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Fairy tales can come true. But it’s terrifying when it happens to you

Grace James thinks having to wear a hand-me-down uniform while trying to fit into her posh new school in glitzy Orange County is bad, but being followed to class by seven little angry men is worse. The dwarfs believe that Grace has stolen the magic mirror, and they want it back.

Opponents become allies and soon Grace can’t tell who is friend or foe and what is real or merely a fairy tale, so she cooks up a scheme that will take her back home to Oregon where life made sense—away from her stingy grandparents and her miniature stalkers. But a frantic cast of fairy tale characters have plans of their own that may or may not include a happily ever after.

This book was formerly published as Grace in the Mirror.
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CHAPTER ONE
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Brock’s mom bustled in the door. She’d been gone for days. She’d traveled as she always did—without luggage, preamble, or fair warning. Brock closed his World History textbook, knowing his mom would always be more interesting than most people—even ancient despots. She carried a giant package in her hand and kicked the door closed behind her. Beaming, she propped the package in the chair beside him and began unwrapping it.

“You’re going to love this!” Cordelia’s eyes twinkled as she cut away string and paper.

It was a painting of someone wearing a frou-frou collar, tights, and Brock’s face. The Brock look-alike sat on a horse with a castle in the background in some faraway country. Centuries of dust and grime had gathered in the nooks and crannies of the heavily carved wooden frame.

“Doppelganger,” Cordelia said, smiling at her purchase.

“A what?”

“Doppelganger,” Cordelia repeated. “It’s someone who looks the exact same as another person yet is not a twin. The direct translation from German is double-goer.”

“This is not a real person.”

“Perhaps it was,” Cordelia argued. “It could be a ghost.” She laughed. “Or maybe you’re the ghost of this person.”

Like the incy-wincy spider scaling the waterspout, a chill crawled down Brock’s back. “You can’t hang that anywhere my friends can see it.”

Cordelia smiled at his identical twin. “I’ll keep it in the shop.”

“You’re going to sell it?” Maybe he could keep his friends out of there until it disappeared. Assuming, of course, it actually sold. Until that happy day, Brock wondered where she would put it since the antiques shop was already overflowing with her finds. “It looks old.”

“Oh, it is.” She carried the picture into the workroom and set it down on her table. She pulled out a rag and a bottle of lemon oil and began to polish the frame.

With his textbook tucked under his arm, Brock headed upstairs, but as he did, he caught sight of the painting and though he saw the same castle in the background, this time, instead of his double-whatever, he saw a blonde woman who looked a lot like his mom sitting on a white stallion. Transfixed, he paused in the doorway.

Cordelia looked up and turned the painting to face him. His double-what’s-it returned in a shifting haze of color.

Brock lost all interest in Attila the Hun and his World History homework. In his room, he dropped his texts on his bed, booted up his laptop and googled, “doppelganger.”

In fiction and folklore, a doppelgänger is a look-alike or double of a living person, sometimes portrayed as a paranormal phenomenon, and in some traditions as a harbinger of bad luck. Other traditions and stories recognize your 'double-goer' as an evil twin.
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GRACE STOOD ON THE street corner of Santa Magdalena Parkway and Teresa Creek Road searching for her little brother. Her gaze landed on the circus tent propped up at the end of Antonio Parkway. It sat at the edge of the canyon, surrounded by a field of poppies. Toby wouldn’t have gone on to the grounds without her, would he?

The circus didn’t make Santa Magdalena weird. It was weird all by itself. It didn’t need a multi-colored tent, a cast of clowns, acrobats, and carnies, and the overpowering stench of animals mingled with popcorn to make it strange. Although that all certainly helped.

Of course, the Santa Magdalenains would claim Grace was the outlier, the misfit, the girl in boots and Levis in a city of flip-flops and short skirts. The girl from Salmon Dale, Oregon. A green place. A town hugging the Columbia River with views of Mount Adams to the north and Mount Hood to the south. Santa Magdalena had golf course views, manmade lake views, and lots of girls-in-barely-clad-bootie views.

But just then, Grace spotted Toby flailing down Santa Magdalena Parkway’s sidewalk, holding a waffle cone devoid of ice cream in his hand like a lantern. Panic filled his eyes. His breath puffed raggedly as he skirted an old lady and her Schnauzer and a mother pushing a baby stroller.

Grace caught up to him in seconds and wondered about his inhaler because, from the look on his face, she knew he was going to need it. Soon.

“Chasing me,” he gulped, casting a rabbit-eyed look over his shoulder. “Dropped my ice cream!”

Grace drew him into an open doorway. The sights and smells of the store barely registered as she knelt in front of Toby, grabbed his arms, and willed him to breathe. She looked over the top of his head and saw two guys about her age, probably juniors or seniors, running by. The honey-blond one looked like an Abercrombie & Fitch model, while the other one, dark-haired, tanned, and carrying a lacrosse stick, could have stepped out of a J.Crew catalog.

Anger and questions flashed through her—why would they chase a little kid? Did he have something they wanted? Or were they bullies, picking on the weak and asthmatic for the pleasure of making someone wheeze? But Toby’s ragged gasping made her push anger aside and focus on his next breath.

Grace pulled him further into the store, behind a display of teapots and platters, and out of the doorway. “Take deep, slow breaths,” she said, locking her gaze with his.

He swallowed hard, met her eyes, and panted.

“Your inhaler—where is it?” she asked, patting his pockets.

He shook his head, his eyes growing wider, his puffing growing more and more labored.

“Your phone?” Grace grabbed his backpack, pulled it off him, unzipped it, and rifled through it.

Of course, until this moment, it had seemed wildly unfair and twisted that Toby got to have a cell phone and not her because he was eleven and she was sixteen. No one cares if an eleven-year-old has a phone, but a teen without a phone is like a fish without water—socially dead.

But being socially dead is better than being literally dead. Fumbling through his bag, feeling her way through the collection of Star Wars action figures, dog-eared comic books, an empty juice box, and a half-eaten bag of Doritos, Grace found the phone and tapped the second number in his contact list.

Sinking to the floor, she pulled Toby onto her lap and cradled him in her arms while she waited for Heather to answer the phone. The tension in Toby began to relax as his breathing slowed.

Come on, come on, pick up, pick up.

“Hello?” Grandpa Hank answered.

“Grandpa! It’s me, Grace.”

“Who’s this? What d’you want?”

“Grandpa?” Talking to a hard-of-hearing ninety-year-old was never easy and almost always frustrating.

“Hello?” Grandma Dorothy picked up another line.

Talking to one ninety-year-old was bad, and talking to two at once was almost impossible.

Grace raised her voice. “I need Heather. Can you put her on?”

“Your mom is at school,” Dorothy croaked.

“I know. I want to talk to Heather.”

“Are you calling on that mobile thing?” Grandpa Hank asked. “How much is it costing you? Doesn’t it charge by the minute?”

“Grandpa, please, just get Heather for me.”

A hand holding water bottles appeared in front of her face. Glancing up, Grace met the green-eyed gaze of a movie-star beautiful woman. She had flawless tanned skin, thick honey-blonde hair, and smiling lips. She gave one bottle of water to Toby and extended the other to Grace.

Toby unscrewed the lid with shaking hands.

Grace mouthed thank you to the woman.

She smiled in return, flashing a set of gleaming white, perfectly straight teeth. “Can I help you? Want me to call someone?” she whispered.

Grace shook her head.

The woman gave Toby a worried yet straining to be a reassuring smile, before returning to her place behind the sales counter.

“Heather’s gone to the store,” Grandma Dorothy told Grace.

“I don’t know why she goes to Gelson’s,” Grandpa grumbled. “She should go to Ralph’s. Gelson’s is just trying to upsell—”

“Do you think she’s at Gelson’s now?” Grace glanced out the window at the cars zooming along the parkway. Santa Magdalena only had a few major shopping centers. Maybe she could spot the fifteen-year-old Jeep Cherokee with a rusted bumper in one of the parking lots. It had to be the only rusty fifteen-year-old car in all of Santa Magdalena.

“Now how would I know where she gets to?” Grandpa Hank asked.

“Remember, you sent her to Rite Aid to pick up your prescription,” Grandma Dorothy cut in.

“Oh. That’s right,” Grandpa Hank said. “Well, she’s taking her time about it.”

Rite Aid was on the far side of the lake, and Grace couldn’t drag Toby across town. Sticking to the original plan of meeting Heather at the library seemed like the best idea. “Never mind,” she said. “I’ll catch up with her.”

“Ketchup? We don’t need ketchup!” Grandma Dorothy exclaimed.

“Not ketchup,” Grace said.

“Absolutely not,” Grandma Dorothy said. “We have plenty of condiments. We get all those little packets every time we go to McDonald’s.”

“They throw those things around like confetti!” Grandpa Hank said. “Why I heard that American Airlines saved themselves a million dollars by cutting back one tomato on their dinner salads. McDonald’s could learn a thing or two from American Airlines.”

Grace didn’t want to talk about McDonald’s or American Airlines. She wanted nothing more than for Toby to breathe. “I have to go,” she told her grandparents.

“Make sure you tell Heather not to get us any more ketchup!” Grandma Dorothy said.

“Not unless it’s on sale, of course,” Grandpa Hank added.

Grace ended the call, slipped the phone back into Toby’s backpack, and ran her fingers over the top of his buzz cut, loving the feel of his prickly head. “You okay now?”

He sniffed.

“Why were those guys chasing you?”

He shrugged.

Grace gave him a quick hug and pushed to her feet. “Come on, let’s go to the library.”

“Do you think,” wheeze, “they have,” wheeze, “comic books there?”

“Of course they do. All libraries have comic books. It’s in the national rulebook for libraries. And did you see the size of it? It’s like three times the size of the Salmon Dale library!”

Toby’s eyes lit up and his breathing sounded almost normal.

“Would you like a ride?” the woman behind the counter asked.

Grace flashed her a grateful smile. “We’ll be okay. Huh, Tobs? Thanks, though. And thanks for the water.”

The woman pulled away from the counter. “I don’t mind driving you.”

“Are you here alone?” Grace asked.

“Yes, but the owner won’t mind if I close the shop for a moment.” Her eyes sparkled. “I know her well. She can be a witch, at times...”

“Well, then you don’t want to risk making her mad.”

Toby agreed. “Witches can be scary.”

The woman’s face sobered. “You have no idea. Still, for you two, I’d risk it.” She swept her green eyes over them, her gaze lingering on Grace’s boots and tattered jeans. “What’s your name?”

“Grace James. This is my little brother, Toby.”

“I’m Cordelia Brockbank.” She stuck out a hand with five perfectly manicured nails for them to shake. “It’s nice to meet you. You’re not from around here, are you?”

Her cool skin felt shivery in Grace’s grasp.

“We’re from Salmon Dale,” Toby told her.

“Salmon Dale?” Her lips quirked.

“It’s a real place,” Grace told her. “In Oregon, near the Washington border,” she added as if that explained everything from the stupidity of the name to her grunge clothes.

“And what brought you here, the circus?”

“No.” Grace flushed with humiliation tinged with anger.

“My grandma’s sick and needs our help.” Toby handed out their mom’s excuse.

“There’s more to it than that,” Grace muttered.

“So you’re new here. Not just passing through?”

Toby and Grace both nodded.

“How old are you?”

“Eleven,” Toby said.

“And you?”

“Sixteen.”

“And starting a new school? That’s rough.”

A wave of homesickness washed through Grace.

“Are you going to Mission High?”

Grace shook her head. “Santa Magdalena.”

Cordelia’s eyes widened in surprise.

“My mom’s teaching there,” Grace said. “She has an old friend who got her the job.” Grace didn’t add that her mom’s salary would barely cover Grace’s tuition.

“You know, it’s silly that I work here by myself.” Cordelia cocked her head, sending a lock of golden hair across her forehead. “This will sound spur of the moment and crazy, but would you like a job? I could use some help, and you just moved here so no one has snatched you up yet...” She paused and fingered the gold pendant hanging around her neck. “But maybe you don’t need a job.”

Grace glanced around. A pink and purple paisley rug lay on the floor. A table beside wrought-iron shelves overflowed with an eclectic collection of china pieces, antique books, etchings, and prints. An eighteenth-century flow blue teapot shared a shelf with a silver flying saucer and a wooden burl box. It all looked expensive, frilly, and totally useless.

“No! I do. I would love to work here.” What sort of store was this? An antique shop? A gift store? It seemed to sell everything from books to hats to purses to clothes. The only things that each of the items had in common were beauty and frivolity. Everything in the store was almost as lovely as Cordelia. Grace didn’t think she would fit in. Besides, her only other work experience had been at the Wilsons’ dairy where she’d mucked out cow stalls. She knew nothing about antiques.

“What about the witch?” Toby asked. “Wouldn’t Grace have to work with her?”

Cordelia’s lips twitched. “Oh, she’s really not that bad.”

“But won’t she mind? Shouldn’t you talk to her before you hire me?” Grace asked.

Cordelia leaned forward as if confiding a great secret and whispered, “I’m the witch.”
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CHAPTER TWO
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“She offered you a job?” Heather whispered, suspicion lighting her bright green eyes. She didn’t have Cordelia’s porcelain beauty, but with her thick dark hair and pinky-white skin, she was still gorgeous without even trying. “Why?”

Grace thrummed her fingers on the table, thinking. “She could probably tell I need money.”

Heather pursed her lips. Unhappy had become Heather’s default attitude ever since they’d moved, and yet she was their mom’s most valiant backer-upper. Grace knew Heather was sad about leaving Salmon Dale, but she also knew that, unlike Grace and Tobs, Heather had a choice. She could return to Salmon Dale whenever she wanted. She was eighteen, a freshman in college, and had spent four years working for Lucy Norman—a wealthy widow who had offered Heather a place to live and use of a car if she’d remain in Salmon Dale and continue as Lucy’s assistant.

A waft of warm air blew into the library as the wide double doors opened. The guys who had been chasing Toby walked in. They didn’t belong in a library. They belonged on a tennis court, or on surfboards, or—thinking of how they’d bullied Toby—in juvie hall.

“Are you listening to me?” Heather whispered.

Grace tore her gaze away from the guys with their defined muscles, sun-kissed hair and skin, and focused on Heather. “I know...Mom needs our help, but...”

“There’re no buts about it, we have to tough it out until Dad gets back.” Heather kept her eyes on the top of Toby’s head. He sat on a cushion on the floor surrounded by comic books in Toby-heaven.

“Who are you staring at?” Heather asked, twisting to look over her shoulder.

“No one.” The guys had disappeared into the fiction section, and while Grace really wanted to follow them, throw them up against a bookshelf, and yell at them for picking on little kids, she didn’t want Heather to know what had happened or how closely she and Toby had skirted disaster. It would only upset her, and Heather had enough to worry about.

“Did you get the classes you wanted?” Grace asked, changing the subject.

Heather tightened her lips. “I also signed Toby up for an online program. I’m going to homeschool him.”

“What? Heather, no.”

She lifted a shoulder. “It’ll be easier.”

“Than what?”

“Staying at home alone with the grand-unit.”

Frustration zipped through Grace and clenched the muscles around her neck. “You should go back to the art institute.”

“I can’t afford it.”

“Grandpa Hank can.”

Heather gave an almost imperceptible shake of her head.

Grace leaned closer and lowered her voice, even though she knew her grandparents were miles away. “Do you think Mom entered into some sort of bargain with them?” she asked, thinking of her advanced English class in general and Faust and his pact with the devil in particular. Who would she rather strike a bargain with—Satan or her grandfather? It would be a hard decision.

“Maybe, but probably not.” Heather picked at the edge of her T-shirt. “She promised we’d leave as soon as Dad’s rotation is over.”

“Do you think that’s going to happen?” Grace’s thoughts skipped ahead to her own graduation. Maybe if she worked really hard, she could get a scholarship and go to any school she wanted.

Heather didn’t answer but used her foot to nudge Toby. “Pick your favorite three, and let’s go,” she told him. “Did you want to get anything?” she asked Grace.

The frustration clenching her neck swept through Grace, tightening her spine and tingling in her fingertips. Heather didn’t deserve this. She should be hanging out at the art institute and sketching grape clusters, not babysitting her little brother and catering to her tight-fisted grandparents.

“You okay?” Heather asked, bumping Grace with her shoulder.

Heather was nice. Too nice. Too easily taken advantage of. Grace wished she could siphon off a smidge of her anger and give it to her sister. It would do us both good, Grace thought. Guilt quickly set in. Heather was perfect just as she was. And Grace? She wanted to pick up the heaviest book she could find and use it on someone’s head.

The two guys she’d seen chasing Toby emerged from behind a bookshelf. The blond met her eye. Grace sent him her best death-stare.

His lips crooked into a half-smile, making her hate him even more.

“I’ll meet you at the car, okay?” Grace pushed away from the table, stood and wiped her hands on her jeans.

“Where you going?” Toby asked, his arms full of comic books. He clutched at them, but they slid around in his grasp.

“I want to see something,” Grace said, reaching over to help him sort out the comics. When she straightened and looked around, the guys were gone.

While Heather and Toby went to stand in line at the circulation desk, Grace hurried to the fiction section, determined to confront the bullies who had made Toby hyperventilate and drop his ice cream.

They weren’t there. She moved through the aisles, looking for them. Taking a deep breath, she strode outside. The summer heat hit her like a punch to the gut, and she squinted against the sun’s glare.

A man the height and width of a wine vat planted himself in front of her and folded his stubby arms across his barrel chest. “What’d you do with it, Blanche?” Bushy eyebrows lowered over squinty eyes, and his lips, barely visible through his woolly beard, were screwed into a frown.

“Pardon?”

Dressed in brown shorts, work boots, and a red plaid flannel shirt, he didn’t look like he belonged in the clown or acrobatic crew of the visiting circus, but he didn’t look like he belonged in Santa Magdalena, either.

But then neither did she.

Doubt flickered in his eyes, but suspicion won out. He grabbed her wrist with a small, callused hand. His grip held her like a vice. “You gotta give it back!” Despite his small frame, he had a low, gravelly voice.

Grace shook him off. If it weren’t for the little kids on bikes, the moms pushing strollers, and an elderly man leading a terrier sharing the sidewalk with them, she might have considered wrestling this man and tossing him into the bushes. But wrestling wasn’t on her very long to-do list. Besides, there was probably a city ordinance against it. In a place that closely regulated the health of lawns, the height of trees, and the lengths of dogs’ leashes, she was pretty sure street wrestling was a big no-no.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about!”  Grace said, folding her arms and tucking her hands out of the man’s reach.

He stepped closer, lining up his steel-toed boots with hers. “I don’t know what you’re trying to pull, but it ain’t gonna work!” He pointed a stubby finger at her belly. “We’re onto you!”

Grace looked over his shoulder to see a flock of men just like him barreling her way. Panic fluttered in her chest.  She knew she could wrestle one of them, but she didn’t want to take on a mob. Besides, she didn’t have time to rumble with angry little men.

Grace glanced back at the circus tent, wishing these guys would return to wherever they had come from. But the ache in her heart told her what she really wanted was to return to where she came from. When Heather and Toby approached, Grace gave the men a withering look and climbed into the Jeep.

“We’re watching you!” the ringleader of the little men yelled at her as he and his troop walked away.
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ASHTON BUMPED BROCK with his shoulder, bringing him back to earth and the library. “World History, remember?”

Three days until school started and Brock hadn’t finished the summer assignments for his AP class, but he kept his focus on the girl in the parking lot. She looked familiar, but he couldn’t say why. Small, dark, and elfin, she should be wearing a pair of wings instead of boots, ripped jeans, and a shredded T-shirt.

Ashton followed Brock’s gaze out the window. “You have a girlfriend. Besides, it looks like her shirt got run over by a lawnmower.”

“I know.”

“She’s not your type.”

True. Alicia was tall, blonde, and hungry. This girl was the total opposite. “It’s not what you think. She’s familiar. Like we’ve met or something.” Her face niggled in the back of Brock’s head. Her arresting blue eyes reminded him of someone, from somewhere.

Ashton rolled his own boring brown eyes and shoved a book in Brock’s hands. “Focus! Harvard!”

“Harvard’s your dream, not mine.”

Ashton shook his dark head. “It’s my dad’s dream.”

And that girl is mine, Brock thought.
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“WHAT DO YOU THINK?” Grace’s mom asked, standing back to admire her handiwork. Playbills for Shakespearean productions and Mark Twain memes shared wall space with the whiteboard. A large bookshelf and an overstuffed chair complete with an ottoman filled a corner. Jeanie affectionately called this “the reading nook.” She’d had a similar corner at Salmon Dale High that her students—with perhaps even more affection—called the “hookup nook,” for obvious reasons of which Jeanie was blissfully unaware.

With her thick brown hair tied back in a ponytail and the smattering of freckles on her nose, Grace’s mom would have looked more like one of her students than a teacher if it wasn’t for the worried pinch between her eyebrows. Jeanie had her hands on her jeans-clad hips and a sad smile on her face. “It’s nice, huh?”

Grace had to admit, her mom was right. It looked a lot nicer than the English classroom at Salmon Dale High, but Grace worried if anyone would use the same adjective to describe the students at Saint Mags. The Salmon Dale High parking lot had been filled with beater VW vans, pickup trucks held together with Bondo, and Frankenstein-type vehicles salvaged and created from the scrapheap. The Santa Magdalena High School lot would be wildly different; the bright and shiny cars would make her bike look shabby. And the common adjectives to describe the student body would probably be rich, spoiled, and entitled. Maybe nice would be on the list, but Grace doubted it.

Grace unpacked the last box of books, lining them up on the top shelf. “I’m going to go to the shop.”

“Are you sure you want to spend one of your last days of vacation working?” Jeanie asked.

“What would I do instead?” Grace asked, using the back of her hand to wipe sweat off her forehead.

Jeanie stared at her with sad eyes. “I’m sorry. I know you’d rather be with Kelly and Jenna than here, but you’ll make new friends. Soon you’ll have twice as many as before.”

“Mom, stop. It’s not like you can swap out people.”

Jeanie pursed her lips, stepped closer, and tucked a loose strand of hair behind Grace’s ear. “You’re so beautiful, smart, and funny, you’ll make new friends.” She held up her hand to stop Grace’s protest. “I know that new friends can’t replace your old ones, but at least you have Heather, me, and Tobs.”

Grace noticed her mom didn’t include her grandparents on the shortlist. “I want to go home,” Grace said, leaning into Jeanie and inhaling her warm vanilla scent.

Jeanie patted Grace’s back. “We will.”

“Eighteen months is a really long time.”

“But we’re already thirty days in. It’s only seventeen months now. That’s only a little longer than a year.”

“Stupid military,” Grace muttered.

Jeanie looked around in mock horror. “Hush! They will hear you!”

Jeanie meant it as a joke, but since Grandpa Hank watched political programs every night and filled their heads with conspiracy theories, Grace found it hard to smile.

Jeanie must have noticed because she changed the subject. “So, what’s this Cordelia Brockbank like?”

“She’s beautiful,” Grace said.

“Like you?”

“No, totally opposite. She’s tall, blonde—she reminds me of Glinda the Good Witch.”

Jeanie’s lips twitched. “So, does she have a crown, wand, and a band of Munchkins?”

Grace remembered the little people she’d met on the sidewalk. She hadn’t told anyone about them, and quickly decided now was not the time to start.

“You’ll like her. She’s about your age. Maybe you could be friends.” But Grace knew Jeanie probably wouldn’t take the time to make friends. Between caring for her kids, her parents, and seventy-plus students, Jeanie would be lucky to get eight hours of sleep a night.

Laughter floated through the window. A group of girls carrying lacrosse sticks trooped past. Most had long swingy ponytails. They looked pretty and carefree. It amazed Grace that she could tell their parents were wealthy even though they weren’t wearing designer clothes. In fact, they weren’t wearing much at all, and yet, still, they looked like they belonged in a magazine.

In comparison, Grace felt dull, like a blackened penny in a pot of gold.

Jeanie must have either come to the same conclusion or read her thoughts, because she wrapped an arm around Grace’s shoulders, pulled her against her, and planted a kiss on Grace’s cheek.

“I grew up here, you know,” she said.

“How is that even possible? You’re so normal.”

Jeanie laughed. “Thanks, I guess. My dad—your grandfather—pretty much forced normality down my throat.” She sighed and went to stand behind her desk and shuffle papers around. “I couldn’t wait to move away. And when I met your dad...”

“And fell for his environmentalist ways.”

“He was just so different from my father, the capitalist.”

“Still is.”

Jeanie looked up with a pensive smile that said she was thinking of better times. “He’s good for me...when he’s here.” But a lie was tucked in there somewhere. Everyone, including their Salmon Dale neighbors, had heard the fighting in the weeks and days before Grace’s dad’s rotation. The cracks in the James’s marriage had begun to show even before Grace’s father had left. Now that he was gone, his absence and silence grew louder and louder.

“This is his first deployment in almost ten years,” Jeanie said. “I wish we could afford to stay in Salmon Dale.”

“I know,” Grace told her. “It’s not your fault.” But Grace’s thoughts wandered back to their tiny Craftsman home on Clara Street where the sunflowers and corn stalks grew higher than her head in the garden her parents had carefully nurtured. If only...

More laughter from outside.

“You should go,” Jeanie said, looking up from her desk, “and introduce yourself to those girls.”

Not going to happen. Grace glanced at the clock. “I told Cordelia I’d be there at two.” She kissed her mom goodbye and went outside to retrieve her bike. She didn’t spot the girls she’d seen earlier.

The warm midsummer air fell over her like a blanket. She plugged in her earphones and pulled her bike out of the parking lot. It wouldn’t take long to ride from Santa Magdalena High to The Lilac Shop, assuming she went straight there. Assuming her seething anger and frustration didn’t boil over and hurt someone or something.

Grace pedaled past the lake and the leisure-types without jobs and long to-do lists. Santa Magdalena was full of personal assistants to pick up school supplies, personal shoppers to buy clothes, and gardeners to mow healthy regulation-length lawns.

She thought she spotted one of the guys who had chased Toby at the intersection. His candy-apple red BMW convertible idled at the corner of Teresa Creek and Santa Magdalena Parkway. Honey-blond hair, square jaw, solid shoulders, he sat behind the wheel, looking as plastic and perfect as the blonde Barbie sitting beside him. Grace stuck out her boot and kicked his car as she rode past.
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CHAPTER THREE
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“Hey!” he called out, rising from his seat to peer at Grace over the windshield.

“Rude!” the girl beside him said.

Grace didn’t say anything. She didn’t even look back. She had thought maybe she’d feel better after the car-kicking, but she didn’t. Anger at everyone and everything settled between her shoulder blades like an itch she couldn’t scratch. She started looking for something else deserving of a swift kick. But Santa Magdalena remained perfect. Perfect weather. Perfect landscaping. Perfect people.

Minutes later, Grace pulled her bike around the back of The Lilac Shop and knocked on the alley entrance door so hard that her knuckles hurt.

A tall, regal-looking man with chocolate-colored skin and grizzled hair answered. His gaze swept over her.

“I’m Grace,” she told him, blinking up at him.

“And I’m Earnest,” he said in a voice that sounded deep and rich like James Earl Jones.

“Do you work here, too?” Grace asked, struck by the coincidence of two employees having names used to describe virtues.

He murmured, “Yes,” and held the door open. “Do you want to bring your bike inside?”

“No one will steal it,” Grace replied as she propped the 1965 Schwinn cruiser up next to a trash bin. It looked like it belonged there.

Earnest didn’t argue with her.

The back room of The Lilac Shop was impossibly full of knick-knacks and whatevers. Queen Anne style chairs hung from the ceiling, blown glass vases and curios lined the shelves, and a rack of vintage clothes stood in a corner. Despite the chaos, it was still somehow beautiful.

Grace followed Earnest to the rack of clothes, where he paused.

“Cordelia has requested that you wear this.” He pulled out a green taffeta dress.

Grace didn’t know what to say, so she just stared at him. She’d never had to change her clothes when she worked at the dairy. Except when she got home, of course.

“Think of it as a uniform,” Earnest said, balancing the hanger on his pointy finger.

Grace’s gaze went from his face to the dress and back to his face. “Do you have to wear a uniform?”

A smile played on his lips. “Ah, but there is nothing in the shop that will fit me.”

Grace held out her hand in protest. “How do you know this will fit me?”

He didn’t roll his eyes, but he might as well have. “There are matching shoes.” He gestured toward a pair of green silk pumps bedazzled with faux emeralds sitting on a table beside the clothes rack.

“I’ll look like a leprechaun.”

“But an employed leprechaun.”

True.

Grace sat down on a settee, tugged off her boots, and slipped one of the green shoes on. It fit perfectly. She held out her foot, inspecting the shoe. It was ridiculous, funky, and fabulous all at the same time. She eyed the dress.

“Okay, I’ll do it,” Grace said, plucking
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