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      Outside, the gas lamps along Commonwealth Avenue flickered in the December snowfall; their soft light stretched long and thin across the growing drifts near the wrought-iron fences. The street, once lively with carriages and footsteps, now lay hushed, its usual noise muffled by the thick white blanket. Far off, the faint jingle of sleigh bells cut through the quiet evening air and faded into the wind.

      Yet, within the Pembroke brownstone, the chandelier glowed gently in the foyer, casting a warm light across the polished mahogany floors and the curved molding along the ceiling. Firelight flickered in the mirrors’ gold frames. The banisters gleamed, the silver-framed photographs stood in perfect order, and everything bore the quiet shine of a house lovingly tended. Heavy burgundy velvet drapes with gold trim hung solemnly over the windows, drawn back just enough to see the snow flurry outside.

      Rose Callahan Pembroke pulled her shawl tighter around her shoulders, standing in the parlor where the smell of burning oak from the marble fireplace did little to chase away the chill. It was warmer than any place she had ever lived as a girl in South Boston, but the heat did not reach her. The house still felt cold no matter how high the flames danced in the hearth—a different kind of cold.

      The kind that settled in empty rooms. The kind that seeped into silence. The kind that no fire could melt.

      Behind her, Eleanor Pembroke sat in her high-backed chair near the marble fireplace, her posture as rigid as ever, her dark mourning dress unyielding against the soft glow of the flames. The tea on the small rosewood table beside her had long since gone cold, untouched. Not that she noticed. She never drank it, just as she never allowed herself any small comforts. Grief had made sure of that.

      The widow of Charles Pembroke, banker and textile magnate, Eleanor was the very image of old Boston money: elegant, distant, and as immovable as the stone pillars of Trinity Church. Eight years had passed since she buried her husband, but it was the loss of her son, Henry, that had truly turned her to iron. Where once there had been quiet superiority, now there was something heavier—grief that had sharpened into steel.

      Rose doubted she would ever breach it. Not that Eleanor had ever welcomed her into her world.

      She twisted the gold band on her finger as memories of Henry surfaced, as vivid as if he had just walked into the room. Henry, with his easy, boyish grin, so full of life. She still saw his face when she closed her eyes, his light brown hair forever tousled, his bright blue eyes dancing with laughter. He was forever whistling some tune that stuck in her head long after he was gone. Everything with Henry had felt like an adventure: a joke whispered at dinner, a kiss caught when his mother wasn’t looking, and the comfort of his arm around her waist pulling her close.

      Sometimes, she swore she could still hear his voice—light, teasing, just behind her ear.

      “Cheer up, Rosie. You’re too pretty to frown.”

      Oh, how she missed him.

      She felt her own grief well up again. Henry had been the heart of these walls, the laughter in every room. Without him, the house felt hollow, echoing what used to be. She pressed a hand to her stomach, trying to hold back the ache that never seemed to go away.

      Henry had been everything a man ought to be. Loyal, kind, endlessly hopeful. A man who saw the world not as it was but as it could be. He had believed in fairness, duty, and the idea that good men could make a difference. And when war came, he did not hesitate.

      Eleanor had fought it. She had written letters, called in favors, whispered in the right ears, all in a desperate attempt to keep him safe—to secure a desk job in Washington, where he could still serve but remain untouched by the mud, the blood, and the bullets. But Henry had outright refused.

      “I can’t sit behind a desk while other men fight,” he had said, standing tall in their parlor, his jaw set in that way that meant there would be no changing his mind. “If I don’t go, what kind of man would that make me?”

      Rose had been so proud of him. Even now, as her heart cracked under the grief of losing him, she admired the courage he had shown in fulfilling his duty to his country.

      She could still see him standing on the train platform that bitter January morning, the last time she had seen Henry. He looked so handsome in his freshly pressed uniform, his hair cut short, his blue eyes fixed on hers. She stared at him, trying desperately to memorize every part of him— the curve of his smile, the warmth of his touch against her cheek, the familiar scent of starch and clean linen on his collar.

      “Don’t cry, Rosie,” he’d whispered, brushing a kiss against her temple. “I’ll come back to you.”

      She had forced herself to smile, blinking back tears as the steam from the departing train billowed around them like ghostly arms pulling him away.

      In July, the telegram came. It had been nothing more than a slip of paper, but it might as well have been a dagger to her chest, saying simply—Killed in Action.

      That was all it had said. No details. No comfort. Just those three words. Cold. Unforgiving. Her world had shattered instantly: everything—his laughter, touch, and promise—gone.

      And the house, already too quiet, had become a tomb.

      She had wanted to go home to the noisy tenement in South Boston, where laughter spilled out of open windows, and the smell of stew and fresh bread filled the air, to cry into her mother’s arms, to listen to her brothers constant bantering, and Da complaining about one thing or another. At least in the chaos of the home, she wouldn’t have felt so alone.

      But she couldn’t because she had made a promise. A promise she never thought she would have to keep because it had never occurred to her—not even in her worst nightmares—that her precious Henry would not come home.

      “Mother has no one else,” Henry had said, his hands warm as they cradled her face. “Promise me, Rosie.”

      And so she had.

      And now that promise was all that tethered her to this house that had never truly been hers. But she had no choice because guilt filled her also. Eleanor Pembroke had been shunned by much of Back Bay’s high society when Henry chose an Irish girl from South Boston over one of their own. It had not been a scandal about affairs or money lost at the stock exchange—it had been quieter, sharper, more insidious.

      The polite smiles at gatherings had become thin, strained things. The invitations that once arrived in neat stacks dwindled until they ceased entirely. The whispers floated just beyond earshot, but Rose knew what they said.

      “A shame, really.” “He could have had anyone.” “She’ll never fit in.”

      Henry had never cared.

      “Let them talk,” he had laughed. “They wouldn’t know love if it sat down and had tea with them.”

      But now Henry was gone.

      And Rose was left in this cold, silent house of polished silver and heavy drapes, where she would never truly belong.

      “There will be no Christmas.”

      Eleanor’s voice, sharp as a blade, cut through the quiet with a brutal coldness.

      Rose turned, blinking as her thoughts scattered, bringing her back to a memory of Henry—his warm laugh, the way he whistled “God Rest Ye Merry, Gentlemen” while draping garland over the mantel, then it faded.

      “I’m sorry?” she asked, though she knew she had heard her mother-in-law perfectly.

      Eleanor set her teacup down with a clink as if the sound alone might emphasize her point. “I said there will be no Christmas decorations this year,” she repeated. “It wouldn’t be appropriate, not after losing Henry.”

      Rose followed her gaze to the stack of boxes she and Thompson had carried down from the attic earlier. The corners were scuffed, the lids slightly bowed. Inside were remnants of a life before: red and gold glass ornaments, delicate lace-trimmed stockings, and a gold star to go on top of the tree.

      A pang lodged itself deep in her chest, but she kept her voice steady. “I understand, Mrs. Pembroke. But… Henry loved Christmas so much.”

      The room, already cold, seemed to frost over completely. Eleanor’s back seemed to stiffen, her lips pressing into the tightest of lines.

      “Henry is gone,” she said, her voice as cold and unyielding as the wind rattling against the windows. “There is no joy to be found in this season.”

      The finality of it sent a shiver down Rose’s spine.

      She bit her tongue, swallowing the argument burning within her. What good would it do? Eleanor had wrapped herself in sorrow so tightly that no light could reach her. And yet, Rose couldn’t accept it—couldn’t accept that their love for Henry had to mean the absence of everything he had cherished.

      Slowly, she twisted her wedding ring again. She whispered, “He’d want us to keep going.”

      But in the quiet room, the words seemed to ring out, making it impossible to ignore.

      Then—Knock. Knock. Knock. The pounding startled both women, shattering the moment. The noise seemed almost violent in the suffocating stillness of the house, echoing down the long corridors like an intruder.

      Eleanor’s head snapped toward the parlor doors with a frown.

      A moment later, Thompson appeared in the doorway, his composure slightly frayed, a rare thing for the ever-impeccable butler. His hands were clasped tightly behind his back, his mouth drawn in something that wasn’t quite disapproval but wasn’t far from it either.

      “There seems to be… a visitor, Mrs. Pembroke,” he said carefully.

      Before Eleanor could respond, the front door swung open, and Michael Callahan, Rose’s father, strode inside with snow clinging to his coat and boots. Stomping his feet on the mat, he shook off the cold as if he owned the place, trailing icy slush across the marble floor. His voice rang out loudly through the hallway before he’d even removed his hat, oblivious—or unconcerned—with the quiet tension hanging in the room. He arrived like a nor’easter off the Atlantic, boisterous, unstoppable, and entirely out of step with the refined restraint expected in Back Bay.

      “Rose, Lass! There y’are!” Da’s booming voice filled the grand entryway. He dropped an old, worn suitcase with a thud just inside the doorway and rubbed his hands together, cheeks flushed from the cold.

      Behind him, two little girls hovered in the entryway—Rose’s nieces. Maggie, all of seven and already full of fire, stood with her arms crossed and her chin tilted up like a pint-sized general ready to defend her troops. Annie, five and quieter by nature, clung to her sister’s side, her small fingers gripping the hem of Maggie’s coat as her wide brown eyes darted around the room, unsure of what was expected of her.

      “What are you doing here, Da?” Rose asked, already sensing Eleanor’s disapproving glare.

      “I can’t keep ’em, Rosie,” he announced again, his broad hands gesturing toward the girls. “Your ma’s gone to Scituate to help Sean’s wife—poor girl’s lost her wits after that last baby came, cryin’ over nothing, not lifting a finger, and the boys… well, they’re no help at all with these ones here⁠—”

      “Nana said Auntie Mary has hysteria,” Maggie supplied helpfully.

      “Or maybe just too many wee ones,” Da muttered, looking down at Maggie. “See, I tell ya I’ve got no control.”

      As if to punctuate his point, Maggie, standing at his side, crossed her arms defiantly. “We don’t need handling,” she declared.

      Rose bit back a sigh. Her father and mother-in-law had never gotten along, and this wasn’t helping the matter.

      She turned her attention to Mrs. Pembroke, whose knuckles had gone white where they gripped the armrests of her chair. Her mother-in-law didn’t say anything at first, but Rose caught the tight press of her lips and the stiff line of her shoulders.

      Eleanor’s gray eyes moved slowly to the girls, her expression unreadable but cool. She looked at them not with malice but as if trying to decide what to do with something unexpected that had appeared where it didn’t belong. Then she shifted her gaze to Rose.

      “I take it this isn’t a request,” Eleanor said in a cold voice.

      Da turned as if noticing Eleanor for the first time. His bluster faltered just slightly under her stony glare. “Mrs. Pembroke,” he said, nodding stiffly before turning back to Rose. “Your ma left me with the young ones, and, well… I can handle boys. But I can’t be chasin’ these two all over Boston. Got work to do, you know.”

      Rose frowned. “What do you mean?”

      Da cleared his throat, shifting on his feet like a man trying to find solid ground in a storm. “Now, Rosie, before ye start givin’ me the look your ma does whenever I step a toe wrong, let me just say—I had nothin’ to do with it.”

      Rose’s eyes narrowed. “With what, exactly?”

      Da exhaled heavily, running a hand through his graying hair. “They… might’ve gotten away from me this mornin’. Just a bit.”

      Maggie, standing at his side, scowled. “We were not lost, Gran’da.”

      Da threw up his hands. “Aye, well, that depends on who ye ask, doesn’t it?” He turned to Rose. “I finally caught up with ’em down at Upham’s Corner trolley stop—they missed the trolley, mind ye, but not for lack of tryin’.”

      He huffed a laugh, shaking his head. “And there’s Maggie, bold as brass, tryin’ to convince Annie that Pop Murphy—aye, that Pop Murphy, the poor old fella with the white whiskers who runs the corner shop—was none other than Santa Claus himself.”

      Maggie stuck out her chin. “Well, he looks like Santa. He’s got the belly and the beard.”

      Da barked out a laugh. “Aye, that he does, but the man was just tryin’ to get to work! Ye should’ve seen his look of pure relief when he saw me comin’. Like he’d been saved from kidnappin’ with Maggie there givin’ him a list of her demands. Paper dolls. A fancy red dress with a ribbon. A peppermint.”

      Rose’s patience waned. “Maggie, what were you thinking?”

      The little girl huffed. “Nana said she was takin’ us to Jordan Marsh to see Santa.” She turned toward Annie, who had remained quiet. “We needed to see Santa.”

      Da gave a short laugh, shaking his head. “Needed, is it? No, lass, you got it in your head to take your little sister there—dragged the poor thing clear across the city on a fool’s errand.”

      Maggie crossed her arms, not backing down. “That’s not true!” She turned to Annie, her brown eyes full of fierce loyalty. “Finn told her.”

      Rose frowned at the mention of her brother. What has he gone and done? “Finn?”

      Maggie nodded. “Finn told us a secret about Santa’s magic. He says that if you’re real, real good, Santa will give you your most secret wish, but you have to tell him so he can see it comes from your heart.”

      Rose’s throat tightened as she looked down at Annie, who kept her eyes on the floor, silent but clutching Maggie’s coat so as not to let her sister out of her sight.

      Da exhaled through his nose, shaking his head. “Secret wishes, is it? Well, I guess we can count the pair of ye out for Christmas this year after this stunt.”

      Maggie gasped, her mouth falling open in horror. “No, Gran’da! We are good!”

      Da gave her a pointed look. “Ye nearly got yerselves flattened by a trolley.”

      Maggie pouted. “But we didn’t.”

      Da groaned, rubbing his face. “God help me, I need a pint.”

      Rose swallowed a laugh, though her heart ached when she looked at Annie. A secret wish. What was it? And why did she look so afraid to say it out loud?

      Pinching the bridge of her nose, she sighed. “Oh, Da…”

      “I can’t keep ’em, Rosie,” Michael admitted, rubbing the back of his neck. “Not with five boys tearin’ the house apart and no woman to mind the little ones. They’ll have to stay here. It’ll only be for a short while. Ma won’t be gone long.”

      Eleanor exhaled sharply. “And where, exactly, do you propose they stay? Here? This isn’t a boarding house.”

      “We could use the nursery,” Rose offered. “It’s warm and⁠—”

      “No.” Eleanor cut her off with a firm shake of her head. “That room has been left as it was since Henry was a boy. I won’t have it disturbed.”

      Rose had only been in that room once since they had received word of Henry’s death—dusty shelves still lined with old books, the small bed neatly made, and an old rocking horse in the corner. Not even Henry had been welcomed within as a grown man. Henry had told Rose that his mother intended to use it for their children, children that never were.

      She swallowed hard, refusing to succumb to the overwhelming sorrow that suddenly gripped her. “Then what about the room next to mine? It’s close enough for me to keep an eye on them.”

      Eleanor didn’t answer right away. Her lips drew into a tight line, and Rose could almost see a battle raging behind Eleanor’s eyes—one part of her wanting to keep order and distance, the other acknowledging the reality standing in her front hall, wrapped in thin winter coats and wide eyes.

      After a long silence, Eleanor surrendered to her unspoken Christian charity.

      “Very well,” Eleanor said, turning to Thompson, who had remained silent though his stiff posture made it clear he had been following every word.

      “See that the room next to Rose is prepared,” Eleanor ordered.

      Maggie grinned triumphantly. Annie remained silent, her fingers still clutching the hem of Maggie’s coat.

      Da clapped his hands together, oblivious to the unspoken war that had just occurred. “Well then, that’s settled! I’ll leave ’em in your capable hands, Rosie.”

      Before Rose could protest, he bent down, pressing a quick kiss to Maggie’s head and ruffling Annie’s curls. “Behave for your aunt,” he said gruffly. “And for the lady of the house.”

      Maggie’s expression soured slightly, but Annie gave a solemn little nod.

      And with that, Michael Callahan was gone, leaving behind the cold, empty silence of a house that wasn’t meant for children.
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      Rose followed the girls up the staircase as she fought off the guilt she held. She had been so caught up in her grief and her promise to Henry that she had forgotten those little faces needed her. She had told herself that they were being well cared for by her parents. While that was true enough, she shouldn’t have allowed herself to neglect them.

      Without a doubt, she had missed them terribly, their hugs and kisses. Each of them was so different, but each of them was so loving. Maggie resembled her mother with her blond curly hair and expressive brown eyes. One day, she would make the boys dance a pretty jig for her attention. That one always dove headfirst into mischief, dragging Annie along whether she liked it or not and rarely bothering to ask permission or forgiveness.

      Annie, on the other hand, was a quiet, sensitive girl. To be honest, her reserved niece held an undeniable beauty, her thick brown hair curled around her face framing her large brown eyes and the longest eyelashes. She never complained and allowed Maggie to take center stage without protest, standing loyally beside her sister no matter how many times the two wound up in trouble.

      But Rose couldn’t deny the creeping fear that took hold of her. She felt as though she had barely survived dinner, reprimanding Maggie too many times to count on behaving and talking during the meal. There again, Annie had barely touched her food, and then there was Eleanor, who sat staring at Maggie at each of her infractions as if Maggie had detonated a bomb in her dining room.

      But now, Rose had taken the opportunity to forgo her usual quiet time with Eleanor after dinner and escaped upstairs with the girls. She believed Eleanor would revel in the chance for a moment of quiet from the day’s events.

      Even the sound of their tiny feet going up the grand staircase announced that tonight there was a change in the usual gloom and stillness of this huge house. Rose was certain it was different for the girls as well. This was nothing like the cramped, noisy tenement in South Boston where the girls lived with their grandparents and uncles.

      Rose had never thought about it while she lived there herself as a child, but back there, footsteps meant company, lively conversations, and laughter. Here, the noise girls brought with them seemed swallowed by the vastness of the house itself.

      Maggie’s eyes darted everywhere, taking in the towering walls draped in heavy brocade wallpaper, the solemn faces of painted ancestors watching from gilded frames, and the glittering chandelier overhead that cast fractured light across the marble floor. The place smelled of polished wood and old money, so different from the aroma of coal smoke and warm bread that always filled their grandmother’s kitchen.

      It was that difference that Rose feared. This house wasn’t meant for children, especially not loud, curious ones who loved to laugh like Maggie and Annie. She could already feel Eleanor’s disapproval creeping in, cold and heavy as a winter draft.

      Eleanor didn’t need to say how she felt. Her silence had spoken louder than any words. Every glance, every clipped response since Da had arrived with the girls had carried the same underlying message: the girls do not belong here.

      And yet, Eleanor had not refused them outright. For that, at least, Rose was grateful, but gratitude did little to quiet her unease.

      After Da left, Eleanor instructed Thompson to take the girls’ suitcase to their room and turned back to Rose. With just a look, Rose felt the sting of Eleanor’s disapproval.

      Eleanor asked, “Is that all they brought?”

      Rose pressed her lips together tightly, knowing what Eleanor must be thinking. How little the girls had come with, which told how little they had. She reminded herself of her promise to Henry. Don’t be defensive.

      “I believe so,” she said, though the truth sat uneasily on her tongue.

      Her father had packed in a hurry, likely cramming whatever they owned into the case. But Rose already knew what was inside wouldn’t pass the quiet judgment in a place like Back Bay.

      Eleanor exhaled sharply, tapping her cane against the polished floor. “Mr. Callahan was right about one thing,” she said coolly. “He certainly doesn’t know the first thing about raising children. I hope you don’t expect me to provide handouts.”

      Rose bit the inside of her cheek, forcing herself not to say what she wanted. Defending her father would do no good. What did Eleanor know of their lives? Of twelve-hour days down at the port, of hands roughened by rope and salt, of the constant weight of feeding a house full of children?

      He was a good man—a good father. But the Pembroke standard of parenthood had never included hunger, exhaustion, or sacrifice. Rose inhaled slowly, willing herself to remain calm.

      “I will take care of the girls, Mrs. Pembroke,” she said. “They won’t be a burden on you.”

      Henry had left her enough to live comfortably; at least, that was what she thought. She had not paid much attention to the lawyer when he read Henry’s will. Surely, she could buy the girls what they needed.

      “If they don’t have everything, I’ll take them shopping in the morning.”

      Silence stretched between them, tense and brittle. Then Eleanor gave the faintest inclination of her head, though the press of displeasure remained in her thin-lipped frown.

      “Do as you like,” she said, much like a dismissal. “But I trust you’ll keep them out of my way.”

      Rose met her mother-in-law’s gaze. “I’ll do my best,” she murmured, knowing full well that ‘out of the way’ and two little girls were unlikely to coexist.

      The few hours between the girls’ arrival and finally going to bed had seemed like days on end. However, will I survive until Ma returns? she thought as she shuttled the girls toward their room.

      At the top of the stairs, Mrs. Waters waited and gave the girls a broad smile. “I believe all is set. Please let me know if you need anything else.”

      “I’m sure we will be fine,” Rose said.

      Mrs. Waters, a widow, had been a part of the household since Henry had introduced Rose to his mother. She had only shown kindness to Rose.

      Walking into where the girls would stay, Rose found Mrs. Waters had once more been quite efficient. The bed had fresh sheets, and the room was warm, with a small fire burning in the hearth.

      While the girls refreshed themselves, Maggie chattered away, filling the silence with childhood certainty. Annie quietly changed into her nightgown, but her eyes followed Rose as if she were afraid Rose might vanish.

      “This bed’s softer than ours at home,” Maggie said, crawling between the thick blankets. “And it smells like flowers.” She sniffed again. “Or maybe soap.”

      “Mrs. Waters tucks lavender sachets into the linens,” Rose said, smiling as she brushed Maggie’s unruly hair out of her face. “I need to get a brush to your hair.”

      “Gran’da brushed it out this morning.” Maggie wrinkled her nose. “At least he tried. He gave up.”

      “Because you kept moving,” Annie pepped up.

      “He hurt,” Maggie said. “He can’t do it like Nana.”

      Rose ran her fingers through it and sighed. Maggie’s hair was a tangled mess.

      “Well, you will have to have a bath in the morning,” Rose said. “Then I can work out the tangles.”

      “Me, too?” Annie asked.

      Rose nodded. “Of course, darling.”

      Maggie stared at Rose. Out of nowhere, she blurted, “Auntie Rose, why do you always wear black?”

      Rose blinked, caught off guard.

      Maggie sat up, pushing back the blankets. “You always used to wear colorful dresses before. I remember ’cause you looked so pretty.” She stared at Rose for a long moment. “Your blue dress with the ruffles was my favorite. It made your eyes look like emeralds. At least, that’s what Nana says your eyes look like.”

      Rose’s throat tightened.

      “And your hair,” Maggie continued, undeterred. “You used to wear it all nice, all soft and curled. Nana says you have the prettiest hair, dark like hers before it went all gray, but yours is thicker. Now you pull it back like Mrs. Pembroke.” She added, “And you don’t smile anymore.”

      Rose swallowed against the lump rising in her throat. She reached up instinctively, touching the tight coil of her hair at the nape of her neck.

      Maggie’s voice softened. “Is it because Uncle Henry died?”

      Rose let out a slow breath, lowering her hand. She looked at the girls’ faces, and she suddenly felt the full burden of her mourning, the grief, the exhaustion, the silence she had built around herself like armor.

      “Yes, darling,” she said finally, her voice quiet. “It’s because of Uncle Henry.”

      Maggie’s small fingers traced the edge of the blanket. “Do you have to wear it forever?”

      A sad smile touched Rose’s lips. “No, sweetheart. Not forever.”

      Maggie nodded, considering this. With a decisive huff, she lay back down. “Good,” she said firmly. “Because I think you should wear blue again.”

      Rose leaned over and kissed Maggie’s forehead and then Annie’s.

      “Maybe one day,” she whispered.

      Maggie shook her head like she didn’t quite understand. Tilting her head to the side, she pointed at Annie. “She’s missed you, you know.”

      Rose’s hand stilled against Annie’s back. “Oh, love…”

      Annie’s brown eyes fluttered open. She didn’t speak, just burrowed closer, her tiny body pressing into Rose’s side.

      Rose closed her eyes, pressing a kiss to Annie’s hair. “I’ve missed her too,” she whispered. “Both of you.”

      And Rose had. More than she had let herself admit. When her sister, Maeve, had died giving birth, it had been Rose who had taken the newborn into her arms, who had fed her, rocked her, and soothed her cries in the dead of night.

      She had no choice. The girls’ father had abandoned them after Maeve died. Rose’s parents had taken the girls into their crowded home. Rose had helped, and her nieces consumed her world.

      Donnie O’Shea fleeing his responsibilities had not come as a shock. Rose had expected no less of her sister’s husband. She had never liked him.

      Not when he had first come swaggering into their lives, grinning like he already owned Maeve’s heart. Not when he had married her in a rush, promising to give her the world but never lifting a finger to build it. And certainly not on the day he left Maeve to die alone.

      She supposed Donnie had been a handsome man once, in a sharp, reckless way—tall enough to fool people into thinking he had some presence, but was too thin, like he never had a steady meal. His cheeks were always ruddy as if he had been drinking, whether he had or not, and his light brown hair never seemed to lie flat, always sticking up as if he had just woken from a long nap. Which, more often than not, he had.

      Maeve, sweet, tired Maeve, had loved him anyway. She had defended him when their brothers called him a layabout, covered for him when he disappeared for days, and made excuses every time he lost another job.

      “He’s tryin’,” Maeve would say.

      But he wasn’t. And Rose had known it.

      The home Donnie had given Maeve was as empty as his promises.

      A one-room tenement in South Boston, damp and cold, no matter the season. The walls were bare, no pictures or soft touches of home. There were no curtains on the window, only a threadbare blanket tacked up for
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