been there since before I was born. It’s difficult to be taken seriously by people who remember me in short pants, coming in to help on my school vacations. I did everything from waxing floors to delivering mail, learning every aspect of the companies I will eventually oversee. 
Eventually is the operative word. Although my father trained me to inherit his empire, not one member of the board, including my mother and grandmother, whose shares are equal to mine, treats me as an adult.
Perhaps it’s selfish, but the biggest reason I didn’t want Grace to get married is because I’m pretty sure that, sooner or later, I’ll need her help.
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Grace 
No matter how bad things are, I know better than to leave clothes on the floor. The gown goes back on its padded hanger, while the petticoat and bra are stuffed in the closet. I’ve taken my hair down, but my forehead still feels tight. My eyes are swollen from crying.
Did I really turn my back on my future and reverse course down the aisle, past my bridesmaids and family, past friends and strangers, right out of the church? 
My first clear memory is Mr. Hedges hustling me into the car, saying, “It’s all right, Miss Grace,” and then Mama and my sisters crammed in. Thelma sat to the side, scrutinizing us like we were in one of her stage plays, while Mama and Pearl tried to wring answers from me. Their concern, on top of the sweltering heat of the vehicle, was too much. I opened my mouth to explain and started sobbing instead. 
“It’s not enough,” was all I could say. After speaking with Theo, all I knew was that Mitch wasn’t enough.
“I should have known when he insisted you get married in the Episcopal church.” Mama shook her head, giving up. When we got home, she wrapped an apron over her best dress and ransacked the icebox, because we obviously wouldn’t be going out for an elaborate wedding lunch. I ran upstairs and shut my door. She’s checked on me twice, but I’ve told everyone I need to be alone for a while.
They’re all downstairs now, trying to figure out what to do next. There are phone calls to be made—a luncheon to cancel, questions to be fobbed off with vague statements, gifts to be returned. I’m curled on the floral Axminster carpet, staring out at the tree in the back yard, when there is another knock. When I don’t respond, the door opens anyway. 
“Sorry to intrude on your misery.” Thelma still looks like a movie star in a dark sweater and slim trousers. “I wondered if you’d mind if I went out? It’s not that I don’t feel bad, but I’m only here until morning—”
“Go ahead.” I give her a weak smile. My world may be ending but Thelma has a few stolen hours to spend with her man, who, because she lives in New York, she doesn’t see often enough. “Say hi to Stan for me. If he needs a laugh, tell him how you spent your morning.”
She bends gracefully and brushes the top of my head with a kiss. Thelma isn’t particularly affectionate, so it means more coming from her.
“I’ll tell him you looked beautiful and I looked like a wad of damp pink tissue.” She smooths my hair. “I’m proud of you.”
“Why?” I’ve never done anything worth being proud of.
“Because you did what was right for you.” She straightens and appraises her reflection in the mirror: perfect, as always. “Maybe at the last moment, but it’s still better than marrying someone you don’t love.”
“What if I do love him?” I’m pretty sure I don’t, but if that’s the case, what have I been doing all this time? 
She shrugs. “Then you talk to him. But for now, let Mama fuss. She thrives on a crisis.”
I have given my mother a crisis, when she has dealt with enough crises in her life for several women. I’ve no doubt embarrassed my aunt, who is friends with the Garlands. I don’t know how much money this has cost Pop, and as for my friends—
They looked like guppies when I passed, with their round, rosy cheeks and their gaping mouths. I almost smile until I remember—again—that I am a terrible person who has broken a very nice boy’s heart and upset everyone in both our families. 
Except Theo. He’s probably very happy.

    
  Eventually I get tired of my room and creep downstairs, feeling a bit more like myself with a  clean face and a cotton blouse and old skirt of Pearl’s. Everyone looks studiously away when I appear, as if they’ve been told not to stare. I duck my head and slip into the kitchen, where Mama wordlessly hands me a sandwich.
“Mind if we have a couple of beers, Ma?” Dan retrieves two bottles from the icebox. I follow him and George out onto the back step. 
“Mitch not good enough for you all of a sudden?” George asks, prying the cap off his beer and holding it out. “Thought you liked him.”
“I do.” I accept the offered bottle and take a long swallow. “Just not enough.”
“If Ruthie ditched me on our wedding day, I’d never forgive her.”
“Where is Ruthie?”
“Pop ran her and the kids home.” He tips his head back and drains the beer.
I think how differently this conversation would have gone if Toby were here. No matter the occasion, he and George always devolved into their boyhood selves, often ending in good-natured bloodshed. This quiet clinking of bottles between my brothers, Dan, tall, thin, and dark, and George, middling, solidly built, sandy-haired, is far too civilized.
When we lost Toby, we lost our spark. Even though he and George were a thing apart—two in one, the same as me and Theo—they always had time for their baby sister.
I leave my brothers to their beer and open the back gate, finishing off my sandwich as I walk. Camac Street is quiet and smells of hot asphalt. Normally, on a Saturday afternoon, the street would be filled with kids playing games, women walking to the corner store, men working on their cars. It’s almost as if everyone is inside, watching me. How does Thelma deal with the spotlight? I want to jump in the river. 
The sight of a familiar figure stops me in my tracks. Just out of sight of our front step, Pop leans against the traffic light at the corner of Pine Street, a cigarette clamped between his fingers. He looks up at my approach.
“You caught me.” He grins sheepishly. “Don’t tell your mom?”
“I won’t have to. She’ll smell it on you.” I wrap my arms around his waist and lay my head on his shoulder. We’re almost the same height, which is comforting. “And I’m hardly going to give you grief for anything, after what I did.”
Taking one last puff, he drops the cigarette and grinds it out with his shoe. “Come on, kid.” He takes my hand. “Let’s go for a walk.” 
His default nickname for all of us—except Dan—is kid, but it’s never made me feel like he lumps me in with the rest. Pop’s words are always tailored to whichever of us he’s speaking to. It’s no different now. 
We drift up Pine toward Broad Street, stepping around women with baby carriages and a stickball game with all the kids who weren’t playing on our block. 
“Do you want to talk about it?”
“Not really.” I don’t know precisely what happened, only that relief and shame are currently at war inside my skin.
“Good enough.” He swings my hand. “You want your old man’s opinion?”
“Yes, please.”
We pause for a red light. I look left down Broad Street, toward South Philadelphia, and then right, toward City Hall. A PTC bus stops at the curb and the door hisses open, the driver looking at us inquiringly. 
Pop shakes his head, and the bus moves on with a grinding of gears. “He wouldn’t have stopped like that if we’d been running to catch him.” 
“Are you trying to tell me there will be another bus? That men come along like streetcars?”
He explodes into laughter. “I’ll leave that conversation for your mother. I will say that opportunities might not come along often, but maybe what you’ve done is leave yourself open to something better.” He gives me the sunny smile that makes Mama forgive him every time he’s late for dinner. “You would have been bored out of your mind. Mitch is awfully normal after growing up in this family.”
“Maybe I wanted normal.”
The day we received the telegram is etched in my mind. It was a Saturday afternoon; Mama, Pop and I were at home. Aunt Claire and Theo were due to come over. When the doorbell rang, we thought it was them.
At the sight of the Western Union boy, Mama went pale. Pop and I leaned over her shoulder to read the terrible words.
THE SECRETARY OF THE NAVY DEEPLY REGRETS TO INFORM YOU THAT YOUR SON AVIATION MACHINIST’S MATE SECOND CLASS TOBY KIMBER USN HAS DIED AS THE RESULT OF AN ACCIDENT ON TWELVE DECEMBER NINETEEN FIFTY TWO WHILE IN THE PERFORMANCE OF HIS DUTY AND SERVICE OF HIS COUNTRY IN THE KOREAN AREA STOP NO FURTHER DETAILS ARE AVAILABLE AT THIS TIME STOP YOUR GREAT LOSS IS DEEPLY REGRETTED STOP SYMPATHY IS EXTENDED IN YOUR BEREAVEMENT STOP
She didn’t say a word, just handed it to Pop and vanished back into the house. I felt bad keeping him away from her, but he said she’d want to cry it out on her own first. Once Aunt Claire arrived, she and Theo sat with me while Pop went to Mama. 
There was nothing anyone could do. No matter how much Mama tried to pretend nothing had happened, our house was submerged in grief. It made it worse, somehow, that his death was accidental; we couldn’t even blame the North Koreans. 
Mitch did his best to distract me, taking me out to meals and movies, teasing me to dance with him or drive out to Fairmount Park to find a secluded spot. I went along with his suggestions because he meant well and I didn’t have the energy to argue. 
I didn’t have the energy to argue when he proposed, either. He’d been around for so long. He was easy; I didn’t have to make an effort to have him like me. And maybe—just maybe— getting married and leaving home would make me feel like myself again. 
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Teddy 
“Thank you for saving me from myself.”
Grace’s words echo as I get ready for bed. Mama and I had a quiet dinner and afterward, I retreated to my room to read—or at least that was what I told her I was doing. It was mostly that I couldn’t stomach the repercussions of Grace’s hasty exit from St. Mark’s and how they might affect my mother. 
Mrs. Garland is involved in a hundred different charitable endeavors with her, all of which will be uncomfortable for some time. I’m more concerned about the fact that Mr. Garland sits on the board of directors of Warriner Industries, something that didn’t occur to me until after I spoke to Grace.
Saving my cousin may have complicated my life.
When Cecie knocked to tell me that she was on the phone, I took the call downstairs, listening for my mother’s footsteps.
“How are you?” I keep my voice low.
“Wonderful,” she says glumly. “Merry and the girls drove over at five and dumped their bridesmaid dresses in a big pile on the front stoop.”
I snort at the thought, then sober when she doesn’t join in my laughter. “I’m sorry.”
“They’re supposed to be my friends.” She sounds exhausted. “Merry wouldn’t look at me. Daff was crying.”
Mitch is their brother; it’s only right that they would be on his side. But Grace has been friends with that fluff-head Merry for years, long before Mitch wandered amiably into the picture. 
“I’m sorry,” I say again. It sounds inadequate. “Do you want me to come over?”
She laughs then. “That’s the last thing any of us need. Mama knows it was you, Theo. She’s big mad.”
“Yikes.” Aunt Ava is a force to be reckoned with. Even my mother tiptoes around her. “I should have kept my hands folded.”
Grace’s silence stretches, then she says, “No, you shouldn’t have. You were right. Thanks for saving me from myself.”

    
  On Sundays, my uncle makes lunch for the after-church crowd, large, messy sandwiches that are very much like him and the complete opposite of the elegant meals served at our house. Most weeks, Mama and I join them after services at St. Mark’s. This morning, neither of us felt much like going to church.
The Garlands will be there, wrapped in the sympathy accorded an injured party, while my mother and I would be the subject of curious whispers behind gloved hands. It felt too much like going back to the scene of a crime. Whether we are guilty of anything doesn’t matter in the slightest.
Instead, I spent the morning polishing my plan for this week’s board meeting. If Grace is in any state to talk, I’ll go over it with her; she’s listened to my frustrations for a year now and has eavesdropped on a few meetings, which means she’s capable of spot-on imitations of every member of the board, up to and including my grandmother. 
Granny is a thoroughly awful woman. Unredeemable. It upsets my mother that I’m somehow still fond of her—she made Mama miserable for years and refused to accept me when I first arrived—but after Dad read her the riot act and basically put her in a box, she became easier to deal with. As I grew older and attended the right schools and made the right sort of friends, she paid me more attention, as if education would polish away the taint of my birth parents. Nurture versus nature, and all that.
She was the one who told me I was adopted. I didn’t believe her at first; even at seven, I sensed the chip on her shoulder, if not the reason for it. It was three years before I learned that she had told the truth. I still recall the shocked panic on our parents’ faces and how Grace cried when they told us we were brother and sister. I hated Granny for revealing the truth when my own parents had kept it from me—which is probably why she did it. Hurting my mother is always her primary motivation. 
Still, I’ve managed to build a bond with her over the years. Now that her sister and my dad are gone, she has no one left who isn’t in her direct employ. “Who would choose to be around that bitter old bundle of sticks, unless they were being paid?” Grace asked once. 
In a sense, I am being paid. At the risk of being called mercenary, Granny has to leave her stake in Warriner Industries to someone. With her shares, even my mother could vote against me and I’d still prevail. 

    
  Grace
When I come down for breakfast on Sunday, Mama is at the kitchen table in her church dress, nearly hidden behind a mountain of taffeta.
"What are you doing?"
“Transforming these abominations.” She rips a seam and tears the skirt down the side. “Pearl and Thelma will never wear them again, and the other girls were kind enough to donate theirs.”
“They’re just so pink.” I pour a cup of coffee and lean against the counter, letting the bitter scent wake me up. “It’s the color of the gum you get in baseball cards.”
She laughs, delighted. “It won’t be, after I make a trip to Woolworths for some Rit.”
I pick up a piece of taffeta from the floor and crumple it experimentally. It crunches in my hand. “Will it take dye?”
“We’ll say a prayer that it does.” Mama folds the skirt and puts it aside, reaching for the bodice next. “What are you planning to do after lunch?”
“I’m not sure.” It appears that my social life will be limited for some time. “See if Pearl wants to go to the movies?”
“They went back on the early train.” She looks up from her destructive task. “Julian planned to go on his own, but Pearl was looking a little peaked last night, so I suggested she go with him.”
Thelma left on Saturday evening, and now Pearl is gone, too. Good thing I’ve never relied on my sisters for company. 
“I could see if Theo wants to do something.” With a board meeting coming up this week, he’ll have his nose buried in those impenetrable papers he loves more than me. When the phone rings, I bolt up. 
The voice on the other end of the line is the last person I expected to hear from. 
“Grace, can we talk?” Mitch sounds subdued, but that’s to be expected. 
“How are you?”
“How do you think I am?” He coughs. “You—you ran out on me in front of everyone. I deserve an explanation.”
He seems more concerned that I ran out on him in front of people than that I ran out on him at all. I refrain from mentioning that. Mama spent much of my childhood telling me to think before I speak. Maybe I’m finally learning. 
“I don’t have one,” I say. “I’m sorry, but I don’t. I just realized it would be a mistake.”
“Well, I like that.” I can conjure his aggrieved expression; it’s the same one he gets when a waiter doesn’t bring his food quickly enough. 
“That’s not what I meant. But I think I said yes for the wrong reason. Getting married was supposed to make everyone happy. And it did, for a while. You know how hard it’s been, since… my brother.”
“Go on.” He knows I have a hard time talking about Toby.
“That’s just it. I started seeing myself in twenty years, living a life I chose because I didn’t know what else to do.” I sit on the bottom step, hoping he’ll accept my words, which are the closest I can come to the truth. 
“So where do I fit in all this?” he asks. “Did you decide to marry me because you can’t marry Warriner? Too afraid your babies will come out with tails?”
A surge of pure, boiling dislike fills my chest. I’ve spent the last five years convincing myself that I loved this boy—or at least liked him a whole lot—only to find out he’s capable of that.
“Don’t you dare talk about Theo. You never had a reason to be jealous of him.”
“Right.” Mitch’s laugh is brittle. “You strung me along and he can’t keep a girl. Merry warned me. I thought she was overreacting.”
My anger spreads to encompass my former best friend. “That’s nonsense and you know it.” A noise in the background suggests Merry might be on the extension. “She’s just mad because she’s too flat-chested to keep his attention.”
A sharp indrawn breath confirms my suspicion. “That’s an evil thing to say, Grace Byrne. And after everything I’ve done for you, the people I’ve introduced you to—the only reason my brother ever looked at you is because of me. You’ve ruined everything.” Merry gasps for breath. “You’ve lost more than just Mitch—”
“Shut up, Mer,” he says. The flow of words cuts off abruptly. “She’s not wrong, Grace. This was your chance to better your whole family. Because I loved you. But now—”
“You make it sound like you did me a favor.” It’s my turn to cut him off. “My family doesn’t need you, and neither do I.”
With a sigh, I return to the kitchen. Mama is working on the next dress. A fluffy pile of fabric roses sits at her elbow. 
“I’m such a mess, Mama.”
“You’re not,” she says automatically. “But you’re not happy, either. And as your mother, that’s all I want for you. If Mitch made you genuinely happy, you wouldn’t have backed out.”
“At the last minute, I just couldn’t do it.” I still can’t explain the thoughts that swamped me—some of them spurred on by Theo, but others that came out of nowhere and scared me silly.
“I won’t miss those bridge and coffee mornings with Lila Garland,” she says with a grimace. “That woman is hard going. If she asked one more time why I chose to work instead of raising my children, I wouldn’t have been responsible for my actions.”
She meant well, I suppose, but whatever the next step is between chalk and cheese, that’s how different my ex-future-mother-in-law is from Mama. My mother isn’t the kind of woman who could be content to sit home and keep house, much less play bridge on Friday mornings; she’s worked all her life, and I firmly believe that stillness is against her religion.
“I liked Mr. Garland.” In appearance, he is a lot like Mitch, a bulky, sandy, ex-football player whose jokes make his wife cringe and me laugh. Of all of them, I’ll miss him the most.
“I would like one of my girls to have a husband and kids someday,” Mama says, continuing her own train of thought, “but that’s not for me to say. You were always my happiest kid. You might not have the same drive as Pearl or Thelma, but you were always happier than either of them.”
“Maybe that’s because I wasn’t trying to accomplish anything.” All my life, I’ve just drifted. My sisters, from their earliest years, had goals. Marriage wasn’t a goal, but lacking another, I tried to make it one. 
Mama takes my silence for more than it is. “I want my girl back,” she says. “If marrying Mitch would have made you happy, you would have had my blessing. If you decide at a later date that you want to marry him after all, I’ll support that, too.” 
“I don't think he will.” I give her an abbreviated version of our conversation.
“Maybe not. But a man who says things like that—even if his feelings are hurt—isn’t good enough for my Gracie.” 
I know she's upset when she calls me that. 
“All my friends are siding with him.” I chew my lip. "The whole crowd. And Merry will never get over it. But after what she said, I’m not sure if I care.” 
She pretends to consider my dilemma. I can almost hear her thinking that my friends are no better than my ex-fiancé. But she keeps that thought to herself. Instead, she says, “Why don’t you go visit your sisters? It’ll give you a change of scenery and maybe things will blow over by the time you come back.”
I cock my head and consider her suggestion. What’s the worst thing that could happen? Whatever bridges remained standing after my wedding day are now merrily burning, and I’m the one who lit the match.
“I think that’s a very good idea.”
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Teddy 
Warriner Industries is located in the Liberty Land Title and Trust Building, five floors of well-appointed offices overlooking North Broad Street. On the third Thursday of each month, the board of directors gathers in the conference room. 
When Dad was alive, board meetings were a curiosity, something I attended so I could study how he captained the ship and managed his crew. Now that I’ve graduated from Wharton, I’m ready to take my rightful place in the organization. I’m just finding it surprisingly hard to convince them to let me.  
My father had been ill for much longer than we suspected. Although not employed by the company, his personal attorney, Burt Grafton, is a member of the board. Together, they came up with a plan for restructuring. Because I was only fourteen, the board assumed a guardianship role, to keep the business afloat until I came of legal age. 
I turned twenty-one at Christmas; however, the board appears disinclined to welcome me into what should be my role as my father’s heir. It never mattered to Dad that I was adopted. I was his son, and Harry Warriner’s son would inherit Warriner Industries, as he’d inherited it from his father. 
All I want is for the board—these men whom I’ve known since childhood—to acknowledge that I’m no longer a boy. I’m not looking for full powers, not yet. I know that the ink on my business degree is still wet, but I had more input as a high school kid working summers than I do now.
Miss Regina Horton was my father’s secretary for longer than I’ve been alive. She made certain his office was kept ready, waiting for me. As she is nearly as terrifying as Granny, no one ever pushed very hard to change that situation. So now I sit behind a shining mahogany desk as large as a football field, equipped with a multi-line telephone, a lamp with a marble base, several fountain pens, and a silver framed photo of my parents with me as a baby. 
The walls are covered in framed blueprints and plans, along with photographs of my father with notable people like President Roosevelt. Below the frames are bookshelves filled with ledgers and older versions of the same business texts I’d studied at Wharton. In one corner the stock ticker hums quietly, its paper tape dripping steadily into a basket beneath.
It is very much my father’s world, a legacy that has no touches of my own. If I dared to change anything, Miss Horton would descend on me like a ton of bricks.
Although she’s probably not much older than Mama, she looks at least sixty. Her gray hair is drawn severely back; her suits are unfashionable, her shoes practical. Her talents are legendary and her devotion to my father equals my own. Even though Dad joked about Miss Horton’s fierceness, he was very protective of her. When her long-ailing mother passed away, Dad paid for the funeral.
Pushing back the comfortable leather chair, I cross the green and gold oriental carpet to the window. It has the same view of Broad Street as the conference room next door, though it is framed by dark green drapes instead of the more traditional blue. I watch the traffic for a while and wish I had something more substantial to do than check the stock ticker for the health of my investments. 
A discreet knock rouses me from my unhappy musings. Miss Horton is buttoned into a tweed suit stiff as armor, a pad and pencil in one hand. Without my father, she has transitioned to managing the office, watching over the various secretaries and clerks who keep the place humming. Despite her elevation, she still takes the minutes at each month’s meeting. 
“They’re gathering, Mr. Warriner,” she says, and stands back to let me pass. “Your grandmother is in the lobby, if you’d like to escort her back."
My grandmother thrives on attention, and I need every board member on my side that I can get. I shouldn’t have to persuade my own family, but Granny can be contrary if she doesn’t feel cherished. I hear her before I see her: a thin voice like a mosquito’s whine, berating the receptionist about some small thing.
“Grandmother.” I step carefully around the silver-headed walking stick which she wields alternately as a weapon or a scepter and kiss her on both cheeks. “You made me think you weren’t coming.”
“Nonsense.” She smiles through the harshness of the word. “I have to keep you on your toes, Teddy-boy. I haven’t missed a meeting… well, in years.”
Unspoken is the three-year period when my father removed her from the board for reasons I still don’t quite understand. I move past that and her childish nickname—said in front of Eleanor, who will tell everyone who hasn’t already heard—and take her arm. 
“Let’s get you in your seat. Eleanor, would you bring in tea and coffee once everyone’s here?”
“It’s already being prepared, sir.” Her smile confirms that Granny’s words will be all over the building before the meeting has ended. “Miss Lewis will bring it in when it’s ready.”
“Thank you.” I should know that someone else will serve the refreshments; the receptionist can’t leave the front desk during office hours.
When I lead Granny into the paneled conference room, it is almost full. Her seat is directly opposite Mama. As non-executive majority shareholders, they should be on the same side of the table, but this is as close as they are willing to be.  
Miss Lewis arrives with the cart and arranges pots of coffee and tea on a sideboard already set with cups and saucers marked with the Warriner logo. She gives me an impish grin as she departs—Teddy-boy!—and I sit at the foot of the table, facing the chairman’s empty seat. Winthrop Gilman likes to make an entrance at the last minute, greeting everyone effusively and ignoring Miss Horton’s impatient glare over her stenographer’s pad.
The other people in the room are as familiar as family members: Burt Grafton; Edwin Conover, director of the steel division; Herbert Ogilvie, in charge of textiles; Arthur Gratz Raymond, head of the chemical division; Philip Custer Wood, chief financial officer; Howland Ashmead, general counsel; Albert Foster and Buchanan “Buck” Garland, bankers with a long history with the company; and Rushton Barber, the most recent addition, whose role I don’t completely understand. His background is scientific and his comments are kept to a minimum. Burt said he was added to the board at Dad’s specific request.
Buck Garland avoids my gaze, turning to talk to Ashmead and Wood. Understandably, he’s upset about his son’s wedding and my perceived role in the bride’s change of heart.
If only Grace could have been here. She wouldn’t be in the room with us—meetings are shareholders and officers only, unless there are invited guests—but Miss Horton stows her in the anteroom where the coffee and tea things are kept. Just knowing she’s there makes me feel calmer.
But she’s not here tonight. She’s at home, packing to go to New York for God only knows how long, leaving me to deal with these people on my own. I can’t fault her for wanting to get away, because the Garland sisters have reached new depths in their malicious gossip, but I will miss her desperately. 
The door opens and Win Gilman strolls in, followed by his secretary, a slight blonde with red cheeks and very high heels. She frantically takes down his words before sprinting from the room as soon as she is dismissed. Win stands at the head of the table, resting his palms lightly on its shining surface. “Good afternoon, everyone. I call the June meeting of Warriner Industries to order.”
Miss Horton calls the roll and reads out the minutes of the previous meeting, which are approved without amendment. There is something soothing about the rigid structure of a corporate meeting; everything runs on its own tidy track and nothing surprising ever happens before the end, when motions are heard. Everything has been so thoroughly discussed in advance that even surprises aren’t very surprising.
The chief financial officer gives his report, with detailed profit-and-loss statements and a balance sheet, carbons of which were waiting at our places when we sat down. The information being satisfactory, he completes his report and the executive directors take over, tendering updates on their divisions and those without direct representation on the board.
There is no information that I haven’t already read and digested, but I assume an interested expression, asking the occasional question to make myself sound mature and capable. 
“Old business,” says Win. “We had a tabled motion from last month. Is there still interest in the motion?”
“There is,” I say firmly.
“Second,” says my mother.
He looks around the table. “We have before us a motion for Teddy Warriner to assume leadership in a division of Warriner Industries, seconded by Mrs. Warriner. Votes in favor?”
A few “ayes” are heard—Mama, Granny, and Burt. The rest of the table is silent.
“Votes against the motion?” Win meets my gaze for a long moment. I detect something in his eyes that I don’t like: a determination to keep me in short pants and on a short leash.
“Nay,” say all the executive and non-executive members.
“The motion does not pass.” He steeples his fingers and looks past me to the portraits of my father and grandfather. “Young Mr. Warriner will retain his current position.”
“I have no position!” When I stand, all heads pivot toward me. Mama’s forehead creases in distress, while Granny looks gleeful at potential drama. “I’m not asking to take over the company, Mr. Gilman, but I graduated summa cum laude from Wharton, and I certainly have enough experience, both through education and working here since I was a child to be more than a well-paid intern.”
He looks at me blandly and then consults the typed agenda in his hands. It’s the original—no smudgy carbons for him. “New business?”
Several proposals are made and voted upon. I had added no motion to the agenda, assuming that mine would be granted this time.
“Motion to add a new item for discussion.” 
“Second.” Mama again. I want to shower her with diamonds for her support.
“What’s your motion?” His fingers drum on the tabletop. 
“Motion to assume a leadership position in Warriner Industries.” I look at him evenly. “As previously stated.”
“Now, Teddy—” Though Ed Conover was a close friend of Dad’s, he’s never shown me any support. 
“That motion has already been voted down tonight, so we’ll table it until the next meeting.” Mr. Gilman checks the agenda one last time. “Anything further?”
“Motion to adjourn,” Buck Garland says quickly.
“Second.”
Within minutes they are gone, handshaking and backslapping their way toward the elevator while I sit between my mother and grandmother and try to unravel what just happened.
“Miss Horton,” Granny says sweetly. “Would you call for my car? Baxter will want to get me home.”
“Of course.” She tucks her notebook under her arm. “Should I call for yours, as well, Mrs. Warriner?”
“Yes, thank you.” Mama sits back in her chair. “Teddy, why don’t you escort your grandmother downstairs and then we can go?”
I do as I’m told, listening to my grandmother’s critique of the meeting—not of Mr. Gilman’s summary dismissal of my motion, but that her vote was not considered on a matter of new business. 
“These new-fangled technologies,” she grumbles. “I don’t know why your father ever asked that Barber person to be on the board. Each of his ideas is stranger than the last.”
And yet, for the most part, they are approved. For all his oddness, Mr. Barber understands how to get his way.
When I return from handing Granny off to her decrepit driver, Mama has relocated to one of the comfortable armchairs in the reception area. Eleanor is gone wherever the firm’s young women go at the tolling of City Hall’s clock. Only Miss Horton remains, perched on the edge of the sofa as if still taking notes. Her gaze lands on me when the elevator doors glide open.
“Mr. Warriner,” she says, standing and brushing off her sensible skirt. “If you want to get anywhere, you need to bring a few of these men over to your side.”
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Grace  
When Theo pulls up in his convertible, he is remarkably glum. He didn’t call to report on the meeting, which tells me everything I need to know about how it went. I try to cajole him out of his mood on the short drive to the station. It doesn’t work.
“Want me to park and wait with you?”  
“No, I’m fine.” It’s clear that he doesn’t want to or he would have parked without asking. “The train leaves in less than half an hour and I only have one suitcase.”
That raises a brief smile. “Mama packs more than that for a trip downstairs. Have fun with Pearl.”
“I will.” I lean over to kiss his cheek. “At least no one will show up there with torches and pitchforks.”
His laughter follows me out of the car. It’s good that I can cheer him up while still feeling so awful myself. It hadn’t dawned on me that by refusing to marry Mitch I would lose every single one of my girlfriends. Even those I’m not close to are shunning me—I ran into two girls from school at Snellenburg’s yesterday and they turned their backs, as if Daphne and Merry were watching from behind a display.
When I come back, I’m going to have to find a job. Until a few weeks ago, I’d been working at a dress shop, for the employee discount and because I wouldn’t miss it when I quit to focus on the wedding. At least with a new job, I’ll have the opportunity to make friends with people who don’t already know anything about me. In the meantime, I’ll spend a few weeks with Pearl and Julian, see Thelma’s new show, and, if I’m lucky, figure out what I want to do with my life.
I purchase my ticket and find space on a bench, trying not to look at anyone. When the train shudders in, I let a porter stow my suitcase on the overhead rack while I settle into a window seat with a book I’ve read several times before.
Though she’s followed it with five more, Pearl’s first novel is still my favorite. I’ve read them all, often from the very beginning—whenever I visit, she gives me pages to read before bed and asks my opinion in the morning. Her later books, the ones that have made her a household name, as Dan teases, are sharp and clever society tales, not at all like that first very personal novel. 
It’s a difficult read, but I love the story because it makes me feel part of my family in a way that I normally do not. As the youngest, I missed many of the events that made them who they are. My sisters are almost famous, for Pete’s sake. And while my brothers aren’t, they all have something that gives them purpose. I don’t. Never have.
The most interesting thing about me is that I’m named after my father’s killer. Not a person but a place: the Gracie mine in Scovill Run, Pennsylvania. Somewhere I’ve never been and will likely never visit, because my family has never gone back. It wouldn’t matter, anyway; I’m still called after the thing that took him before I was born. 
Other than that, there’s nothing special about me. It isn’t that I haven’t tried to be good at things, they just never stuck. In school, my essays earned solid Bs, but if I tried to write a story, it went nowhere. I can never compete with Thelma because I have two left feet and can’t act my way out of a paper bag. Mama has done her best to pass on her dressmaking skills, but if my seams hold, the thing doesn’t fit, and if it fits, it falls to pieces. 
“It’s okay,” everyone tells me. “You don’t have to be good at something to be a good person.”
They aren’t trying to make me feel bad; they’re too kind for that. But with comments like, “Well, someone in this family had to be normal,” it’s the same as telling me I’m not special.
Theo is the only person in the world who has absolute faith in me. I was eight when I discovered we were brother and sister, and we only found out because Theo announced at Thanksgiving that we were going to get married when we grew up. That was a fun day, all of the grown-ups trying to explain something they should have told us years earlier, that Aunt Claire and Uncle Harry adopted Theo because they had lots of money and no kids and my parents had the opposite problem. 
If Theo had stayed a Kimber, he’d have grown up hungry and scrappy like Toby and George, but he’s a Warriner, so he’s had the best of everything.
Of course, I’m not a Kimber, either, at least not technically. The only father I’ve ever known is my darling Pop, who married Mama when I was two. It’s hard to miss someone you’ve never known. Sometimes I wonder who I would have been if I’d grown up in that other life. 
I look like him, Mama says. My real father. Of all her kids, only the first and last have dark hair and eyes. The rest are variations on Mama’s blue eyes and lighter hair, from Pearl’s sandy brown to Thelma and Theo’s disgustingly natural bottle blonde. I never minded being different because that contrast with Theo is part of who I am. 

    
  Disembarking into the clamor of Penn Station, I relax into blissful anonymity. There are millions of people in this city and none of them know what I’ve done. It’s wonderful.
Pearl offered to meet me, but she writes in the mornings. I don’t want to disturb her routine, and I’d rather find my own way. Stopping at a newsstand, I glance at a map while the counterman is talking to someone. It is no more than two miles to their apartment.
“This is why I travel light,” I say to no one, striking off up Seventh Avenue. I know more or less where I’m going; if I end up at the river, I’ve gone too far and it will be easy enough to backtrack. And it’s a sunny day, perfect for walking.
I regret my plan almost immediately as those bright skies are accompanied by temperatures in the nineties. Within minutes, the hot sidewalks burn through my shoes. I could give in and hail a cab or even take the subway, but I keep walking; I deserve sore feet and a sunburn for such a stupid decision.
By the time I reach their building, my cotton dress is soaked, and I’ve raised blisters on both heels. I shiver in the deliciously air-conditioned lobby. The man at the front desk takes one look at my wet hair, decides which apartment I belong to, and removes the suitcase from my numb fingers and delivers me personally, as if fearing I will melt into the elevator carpet if he turns his back.
“Good lord!” Pearl’s gaze sweeps my bedraggled length. “Did
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