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Chapter 1

IT WAS A MIDSUMMER AFTERNOON ON LONG ISLAND, and the mosquitoes, like the girls who get dolled up at evening time, would not be seen flitting about for hours yet. A lot of noise was made last night in the mansions that lined White Cove, and plenty would be made tonight, but for now the sky was just a wide arc of blue, and three such girls—some of them already much discussed by newspaper columnists and women in hair salons—were browning poolside. One lay facedown, one sprawled on her back, and one curled up on her side, the better to turn the pages of her fashion magazine.

“Darling.” The voice of the first cut through the listless atmosphere, ending the peaceful silence.

Cordelia Grey took a breath of sweet, still air as she returned to consciousness. The sun had warmed the skin of her long legs, and the chaise she was lying upon comfortably accommodated her languid pose. June, with its occasionally gloomy weather and mourning clothes, was behind her. She moved her arm so that her eyes were no longer covered; it was another beautiful day.

“Darling?” the voice repeated. It belonged to Astrid Donal, who over the course of a month and a half had become one of Cordelia’s closest friends.

Cordelia blinked so as not to be blinded. The sky was very bright and the pool was very turquoise. Even the leaves on the trees at Dogwood seemed to have embraced the indolent spirit of summer; they were thick and mysterious and green, hardly moving even on their high branches.

“I’m sorry.” Cordelia smiled. “I guess I must have drifted off.”

“It’s nearly four o’clock, you know,” Astrid replied from the chaise on Cordelia’s left. She rolled over and pushed her cartwheel hat, which she wore to protect her creamy skin, back on her head.

“It can’t be!” Cordelia laughed, drawing her heaps of sun-streaked dirty-blond hair into a bun at the nape of her neck. “You shouldn’t have let me sleep that long.”

“We thought of waking you, but you looked so happy,” said Letty Larkspur, who had been Cordelia’s best friend in that other life she’d left behind in Ohio.

Letty occupied the chaise to Cordelia’s right, her legs tucked up close to her chest. Both girls wore new navy blue tank swimsuits, although Letty had mostly covered her petite frame in a gauzy robe. Her dark hair was cropped short and she had pushed her bangs to the side so that they revealed a pale triangle of forehead. Even this far into summer, her skin was almost white.

They had all three bought the same suit on a shopping trip into Manhattan the week before—that had been Astrid’s idea, she’d insisted it would be great fun if they had a kind of uniform when they went sea bathing—although Astrid had somehow already ruined hers on a trip to the beach and was now wearing an old black one, which was frayed and worn thin in places but nonetheless flattered her girlish frame. Astrid had been born wealthy, and anything she threw on seemed, as if by some magic, deliberate and expensive.

“You were smiling to yourself,” Letty went on, in that small, crystalline voice that belied the deep, rich sound her throat produced when she sang, “and whispering something.”

“Then you definitely should have woken me!”

“Nonsense.” Astrid drained her lemonade glass and put it on the little wood table that separated their chairs. “I know how you like to keep secrets, Cordelia Grey, and I am not above listening to you talk in your sleep to find them out.”

“Me? I got nothing to hide,” Cordelia replied, with a rakish and somewhat disingenuous innocence, and swung her legs over the side of the chaise.

She stood and walked quickly across the hot pool deck. For a moment she paused at the water’s edge, gazing up at the main house with its flights of stone steps zigzagging to its back entry. There was a time when that facade only made her think of her father and his sad end and the terrible way she’d betrayed him. But as the days passed, she’d begun to see that he’d died with dignity, happy to have his daughter home, and that the house was a legacy of the fantastical life he had imagined for himself and then made real. It was as shimmering and solid now as on the nights he had thrown his famous parties there, and it remained a safe haven to his two children—Cordelia, who had only been reunited with him in May, and Charlie, who was now running the bootlegging business that had made Darius Grey rich and famous.

A ripple of gratitude passed over Cordelia, and she even smiled a little to think how satisfied Darius would be to know his offspring were still sheltered under that fine roof. Then she sprang forward, arms overhead so that her body went like an arrow into the cool water. Beneath the surface there was true silence, and she sailed forward on the momentum of her dive as long as she could. It was serene and quiet, and she remembered that in her dream she had been flying.

Cordelia came up for air and took three strong strokes to the end of the pool. She breathed in and pushed the strands of her hair away from her face. Then she realized that someone—not one of the girls, for it was a man’s voice—was calling her name. As she pushed herself onto the edge and twisted around, she caught sight of him. One of Charlie’s men was standing on the other side of the low, white-washed wall that surrounded the pool. He was wearing an undershirt, darkened in places by sweat, and he was trying not to look at the girls in their revealing suits. Astrid was Charlie Grey’s fiancée; no one would want to be accused of staring at his girl when she wasn’t wearing much clothing.

“Sorry to interrupt, Miss Grey.”

“That’s all right...” She smiled at him, trying to remember his name.

“Victor.”

He smiled back, and she realized that he wasn’t truly afraid, and that he was taking as much pleasure in the long July day as she was. Charlie’s gang had the run of the place—there were always men who worked for her brother in one capacity or another walking the lawns, guarding the gate, smoking around the card table, or sleeping in the attic—but she didn’t mind. It was part of the life, and anyway, these men in sweat-stained undershirts had much better stories than the ones where she came from.

“That’s all right, Victor.”

“Charlie’d like to see you.”

Cordelia’s eyes drifted to the lush greenery stretching out beyond the pool, the rolling hills and the shadows of trees growing long across the grass. The afternoon had been so tranquil and perfect; there had been no hurry about anything, and she had swum and joked with her best friends since just after breakfast. To go in so abruptly struck her as sad. “Tell him I’ll be up in a minute.” She sighed and turned toward the chaises.

“What did he want?” Astrid asked, pushing herself up on slender arms when Cordelia returned to their little encampment.

“It’s Charlie—I’ve got to go back to the house now.” Cordelia pulled a linen tunic over her head and reached for a towel to wring out her hair.

“I suppose I ought to get out of the sun, too,” Astrid said, her tone careless. “I told my wretched mother I’d dine with them, you know, and I’ll be late if I spend any more time baking. Let’s meet up later though, shouldn’t we? Maybe put on something new and shiny and go into the city and dance till dawn. Letty, don’t you move, the maid will come down and collect all this.” She gestured at the tray of sandwiches and the lemonade pitcher and piles of magazines that lay around their chairs. “You should stay and enjoy the rest of the day.”

Then Astrid put her arm around Cordelia’s waist, tipped her hat forward, and the two began to climb the hill toward the house arm in arm.

Letty paused awkwardly—she had half raised herself to go into the house with the other two, but had frozen when Astrid casually instructed her not to move. She watched her oldest friend glide toward the house in tandem with Miss Donal, who always seemed to mean kindly, but whose manner was so detached that it was difficult for Letty not to feel like a simple girl from Ohio in her presence. Even on a day like today when she wore no jewelry, Astrid had a shimmering quality as though she were covered in diamond dust.

Back in Union—the small Ohio town that they’d left at the beginning of the season, only a couple of months before (although it seemed longer ago than that), and where Letty’s siblings and widower father still lived—Cordelia had been the one person who made Letty believe that her dreams of singing onstage in New York City were not ridiculous. But in the month since she had come to live at Dogwood, Letty had done little to pursue those dreams, and she couldn’t help but worry, every now and then, that the string of gorgeous afternoons spent like this—lazy and happy and well-fed—were ticking by while other girls worked their way up from the chorus line to solo roles not far away on Broadway. These kinds of thoughts agitated Letty, and whenever they arose she buried them quickly, then tried to smile at whoever was nearby and do something delightful, or else help with any household chore that needed doing.

But that agitation was harder to bury when she was alone, and as the figures of Astrid and Cordelia grew small approaching the great house, she couldn’t help but notice how much more natural her old friend was in this setting. She had those high cheekbones and long limbs, and that impressive way of carrying herself that had earned her the disdain of many of the small-town folks in Union (“uppity,” they called her) but had caused her close friends to hang on her every word. Even next to Astrid, who had grown up around thoroughbreds and china tea services and yachts and couture, Cordelia did not look a tiny bit out of place.

Letty reached under her chair and felt for the head of Good Egg, her greyhound, who was hiding from the heat. The dog whimpered and lifted her head for more scratching. For another minute, Letty obliged. Then she sank back against the cushioned chaise, pulled her soft robe close around her neck, and turned the page of her fashion magazine, which contained any number of handsome things that, remarkably, it might actually be possible for her to acquire. If any of the people back in Union could see her now—the very picture of sophistication, lounging in rich environs with her sleek, long-legged pet—they would be struck dumb by the miracle of it all.

A smile tugged at the corners of her mouth. After all, tomorrow would be just as lovely as today, and there was lots of summer left, and plenty of time yet for her to go about making a name for herself down in Manhattan.

“Letty’s really become one of us,” Astrid said as they went up the stone steps to the south-facing terrace. Once, not long ago, Cordelia had stood on that spot with her father while he taught her how to shoot grapefruit out of the sky.

“I know how to pick ’em, don’t I?” Cordelia’s skin had by then almost dried from the heat.

“She’s awfully bright.”

They stepped into the ballroom, with its gleaming, rarely used dance floor and white grand piano, and continued on toward the main hallway. The girls let go of each other and Cordelia passed into the unlit hall, where she had to pause so that her eyes could adjust. Although the ceiling soared three stories above and some natural light filtered from the third-floor windows, the dark wood of the stairs and walls could sometimes create a gloomy effect even on the sunniest days.

“Charlie’s up in the billiard room.” Victor’s voice surprised her, and her breath caught in her throat as the outline of his shoulders emerged from the shadow.

“Thank you.”

“I had better go,” Astrid said. “If I see Charlie he’ll be all over me, and then I’ll be late, and Mummy will be angry, and before you know it, we won’t be able to go into the city tonight.”

“But your dress is still upstairs in my room,” Cordelia said.

“Oh, so what? I have plenty more, you know.”

They both laughed, and then Astrid presented her cheek for a good-bye kiss.

“Don’t forget there’s a party at Cass Beaumont’s tomorrow afternoon for the Fourth of July—I want there to be a whole gang of us.”

“All right.” As the girls parted, Cordelia turned to Victor. “Will you drive Miss Donal home?”

Once he had nodded in agreement, she turned and hurried up the stairs to the billiard room, which Charlie had begun to use as a sort of unofficial headquarters since their father’s death. In Dogwood’s previous life—when it had belonged to a family that made their money in some respectable way and presumably took tea in the afternoon and no doubt practiced impeccable manners—this room had been used as a parlor. But now it was furnished with three wide, green felt–topped tables and a few Victorian settees. These had been pushed to the walls and were looking a little worse for wear after being handled so often by rough young men.

The door onto the second-floor hall was cracked, so she slipped in without anyone noticing her.

“Oh ho, there’s no getting out of this one alive,” her brother was saying to Danny, one of the guards, as he bent forward over the table to take his shot. Charlie’s broad shoulders flared like a cobra’s hood as he pulled the cue back.

Cordelia rested her shoulder against the wall by the door. An open pack of cigarettes sat on a small antique-looking table, and she reached down and drew one out along with a match from the matchbox that lay beside it. Smoking would never have been allowed in her aunt Ida’s house, where she grew up, and probably would have earned her a slap across the face and a sermon about the grim ends that awaited girls who indulged such a filthy habit. But here no one cared and Cordelia had developed a taste for it. Especially when she was nervous, which she sometimes was around Charlie. There was a camaraderie between them, and he was brotherly and protective of her—but there were also times when she reminded him of the way their father had died, and her foolish involvement in the tragedy, and then she saw the anger in his fierce brown eyes.

At the same instant that she struck the match her brother took his shot, and the smack of the cue ball hitting its mark rung out to the high picture moldings. There was crowing from around the room, and Charlie moved busily to the other side of the table. Cordelia inhaled and let her eyes drift up, and then she noticed that Elias Jones, who had been her father’s right-hand man, was watching her. He was about the same age as her father, and he had that long, horse face with features that never moved much. He didn’t blink, and she became self-conscious of her appearance. Her hair was wavy from the water, her legs naked under the tunic, and her feet were bare. The skin on the bridge of her nose was surely redder than the rest of her face, and her brown eyes probably had that washed-out quality they took on after too many hours in the sun.

There was another loud thwack from the pool table, and Cordelia glanced away from Jones.

“Ha!” Charlie said, as the eight ball rolled into the corner pocket.

Danny shook his head and cursed under his breath. He shook Charlie’s hand and said “Well-played,” but he didn’t seem happy about it.

“Cordelia is here,” Jones announced.

“Good!” Charlie turned, handing his cue off to Danny and giving his sister a rakish grin. Smiling back, she put out her cigarette. “Cord, come talk with Jones and me. There’s something we want you to do for us.”

Charlie threw his arm around Cordelia’s shoulders, and under that strong shelter she allowed herself to be drawn down the hall. Charlie’s office, if one could call it that, was not as grandly kept as their father’s had been. There was a large mahogany desk with only a telephone and several empty glasses on it. She had never asked Charlie why he didn’t use the library downstairs, where Darius Grey had given his orders, but she felt she already knew the answer. That was where the secret passageway originated from, the one that the gunman who assassinated their father had escaped through. Cordelia couldn’t so much as think of it without a shudder running down her spine, because it was she who had made the fatal error of showing the passageway to Thom Hale, back when she was infatuated with him and had not yet come to understand the ugly history between their families.

The makeshift office did the job, and the view through its high, curtainless windows of Dogwood’s west lawn, stretching out to the hedge labyrinth, was as impressive as any gold-edged books or satinwood chairs. Charlie pushed a few of the glasses out of the way, propped himself against the desk, and gave Cordelia an intent, twinkling stare.

When Cordelia first met Charlie—by chance, at a place called Seventh Heaven, before she was anybody—she had not liked him, and he had not liked her. A day or two later, when she was restored to her father, he hadn’t immediately taken to the idea that she was his half sister, either. On occasion, Cordelia had wondered at them being related at all—but in moments like these she got a glimpse of their shared parentage. He could be hot while she was cool, but they were unmistakably cut from the same cloth. They were both tall with light-colored hair and sweet brown eyes that shone and searched at the same time.

“Smoke?” Charlie took the pack from his front pocket and Cordelia pulled one out. Jones lit it for her, and then retreated to the edge of the room and leaned against the bare wall.

“Thank you.”

“Dad wouldn’t like what a tough broad you’re becoming,” Charlie said, with a smile and wink.

Cordelia inhaled and watched her brother reflectively—he was joking, she knew, but how much she couldn’t be certain. “I don’t know how tough a broad I can be when I never leave the house.”

This was not, of course, the New York life that she’d imagined for herself on those lonely, bleak nights back in Ohio. There had been plenty of trees and quiet there, and she had longed instead for noise. She’d imagined busy, epic evenings during which she would meet a great variety of people. Astrid, meanwhile, was always trying to convince her to go out, but in her grief, Cordelia hadn’t felt like having fun, and even if she had, it wouldn’t have seemed appropriate. Instead she’d spent her days obsessively going over the hours that had culminated in her father’s murder. She played back the reel of those days again and again, trying to locate the moment when she went wrong, imagining that if she closed her eyes and concentrated hard enough, she could return there and make the story come out differently. It had been a sleepless, nervous time, and if Letty hadn’t been there, checking in on her with those round blue eyes, gently encouraging her not to drown in grief, Cordelia might have given up on eating and bathing entirely. Smoking seemed to her the least of the bad little habits she could have picked up.

“Cord, please. You don’t have to stay in the house forever, and anyway, you can’t live in the past.” Charlie smiled at her in a softer way now, bringing her out of her thoughts and back into the spare office. “If Dad thought you weren’t having a good time, he’d figure out how to come back to life just to kill me.”

“But your absence—that has gotten a lot of attention.” Jones leaned forward and put his fist against the desk, watching Cordelia. A few lines emerged in his forehead—the most dramatic facial expression he ever made. “That’s why we wanted to speak to you.”

“Exactly.” Charlie jumped down from the desk and crossed the floor a few times excitedly. “See, Jones and me, we decided not to take vengeance on Duluth Hale for what he did to Dad in any ordinary way. At first I wanted to strike him down, of course, but Jones convinced me it would be better to work slow, methodical. Really hurt him. Hurt him by taking away everything he’s got. And we’ve made progress. We’ve near edged him out of Manhattan. Only a few speakeasies left get their liquor from the Hales.”

“How’d you do that?”

A manic light crossed Charlie’s eye. “Don’t worry about that, princess. What I want you to worry about is something else. Everyone knows the Greys control New York’s hotels. That’s because Dad was such a class guy, and because he always knew how to get the real stuff from Europe. We’ve managed to hold that, even without him as our leader. Now we control most of New York’s speakeasies, too... and to show how big we’re getting, we want to open a place of our own.”

“A speakeasy.” Jones leaned back, crossing his arms over his chest. “To show the public, not to mention the rest of the bootleggers, we’re strong as ever. That we still got class.”

“This place will be our gem, Cord.”

“I’m glad business is good.” Cordelia’s eyes went from one man to the other. It felt even more inappropriate to have spent the day lying by the pool after hearing all Charlie had done to get them out of the mess she’d created. “But what does that have to do with me?”

Charlie gestured at Jones, who produced a few newspaper clippings. Cordelia rested what remained of her cigarette between her lips and stepped forward.

GREY THE BOOTLEGGER’S DAUGHTER: AN AMERICAN TALE OF OUTRAGEOUS FORTUNE AND UNBELIEVABLE LOSS, read the headline. Cordelia scanned the page. It contained a rather exaggerated version of her pauper upbringing far away, her coming-out on the charmed lawns of White Cove, and her introduction, shortly thereafter, into the adult world of pain when she watched her father expire with her very eyes.

“They’re all curious about you, Cord.”

“Me? Why?”

“Because you’re interesting to them. You’re beautiful, but not the way they are, and something awful happened to you. And, of course, because as of late, you’ve made yourself scarce.”

“People don’t want to take their eyes off a thing like that,” Jones interjected.

“Oh.” Cordelia sighed, exhaling a cloud of smoke that obscured her view, and then put her cigarette out in the ashtray on the desk. How strange, she thought, that the very thing that closed her off from the rest of the world should make her so fascinating to it. “So what do you want me to do?”

“We want you to run the place.”

She tried not to look shocked. “The speakeasy?”

Charlie nodded. “We got a lot of power behind this thing. I put my muscle up against the Hales every day—you don’t have to worry about nothing like that. You’re gonna be the pretty face of the operation.”

“We’ll find you the place, all that,” Jones said. “Don’t worry.”

“Oh.” Cordelia felt a little stunned, but she wasn’t worried. For a month now she had wondered what she could ever do that would make right the way she’d betrayed her father. But with his dying breath he’d declared her an heir to his business, too, and now she saw how she was going to get the chance to prove herself. What Charlie and Jones had proposed brought her no anxiety at all; in fact, it sounded like fun. “Of course! I’d be honored.”

“Good!” Charlie clapped his hands and wrapped his arm around his sister’s shoulders once again. “Now, I want you to go get dolled up. No more pool clothes. We’re going to have dinner as a family, just like Dad would have wanted. Leave the details to Jones for now—but be ready. We’re going to need the infamous Cordelia Grey working for us soon.”





Chapter 2

NOT FAR FROM DOGWOOD, DOWN THE LITTLE COUNTRY lanes that skimmed the edges of farms, stood a very different kind of house. It looked similar enough from the outside, with its impressive bulk and Tudor flourishes and leaded glass windows, its multiple chimneys just visible above the high hedges that surrounded the property, its lawns sloping down to a well-manicured orchard. But it lay across an invisible line, perceptible only to a chosen few, which separated the old White Cove from the one where the newcomers lived. Marsh Hall was named for the man who had built it, and it was still occupied by his descendents. It was half a mile closer to the White Cove Country Club, and while it may on occasion have been known for a scandalous evening or two, nothing ever happened there to make necessary armed guards.

These were differences that Astrid Donal, riding home to Marsh Hall in one of the Greys’ Daimlers, had been trained to see from a young age but chose not to notice. She could be perceptive, and in three years at Miss Porter’s, her boarding school in Farmington, Connecticut, she had proved that she could be a good student when she put her mind to it. But among her other talents were forgetting what she did not like and ignoring what she preferred not to see.

As the car sped along the road that ran by the water, she let her eyes close, breathing in the salty air, and did not even bother to open them when the car swerved and went up the gravel drive toward the house. It had been such an absolutely perfect day, and Astrid felt sure that even if she were the sort to keep a long memory, she wouldn’t be able to recall a time of such contentment. Cordelia was a true friend, and then about a month ago she had multiplied herself, and now there was Letty, who was such a delightful little fairy creature, always entertaining everyone with some silly face or gorgeous gesture. Meanwhile, someday in the not-so-distant future, she and Charlie were to be wed. Charlie Grey was the most exciting person she had ever met—at least, she had thought so until she’d met his sister, Cordelia—and he had been her boyfriend over a year now, and as of a month ago, she’d been calling him her fiancé. This was all a good riot, and a good riot was what she lived for.

Astrid had left Farmington with the notion that she was not to return, and at the end of a day like this one, she felt even more convinced of it. Her home was here in White Cove, and with the golden light warming the skin of her eyelids, she wondered vaguely if summer couldn’t just roll on forever.

“We’re here.”

“Oh!” The car had come to a stop, and when Astrid opened her eyes she saw her mother’s third husband’s grand house standing stolidly before them. Its high stone walls seemed to offer enduring sanctuary, but Astrid knew from a childhood spent living out of suitcases and hotel rooms that any impression of that kind was illusion. She smoothed her bright yellow hair down over her ears and smiled a thank-you at the young man who’d driven her home. He was wearing an undershirt tucked into brown trousers, and he had a prominent nose and olive coloring, as though his grandfather were perhaps Italian. His lashes were thick and black. “What was your name again?” she asked.

He opened his mouth to tell her, but she laughed before he had the chance to make a sound.

“Oh, never mind, I’ll only forget it. Thank you so much for the ride!”

“Victor,” he said with a grin. “My name is Victor.”

But by then she had jumped out and hurried up the stairs.

The house was quiet as she went through it. She loitered a moment in the hall outside her room, examining her reflection in the large gilt-framed mirror there, taking pleasure in her appearance after an exquisitely lazy day. Her rich yellow hair was cut short, so that its thick strands—a little puffy after drying in the sun—curled in at her cheekbones. She had the soft, heart-shaped face of a girl who is well fed, but the slim limbs of a lady whose clothes are custom made for her. Her old black suit clung to her small waist in a way that she was not embarrassed to recognize as quite fetching.

When she stepped inside her own room, she saw that the maid had been there. The pale pink bedclothes were crisp and smooth beneath the half-moon polished oak headboard, the dresses she’d decided not to wear the night before had been put away, and the windows were open to allow the breeze to pass through. This room—with its walls painted a glacial shade, its cream coved ceiling, its simple handsome furniture with subdued marquetry details—always had a quieting effect on her. It was one of a long string of rooms that she had occupied, not the finest, but far from the worst.

Astrid knew that her mother’s dinner guests would be arriving soon, and that she ought to bathe and dress immediately. If she delayed even a moment, it might impede her slipping out early, back to Dogwood. But the laziness of the day was entirely too pleasing, and she decided that it wouldn’t matter much if just for a moment she crawled up on the bed and put her face against the cool, clean sheet.

“Astrid?”

The voice belonged to her mother; Astrid grimaced.

A rat-tat-tat of insistent knocks on the door followed, after which she rolled over and opened her eyes. The light coming in her window was decidedly more dusklike than when she’d returned to Marsh Hall, and her mouth was chalky and dry. When she realized she had been asleep, she grew cross—she should have said hello to Charlie before she left Dogwood, for at this rate her mother would make her stay all through dinner and she wouldn’t get to kiss him again until tomorrow.

“Astrid Donal, they’re arriving now,” her mother said as she pushed open the door and came into the room.

Virginia Donal de Gruyter Marsh’s hair was dark, but otherwise her appearance was not unlike her daughter’s—they had the same features, although those belonging to the older lady had thickened with age and her cheeks were more hollowed out. She wore an excessive amount of dark eye makeup, to distract from the ditches her late nights left under her lower lids. It gave her a severe appearance, especially early on in an evening, or when she stood beside her fresh-faced daughter.

For a moment she seemed to be giving Astrid a stare of imperious indignation, but then a small, dry smile began to form at the corners of her mouth. “Come—if you get dressed right now, we shall be just exactly late enough.”

Astrid extended her hands reluctantly and allowed herself to be pulled to her feet. It was well known around White Cove that Virginia liked a party just as well as her daughter did, and maybe better. “Interesting” people were her favorite hobby. She collected them: the type who did gay things late at night and smoked cigarettes in mixed company, those who would have most certainly scandalized her own mother. These predilections, however, were not lost on Virginia’s third husband, Harrison Marsh II, who was himself no saint and who had also been married twice before, but who shared some of his ancestors’ disdain for publicity. Astrid couldn’t help but agree with him a little—there was nothing so odious to her as seeing her own mother in the morning, washed up after some all-night revel and demanding to hear the gossip of the younger generation over strong coffee.

But the third Mrs. Marsh had, in truth, been rather well behaved since she’d returned to Marsh Hall following a bad marital spat a month ago and an ill-advised stay at the St. Regis. There was an almost healthy light to her green eyes now and Astrid couldn’t—even after trying—remember the last time her mother had done something truly shaming.

“But I haven’t got anything to wear,” Astrid groaned, which earned her a skeptical glance from her mother, for this particular protest was too absurd to have any teeth.

“Nonsense. You’ll wear the black silk from Worth, the sleeveless one with the complicated turquoise and peach pinwheel beadwork, and those little black high-heeled slippers.”

This was, in fact, precisely what Astrid would have picked for herself, even though she couldn’t help but notice that the prescribed outfit would make her look rather like her mother’s twin. The older lady wore a get-up of billowy black chiffon that left her shoulders naked; it was slightly gathered below the hips, and shining here and there with curlicues of jet.

“Oh, all right.” Astrid went into the closet, where she kicked off her suit and pulled a black slip over her head. Her skin was dry from lying in the sun, and it smelled slightly of pool water. But there was no time to take a shower, and she secretly liked the idea of wearing such an expensive dress when her skin still bore the dust of the day. Her cheeks and shoulders glowed naturally, and her tousled hair looked much better than anything she could have done sitting in front of her mirror with sprays and tonics.

“Here you go.” Her mother appeared in the closet’s doorway and pulled the dress from a wall full of frocks.

“Thanks, darling,” Astrid said, and then thrust her arms in the air so that her mother could put it on over her head the way she had when Astrid was a child.

“So,” her mother continued, as the dark silk fell over Astrid’s face, “you’ve been spending quite a lot of days at Dogwood, haven’t you?”

“Yes.” The dress slithered down her body, swinging loosely from her collarbone and skimming the skin just below her knees. When Astrid’s eyes were no longer covered, she gave her mother a crooked glance and then proceeded to the dressing table, lowering herself onto the little round chair in front of the vanity. “Of course I am,” she went on blithely. “Cordelia Grey is my best friend—and as you yourself often say, a very fascinating creature—and Charlie is my fiancé.”

“Of course, darling, it’s always a party there, why wouldn’t you spend your days at Dogwood?” Virginia followed her daughter, taking one step and then another until their eyes met in the big, round mirror. “I’m only wondering because—”

“Oh, don’t start that again,” Astrid interrupted as she plucked a lipstick from the several gold tubes that occupied her dressing table. At the beginning of the summer, when it had seemed altogether likely that Harrison might demand a divorce, and Virginia had been despairing of what would become of them if they were thrown out of Marsh Hall, she had suggested that Astrid might do well to marry Charlie, whose family was plenty wealthy from the booze trade. Of course, that was before Charlie had proposed to her, when marriage had seemed like something she might do in a hundred years. “We’ve only just got engaged, and I won’t be hurried into anything just because you are worried about who’s going to pay for our next trip to Worth’s—”

But her mother surprised her by interrupting with a quiet “Oh, good.”

Astrid watched her mother’s lips soften into a smile in the reflection. The younger girl narrowed her eyes. “Good?”

“I’m glad to hear it,” Virginia replied carefully. “You see, I’ve been feeling guilty about pressuring you at all, and though I think it a fine thing that Charlie is so devoted, I also want to impart to you my belief that there really is no hurry.” Virginia pulled an upholstered stool from the corner and dragged it so that she could sit down beside Astrid and take her hand. “In my day, if you so much as kissed a boy, you had to marry him immediately lest you be ruined—barbaric time that was. But we live in a more enlightened era, and you have so much of your life before you, and it seems a shame to shackle yourself to one man so soon.”

Astrid widened her eyes and fixed them on her own expression as she used her free hand to dab a poppy tint on her full lips. “Everything is all right between you and Harrison, then?”

“Oh, yes!” Virginia let go of Astrid’s hand and took the lipstick to darken her own mouth. “I married too young, that was my problem, when I was still so curious about the world and wanted to see so many things and have a good time and not be weighed down by the keeping of a house and the raising of children. Harrison and I have made our mistakes, of course, but we can be honest with each other in a way we never could have been in our early years. Both of us can admit when we are wrong and forgive one another. That is the difference.”

Astrid opened her mouth without any idea of what to say, but before her throat could produce sound, they heard the quick blaring of a car horn trumpeting someone’s arrival, and her mother stood up and crossed the room to see who it was.

“Ah,” her mother announced, “the Duchess of Malden is here.”

For a moment Astrid remained at the vanity, drawing her fingers over her wishbone cheeks and along her taut little neck. She was especially pretty that summer, and suddenly it did seem a shame—a tiny one—that Charlie should be the only beneficiary of her radiance. Astrid’s ears rung and her skin itched, as they always did when her mother said something logical. Then she quickly blackened her lashes and fluffed her hair.

“That is quite a dress,” the older woman said, in a tone that was equal parts admiring and disdainful, as she watched the latest arrivals parading from their car to the house. Astrid stood and joined her mother by the window. Already several cars were parked on the front lawn; out beyond them the sun was going down over Long Island Sound. On the first floor of the house, her mother’s guests would be ordering their first round of aperitifs and growing rosy as they waited for their hostess. “And that must be the Irish boxer she has escorting her these days.”

At first Astrid was disappointed to realize that the boxer in question was a man and not a puppy, but as the couple crossed the lawn, she found that she did want to know more about them both. They were undoubtedly worthy of collection. The duchess was wearing a gown of cerise chiffon, which showed off her calves but trailed behind her almost to her ankles. A gold turban covered her hair. Her limbs were so long and delicate and English that she seemed hardly able to stand up on her own, and she leaned heavily on the large fellow next to her, who was handsome despite the fact that his face appeared to have been rearranged once or twice.

“I thought you would have wanted me to marry Charlie,” Astrid said quietly as she and her mother watched the couple disappear into the foyer below. It would never have occurred to her to do anything to please her mother, but their conversation by the vanity had left her feeling muddled and confused for reasons she could scarcely understand.

“Oh, darling, I want whatever makes you most happy.” Her mother turned from the window, so that the last of the daylight lit up the edges of her features, and sighed. “Only—think about what I said. It has always been my wish that you will benefit from my mistakes.”

And there have been a lot of those, Astrid briefly considered replying. But her mother really was being unusually decent, and it seemed unsporting to reply harshly. By now the wheels in Astrid’s head were turning, and she was beginning to wonder if a husband wasn’t always an encumbrance, no matter how shiny and tall. “Thanks, Mummy, I promise I’ll think about it very carefully.”

As they descended the stairs toward the party, Astrid even reached out for her mother’s hand, and the two exchanged a fleeting smile of understanding. A quarter of an hour ago, all she had wanted was to get the evening over with so she could be with Charlie, but now she wanted to stay here at Marsh Hall as long as there was laughter.

“Ah, you see,” Virginia whispered, lifting their joined hands as they descended the final stair. “I needn’t have worried about it being too serious. He hasn’t even given you an engagement ring!”

Then the third Mrs. Marsh let go of her daughter’s hand and stepped forward into the room with her arms raised. “Oh, you’ve all arrived early, you good little darlings!” she crowed as she began circling the room and planting kisses on her guests’ faces.

Astrid hesitated a minute in the door frame, looking at her naked finger. It was a pretty finger, but now it looked sad and neglected to her.

“And this, I presume, is your beautiful daughter,” the Duchess of Malden said in her crisp accent.

Astrid glanced up. The Englishwoman’s eyebrows were painted on in high arcs.

“We hear you are engaged to a bootlegger. How entertaining! You must tell us everything.”

The other faces in the parlor turned toward the doorway, their expressions frozen in happy expectation.

“I am!” Astrid smiled brilliantly, to distract from her lonely finger. She suddenly wondered if other people had noticed and secretly felt sorry for her, calling herself engaged when there was no jewelry to prove it. “But he’s a bore. I’m the bright one, so you see you are very lucky because tonight I’m not interested in telling you a single thing about Charlie Grey, and all I want to talk about is me, me, me!”

Everyone laughed and raised their glasses to the young girl. At just that moment around White Cove, groups like this one were coalescing, and who knew what modish clothing would be removed or bizarre confessions made in the course of the evening. The Irish boxer cracked a grin, and Astrid caught a flash of gold amongst his disordered teeth. A little steel settled in her heart, for she wasn’t the kind of girl who hurried off to anybody, especially if that somebody wasn’t in the habit of buying engagement rings.





Chapter 3

“OH, TERRIBLY SORRY!” LETTY LARKSPUR EXCLAIMED, even though the man with the straw boater perched far back on his head had, in truth, knocked into her. Perhaps she seemed somehow unworthy of acknowledgment; maybe her lack of height, or something about her dress, marked her as a humble and inconsequential kind of girl. In any event, he went on ignoring her, positioning himself so that he separated Letty from her friend Cordelia. At the center of the circle stood Cordelia’s brother, Charlie, in a lemon yellow suit, loudly telling a story and waving a half-full mint julep around. There was something she secretly disliked about Charlie’s stories, and she had more or less given up trying to follow this one.

All across the vast, low-lying lawn, young people in summer-weight suits and little white shifts gathered in groups, laughing and eating fried chicken from china plates. It was the Fourth of July, but a Fourth of July party hosted by Astrid’s swanky friends was unlike any Independence Day celebration Letty had ever witnessed. The hosts lived in a gigantic white house with tall columns on both sides, and their substantial grounds had been given over to the cause of celebration. A large band played animatedly on a wooden platform, but the sun was still high in the sky and it was too hot for anyone to really consider dancing. A few billowy clouds hung over the reflective water, threatening nothing. The sky was a very rich blue.

Letty leaned forward, trying to catch Cordelia’s eye to see if she might want to walk down by the shore and look at the boats. But the man in the pink seersucker was guffawing and slapping his knee now, so it was difficult to get a proper view.

“Oh, well,” Letty sighed out loud. And when Cordelia didn’t look over, Letty turned and walked down toward the water alone.

She supposed she ought to hang on Charlie’s stories the way everyone else did, and of course it was very grand of him to let her live with Cordelia in the beautifully decorated suite on the third floor of Dogwood, and to eat the food and wear the clothes his criminal activities paid for. But she had never been able to shake her first impression of Charlie, when he had mocked her for being surprised by the taste of beer. Of course she had never tasted beer before—up until then, her name had been Letitia Haubstadt, and she had lived according to the strict rules of the dairy-farming Haubstadt family of Union, Ohio, which made no allowances for soda pop, much less alcohol.

She could still hear him as she meandered over the grass toward the high reeds that marked the edges of the estate. Beyond them sand stretched out to the glassy surface of the cove, and she began to smell the salt water and hear the sounds of birds. In this part of the
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