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SYNOPSIS

 


 


Lucia and Charley are the products of Old
New York’s ruling elite.

Prestige. Wealth. Tradition.
Scandal.

No one is immune.

Not Charley, reckless, blithe courtier of
trouble, heiress to the Montrose fortune, who has been
conspicuously absent for over a year without a word of truth or
explanation. Nor Lucia, as docile a daughter as any parent could
wish for, carrying secrets of her own, slowly awakening to a
yearning for things beyond obeisance to the established order, as
deeply ingrained as Old New York’s fascination for, and fear of,
scandal.

Sailing into the summer of 1929, on the
eve of the Black Tuesday Wall Street Crash and a world on the brink
of change, Charley and Lucia must keep their wits sharp about them
in the pleasure capitals of the Continent and on the Nile to steer
their futures away from peril. There are men and temptations to
resist, intrigues and mysteries to untangle, secrets to hide, lies
to weave, and jewel thieves to outsmart while, back home in New
York and on the Exchange, the world rumbles and thunders ominously
by. More hangs in the balance than the frivolities of the Jazz Age,
the glitzy parties in London and the lures of Paris, automobile
races, leisurely flirtations on the French Riviera, opulent
Egyptian nights, and the catching of a brilliant matrimonial prize.
This Grand Tour could prove to be the making of two young women, a
prelude to freedom and independence, to saving and building an
empire...

Or perhaps merely an invitation to
rebellion, scandal and unmitigated disaster.

Running away or running
towards?

Tick-tock.
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To my friends, for the trip we never took to
Europe—and Vicki, for the one we did. (I’m sorry I revisited Paris
without you.)

 


To Ramya, Egypt was a blast—encore sometime (with
afternoon tea at the Old Winter Palace)?

 


To the Bombells and everyone at Burwood Exercise
Prescription and Physiotherapy. (Thanks for the cocktail
recipes.)

 


To my long-suffering family, as always.

 


And to the little wild wine-dark rose that somehow
flew into our back garden, and stayed.
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Beware the fury of a patient man.

—John Dryden

 


 


Après nous, le déluge. (“After us, the flood.”)

—Madame de Pompadour
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PART ONE
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OUT

 



 


 


A WHIFF OF
SCANDAL

 


 


Late June 1929, New York

 


 



 


 


 PROLOGUE

 


 


LUCIA:

 


 


Charley and I leaned against the smooth, polished
railing of the RMS Mauretania, the
fastest ship in the world and a Blue Riband favorite of the Cunard
Line, watching New York drift by on the murky waves crowded with
packet ships, steamers, barges, tugboats, ferries, and other
maritime traffic of the harbor. The vitality of the city and its
denizens pulled further and further away into the distance until it
was no more than a still mural, capturing a remembrance of things
past.

“So,” said Charley, not turning her eyes away from
the Hudson, “what misdeed brings you here? Surely not...filial
disobedience? Not insurrection?” A hint of Charley’s old
impertinence twitched at the corner of her mouth although her gaze
remained fixed on the river. “Oh dear, was it the rubber baron you
refused or the heir to the Barrington mining patents? Perhaps
copper and railroads instead of rubber? A fellow patron of the Oak
Lounge? Or a permanent member of the Maidstone Golf Club? Some
other spawn of the Four Hundred?”

“Charley—”

“Were you torn from a scandalous affair with a man
from across the great divide? An unknown Hollywood hopeful destined
for greatness? The first footman? A Democrat? Did you attempt to
elope or simply locked yourself in your room? Was—”

“Charley.”

“All that lovely money, all those grand empire
building plans riding on the back of connubial bliss. How dare you
send that foregone conclusion up in smoke!”

“I... Father was...rather put out.” I pulled my
cloche hat and raccoon trimmed coat closer about me against the
cool flurrying breezes. “You?”

“Something of the same.” Charley watched a graceful
lone seagull glide by on the air currents. “Nothing, though, that
cannot be redeemed by catching a titled lord with a respectable
fortune in these new hunting grounds to which we have been
sentenced.”

I thought of Charley’s unexplained absences over
the summer and past year, and her Aunt Merry’s unwavering
cheerfulness and unconcern whenever an acquaintance asked after her
niece, and the whispers and rumors circulating through the Park
Avenue salons dedicated to tea and scandal—weightless, ghostly
incorporeal things which vanished in the light but
were no less
viperish.

“Oh?” I said. Behind us, a counterpoint of voices
and sounds—greetings, laughter, hurried and leisurely footfalls,
the excitable cries of children and bellows of parents, the groans
of cargo being moved about the decks, the plaintive lowing of the
ship horn, the dip and splash of the cold waves lapping against the
hull—rose and fell and carried away on the briny air.

Some note of curiosity and skepticism must have
crept into my voice for Charley answered with a fleeting secret
smile.

“Gunpowder, treason and plot,” she said,
turning, at last, away from the waves. There was a hint of
self-mockery in the way she bore herself, of defiance.
A
glitter in the eye, a stubborn
jut of the chin amidst the emergent dimples, daring to stand before
all of Neptune’s oceans to tempt Fate. “It’s good to see you again,
Lucia. Ready for an adventure?”

 



 


 


 CHAPTER 1

 


 


CHARLOTTE:

 


 


London—Paris—Nice—Cairo—Constantinople—Rhodes—Athens—Venice—Florence—Rome—Lugano—Vienna—Paris—Madrid—Seville—

 


I looked down at the travel documents handed to
me, stamped with the Cunard logo, and read them again. “I don’t
understand,” I told my aunt.

Aunt Merry paused in her fussing and started to
explain—I suspected it may have been her second round for she was
in full flow of excitement and, admittedly, I had not been very
attentive since my hasty arrival home in answer to her
summons.

“So,” I cut in, “you are not ill? Nobody else in
the household is ill? The house clearly hasn’t collapsed. I know
the Exchange hasn’t collapsed. Has something gone wrong in the
business? Is it Lucia? Matthias?”

“No, no, nothing of that sort!” Aunt Merry burbled.
“Quite the reverse. A Grand Tour of the Continent after attending
the Hartley wedding—”

“So... I didn’t rush back for an emergency? I
could’ve—”

“But my dear Charley, your childhood friend Tessa
Hartley is marrying Christopher Tremaine! The wedding is in a
little over a fortnight. Surely you would’ve taken me to task if I
had not immediately sent word for you to hurry back?”

“Well, perhaps a little more detail would have
helped. ‘Urgent. Come home at once’ is...” Melodramatic? Goading?
Incendiary? Heart-stopping? I took a deep breath. “...not
becalming. I thought somebody was dying.”

“Oh no, we’re all in perfectly good health,” said
Aunt Merry. I was relieved to see that she did indeed look in in
the bloom of health. “Have you lost weight, Charley? Let me look at
you... You seem... Didn’t they feed you in Charleston—or were you
having too much fun to think about eating? It’s a good thing that
you are back, Mrs. Stone’s cooking will plump you up nicely. But we
really haven’t any time to lose. The passage has been booked for
you and Lucia but you have a lot of packing to—”

“Lucia? Lucia is involved in this?”

“Charley, dearest, what’s upset you?”

“Nothing. Sorry, Aunt Merry. I’m all right. I—I’m
still a little tired after—from—Charleston—the journey was tiring.
A mild headache. So, you and Lucia arranged this—this Grand
Tour?”

“Lila Bernhardt came to me about a season in Europe
for her daughter rather than one in New York after, well, after
that nasty business of Lucia’s broken engagement to Nathaniel
Knowle. She suggested that you and Lucia be traveling companions
again as you were when you were children. You’ve been restless here
in New York, Charley, running away at every chance. A complete
change of scenery would do no harm. The Hartleys would be delighted
to see you both, as would Matthias. He was very helpful with the
European—”

“Matthias is involved in this?”

“Charley?”

“I’m sorry, Aunt Merry, I didn’t mean to shriek at
you. It’s all—Aunt Merry, am I in disgrace?”

“Charley, why—”

“Wasn’t that the custom for young gentlemen who
found themselves in a spot of bother—to be sent away on a lengthy
tour of the Continent until such time that the cloud had blown over
and they could return to the fold of society which had moved on to
the next scandal? Is this why I’m to be exiled to this Grand Tour,
Aunt Merry?”

“The things you say, Charley! This trip isn’t a
punishment, dearest. There is no need to be so tense. I should hope
that this is a timely rest cure to bring you back to smiling, rosy
cheeks. You’ve been away for so long, Charley, and I wouldn’t
ordinarily have thought to send you away again under other
circumstances, but I do think this will do you good. Your birthday
is approaching. You will enjoy the holiday.”

“You make me sound like a wraith, Aunt Merry. I’m
nothing of the— Are you sure I’m not—”

“Charley.”

“Well, all right, Aunt Merry, I—I might just... I
might go lie down for a bit. My brain isn’t taking it all in right
now. Just a small headache. I’m sure it will pass.”

“Of course, Charley dear, I’ve been thoughtless in
my excitement.” Aunt Merry fluttered about me with concern. “It’s
lovely to see you are well after so long an absence—and so
very—grown-up, so modern and stylish. But you have gotten thinner,
dearest, a little worn. Your cheeks... You’ve been keeping late
nights and neglecting yourself, haven’t you? Mrs. Stone’s most
hearty recipes are due, I think. I shall miss you when you go away
again shortly. Oh, here I am, still keeping you from your rest. I
shouldn’t have taxed you with so much at once and so soon after
your arrival, only we’ve so little time to prepare. You go rest
now. Let me make you a cup of rose hip and chamomile tea. We’ll
talk about this later. I’ll call Tilly to see to getting your
trunks from Charleston unpacked and ready for the Grand Tour
while—”

“No! It’s fine, Aunt Merry, please don’t trouble
yourself. I’ll do it. I’m positive this headache will pass very
soon once I lie down.”

I did not technically have a headache as I had
told Aunt Merry although I could feel one swiftly approaching.
Before I went to my room, and while Aunt Merry was bustling about
in the kitchen, Mrs. Stone’s domain, annoying Mrs. Stone in
interfering with the making of the tea, I made sure of one
important task: I dashed off a short note to Diego which I bribed
our maid, Tilly, to discreetly deliver to the Montrose firm offices
as a matter of urgency. If the travel documents Aunt Merry had
thrust upon me were to be believed, I was leaving New York in three
days. Three days to make arrangements. I opened my trunks, emptying
them of the cheap working girl’s clothes (which I stuffed into the
drawers of the semainiers and into the back of the wardrobe beneath
piles of last season’s silk and chiffon) and the stacks of
documents (which I locked into the walnut Eastlake davenport desk).
The headache came and burst. There was so much to be
done.

 



 


 


 CHAPTER 2

 


 


LUCIA:

 


 


The Grand Tour—a season in Europe—had not been my
idea.

It was not that I had ample reasons to be so
satisfied with my life that the prospect of a Grand Tour holiday
would prove to be an abhorrent punishment. It was not that I was so
parochially-minded as to be disdainful of travel, or so
well-traveled at that, as to be suffering from ennui at the mere
thought of further motion. It was simply...unexpected.

What I had been expecting was a quiet summer to
approach, perhaps my last, spent, as was the family custom, at
Ithaca, the old St. Clair home in Stockbridge, Massachusetts, on
Lake Mahkeenac, set amongst the Berkshire Mountains. The airy
flirtations and frivolities of the New York marriage circuit with
their weighty ramifications had wearied me and made me wistful for
the vacations to Ithaca and nearby Boston, driving up the avenue,
past the gatehouse and Frederick Law Olmstead gardens, and seeing
the beautiful white mansion rise from the foliage of Japanese maple
trees, lush green in the spring and coppery gold in the autumn. I
had been looking forward to those tangerine and violet sunsets,
deep magenta twilights, and rosy dawns through the festooned lace
curtains of the bay windows. I had longed for the oasis calm of the
greenhouses (flourishing with lilies-of-the-valley and fruits and
vines grown from cuttings taken in 1870 from Hampton Court, a gift
from the Boston Lymans following a visit to their country estate,
The Vale, in Waltham) hidden at the end of the back lawn next to
the old carriage house. I had longed for the serene evenings under
the cool of the willows listening to the muted strains of someone practicing a
musical instrument somewhere in the house, the enchantment of a
viola at dusk, or contemplating the moonrise while mother’s old
phonograph crooned softly about faded romances to the darkness. I
had longed for the Gorham Martelé silver vases filled with
welcoming bouquets (which held no hidden message or deeper meaning
other than to proclaim their beauty) scenting the rooms on the days
of arrival at Ithaca; the teas and parties that asked merely for
enjoyment in the present without need for thoughts of the future;
the days which were purely one’s own, with no daunting social
engagements or pressing calls to attend. Flowers, parties, light-heartedness, coming home to Ithaca
in the early hours of the morning from grand parties at the
Berkshire Cottages in the neighboring summer resort town of Lenox
and watching the ripples across the Housatonic River and
Stockbridge Bowl. Walks at
eventide along the sand dunes on deserted shores; the streets of
Boston lined with old trees that in the summer made cool mottled
patterns on the pavement and glittered after the rain like a sky
hung with starry diamonds. Waltzing in the moonlit sunken garden with Nate before he
had changed. Long afternoons
spent in the Beaux-Arts architectural beauty of the courtyard and
rooms and Guastavino vaulted halls and arcaded galleries of the
Boston Public Library designed, like Symphony Hall on Massachusetts
Avenue, by Charles Follen McKim of McKim, Mead, and White (seeking
out the literary nutrients that I would ordinarily have found, if I
had been in New York, in the library at Montrose) and meandering
through the collections of the Museum of Fine Arts and the rooms at
the nearby Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum filled with the works of
Titian, Rembrandt, Michelangelo, Raphael, Botticelli, Manet, Degas,
Matisse, Whistler, and Sargent. Evenings at the theater and opera and the Union Oyster House
on Union Street. Sailing on
Stockbridge Bowl. Boston Symphony Orchestra radio broadcast
concerts and picnics on the banks of the Charles with pockets
filled to the brim from the “Confectioner’s Row” candy
counters. Swimming and
cycling and reading and painting and listening to music, hours of
lazy, drifting leisure.

I was loath to sacrifice those pleasures for a few
hectic weeks abroad, living out of steamer trunks and persuaded to
show interest in useless souvenirs and unwanted suitors. I felt,
when I was told of the Grand Tour, that my roots were being pulled
out.

Once, Charley—a younger, less worldly, bored
Charley—had pushed away the pile of books spread over the picnic
rug (pickings from the latest shipment that would eventually find
its way back onto the shelves of the great walnut-paneled library
at Montrose) and mused: “We are told that, on account of our youth,
we should want to suck the marrow out of life, but what does that
really mean beyond the immediate gratification of a few
pleasures—beyond merely the thrill of being naughty, and not very
naughty at that—the consequences of which, by the by, may or may
not blight our futures?”

I had shrugged in answer. What was there to say?
The future seemed too adult, too oppressively certain, too distant
a notion to bear considering just yet. That was the way I preferred
it. It was easier to put these things out of one’s mind, to be an
ostrich.

Charley had sighed and looked away at the waves in
the lake. “I wish I knew what I wanted with my life,” she said
softly, almost as if to herself.

I envied and admired Charley for still dreaming of
choices, for believing in the attainability of those beautiful
mirages.

Several years later, Charley had dragged me to the
Colony Club, the women-only private social club in its
reincarnation on Park Avenue. It had not been for its architecture (designed by Delano
& Aldrich in the Neo-Georgian style). Nor for its beautifully appointed interiors (designed by
Elsie de Wolfe, otherwise known as Lady Mendl), two-story ballroom,
basement squash courts and swimming pool and spa that connected via
an express elevator to a gymnasium on the fifth floor.
Nor for the social milieu of a membership
filled with the wealthy elite of New York (belonging to both the
Colony Club and the Equal Franchise Society made it convenient and
socially acceptable for ladies to advocate for suffrage, join
public rallies agitating for the vote, and then pop into the club,
or the Colony afterwards on the corner of Madison Avenue and 61st
Street, only a block away from the Colony Club, for luncheon in
luxurious air-conditioned comfort alongside Vanderbilts, Rockefellers, McCormicks, Whitneys,
Wideners, Astors, Morgans, and the various socialites who came from
the same stratum of New York as Standard Oil heiress Millicent
Rogers). No, it was because Charley had wanted to share her awe and
excitement at everything that was happening outside the windows.
The Colony Club was where Charley drew out newspapers and spoke of
ideas and debates and rallies, where she pointed out to me the
infinitely thrilling, hopeful possibilities already germinating
into the future, the whirlwind that was the changing world and
times: the construction sites with billowing steam shovels and
pounding pile drivers...screeching elevated trains...the cluster of
electronics shops blaring music in Lower Manhattan’s “Radio
Row”...the excavation of massive holes in the ground, sprouting
skyscrapers...ice cream men and talkies and flashy automobiles and
waves of working girls with their perky hair and slapdash fashions
and easy manners and jaunty independence...the neighborhoods
changing with the faces of new immigrants and social
reforms...poverty and protest rallies against the robber
barons...the titans who continued to dream the American dream of
endless prosperity, who believed that the rising Exchange would
keep rising and the world their oyster, and their wives that it was
one grand party after another...

“But you know this better than I, don’t
you, Lucia?” Charley’s face had lit up with such bright,
exhilarated hope. “You can smell it in the fumes that choke the
air, can’t you? You can taste it between the pages of the
Wall Street
Journal and the cheap
dailies, in the numbers on the Exchange and the commercial gossip
and the finances that you chew up and digest so well like the
performing monkey that your father never shows off because he
claims the credit for himself. You can see it, too, everywhere,
can’t you?”

I did know. I did see this brave, exciting new
world. But it was not for us. Not Old New York, gripping for dear
life onto its traditions and affluence and power. Not for
me.

It had often struck me as needlessly cruel that
courtship and marriage should be wrapped up and gifted to biddable,
impressionable young girls as romance and love and beautiful
destiny when in reality it had always been about a mercantile
transaction. For women, it had always been about survival. Alva
Vanderbilt had remarried for love, becoming Alva Belmont and
joining the mink brigade as an ardent suffragist, but only after
she had battled Mrs. Astor and conquered the Four Hundred elite of
New York, and purchased an English duke (and a loveless marriage)
for her daughter Consuelo.

I would not have minded a battle if I had been, as
Charley had sometimes put it, my own man. But we all knew our
places, we all had a role to play in the great machinery of Old New
York. If there was not order in the cosmos, there would be
chaos.

Charley would not have a bar of it. She read the
leaden precepts and, passionately and disrespectfully, begged to
differ. Whose right was it to say who did the bending and who did
the accommodating? But there was only one of Charley on one side
and the rest of Old New York on the other. Not all of us could
afford to declare, breathing fire: “I won’t be the pawn that knows
its place, the one who always toes the line, no.” Not all of us
could look Old New York defiantly in the eye and dare it to
try.

Thus, destiny beckoned with a merciless gaze. My
future would not be mine alone to master—I had very nearly accepted
that outcome—but to meet the day where I had to go forward and
court the means by which those shackles would come... It felt like
a bitter winter chill had come early to Boston Common. I had been
wrong to think that Ithaca could bestow a balmy respite, that I
could ever be truly ready to face it.

In short, I had been less happy than a girl ought
to have been about a season traveling in Europe for pleasure
(before things got too excitable on the Continent), but my mother
was determined I would make the most of this opportunity and be
thus enriched. She noted what an exciting adventure lay ahead of
me—for the culture and scenic beauties and art as much as for the
social intercourse and potential marriage prospects—and insisted on
giving me her prized Asscher diamond necklace, a wedding gift from
my father, for the grand occasions where a young lady, in whose
veins ran Bernhardt blood and who was descended from the St. Clairs
of Boston, had to be appropriately adorned.

“Think of this as an extended version of the trip
you have made several times over the past few years to see the
Hartleys,” my mother said.

“I wasn’t on show then to be sold to the highest
bidder like cattle.”

“Lucia, don’t be crude. Finding a suitable husband
is incidental to this trip. Would you rather a candidate be chosen
for you?”

“Is that what will happen if I come back
empty-handed?”

“Darling, it is unattractive to scowl. We must face
the facts. This is New York. You have what is considered a
distinguished heritage. Your father... You are of marriageable age,
Lucia, you cannot avoid the outcome. Whatever hopes you have had,
you must be realistic and prepare for possible disappointment. Life
is not always as rosy as the romantics would have you believe nor
necessarily as harsh and intractable as the suffragists paint it.
You must be practical and carve a life out of the limited prospects
and freedoms allotted to you.”

“I understand, mother.” It was simply one more
vicissitude to weather. I was not yet ready to accept it but I
understood.

“It is not a criminal sentence. We have put the
Nate Knowle business behind us. Come along, Lucia, no need to still
be droopy about the mouth. This is starting afresh—new hunting
grounds.”

“Yes, mother.”

“And you will have Charlotte for
company.”

“Charley? Charley’s back?”

“According to her aunt, yes.”

Poor Charley. I could not imagine how put out she
must have been to be recalled back to New York on a matter so
frivolous as a holiday to foreign shores to hunt for a
husband.

“Charley’s really coming? For the same
reasons?”

“Charlotte is accompanying you on the Grand Tour,
yes. As to how she will discharge her responsibilities, that I
cannot say. I don’t imagine that Meredith Elyot will be able to
impress upon her niece the gravity of what is appropriate to her
position any more than she has done for over a decade. I am sure
Charlotte will send the young men there on a merry dance as she has
done here in New York and New England. Certainly it is a comfort to
know that the two of you will have friends there to rely upon such
the Hartleys and Matthias Vandermeer.”

I knew Charley—that is, Miss Charlotte Grace Elyot
Masterson of Montrose, Park Avenue, New York—from an early age
when, despite our contrasts in temperament and character, we
became—by a mere coincidental social and geographic
propinquity—friends. Our families inhabited the same circles and we
went to school together. The customarily sheltered manner of life I
had known before Charley gained new vistas when she beckoned me to
that secret trapdoor leading to all the enviable freedoms that
being the daughter of a loving and progressive-minded father who
had frequently been called away on business and, later, the ward of
an indulgent spinster aunt could offer. As a child, I was timid in
unfamiliar company. I became less so in Charley’s company and as I
grew older, but my admiration for Charley’s insouciance, the way
she met the world as an equal, never expecting anything more or
less, had never diminished. It was this quality of fearlessness
which brought Matthias into our sphere.

Charley and I had never been especially naughty,
willful, or troublesome as children, but we had chafed, as all
children seem to do, at the restrictive regime of school and
private tutors. When not attending to our routine lessons, Charley
and I had liked to escape adult supervision to go exploring in
Central Park. There had been a great deal to explore and not enough
afternoons to devote to it. The Terrace, the Mall, Promenade and
Menagerie were lovely but they had been, more often than not, like
public thoroughfares full of common crowds and bustle where there
was always a high probability that some passing acquaintance might
recognize us and report us to our respective families. Our
preference had been to find the quieter patches of wilderness in
Central Park (which would have met parental disapproval if they had
known of it) although we liked visiting the Boathouse just as well
where we were always assured of some interesting activity to watch
on the water. Anything that promised an escape from our sequestered
privilege held a will-o’-the-wisp
attraction for Charley.

We had been coming back one afternoon from
watching the sailing of model boats in the fountain, walking
towards the Plaza Entrance at Fifth Avenue and 59th Street through
a leafy corner of the park, when we saw two older boys circling
around a lanky boy, taunting and pushing him about. The boy had
been, physically, as large as his tormentors, but he had evidently
been pacific in nature and had not fought back. Charley had frowned
thunderously and stomped over, shoving the nearest bully away from
the boy and planting herself in front of him, daring the bullies to
come at her and provoke the condemnation and consequences which
befell those who dared to touch a young female, especially one who
was clearly of genteel upbringing and possibly a daughter of the
privileged Manhattan haut monde. The pacifism in the boy had vanished at the sight of
Charley. He immediately straightened up to his full height and
tried to step protectively in front of her—which exasperated
Charley no end. The bullies—their faces vaguely familiar as the
pompous cousins, Henry and Miles, of the Calverts of Washington
Square—had sniggered at their jostling but loped away. After they
had gone, the boy said to Charley: “Thank you, but you shouldn’t
have interfered,” to which Charley had replied, coldly, unable to
hide her annoyance, “You’re welcome,” and turned to walk
away.

The following afternoon, we had again been walking
through that section of Central Park and heard the sounds of a
scuffle: it turned out to be the same boy and his bullies. This
time the fists had come out and were flying all over the
place.

“The idiot,” I heard Charley mutter.

“We should call a policeman,” I urged
Charley.

Charley agreed but she only nudged me to go.
“Hurry,” Charley said, walking towards the fight.

When I returned with a reluctant, disbelieving
policeman, it was to find that the fight had broken up, the two
bullies rolling on the ground clutching themselves in pain, and
Charley bickering with the boy at a rapid clip. The police
officer’s disbelief had vanished at once. He sternly reprimanded
all three boys for disrupting the peace with their ungentlemanly
behavior—their parents were to be informed and whatever punishments
they deemed fit to be dealt out would be awaiting each of the
participants when they returned home—but he had been all solicitous
sweetness towards Charley, coddling her with all the concern due to
a damsel in distress and insisting on escorting us back to her
aunt’s house. Charley had fairly bristled in mutinous
silence.

“What happened?” I asked her afterwards.

“The idiot spotted the police officer coming before
any of us and took the blame on himself,” she said.

“Charley, you—you didn’t! But the other two went
along with the story—why didn’t they—?”

“And let the world find out they were beaten by a
girl?” Charley said, a smirk finally dimpling her
cheeks.

About a week later, we saw the boy again: he was
alone, walking through the park untroubled by bullies. He stopped
when he saw us, regarding us with his tawny amber gaze but
remaining silent as if uncertain how to greet us without causing
offense.

“Where are your friends?” said Charley.

The boy smiled slowly, uncertainly. “Haven’t made
any yet,” he replied.

Charley could be intimidating but she was also
fair-tempered. She held out her hand. “I’m Charley Masterson. This
is Lucia Bernhardt.”

We shook hands.

“Matthias Vandermeer,” the boy said. “Pleased to
meet you both—Miss Masterson—Miss Bernhardt.”

“Charley. Lucia,” said Charley. “Pleased to meet
you, too, Mr. Vandermeer.”

The boy smiled. “Please, Matthias.” Then:
“‘Charlie’?”

“Charlotte,” Charley conceded.

“Why were those boys picking on you, Matthias?” I
asked. “Are you still in a lot of trouble?”

Matthias shrugged. “It doesn’t matter.”

“The Calvert boys are still in a lot of trouble.”
Charley offered this sliver of intelligence with a twinkle of
delight. She had made detailed inquiries. Matthias graciously
accepted this offering in the friendly spirit in which it had been
given.

“Maybe you should pick a different route to walk
next time,” I suggested.

“A driver used to drop me off at school at first
and collect me afterwards but I prefer to manage on my
own.”

“Where are you headed?”

Matthias told us.

“That’s a long walk.” Charley was practical-minded.
The discussions which preoccupied New Yorkers regarding which were
or were not the fashionable residential streets, and cataloging the
residents of those streets accordingly in the natural hierarchy of
New York’s cosmos, sailed past her ears, exciting barely a ripple
of attention.

“I don’t mind it.” Matthias looked at us and very
cordially thanked us for taking the trouble to help a
stranger.

Charley held back a snort. “It would have saved a
lot of trouble if you’d fought back the first time,” she told him.
“You seemed quite capable of it.”

“But it wouldn’t have been a fair fight.” Matthias
grinned suddenly. “They can’t even stand up against a lone
girl.”

Charley rolled her eyes and called Matthias an
idiot, but allowed him to walk with us all the way to the heroic
statue of General William Tecuseh Sherman designed by Augustus
Saint-Gaudens marking the Plaza Entrance where she coolly invited
Matthias to tea and gave him her Aunt Merry’s address on Park
Avenue.

We saw Matthias from time to time during term when
he came to meet us outside Miss Spence’s School after our classes
or when he came to call on Aunt Merry (always bearing roses which
closely resembled the cosseted blooms in Montrose’s rose garden)
and when he joined our rambles through Central Park, lending us his
knightly protection and the benefit of his experience and
navigational skills in penetrating the Central Park wilderness as
well as expanding the boundaries of our regular walks to encompass
many delightful afternoons exploring the Metropolitan Museum, the
many bridges of Central Park, and the Lake.

Matthias did not drop the acquaintance when he
attained his majority and went off to college, where his universe
must surely have expanded, nor during his later college years when
he was apparently summoned, but he declined, to leave permanently
for Europe (an invitation, Matthias dismissed vaguely, to join a
financial establishment based in London with branches in several
capital cities), preferring to remain in New York. We were thankful
but could not understand his attachment to the world which, on the
whole, continued in its shabby disregard of him for reasons beyond
our fathom and, frustratingly, even beyond the explanation of the
gossips. His surname—for surely none of the stigma attached to
Matthias himself—attracted disdain and closed doors but Matthias
had long stopped caring.

When Matthias grew up into a towering
Viking-framed giant, his formidable physical presence warded off
much of the ruffian persecution he had been subjected to as a boy
but he never really left his fighting days (and Charley’s trailing
righteous indignation) completely behind. Matthias had never been a
brawler. He had beautiful manners, a cool, steady head, and a
bottomless font of affable restraint. Matthias may have grown
intimidatingly big and powerful but he was without a mean bone in
his body. There had been only two occasions on which he allowed
himself to be provoked into using his physical advantage over
others. The more recent occurrence had been against my former
fiancé.

On the morning of a golf game planned with Charley
and Matthias at the Shinnecock Hills Golf Club, Charley’s blithe
natterings about who was going to win the forthcoming game while
she was picking through the golf irons were interrupted by a sharp
intake of breath when I had accidentally spilt juice on my sweater
and Charley discerned angry purple tracks of bruising on my arms
and collarbone which I had tried to hide. Charley was on her way to
confront the vile, good-for-nothing excuse for a man, a golf club
still gripped in her hand, when Matthias waylaid her and dragged
her back, locked her in her room and put Aunt Merry and me outside
to stand guard, while he took himself off alone to find Nate
Knowle. Nate was given a sound and thorough thrashing.

The other time occurred at the Lloyd-Chase house
party held on the eve of an intercollegiate game between Yale and
Dartmouth to which we had been invited by Gideon Harford, one of
the many sons of Aunt Merry’s society friends whose previous
attentions had been (very civilly) ignored by Charley.

Charley had been if not precisely smitten then at
least a little bit taken with the undeniably flattering renewed
attentions of the newly minted star sophomore football quarterback
that all the girls had been swooning over all summer. It had been
very unlike her. She had been unimpressed at first but his
persistence and charm had worn down her scoffing. It had been her
second frothy saccharine romance (a nascent “understanding” with a
West Point cadet of the previous summer had shriveled up and died
in a fiery irreconcilable “misunderstanding” within the space of a
day ending in that cadet being kneed in the unmentionables), of
which Charley was sure she would be thoroughly ashamed when she
came to her senses, but her humor did not shield her from the
devastating rage and self-loathing when she found out, via an
accidentally overheard conversation, that nailing the uppity,
untouchable Masterson girl had been the subject of a frat boy
wager. Gideon Harford and several of his team players had been
benched for a full season afterwards and his nose never grew quite
as straight as it had once done.

Nate Knowle and Gideon Harford and his drinking
buddies had learnt that there were consequences to making a girl
cry.

Charley had been furious over the overheard
conversation, but she had been even more furious with Matthias for
getting himself into trouble for engaging in fisticuffs for no good
reason.

“Why were you crying?”

“I don’t need Matthias to beat up every jackass who
Matthias thinks is insulting my honor. He—”

Her blotchy cheeks and smoldering red eyes gave
the lie to her words. “Don’t be specious, you were upset. He saw
you crying, Charley. You can’t cry and not expect
Matthias—”

“I wasn’t crying! I wasn’t upset! If he hadn’t
weighed in and gone berserker on Harford and his cronies, I
would’ve taken care of it and Matthias wouldn’t be moldering in
lockup, waiting for—” Charley stomped her foot in
frustration.

“What else did they do, Charley?”

Charley stilled in her umbrage for an
infinitesimal moment. “Else?” she echoed.

“You never cry, Charley. You don’t care about what
others say about you. You have an even temperament as hard to
ruffle as Matthias’s. What else did Gideon Harford and his friends
do?”

“Nothing that required Matthias to—”

“Charley.”

Charley’s mouth compressed into a pale, thin line.
“This uppity, untouchable Masterson girl will continue to hang
around with the Vandermeer riff-raff, even if he is an idiot, and
the jackasses will rue the day that they—”

“They said that about Matthias?”

“They said a—you won’t tell Matthias, will
you?”

“No, of course not.”

“Those damned jackasses haven’t grown up one bit,
Lucia.” Hot, enraged tears once more carved a path down Charley’s
cheeks.

“Well, if you had tried to take them all on by
yourself, it would’ve made Matthias even more—”

“I wasn’t planning to physically assault them. I do
have some sense of proportion.”

“Then what...?”

“I went into the powder room to pull myself
together...and found a bottle of Ex-Lax purgatives in the cabinet.
I was going to put some in their beers when they weren’t looking.
Harford would’ve gotten an extra special helping if Matthias hadn’t
come and rescued him.”

“Oh, Charley, if you had—I almost feel sorry for
them.”

“I don’t,” Charley said grimly.

Matthias was steadfast, good-natured, considerate
and solid. Every year, he kept to our friendship, always ready to
attend on us or help when called upon, sometimes (“meddling”
according to Charley) when he was not. New York had not changed as
Matthias had grown up: it did not treat Matthias as kindly as he
treated her, and a great deal less kindly than Matthias deserved.
Despite this, even during the periods when he was studying or
traveling abroad, he faithfully dropped in on us, always bearing
roses and confectionery, to visit and appear at the events on the
social calendar for which he had received requests, instructions or
orders to attend from Charley and me in addition to the formally
issued invitations, some of which Charley and I had had to resort
to extraordinary Machiavellian subterfuges to obtain beneath the
noses of the social arbiters. The nameless something continued to
stalk Matthias with animus. Malice is a very small town.

It was perhaps inevitable, but nevertheless a
horrible shock, when Matthias finally left for Europe. Undeterred
by the distance of an ocean, Matthias remained entwined in the
fabric of our lives. Mentions by Charley’s Aunt Merry, gifts
arriving like clockwork on special occasions, regular
correspondence, and seeing him at remote intervals at the Hartleys’
family engagements, however, only made his absence more keenly
felt.

“It will be good to see the Hartleys and Matthias
again,” I told my mother and went to start packing.

 



 


 


 CHAPTER 3

 


 


CHARLOTTE:

 


 


Lucia and I were the products of a privileged New
York upbringing. If we had not been made acquainted with what this
meant practically from our cradles, certainly we were conscious of
it from the time we received our first admonishments that such and
such was not the done thing for a proper young lady. It almost
seems just as long ago that we were both, in one way or another, in
revolt against our birthrights.

Lucia’s father, Victor Cabot Bernhardt, was in
banking. He was a ruthless but genial man with a fine address and
an impressive set of whiskers, who enjoyed the universal
admiration, fear, power and envy conferred by an exemplary lineage,
affluence and a formidable reputation unimpeded by post-war social
unrest, labor struggles, or the Wall Street bombing of 1920. His
Boston Brahmin bred wife Elizabeth, the fair complexioned,
faultlessly elegant daughter of the St. Clairs of Boston, added
much of the social luster to this reputation. The Bernhardts lived
a rarefied existence, spreading their time between their C. P. H.
Gilbert designed Fifth Avenue townhouse (no relation to the
Gilberts of Long Island, of whom Volker Godeffroy’s wife was a
member), furnished like the rest of New York’s elite by W. & J.
Sloane, and the family estate in the village of Old Westbury
(neighbors to Phippses, Vanderbilts, Whitneys, Du Ponts, Winthrops,
and Belmonts), the New York Yacht Club, the Oak Lounge and tea
gardens of the Plaza Hotel, the Stock Exchange Luncheon Club, the
Knickerbocker Club, the Union Club, the Brook Club, the
Metropolitan Club, the Links, the Jekyll Island Club, the Zodiac
Club, the hallowed lawns of the Maidstone Golf Club and Newport
Country Club, the Newport Reading Room, the Tuxedo Club, the
Somerset Club of Boston, the Metropolitan Opera Club, racing at
Saratoga Springs, an ocean-front house in Palm Beach, a summer
cottage in Newport, the old St. Clair family manse in Stockbridge,
Massachusetts (settled on Elizabeth St. Clair by a fond great uncle
who read classical Greek and Latin), the Opera and the parties
thrown by their Upper East Side neighbors on Millionaire’s Row and
Park Avenue (and even to venture further afield, when sufficient
inducement was offered, to the wrong end of Madison Avenue), and
the fulcrum of the most coveted deals on Wall Street and the New
York Stock Exchange. Lucia was a sturdy, quiet child, intelligent
without arrogance or pride or pretense, unimposing in a myriad
ways. Uncharitable society matrons had remarked that she might have
been a changeling, exhibiting neither her father’s charisma nor her
mother’s beauty. If she had been aware of such disappointment, if
she thought her parents had ever shared these views, it had not
seemed to touch Lucia or sour her nature. She remained amiable,
dutiful, quietly herself.

Lucia and I came to know each other through the
fine web connecting Old New York. The Elyots could locate a grand
duke and a baronet somewhere along their sprawling family tree
(considerably diminished by untimely illness, pioneering rashness,
and wars) and were very distantly related by marriage to a branch
of the Boston St. Clairs. My mother, along with her sister
Meredith, had been to school with Elizabeth St. Clair and they had
remained friends after their respective marriages. (Meredith
Addison Elyot had set aside the idea of marriage following her
brief engagement to a handsome young man from an old New Haven
family, introduced to her at a garden party at the Piping Rock
Club, who had turned out to be a scoundrel and had been forced—at
gunpoint by the girl’s father, it was said—to marry a girl with no
fortune or connections to speak of, leaving behind, a year later, a
young widow with a baby son and debts all over Providence, Rhode
Island. The ordeal and ensuing scandal revealed to the elder Miss
Elyot inner reserves to add to her usual good humor, compassion,
and sense of duty, and she sent a portion of her untouched dowry to
the widow, grateful for the moral lesson and her own deliverance.)
My father, a self-made man, originally an engineer by training, had
counted amongst his acquaintance and business associates the
magnates and industrialists who regularly featured in the pages of
the Wall
Street Journal and The New York Times and the membership of the exclusive private members’ clubs.
He was considered a lucky man to have won my mother’s hand,
celebrating the ultimate union, in the eyes of New York, of wealth
and social cachet following the grand tradition set by the
Vanderbilts and Whitneys during the Gilded Age. Lucia and I were
dispatched to the same school; our families mingled socially; we
were taught to do all the things everyone else who counted in New
York did, including displaying proper manners and comportment,
spending summers together in Newport, Bar Harbor, Old Westbury,
Oyster Bay, and the Hamptons (except those summers we stayed at
Ithaca, the St. Clair family estate in Stockbridge, Massachusetts,
for the excitement of the annual fireworks show), and thinking
highly of ourselves above the rest of society.

Following the death of my father during the war in
Europe (joining all of the male St. Clairs and my mother who, years
ago, had passed giving birth to me), poor Aunt Merry was saddled
with the role of being my legal guardian and joint custodian of the
trust set up by my parents, which she shared with Uncle Nicholas,
my father’s younger brother, who had been deprived of his chance at
the glories of war by a pair of weak lungs which had never been
quite the same after recovering from a bout of childhood
tuberculosis, and Diego de Almadén, my late father’s best friend
and fellow officer during the war. Any defects in my character, any
failings in conduct, have been conveniently attributed to my
liberal upbringing, sadly lacking the usual repressive parental
constraints and civilizing influences, and my patrilineal
antecedents who had not arrived on the Mayflower or Arbella. Such
deficiencies, however, posed insufficient obstacle to the retention
of my place in the Social Register or to my marriage prospects, for which I suspected that
Aunt Merry gave daily thanks. I lived the same burnished life of
grace and privilege, and when, on occasion, I misbehaved, I found
that, like the other scions of Old New York and indeed of the first
families of Boston, Virginia, Maryland and Old Philadelphia, I
could do so with almost perfect impunity. (No one was completely
immune from that favorite New York pastime of sharing the
latest on
dit of gossip and
scandal.) I owed this virtually impervious suit of armor chiefly to
the genteel dowry my mother had brought to her marriage to which my
father, the moneyed intruder at the gates, had added the taint
(still noted by sticklers) of parvenu lucre in the form of an
immense fortune built on both sides of the Atlantic in commodities,
manufacturing, property, construction, shipping, transport and
railroads, amongst other investments. My youthful misconduct was
not on the grand scale of heinous offenses by anyone’s reckoning
(not anywhere near the scale of transgressive delinquency that
fueled the hushed-up scandals which debilitated numerous family
fortunes) but, unlike Lucia, I was a little slow to follow the
dictates of what was or was not proper, and—poor Aunt Merry,
forgive me—sometimes I thought I even enjoyed the notoriety of it.
It seemed sometimes that it bore the tantalizing taste of
freedom.

I had been surprised that Lucia was heading on the
Grand Tour instead of surrendering and obeying a curt and direct
parental edict to an advantageous society marriage of her father’s
choosing. Her life had been planned beautifully, calibrated in an
exquisitely orderly array, to her parents’ liking if not to her
own. The years of her regimented young life and the experiences she
had come through had, I thought, wrought a vein of independent
spirit in her. I had, perhaps naively, expected Lucia to be
resistant, impatient, ready to bolt even, not calmly willing to
meet her future, to carry on with it dutifully, but I suppose all
arguments paled against meeting with the intransigent will of
parental collusion.

“Poor Lucia. Stuck with me again.”

“I suppose we shall have to grin and bear
it.”

How sheltered we were in our stratosphere. Beyond
the fine damask and rich red velvet swags, below the ornate
decorative scrolls and gilt, outside the princely drawing rooms and
mansion gates, underfoot, along the verge, in the undergrowth, the
city rumbled and clattered and screeched with excavations,
railways, thundering internal combustion engines, ash collectors,
radio broadcasts, whistling policemen. Of course we knew about the
outside world—we were sheltered, not ignorant. How exciting, scary
and glorious it all seemed—the thrilling new automobiles,
electricity, moving pictures, radio, jazz, speakeasies, suffrage
and liberty, rising hemlines and silk stockings and racy cosmetics
and cigarettes and cocktail parties and gin, the hard lives of the
farmers and immigrants, the struggles of the new generation of
working women, Charles Lindbergh’s first solo non-stop
transatlantic flight, the indefatigable might of American industry,
steam, railroads, construction, the Empire State Building, on 34th
Street and Fifth Avenue, entering the “Race into the Sky” between
the Chrysler Building and 40 Wall Street, competing for the
distinction of the world’s tallest building, and to the lure of the
gold rush on the Exchange, rising higher and higher each day to
match New York’s soaring skyline; Astor, Vanderbilt, Morgan,
Rockefeller, and their fellow gods sitting up on Olympus while
their wives competed with each other over who had the grandest
palaces, the most lavish gowns, jewels and dinners, the most
elaborate entertainments, the most sought after
parties...

From the comfortable armchairs of the women-only
Colony Club at 564 Park Avenue, founded by Mrs. Jefferson Borden
Harriman (daughter of shipping magnate Francis William Jones Hurst
and wife of the New York financier), Mrs. John Jacob Astor (widow
of John Jacob Astor IV), socialite Miss Anne Tracy Morgan (daughter
of the late financier John Pierpont Morgan), and Miss Jessica
Garretson Finch (the suffragist and educator), we read all about
this curious polyphony in the newspapers and periodicals, and it
was almost as if we stood at the club’s windows and saw this world
sweeping by. It was not the view we saw taking afternoon tea in the
sedate Palm Court at the Plaza; oh no, that gave on to a very
different view indeed. Listening to the radio, glimpsing the world
outside on the pavements, talking with Lucia after reading the
business papers and journals and trying to make sense of it all,
trying to reconcile a myriad of cross-currents—the unremitting
optimism and exuberance and easy prosperity of this age (blessed by
the patron saints of the Coolidge and Hoover Administrations), the
speculative fever infecting the whole country, the Exchange which
kept rising, up and up and up, defying gravity, the astronomical
earnings per share ratios, poverty, discontent, and doom which
were, well, somewhere out there—was an exercise which gave a
completely different and altogether confusing view again no matter
how many attempts we made.

One thing we knew for certain: the world was
growing up and changing around us, expanding...and passing us by.
We were on the threshold of our lives (our families assured us) but
we were just two girls brought up in the sheltered nursery of Old
New York with only a bit of wealth and decorative social prestige
to recommend us. What place had we in this world? What use were we
to it? What sort of lives were we preparing for?

“Look at the silver lining,” said Lucia.

“And what silver lining is that?”

“In the land of the blind, the one-eyed man is
king,” replied Lucia. “Think of everyone else who has not the
advantage—the luxury—of an education, a loving aunt, good health,
and the heirdom to the Montrose empire.”

I did not tell Lucia that silver linings were not
entirely dependable creatures.
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LUCIA:

 


 


In one way or another, Charley and I were related
to or acquainted with almost everybody else in New York. Some
considered it a privilege that we had been introduced to, or could
greet by first name, everybody worth knowing in New York. Charley
(not amongst those who placed pedigree above character) was usually
of the opinion that we knew at least everybody by reputation and
that that was the way it ought to stay for everybody’s peace and
sanity.

It was no surprise then when the news got out that
scores of friends, relations, acquaintances and suitors descended
upon my house and, most notably, called on Aunt Merry at Montrose
(for Charley herself could never be found in the Park Avenue
residence) to confirm the rumors about Charlotte Masterson being
back in New York, and the invitation to a friend’s wedding and
Grand Tour which would take her away again. These callers received
fairly dull news of my preparations for the trip but got no
satisfaction from Aunt Merry, who could only impart details of the
planned itinerary for she knew virtually nothing of Charley’s daily
whereabouts. Charley was not at home. Not at the Colony Club. Not at the Cosmopolitan Club. Not out on a drive in an open-topped motor-car with a
personable young man in a three piece suit and plain patent leather
Oxfords (it was sometimes difficult to distinguish a respectable
gentleman from a well-to-do gangster or bootlegger from his state
of dress but Aunt Merry was led to believe that the latter favored
white spats and two tone shoes). Charley was not tripping out for a
night on the town with yet another suspect personable young man
beginning the evening at Hotel Pennsylvania’s Café Rouge or the
Ziegfeld Theater where Jerome Kern’s Show Boat was still playing. Charley was not sneaking out on
a midnight jaunt to the Cotton Club or some other supper club
oozing louche sophistication or one of those gin mills or juice
joint venues in Greenwich Village offering hot jazz and giggle
water and whoopee. Charley was not on a roof garden party with
gambling and cocktails and hard liquor and cigars and the
ever-present risk of police raids. Charley most certainly was not
dancing at the governor’s ball at the Astor, or swanning around a
charity fundraiser gala at the Plaza, or dining to a Vincent Lopez
orchestra underneath the blue frescoes of the cool and spacious St.
Regis Roof Garden (challenging the monopoly of the Ritz-Carlton
Roof at dinnertime), flecked with white apple-blossoms and
disdainful Japanese roosters and pale blue macaws, or trotting
about the newly transformed Central Park Casino and chasing
wealthy, pedigreed husbands like the regular well-brought up young
ladies of New York, they of the younger Four Hundred. There simply
were no reported sightings of Charley in the three days before our
transatlantic crossing. Aunt Merry knew even less about what
Charley was up to during that time. Charley’s brief appearances and
the little notes that she left on the sideboard, diligently and
early every day, when she disappeared from dawn to dark to
nobody-knew-where were as cryptic and mysterious as her daily
activities. The callers certainly received no satisfaction from
Charley herself, although that had been the case for a great many
long months. Fewer strains of scandalizing conjecture arose from
this circumstance than might normally have been attached to someone
less irreproachable in respectability and fortune, less indifferent
to societal opinion, and less carelessly unconventional in her
habits than Charley.

Charley had been called the hellion of the
Mastersons (or Elyots, depending on whose side of the family tree
was being blamed) for as long and as often as she had been referred
to as the Montrose heiress. Her youthful complexion and easy,
winning smiles masked a stout heart. One could, it was said, count
on Charley to charge in where angels feared to tread. Her
outrageous scrapes had been commonly ascribed to recklessness,
foolhardiness and excitable temper; they made the New York matrons
hiss in indignation but were quickly waved aside as the antics of a
headstrong young jackanapes, an incorrigible scapegrace, in favor
of much tastier gossip fare, the true sizzlingly juicy adult
scandals. Knowledge of the grandeur of the Masterson fortune had
always seemed to help ease the path from opprobrium to clemency,
tolerance, indulgence, forgiveness, exoneration, whatever the case
may be. Whilst there were the occasional mutterings that a girl
with a
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