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Part One

1923





One

Ruth-Ann Fear remembered the feel of hands wrapping around her neck from behind. She remembered the startling pressure and how warm the hands were—warm and damp.

She remembered the leap her heart made, the gasp that escaped her throat. The fingers tightening until she struggled for breath.

With a hard twist of her body, she spun around—and stared into Peter Goodman’s eyes. She made another sound, this time a cry of recognition.

He lowered his hands, the fingers sliding gently now, tracing a damp path along her throat. His touch now tender. Still not breathing, Ruth-Ann watched a smile form on his lips.

“Did I startle you?” His grin grew wider. He knew the answer.

Why did Peter enjoy scaring her, sneaking up on her, catching her off guard? Was it just another boy thing, having to prove himself superior? Showing Ruth-Ann who was in charge?

She took both of his hands in hers. “I knew it was you,” she lied. She tugged him close and pressed her mouth against his. An awkward kiss. He was still enjoying his little prank.

He kissed her again. Ruth-Ann pushed him back with both hands on the lapels of his dark suit jacket. “Do you like my dress?” She stuck out both arms, modeling it for him. It was pale blue, shiny as silk, a wide bow tied at the waist, the skirt falling to her ankles.

His eyes moved up and down. “It’s the cat’s whiskers, Ruth-Ann. What did your mum and dad say about your haircut?”

Her eyes flashed. “They loved it.”

“Go chase yourself!” he exclaimed. “Even you can’t keep a straight face when you say that.”

She laughed. “Okay. The truth. They hated it. They said, ‘Just because a lot of foolish, misguided young women are cutting their hair into short bobs, why do you have to follow them?’”

“Good question,” Peter muttered.

Ruth-Ann raised her pale blue cap and brushed her short, coppery hair with one hand. “Why? You think I look like a boy?”

Peter’s cheeks turned pink. “Of course not.” He leaned forward and kissed her again.

“Actually, Mum and Dad didn’t make much of a fuss. That’s because it was me with the bobbed hair. If it was Rebecca, they would have gone blooey. At least they would have canceled this birthday party.”

Peter raised a finger to her lips. “Stop, Ruth-Ann. You’re always saying how they like Rebecca better than you—”

She pushed his finger away. “You know it’s the truth. Do you know the first thing Mum said when she saw my new haircut? She said, ‘Don’t worry. It will grow back.’”

Peter started to laugh but stopped when a car horn honked. They both turned to see a bright red roadster rumble up the gravel drive.

Two girls in long party dresses hurried across the grass to greet the car. On the terrace, two maids in black-and-white uniforms were setting down trays of drinking glasses.

Peter turned away from Ruth-Ann and started toward the house. She grabbed his hand. “Peter, where are you going?”

“Inside,” he replied. “I want to try your father’s—”

“—Radio set.” She finished the sentence for him. It was maybe the only thing Peter Goodman and Randolph Fear had in common. They both loved to spend hours tuning in distant radio stations on Mr. Fear’s radio receiver.

“No,” Ruth-Ann insisted. “You have to help me get through Rebecca’s birthday party.” She tugged him toward the lawn. “Come say hello to Mum and Dad.”

“Right now?” Peter said. He shrugged. “Why? They don’t like me anyway.”

“Please. They think you’re the bee’s knees.” Ruth-Ann knew she was lying. Her parents didn’t like Peter at all.

“The boy has no gumption.” That’s what her father had said. “Why doesn’t he ever look me in the eye? Is he hiding something? He talks into his chin. I can’t hear a word he mumbles.”

But Peter was good enough for Ruth-Ann. If Peter were dating Rebecca, her parents would demand that President Harding call out the army to chase him off. Or they would put Rebecca on the next passenger ship to Europe to break them up.

Rebecca was the princess. Randolph Fear even called her that. “Princess.”

Her parents had little to say about Peter dating Ruth-Ann, and she was glad. She needed something or someone to be hers and hers alone, and Peter fit the bill.

He wasn’t the most exciting guy in Shadyside, or the best-looking. In fact, with his chubby cheeks and round black-framed glasses, his straight brown hair down over his forehead, he looked a lot like an owl.

Peter wasn’t the funniest, or the sharpest dresser. His family wasn’t rich or important. He didn’t have to be any of those things to make Ruth-Ann happy. And she realized that Peter was one of the few people who did make her feel happy, not in second place, not like Rebecca Fear’s little sister.

Peter was halfway to the house. “You can’t stay in there the whole time,” Ruth-Ann called to him. “You have to come out and be social. You have to come out when lunch is served. Do you hear me?”

He turned back and gave her a little wave of one hand. His glasses caught the sunlight and made it look as if his face was lighting up.

She heard her mother shouting. “Ruth-Ann? Where are you? The Grainers are here. Ruth-Ann?”

But she stood and watched Peter, watched him until he disappeared behind the terrace door.

Peter. Peter. Peter . . .

She had no idea how soon he would betray her.





Two

One year later, Ruth-Ann had many lingering memories of Rebecca’s birthday party. She remembered her talk with Peter. Remembered the excitement of kissing him. And after that . . . she remembered the yellow sky.

She could picture their sloping lawn . . . the blue and white balloons that bobbed and swayed in a warm, gentle breeze . . . the pots of daffodils on every table, Rebecca’s favorite flower. No clouds, but the sky was low and the color of buttermilk, a fantasy sky.

And everything seemed perfect, Ruth-Ann remembered. She could still hear the soft voices and laughter, and see Rebecca’s girlfriends in their long, colorful silk dresses and feathery, flowery hats. The boys in their light suits, their Oxfords shined, their shirt collars open to the sunlight.

She remembered Jonny Penderman rolling up the gravel driveway in that pale blue touring car, the sides and the wheels blue as a bird’s egg. Kids jumped on the running boards on both sides of the car and hung on while Jonny made the tires spin over the gravel.

Ruth-Ann’s father appeared and squinted at her through his round eyeglasses. Randolph Fear was a short man, a bit overweight, his dark pinstripe suit strained at the waist, his stiff white collar a little too tight.

He pointed to the car. “Look at that jalopy. That boy should be ashamed to drive up in a bus like that.”

Ruth-Ann rolled her eyes. “Funny, Dad.”

Randolph shook his head. “That car must cost a heap of simoleons. Where does that Penderman boy get the money to own a car like that?”

Simoleons? Her father prided himself on his knowledge of the current slang. He thought he could impress his two daughters by “being hip to their jive.” But he usually embarrassed them and got things completely wrong.

“It’s Jonny’s father’s car,” Ruth-Ann said, moving toward the driveway.

Randolph followed beside her. “Didn’t that boy carry a torch for you for a while?”

Ruth-Ann frowned. “He’s Rebecca’s friend, Dad.” Everyone here is Rebecca’s friend, she thought, with only a little bitterness. Everyone loves Rebecca.

She watched her sister flirt with Jonny Penderman. He pulled open the car door for Rebecca, and she slid gracefully behind the wheel, tucking her long skirt under her. A circle of kids had gathered to admire the long blue car.

“I can get seven passengers in here. Easy,” Jonny was saying as Ruth-Ann drew near. “It rides like a dream. And yesterday, I was out past the north farms—no one in sight for miles—and I got her up to forty miles an hour.”

Some guys laughed. “That’s hooey.”

“Tell us another one.”

“Are you going to enter it in a race?”

Jonny raised his right hand. “I swear. The car was rattling like crazy. I was bouncing so hard, my head kept bumping the roof. I glanced down at the meter, and it said forty.”

More hoots and laughter.

“I believe you, Jonny,” Rebecca said from the driver’s seat. “Can I drive it?”

“Do you have a driver’s license?”

“No. Do you need a license to drive a car? Nerts to that!”

She slid out of the car and rearranged her red hat over her blond hair.

“I’m going to drive it to New York City,” Jonny announced. “Anyone want to come with me?”

“I do!” Ruth-Ann cried. She glimpsed her father frowning at her. She knew he’d never allow either of his daughters to go on a trip like that. Too far and too dangerous.

“Why are you driving to New York?” Rebecca’s tall blond lookalike friend, Lily Wayne, asked.

“To see the new baseball stadium,” Jonny answered. “Yankee Stadium. They don’t share with the Giants anymore. They opened it last week against the Red Sox.”

Ruth-Ann knew that Jonny was a big baseball fan. And so were a lot of the other guys, who loudly begged him to take them along.

She had to laugh. Who said Jonny’s dad would allow Jonny to take this beautiful new touring car that far? Jonny was a great guy, a lot of fun, but he wasn’t the most responsible kid in the world.

She smiled. Jonny’s dad had let him drive another brand-new roadster when he was fifteen—and he rode over a milkman’s horse!

Now, one year later, a year after that happy birthday party, Ruth-Ann remembered the pale blue car under the yellow sky. And the deep ruby red of Rebecca’s dress, swirling around her as she moved from guest to guest. Rebecca the smiling host, so warm and winning.

Only the best for Rebecca. Ruth-Ann knew that dress cost almost twenty dollars. It was silk crepe, after all, with those beautiful pleats down the skirt to her ankles.

Ruth-Ann remembered everything about Rebecca that day. Rebecca’s red velvet hat with the single feather standing from the back like a sword. The suede Indian moccasins she wore. Her blue eyes darting from guest to guest.

The way she hurried to greet Nelson Swift. The confident way she took Nelson’s arm and guided him to the drinks table, chattering like a happy little sparrow all the way.

Ruth-Ann watched them at the party, watched Nelson’s slicked-down black hair parted so perfectly in the middle of his tanned forehead. His pale green eyes, fox eyes. His toothy smile that never seemed real. His single-breasted black suit fitted so perfectly.

Watching him move in and out of the sunlight, crystal glass sparkling in his raised hand, smile plastered in place. His perfect posture. His perfect everything.

And Ruth-Ann asked herself: Is Rebecca really going to marry Nelson Swift?

That was her father’s fantasy. But it couldn’t possibly be Rebecca’s, could it?

If only the sisters had been closer, they could discuss such things. Rebecca was only four years older than Ruth-Ann. They pretended to be close. But they never spoke of personal things, of the things dear to their hearts, the things that really mattered. Were there such wide gaps in other families, too?

Questions. So many questions.

Now it was a year since the party, and Rebecca’s wedding was near. Days away. But Ruth-Ann preferred to linger in the past. To think about the party. The colors. The smiles. The jokes and laughter. Rebecca and her friends. Jonny and his touring car. Nelson and his grip on Rebecca’s arm.

Peter . . . Oh, Peter. Peter, why?





Three

The trouble didn’t start until a few weeks after the party. All had agreed the party had been a big success.

It seemed to put Rebecca in a rare good mood. Several times, Ruth-Ann caught her humming to herself. And once, she peeked into Rebecca’s room and saw her singing and practicing a wild new dance, some sort of jazz step with her arms shooting above her head and her shoes tapping the floor.

Rebecca froze when she saw Ruth-Ann peering in at her. Ruth-Ann braced for an angry tirade. Usually, Rebecca didn’t like to be spied on.

But, to Ruth-Ann’s surprise, Rebecca smiled at her and waved her into the room. “It’s a new step I learned at the Hot Bunny Club with Nelson. Want me to teach you?”

Ruth-Ann could feel herself blushing. “You know how clumsy I am.”

But Rebecca insisted. They stumbled through the dance step a few times, laughing and bumping into each other. For once, Rebecca didn’t get frustrated. She kept patiently urging Ruth-Ann, who was as clumsy as she claimed, to try it again.

We’re actually having fun together, Ruth-Ann thought.

Ruth-Ann’s shoes tapped the floor. She flung her hands up—and lost her balance, and the two sisters ended up laughing in a tangled heap on the carpet. “Maybe we should try a waltz,” Rebecca said.

She dragged Ruth-Ann to her feet. “Nelson got two tickets to see the Paul Whiteman band on Saturday at the Palladium,” she said. She winked. “He can be useful.”

She pulled Ruth-Ann to her dressing table. “Come help me put up my hair.”

What an odd thing to say, Ruth-Ann thought. He can be useful?

Rebecca sat down in front of the tall mahogany mirror and opened a quilted box of hairpins. “My hair is so long and heavy, I feel like I’m wearing a blanket on my head.”

Ruth-Ann shook her head quickly from side to side to make her short hair flare out. “You spend hours putting your hair up, bringing it down, brushing it out. I just give my head a shake, and I’m ready to go.”

Rebecca rolled her eyes. “I’d love to give your head a shake.”

They both laughed.

Their faces were side by side in the mirror. Ruth-Ann gazed at their reflection as if seeing them for the first time. She wasn’t a golden-haired, blue-eyed princess like Rebecca. But she knew she wasn’t bad-looking.

She had warm, wide brown eyes and a winning smile. Her parents were always urging her to smile more often, but it didn’t come naturally.

Her hair was coppery, darker than Rebecca’s. Her nose wasn’t as graceful as her sister’s. And she had a tiny dimple in her chin that she hated.

I’m not as pretty as she is, Ruth-Ann thought. But I’m more interesting.

Was that really true?

Rebecca was twenty-one, and a good life was pretty much set out for her. Randolph Fear had secured her an apprentice job at Mrs. Paul’s, the milliner shop in town. Rebecca was artistic, and she wanted to be a designer of ladies’ hats.

Mrs. Paul said she showed a wonderful flair for it. She said she would help Rebecca submit her designs to a hatmaker in New York.

And then there was Nelson.

True, Dad had picked Nelson out for Rebecca. Nelson worked at Mr. Fear’s investment firm. The stock market was booming in 1923, and Nelson was the company’s biggest money earner.

Nelson was big and boyish and boastful, loud and sometimes a little vulgar. He liked to laugh a lot. Ruth-Ann knew that Rebecca hated the way he was always slapping people on the back or poking a finger on their chest as he spoke to them.

He’s like a warm, friendly animal, Ruth-Ann thought when Dad brought him to dinner that night. He’s so eager to please, he’ll lick your face to make you like him. A big, warm puppy dog.

He was only twenty-one, the same age as Rebecca. But he smoked cigars and wore dark pinstripe suits from New York, and acted like a tycoon.

Mr. Fear had invited Nelson home to dinner and practically thrust Rebecca and him into each other’s laps! Most of the time, Rebecca seemed happy with Nelson. She liked dancing and going to the new jazz clubs on the other side of town.

But Ruth-Ann could never tell if Rebecca was serious about him. Standing behind her sister at the mirror, their faces looming so close together in the reflection, Ruth-Ann worked up her courage. Maybe she and Rebecca could have a real sister-to-sister talk.

“You and Nelson—” she started.

But Rebecca cut her off. “I think Peter is too old for you,” she said.

Ruth-Ann blinked. She had to steady herself. It was so unexpected.

“Peter is my age,” Rebecca said, eyes straight ahead into the mirror. “You’re still in high school.”

“Only for a few months,” Ruth-Ann snapped. Her surprise began to turn into anger. Why is Rebecca saying this?

She started to pin a rolled-up strand of Rebecca’s hair. But her hand slipped and the pin jabbed the back of her sister’s neck.

“Ow!” Rebecca screamed and spun toward Ruth-Ann. “You don’t have to attack me. I’m not a pincushion!” She rubbed the back of her neck. “That was vicious, Ruth-Ann. I was just trying to help you.”

Ruth-Ann took a step back. “It—it was an accident,” she stammered. “Really, Rebecca. My hand slipped.”

“I’m your big sister,” Rebecca said, softening her tone. “I know you and I aren’t exactly best pals. But I care about you. And I think you’re heading for trouble with Peter.”

Ruth-Ann stood with her mouth open. She couldn’t shake off the shock of her sister’s words. “Peter and I—”

Rebecca turned back to the mirror, but her eyes remained on Ruth-Ann. “He’s a Victrola salesman,” she said with a sneer. “Where is that going to lead?”

“He—he’s learning how to repair Victrolas as well,” Ruth-Ann said. “Peter is very mechanical. He is fascinated by record players and radio receivers.”

“No one else is,” Rebecca replied. “Do you really think people are going to put those things in their homes and stand around listening to them?”

“Well . . .”

“He’s so immature,” Rebecca said, rolling her eyes. “I’ll bet he reads all those H. G. Wells novels about time machines. Does Peter want to sell time machines, too, Ruth-Ann?”

“Now you’re just being cruel,” Ruth-Ann said, lowering her voice to a whisper. She felt her anger rise in her chest. “I—I don’t know why you’re saying these things.”

“I told you. I care about you.”

“Peter and I have good times together,” Ruth-Ann said. “We laugh a lot. We enjoy being with each other. We understand each other.”

“That’s wonderful,” Rebecca said sarcastically. “But—”

“He works hard,” Ruth-Ann continued. “He wants to be a success. And we do things together when he’s not working. We take long bike rides up on the River Ridge. We have picnics in Shadyside Park . . .”

Rebecca slammed a fist on the dressing table. The box of hairpins jumped. “Ruth-Ann, you need a future. You’re graduating from high school next month. You have no plans. What are you going to do with your life? You need a husband, a man to take care of you. Not a boy who spends all his time trying to hear voices on the radio waves.”

Ruth-Ann realized her hands were balled into tight fists. She uncoiled her hands and took a deep breath. “So is that why you’re so attached to Nelson? You need a man to take care of you?”

“Nelson is Nelson,” Rebecca said. She sighed. “He is okay sometimes. But he can be a bear.”

Ruth-Ann squinted at her sister’s reflection. “A bear? What does that mean?”

Rebecca clawed the air with her hands and uttered a low animal growl. Like a bear growl.

“Would you care to explain?” Ruth-Ann urged.

Rebecca sighed. She waved a hand at the mirror. “Go away, Ruth-Ann. Just scram. I can do my own hair.”

Ruth-Ann gasped. She really thinks she can give me a royal proclamation about Peter. Then send me on my way. Am I supposed to bow and say thank you?

“Nice talking to you, Rebecca,” Ruth-Ann murmured. She spun away from the mirror and, taking long, heavy strides, stormed out of her sister’s room.

The shock of Rebecca’s sudden attack on Peter had Ruth-Ann dizzy and off balance. She bumped the wall as she turned into the hallway, stopped, and shut her eyes, waiting for the dizziness to fade.

Rebecca must have been thinking about this for a long time, Ruth-Ann thought. She was waiting to ambush me. But—why?

Anger battled with her confusion. The one time she thought she was getting close enough to her sister to have a real, honest conversation, Rebecca hit her with a sneak attack.

Ruth-Ann realized she had clenched her teeth. Her jaw started to ache. She took a deep breath. She decided not to go to her room across the hall.

Instead, she took hurried steps to the end of the hallway. She turned at a closed door and grabbed the brass knob. She twisted and pulled, and in a few seconds slipped into the narrow stairway that led up to the attic she had discovered years ago.

Ruth-Ann was careful to close the door behind her. The stairway didn’t lead to the attic everyone used. The stairs to that attic—cluttered with old furniture and clothing, cartons and crates of the discarded and forgotten—were at the other end of the house.

This narrow stairway, steep and creaky, climbed to a separate room, a windowless room that sunshine could never invade, a room that only Ruth-Ann used, that only Ruth-Ann knew about.

A room of secrets.

Her heart was racing when she reached the top of the stairs and stepped into the warm darkness of the tiny space. Her hand found the kerosene candlelighter where she had left it and, a few seconds later, three flickering flames at the tops of long, slender candles lit the room.

Ruth-Ann waited for her eyes to adjust to the darkness. The candle flames danced and sent shadows pulsing over the low ceiling. The air was warm and dry and smelled of sharp spices, the spices Ruth-Ann used to cast her spells.

It was time to cast another.





Four

The little attic room was bare, except for the floor-to-ceiling bookshelves on three walls. The shelves sagged, loaded down with ancient, dust-covered volumes, the covers worn and faded. One book was open on the wood floor, resting between a circle of ten black candles.

Ruth-Ann’s anger had faded now, replaced by the excitement this room always brought. The excitement of delving into mysteries, dark mysteries that went beyond science, beyond human understanding.

Ruth-Ann’s secret was her ability to cast spells, and part of the excitement came from knowing that only she was capable of performing this magic. The books of sorcery, of evil chants and curses and strange powers, must have been in her family for generations.

Did her parents even know this tiny attic room existed? They had inherited the house after her grandparents died, and yet this room remained untouched. Did they ever explore up here? Did they know the powers the Fears could possess if they used the instructions in these old books?

Ruth-Ann had discovered the room by accident one afternoon when she was seven years old. An intense game of hide-and-seek led to her running to the end of the hall. She could hear her friends’ approaching footsteps and knew she had only seconds to hide.

The narrow door caught her eye. Seconds later, she was up in the hidden attic, gasping for breath, holding on to the wall, leaning over the stairway and listening for her pursuers.

They didn’t come. She heard shouts and more running footsteps. But no one tried the door. No one found her. She began to breathe easy. This was her secret place, she realized. Her secret hiding place from the world.

Years later, she had the curiosity to pull out some of the old books on the shelves, dust them off, and read what they offered.

The history of her family was up here. Did her parents even know any of it? Did they know about the Fears’ archenemies, the Goode Family? Ruth-Ann had never heard anyone mention the Goodes.

The two families had hated each other since the early days of this country. Since Colonial days. Since the burning of witches and lives ruled by all kinds of dark superstitions.

Ruth-Ann read of the hatred, of the curses the two families cast on each other, of the murders that were carried out, all in the name of the ancient family rivalry.

The stories made her feel cold all over. The history of my family is so strange and so evil, she thought. And that was before she began to comb through the spell books, before she learned of the sorcery that her family had learned, powers that even she could master with enough practice and study.

She read the spells. She memorized some of them. She practiced a few harmless ones just to see if they would work. She made rabbits dance in a circle in her backyard. She made squirrels chase a dog down the street.

She didn’t try a serious spell until her sixteenth birthday.

The day was lonely with few friends. Ruth-Ann spent the day envying Rebecca with her easy grace and all her many admirers. Rebecca, so popular. So bubbling and happy. The princess who seldom allowed Ruth-Ann to even stand in her shadow.

Yes, it was envy that propelled Ruth-Ann. Envy that drove her to the ancient spell books and the black candles and the rituals she needed to get what she wanted.

It was only then that Ruth-Ann decided she needed a boyfriend. And she knew how to get one. It was 1922, after all, and everything was modern. Everyone was modern. Including the girls.

She picked Peter Goodman. She had been attracted to him at school. All the girls talked and giggled and whispered about their “crushes.” Maybe Ruth-Ann had a crush on Peter.

She didn’t know if he liked her or not. It didn’t really matter. Ruth-Ann’s summoning spell was powerful and inescapable. Once she had chosen Peter, he was hers. And she knew the sorcery to keep him as long as she wanted.

Two weeks after Rebecca’s birthday party, Ruth-Ann decided she wanted him now.

To defy Rebecca, yes. Rebecca and her unwanted advice to say good-bye to Peter.

Rebecca had no clue as to who had the real power in the family. Ruth-Ann planned to keep it that way. How wonderful to perform miracles behind a cloak of shadows. How pleasing to control people without their knowledge, to manipulate them with just candlelight and words and songs.

And now she wanted Peter to arrive. She wanted her boyfriend, the only boyfriend she had ever had. “I want you here now, Peter,” she murmured, lighting the ten black candles one by one.

She stood in the center of the circle, in the pale white glow of the candlelight, and began to remove her clothes. She pulled off the frilly blouse and tossed it against the wall. Her skirt came off next, and then the petticoats. Her undergarments flew against the wall.

And Ruth-Ann stood naked in the shadowy light from the darting, swaying flames all around her. She raised her arms like bird wings, as if flying free. And she began to dance.

A delicate dance at first, on tiptoe, with her hands swaying slow and high above her head. She shook out her short hair and kept her hands high, her bare feet tapping the warm wooden floor. And she began to sing. A soft, tender song of words in a strange language, a song from the book at her feet.

Ruth-Ann sang and did her slow, sinuous dance, her body warm from the candlelight, her skin shadowy in the darting flames and the wisps of black smoke from the points of the flames. The wisps of her dark magic.

She sang the words in a whispery voice. Her skin tingling, so free and light without clothes that she felt she could fly.

And when the spell was cast, she dressed quickly. She snuffed out the candles, and shook out her hair one more time. Then she hurried downstairs, peeking into the hall, making sure no one could see where she was coming from.

She had to wait only a few minutes.

When the front doorbell rang, her mother started to the door. But Ruth-Ann stopped her halfway. “Don’t bother, Mum,” she said. “It’s for me.”





Five

A week later, Ruth-Ann and Peter sat close together on the brown leather couch in the sitting room. Her mother had been in the chair across from them, knitting a scarf. When she got up to leave, Ruth-Ann leaned her cheek toward Peter for a kiss.

Peter didn’t seem to take the hint. He kept talking about the article he had read in a science magazine. The article said that the wireless would replace all the pianos in living rooms across the nation.

“People will listen to music from far away,” Peter said. “They will no longer have to make their own.” He smiled at her. “That could be very bad for the people who print sheet music,” he said.

Ruth-Ann rolled her eyes. “What makes you think people will want to listen to all the scratchy whistling and static?”

“They’ll fix all that,” Peter said. “The article said it will sound like an orchestra is right in your living room.”

Again, Ruth-Ann brought her face an inch from his. “What do I have to do to get a kiss?”

He gave her a peck on the cheek. Disappointed, she blew on his glasses, steaming up both sides.

He uttered an uncomfortable laugh and drew away from her.

“What’s wrong?” she demanded. He was definitely acting nervous today. Chattering on about a magazine article . . . refusing to kiss her . . .

Peter shrugged.

She playfully flipped his necktie over the shoulder of his sports jacket. “Aren’t you feeling well?”

A burst of laughter from the kitchen interrupted Peter’s reply.

“Who’s in there?” he asked.

“Rebecca and three of her friends,” Ruth-Ann replied. “They’re teaching each other how to make Apple Brown Betty.”

Peter jumped to his feet. “Apple Brown Betty? Hot diggety. Can we see how they are doing?”

Ruth-Ann squinted at him. “Are you sure you’re feeling okay? You hate talking with Rebecca and her friends. You said they were shallow, remember?”

“That’s before there was Apple Brown Betty involved,” he replied. He grabbed her hands and tugged her up from the couch. “Besides, you’re always telling me to be more social.”

“Not with Rebecca and her crowd,” Ruth-Ann muttered.

Ever since Rebecca’s attack on Peter, the two sisters barely spoke. They were like two icebergs passing in the ocean. Ruth-Ann didn’t think she could ever forgive her sister for that outburst.

She’d spent hours trying to figure out what caused it. But she still hadn’t thought of a good reason behind her sister’s attack.

Rebecca was pretending she cares about me. But she was only being vicious.

And now here was Peter, eager to join Rebecca in the kitchen. This was not like him at all. “I can bake things, too,” Ruth-Ann said. “Why don’t we wait till they’re finished and—”

But he was already at the kitchen door, greeting everyone.

If I told him what Rebecca said about him last week, Peter would forget about that Apple Brown Betty.

And then she thought, Do I have to cast a spell to get him to act normally again? Do I have to cast a spell to get him to kiss me?

A few seconds later, the girls were all gathered around the counter, and Peter was slicing apples, and measuring out the cinnamon, laughing and chatting, suddenly at ease and the life of the party.

Rebecca’s best friend, Lily Wayne, was there with a long white apron over her flowery yellow dress. And Jonny Penderman was teasing her, poking her with a spatula, making her squeal each time.

Peter grinned at Jonny and pointed. “Jonny, how did you get flour on your nose?”

Jonny grinned back. “It was easy.” He reached across the counter and poked his finger deep into the bag of flour. Then he rubbed his finger on Peter’s nose, leaving a nice white smear.

“Hey—!” Peter uttered a cry. He picked up the flour bag, and pulled his arm back as if to heave it at Jonny. Jonny ducked. But Rebecca slid her hand over Peter’s bicep and held his arm down.

“Sorry, boys. No flour fights today,” Rebecca said. “It’s the maid’s day off.”

Jonny and Peter both sighed in disappointment. Then Peter dabbed a spot of flour onto Rebecca’s nose. She laughed and backed away. “Just slice apples, okay, Tiger? The dough is almost ready.”

Ruth-Ann didn’t know what to think. She
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