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1

ON THE SECOND SUNDAY OF AUGUST, ASTRID HAD been Mrs. Charlie Grey for exactly two weeks, and she was beginning to settle into the idea. They lay by the pool, in comfortable silence, as they had every day since the heat got bad. After dark he went out on his rounds. This was the order of married life, she was learning. A wife stays in her wifely place and occupies her mind with wifely thoughts, like who to invite for luncheon and when the furniture has gone out of style and needs to be replaced. Meanwhile, a husband goes off in the mornings to the mysterious world of work. Or, if he happens to be a bootlegger, he goes at night.

It had not been her intention to marry Charlie. When she met him he had seemed more exciting than anyone she had ever known—that was all. She had been content to call him her boyfriend without losing her famous taste for flirting, and he had strayed once that she knew of. But they had always had a furious grip on one another, and after his father died so suddenly and horribly they became engaged. Even then it was anybody’s guess whether the engagement would last; they always went up and down the roller coaster together, Charlie and Astrid. But that was before the Hales kidnapped her. Everything had been different between them since that night, when he’d broken into the dank warehouse where she had been sure she would die. He had killed the man who had tormented her all those awful hours, and then he had carried her home in his strong arms. That was when she knew for sure she loved him.

And oh, how she loved him. She loved the way he swaggered from some speakeasy to his Daimler having just sealed a deal, and she loved the way he took her face in his hands—the better to put his mouth to hers. She loved the way he surprised her with jewelry, and she loved the way his name looked in the paper, when it was mentioned in connection with “the former Miss Astrid Donal.” She loved his body lying next to hers on the double chaise by the pool at Dogwood. Their pool. He was big and shiny in the sun, and he wore white swim trunks that matched her white swim costume, which was exactly how she had always pictured marriage.


They had finished the champagne and orange juice that Milly, the maid, had brought down with their lunch, and their skin had dried from their last swim. He was on his back with limbs thrown wide like a star, and she lay on her belly, pushed up on her elbows to look at him. His eyes were closed—whether to protect from the sun or because he was sleeping, she couldn’t tell—and his shoulders were relaxed.

“What are you looking at?”

She blinked, surprised. His eyes were still closed, but then she saw the curl at the corner of his lips. “At you, you big lug!”

“Plotting my overthrow, kitten? Poison, penknife, firing squad?”

“Oh, Charlie,” Astrid replied, her voice low with mock pity. “When I stage my coup, there shall be no advance warning.”

“You’ll do it quick and painless, in a kind of sentimental gesture to the love we once shared?”

“Of course! I’m ruthless, darling, not evil.”

“I ’preciate that.” Charlie furrowed his brow theatrically and waved his index finger like a professor. “However, as your tutor and chief guide in the world of racketeering and vice, I must advise you to be wary of sentimental gestures. Perchance they seem to you small indulgences, but minor errors of the kind have undone men more ruthless than you.”


A gasp escaped Astrid’s plush lips. “Men more ruthless than me?” she repeated with faux indignation.

He didn’t say anything after that, and the joke melted into the humid afternoon.

A silence settled in, and Astrid closed her eyes to the brightness. But just as she was about to doze off, she felt Charlie’s hands gripping her shoulders, and with sudden quickness he flipped her over and pinned her from above. Surprise hit her like a stealthy cold breeze.

“See?” he said triumphantly, smiling down. “If you go soft like that, you sorta beg your enemy to make a sneak attack.”

He was close now, and she could feel the way his skin had absorbed the warmth of the hazy sun.

“The king lives to rule another day,” Astrid replied dryly, wishing that she could move her arms. She squirmed, testing the strength of his grasp, but his hands were as steady and unrelenting as his grin. The sun was so strong overhead that it almost bleached the sky, and she closed her eyes to protect her vision.

“Charlie.”

They both turned toward the speaker, and when Charlie saw Elias Jones, who had been his father’s right-hand man, he rolled to the other side of Astrid, propping himself up on an elbow but leaving his other arm draped possessively over his wife’s torso.


“Hey, Jones! Didn’t I catch myself a pretty woman?” he demanded happily, his free hand clutching her waist.

“Yes.”

Charlie put a kiss on Astrid’s forehead and then glanced up at Jones, as though to say he was ready for the news.

“Tonight, on the road to Rye Haven.”

The way he spoke, Astrid knew that each of those words really signified five other ones, too.

“After sunset?”

“We should be in position by sunset.”

“All right.”

The skin over Charlie’s brow rippled, and his voice turned gravelly, but his hand remained on her belly. “Good,” he said, as though he had considered the unsaid implications of Jones’s message and accepted them.

No words were said in conclusion, and Astrid knew Jones was gone only by the soft crush of grass underfoot as he walked back toward the house. She threw both of her arms around Charlie’s neck and rolled on top of him. Two sheets of yellow hair fell down, forming a protective tent that shielded both their faces from the sun. He wrapped his arms around her middle, pressing one hand against the base of her skull and the other against her backside.

“The king rides tonight,” she whispered.

When he pulled her tighter for a kiss, his mouth was dry, and she could faintly taste the champagne and orange juice on his tongue. “Yes, tonight.” Charlie pushed her hair behind her ears and studied her face. “But without the queen.”

“The queen has another engagement, anyway.” Astrid turned her face away and shook her hair out indifferently.

“Oh?” Charlie’s hold tightened around her. Now she could feel his heart beating like a drum and was secretly glad he was jealous, even if there was nothing to be jealous of.

“Yes! Dinner at my grandmother Donal’s over in Shagbark Hollow. You were supposed to come along, or don’t you remember?”

It was obvious from his expression that he did not remember, but he gave a big, showy, regretful sigh anyway. “I’m sorry, kitten. I’ve been so caught up I forgot somehow.”

“Oh, that’s all right. Just don’t start forgetting important things—like that my favorite flowers are peonies, or what day my birthday is.” In a stage whisper, she said: “It’s August twenty-third, that’s coming up! Anyway,” she went on gaily, “Grandmother Donal abhors new people.”

“New people!”

“Not new to me, darling. New to her!” Astrid gave Charlie a quick peck on the mouth and wriggled free of his hot embrace. Tiptoeing toward the pool, she added: “She’s just set in her ways—most ladies of her generation are, you know.”

“She’d better not think you’re too good for me.”


Astrid glanced at him over her shoulder and winked girlishly. “But of course I’m too good for you.” The pillows on the chaise were rumpled from where they had been lolling. Charlie was watching her as though she might abruptly fly away. “You’re doing something different tonight, aren’t you?” she asked.

“Yes.”

“More dangerous than usual?”

“That’s nothing for you to worry about—I’m gonna take every precaution. But don’t tell anyone where you’re going tonight, and when you’re done with Grandma, come right home.”

Astrid contemplated the still, turquoise surface of the pool. She had been born with a gift for ignoring what was not directly in front of her and avoiding that which might bring her harm. But ever since that night in the warehouse—when she had smelled pickles and onions on the breath of a man she had afterward seen shot dead—she had been nagged by a morbid curiosity about what Charlie did out there without her. The idea frightened her, but it didn’t stop the wondering, the sense that she could no longer turn a blind eye to what happened after darkness fell.

Over her shoulder, Charlie went on: “You’ll take a bodyguard, and he’ll wait outside the whole time. I’ll tell Victor he’s taking care of you tonight—he’s the best shot of all my boys, and the best watcher, too.”


“All right.” Astrid tugged her suit back into place and dove in.

From the balcony of the Calla Lily Suite on the third floor of Dogwood, Cordelia Grey sensed the men positioned among the trees and hedges of her late father’s estate. Someone was always invisibly watching these days. Since the night the Hales had nabbed Astrid, neither girl was allowed to leave the property without a bodyguard, and Charlie had been strict about where they could and could not go.

“Oh, Letty, don’t leave,” she said as she turned away from the vistas of Dogwood and stepped down into the sumptuous bedroom she’d slept in since mid-May.

Letty, her oldest friend, was standing by the bed contemplating an open suitcase and how to make a heap of recently acquired items fit inside. She blinked in her innocent, concerned way, and for a moment Cordelia was back in Ohio on the New York–bound train, breathless with everything she had given up and hungry for everything yet to come. But in the next moment, the quality in Letty’s eyes changed; a sweet smile overtook her button of a mouth; she shook her head, almost sadly.

“You know I have to! It’s what I came all this way for.”

Neither girl much resembled the version of herself that had stepped off the train and into Pennsylvania Station in the first weeks of summer, with a single suitcase in hand and the dreamy look of every newcomer in their eyes. Letty, whose gentleness and shyness had prevented her from auditioning even once over her first few months in New York, had now been taken under wing by Valentine O’Dell, whose movies they used to watch, back in their old lives, at the little theater in Defiance, one town over from Union. After two weeks of Letty taking the commuter train into the city for lessons with Valentine’s own voice and acting coaches, he and his wife, Sophia Ray—who was also his costar—had again suggested Letty move into their Park Avenue apartment, the better to oversee her transformation into the thing she’d always wanted to be: a creature of the stage.

“I know.” Cordelia sighed and draped herself over the low, stuffed white chair by the balcony’s open French doors. A white carpet spread between the two girls like an acre of new-fallen snow. “You’re so lucky to be leaving this place!”

“Don’t be silly, you’ll break free soon enough, and you’ll come to visit me, and we’ll have tea with movie stars!” Then Letty laughed, that joyful little laugh that was like a bird trilling at twilight, and Cordelia had to laugh, too. Good Egg, Letty’s greyhound, who was sitting at her mistress’s feet, swayed her head back and forth as though she wanted to be in on the joke, too.

When Letty walked toward the vanity table and began to sort through the mess of makeup that had accumulated there, Good Egg followed and flopped at her feet. With a little sigh, Cordelia picked up the newspaper from the varnished walnut coffee table and flipped to the society page of the New York Imperial.


Last night at The Vault we observed the late bootlegger Darius Grey’s daughter overseeing her family’s business, charging back and forth across that boîte’s mosaic floor in a dress of floating black silk, her tawny hair sleek against her scalp and her lips glossy. Though the room was packed to the gills with sports and socialites and gamblers and poets, I never did spot the pilot Max Darby, who is of course known for his distaste of nightclubs almost as much as he is known for his aerial acrobatics. However, he has recently become known for his taste in Cordelia Grey . . . What is happening between the teetotaler and the girl behind The Vault’s success? Will we see them together again soon?



Cordelia’s fingers tightened around the edges of the paper as she took in a strange cocktail of pride and irritation. She allowed the columnist Claude Carrion to loiter at her place and drink for free because it was good business; her name had appeared regularly in his column since her arrival in New York, and this attention contributed in no small way to the success of The Vault. If there was an author of the myth of Cordelia Grey, it was him. Yet she had never really liked the man in the expensive, ill-fitting suit with the middle-parted hair and night-owl skin. And she knew that this kind of attention would only make it more difficult to see Max.

“You’re so lucky you get to walk around like anybody else, without having to worry about snooping writers or bodyguards!” she said as she folded up the newspaper and put it aside.

Letty stepped away from the mirror. She had been trying on a lipstick, and her mouth was a poppy color that made her eyes vividly blue. For a moment she regarded Cordelia sympathetically. But a mischievous smile soon spread over her lips, and she began to slink across the carpet, at first shimmying her shoulders and then leaping like a fawn, before waving her hands and transitioning into a wild little dance. By the time she reached the chair by the French doors, they had both broken out laughing.

“You can’t pretend with me, Cord,” Letty said, when she’d finished her performance and Cordelia had made room for her on the chair. “I know you secretly like all that fame-and-fortune business, even if you do pretend you’re not seeking any spotlight! It’s missing Max that’s bothering you, and you’ll see him soon enough. If I know you, you’ll find a way.”


As their giggles subsided, Cordelia let out a sigh. Letty was right, of course. The weekend had been long, and Cordelia had worked hard at The Vault, but now the week was new, and she was full of boundless energy. She could feel it in her bones that she was going to see Max any day now. If fate didn’t arrange things, she’d just see to it herself.






2

BY THE TIME LETTY REACHED THE CITY, THE SIDES OF her brand-new dress were damp with sweat. She wore a straw cloche to shade her eyes and carried her own suitcase, which felt twice as heavy as it had when she left White Cove. The sidewalks of Park Avenue were mostly abandoned, and she noticed that the poodles and French bulldogs and Malteses were being walked exclusively by maids in uniform. She thought of Good Egg and felt a little sad—when she left Dogwood her greyhound had followed her all the way to the entrance, and then stood there howling dolefully from behind the big gate until the car had rounded the bend. But there wasn’t much room for sadness in this particular day, for she was standing at the breathtaking beginning of her next chapter, and she couldn’t bring Good Egg with her.

Over the last two weeks, her knowledge of what it was to be a performer had multiplied each day. After a chance encounter with Valentine O’Dell—the movie star whose every expression she knew from the pictures—she had been taking the train into the city so that he could teach her what he knew. They had been full days, and not always easy, and she had danced in front of the big mirrors at his dance teacher’s studio for hours until her movements became perfectly effortless and her feet swelled beneath her. This routine was so thrilling and so exhausting that again Valentine had suggested Letty come live in the city with him. Sophia Ray, his wife and favorite leading lady, was returning from the coast, so it wouldn’t be unseemly. Plus, Sophia would have a lot to teach her, too.

“Sophia Ray!”

Letty glanced up, bewildered by the sound of a girl’s voice behind her saying the name she had just been turning over in her thoughts. She must have gotten distracted and not noticed the numbered streets passing by. Now she saw the elegant dark green awning with THE APOLLONIAN inscribed in gold cursive lettering and knew that she had arrived.

A tall woman with full red lips—whose face was largely obscured by black sunglasses, but whose distinctive halo of peroxided blond hair was not disguised in the slightest—was stepping out of a town car. Even posed like that on a city sidewalk, Sophia Ray glowed with an otherworldly quality that demanded to be looked at.

The redheaded girl who had called Sophia’s name had meanwhile rushed past and was reaching for her idol as though she hoped the famous actress would give her a benediction.

“It’s such an honor to meet you!” the girl gushed. “I just had to tell you how divine you were in The Hobo and the Heiress! I think it’s probably my absolute fave O’Dell–Ray picture to date!”

“Oh, well, aren’t you the sweetest!” Sophia replied while her posture recoiled. Although her eyes crinkled affectionately, there was an undercurrent of disdain in the way she regarded this stranger. It was subtle, but Letty heard it and felt suddenly rather small and insignificant.

“Now,” Sophia went on, her words turning saccharine, “why don’t you just run along, dear.”

In Letty’s imagination, Sophia had been her friend, but now that she saw her in person, she shrank in embarrassment—after all, it was Valentine who had been so generous and familiar, and she wondered now if this impressive-looking woman would care about a little girl from the country with her silly big-city dreams.


Letty froze, waiting for the right moment to escape. But before she could, Sophia tipped her head to one side and fixed Letty in her gaze. A radiant smile spread over her red lips, and in a very different voice, she said: “You must be Letty.”

The fan swiveled around and regarded Letty with a mixture of envy and awe.

“Yes,” Letty tremblingly acknowledged.

“Well, don’t just stand there, honey, come on in!” Sophia extended her hand, and with a guilty bob of her head Letty allowed Sophia Ray to shepherd her into the pink marble lobby of her apartment house. “Valentine will be along shortly—we just had lunch at the Plaza, and then some people recognized him on the way out and insisted that he play the piano a little for them, and he’s always so giving that way, as I guess you know by now, and he couldn’t say no. You see, my dear, how exhausting it all is…”

It took a few seconds to sink in with Letty that she was the “dear” in question, but once it had, she nodded exuberantly. “Oh, yes!”

“It’s a lucky thing Valentine found you before you got too far along in this business. We’ll keep an eye on you and show you the ropes.”

“Thank you!” Letty gulped. “I feel so grateful that you’re letting me come live with me—I mean you—I really do.”


“Oh, honey, I’m lucky too. Val’s told me all about you, and I can already tell we’re gonna be fast friends. You know, it’s terribly difficult for a girl like me to make friends. Most other girls are jealous of me, and the ones who aren’t just want free hand-me-downs, or to be introduced to someone important, or to be photographed standing next to me. But you’re not like that, are you?”

“No!” Letty shook her head with as much gusto as she had put into nodding a few seconds before.

“Yes, I can sense it already. You I can trust.”

Letty beamed up at Sophia. She was so overwhelmed by this welcome that she was more or less speechless, but luckily the elevator made a dinging sound before the silence became awkward, and the large brass doors drew back.

“Well, of course we can trust her!” Both women turned and saw Valentine standing behind them. He was grinning, and his chestnut hair rose in a healthy ridge above his tan forehead. The warm, confident timbre of his voice caused a blush to creep from Letty’s cheeks down across her neck.

“Yes, honey, you’re one of us now, whether you like it or not!” Sophia led the way into the elevator, and Valentine and then Letty followed. Sophia pressed the button that had no number and instead read PH. As the doors closed, Letty glanced up, her eyes darting from one of her idols to the other, as though if she looked away for too long they might disappear. She squeezed her eyes, but when she opened them Valentine and Sophia were still there, and the floor beneath her had begun to rise.

The heat had abated not at all when Astrid Donal stepped out of her chauffeured car and heard her grandmother’s appraisal of her appearance.

“You look like your mother,” Mrs. Earl Donal, née Caroline Oakhurst, announced flatly from the wide wrap-around porch of the grand Victorian house where Astrid’s father had been born.

This was not precisely a compliment; Astrid had heard plenty of what these two ladies had to say about each other over the years, and she knew what her grandmother really meant. It was as if mother- and daughter-in-law had set out to define one another in opposition, for where Caroline was decorous, Virginia was louche, and where Caroline was regal, Virginia was blowsy. Their disagreements often began at money, but over the years each woman had come to treat the other as a repository of everything one should avoid in life. Astrid, for her part, had learned to hear as little as possible from either party and remain always carelessly above it all, which was more or less the spirit in which she advanced across the lawn now.


“Oh, Nana, please,” Astrid replied as she came up the steps and embraced the elegant lady waiting for her. Although her grandmother wore her ash-blond hair in the high pouf of her girlhood, and though her black crocheted dress was cut in the conservative style more commonly seen before the war, she was not strict about the old social ways with her only grandchild—she returned the embrace, as though Astrid were still a little girl and thus exempt from the elaborate formalities she usually preferred. “Don’t be unkind—I am far too blond for any of that, and don’t you think I have the Donal nose? You always used to say so.”

“Let us hope and pray.” Grandmother Donal took Astrid by the hand and brought her into the house. “The true Donal nose does not fully emerge until one is at least twenty-five, so you have some time yet. I presume that boy loitering by the car is not your husband?”

“No! That’s my bodyguard. Charlie’s awfully sorry he couldn’t come tonight—he did want to.”

“If you say so,” the older lady replied indifferently.

They had come through the long, wide hallway that ran down the middle of the house and into the parlor that faced the Sound.

“Ahhhh…” Grandmother Donal sighed, as though she had just returned from a long day in the rough-and-tumble of the world (which she most certainly had not). With a clap of her hands she sank down into a scroll-armed pink satin fainting couch, and within seconds her liveried butler appeared with a silver tray bearing two sweating highballs. “It’s good to have you back in civilization, dear.”

Astrid accepted her highball and surveyed her grandmother’s definition of civilization: walls cluttered with portraits of seven generations of Donals and Oakhursts, rosewood furniture that might have once been sat upon by nobility. The house itself was large and airy, but hardly as palatial as Dogwood or Marsh Hall; although her grandmother could afford a more monumental sort of home, she took a snobbish pride in not replacing that which did not need fixing.

Astrid paused to swallow a gulp of cocktail, the lime and tonicness of which provoked a series of involuntary associations. It was the smell of her grandmother’s breath when she read her good-night stories, but then it was the smell of her mother’s breath, too, when Virginia had scooped her daughter up and taken her on a tour of Europe that lasted years. “Where are you getting your gin these days?”

“Darling, my butler takes care of that; I don’t ask.” Grandmother Donal turned her face so that her strong profile was illuminated against a pink lampshade, which was her signal that she had nothing more to say on the topic. “A grotesque business, from start to finish—I was never one of the sanctimonious women who made themselves hoarse arguing the dry cause, but I love this country still, and I’ll not tarnish that love by flouting her laws.”

“Well, Nana,” Astrid forged blithely on, “perhaps I could help you with all that, or rather we could, now that Charlie and I are hitched, for as I’m sure you know he does a good trade in the booze racket.”

“Yeee-eee-ees,” Grandmother Donal replied ominously, drawing the word out so that its meaning changed as it took on syllables and eventually became everything but affirmative.

The elder lady cleared her throat and walked across the room to a sideboard that bowed under a complete set of Shakespeare with aubergine cloth covers and gold lettering. She paused, her back toward Astrid, and tilted her head to look at the grand portrait of her late husband, whose face was as long and thin and patrician as her own. “It is fortuitous that you came alone tonight—I do want to meet your fellow, of course, some other time. But I have a wedding gift that is for you alone, and it seems that now is the time to give it to you.”

“Nana!” Laughter burbled up through Astrid, and she waved her hand at her grandmother before going on buoyantly: “Charlie and I are man and wife, and I am terribly sorry—for your sake, if not for Mother’s—that we didn’t do it more properly and invite everyone and have it announced beforehand in the papers. But we are married now, really and truly married, which means we share everything.”

“Of course.” The older woman’s voice had turned soft, which was unlike her. Usually she spoke in a high, fluty tone that was an accent all her own. She paused, running her hands over the books on the sideboard, until she reached Othello and plucked an envelope from in between its covers. Then she strode back toward her granddaughter, where she began to speak with such urgency that Astrid found she could not maintain her smile of the moment before. “Just the same, humor me. I don’t pretend to know how you young people do things nowadays, but criminals are not new to the world, and I have seen the final acts of a few lawbreakers in my time. Money can’t save anyone, but it can certainly help those who, in a bad situation, desire to help themselves. It isn’t a huge dowry anyway, my dear, just the right amount of money for a woman coming out in the world. My hope is that you and Charlie will live happily for many years and have no need of it, and you can give it to your daughter.”

The older woman handed over the envelope, and Astrid—still taken aback by the uncommon tone of their conversation—could think of nothing to do but open it. Inside was a little green booklet with the words WHITE COVE SAVINGS & TRUST embossed on the cover. She ran her fingers over the pages and saw that while her grandmother was right—the figure she had settled on was not outrageous—it was nonetheless far more than Caroline had ever allowed the widowed Virginia, and also much more than even Astrid would ever know what to do with.

“Don’t worry, it’s in a nice, safe little savings account, and it can remain there comfortably for some time. Only—you must not tell Charlie. The terms of the gift are that you and you alone may withdraw from the account. You understand me? This is to remain a secret.”

“Thank you,” Astrid mumbled. She wanted to protest that she couldn’t keep a secret from Charlie if she tried, but she was stunned by the serious intensity with which her grandmother was regarding her. She blinked and put the booklet back in the envelope. For the first time, she resented Charlie for not coming tonight—if he was there, her grandmother would have seen that they were a married couple, and that he could be trusted. Plus, Charlie would have known what to do with the money, instead of leaving her to deal with it alone.

“Wonderful!” Grandmother Donal clapped her hands, her tone once again aristocratic and detached. “Come, darling,” she went on, taking Astrid by the elbow and drawing her up from her chair. “I’m sure dinner is ready by now—oysters and a light fish soup—and I believe we’ll have some champagne to celebrate your being married and so grown-up-looking.”

As they came into the hall, Astrid caught a glimpse of Victor, the bodyguard, keeping watch on the lawn, and for the first time since becoming Mrs. Charlie Grey, the notion of being married and so grown-up-looking seemed a little less than a glittering, endless party.
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“ANTHONY,” CORDELIA CALLED FROM THE ENTRY TO the second-floor poolroom, leaning against the door frame and crossing one driving moccasin over the other. Her hair was in a loose braid, and she was wearing a man’s blue work shirt—tied at the waist and with the arms rolled to the elbows—over a black slip dress. To a man she probably looked like a girl ready to spend an evening reading fashion magazines at home, but Astrid—still in the chic black dress she had worn to her grandmother’s earlier—gave her friend the up/down, and a little crescent moon appeared at the corner of her lips. With a spark of female imagination, she had seen what her friend was up to. “Anthony?”


“Yes?” he answered without turning to look. He was bent over about to take his shot and did not sound pleased about the disturbance. Charlie was out already, going about the business that had kept him and Jones tense all day, and he had his best men with him. His second-best men were on the perimeter of the property and stationed on the rooftop with rifles, so the poolroom at that hour was occupied by the youngest members of the Grey outfit, their faces pink between what scrubby facial hair they could grow. “One of the headlights on the Marmon needs fixing. Will you take me?”

Anthony took his shot and turned around, so that he missed the cue ball going wide of its mark and bouncing harmlessly against the green felt side barrier. “Now?”

“Yes, now.” Cordelia stared back at him, letting the steady, unblinking quality of her sweet brown eyes dispel the peculiarity of her request. “If I take it now it will be ready tomorrow,” she added firmly, as though that explained everything.

“But we’re in the middle of a game—”

He cut himself off when Cordelia stepped away from the door and raised her chin imperiously. “Yes, but if we go now we’ll be back before dark. Charlie says we’re not to leave the property after dark, and I want to make sure it’s ready for tomorrow.”

When Anthony realized that Cordelia was not to be argued with, he threw the cue down on the table and walked huffily toward the door ahead of his boss’s sister, who twirled her feet around before giving Astrid a wink and following him down the big main stairwell. They didn’t speak as they crossed the grass toward the garage. He was still angry about the interrupted game and didn’t notice that both headlights on the Marmon were working fine when she started up the motor and honked at him to follow her in one of the old Model T sedans that the Greys kept on hand for minor missions of this kind.

As they drove through the wooded lanes toward Old Oyster Town, she watched Anthony in the rearview mirror, noting the fierce expression he wore and the distraction in his eyes. The expression was unchanged as he pulled into the filling station, and so she didn’t bother to talk to him, only signaled that she was heading into the garage to find the mechanic. He waved at her indifferently and unfolded a newspaper to read while he waited.

Inside the office, an old man in grease-stained overalls sat behind a desk with his feet up. When he saw Cordelia come through the door, he hastily put away the bottle that had been next to his feet and finished what was in his paper cup. His body was thinning in the arms and legs, but the lost mass appeared to have repositioned itself around his gut.

“You needn’t worry about me,” she said with a smile.

“Silly of me, I suppose, but it’s hard to know who to trust these days,” he grumbled, as he reached for his bottle. “Now I get a look at you, you seem all right. Even so, we’re closed for the day, miss.”

“Oh, I don’t mind. I was just wondering if I could leave my car on your property till tomorrow; would that be all right? The Marmon coupé out there.” The man’s eyes must have been blue when he was younger, but they were almost silver now when he narrowed them. “There’s ten dollars in it for you if you say yes.”

“That’s a lot of money to pay a night watchman,” he observed.

“Not if you include the fee for letting me slip out the back door.” She smiled brilliantly, and added: “Plus the cost of a shot of that whiskey. And of course, you’ll have to give a note to my friend Anthony when he comes after me.”

The man took another paper cup out of the drawer where he’d been keeping his whiskey and poured out a shot. Cordelia stepped toward him and put a ten-dollar bill on the table along with a folded piece of paper that had Anthony’s name written on it. Inside was a note explaining that she wasn’t in any trouble, and that if he didn’t want to be, he should keep his mouth shut, and that she’d be home before Charlie noticed. Meeting the old man’s eyes, she raised her cup to his. As she drained it, she was reminded that the Indians were said to call alcohol firewater.


“Thank you,” she said, and then scrawled a number on the newspaper lying on the desk. “That’s how you reach my brother Charlie, if you ever want to get some imported whiskey. He doesn’t usually do small accounts, but if you tell him you’re a friend of mine, he’ll make an exception. My name’s Cordelia.”

Realization came slowly into those silver eyes. “Thanks, miss,” he said.

She smiled again and went to the window, where she motioned to the driver of a black roadster that had been idling by the pump. Its lights went on, and it rolled slowly into motion. She watched Anthony glance up from his paper and glance away when the roadster turned so that its snout was pointed in the direction of the city.

“Will you keep this for me too?” Cordelia said, taking off the blue work shirt and hanging it on the hook by the door.

“Sure thing, miss.”

Dusk was settling in as she stepped through the back door and made her way across the dusty lot. It was that hour when the light is strange and plays tricks on unaccustomed eyes and making out much of anything is difficult, particularly if what one ought to be watching for is dressed in black.

They didn’t speak until they were a half-mile down the road. Once they left the Old Oyster Town road for the main county highway, Max pulled over suddenly and reached for her. The kiss rocked them back and forth for several seconds until Cordelia softly pulled away, smiling. “I’m sorry, I must taste like second-rate whiskey. I didn’t think the old man trusted me, so I took a shot with him.”

“I don’t care,” he said, starting up the car again. She had forgotten how handsome he was, with his short dark hair just a dark shadow on his skull, and his pale blue eyes as serious and unwavering as ever. He held her gaze and swallowed. Then a rare and genuine smile began to spread beneath the stern outcropping of his nose. “I’m just happy to be with you.”

The feeling Max stirred in her now was the same one she’d experienced when she first saw him. She had just arrived in New York, and he had been flying his airplane above Pennsylvania Station, leaving puffy white lettering behind him in the sky. “That’s Max Darby,” an onlooker had told her impatiently when she’d inquired, and the name would always hold for her the wonder of that first breath of the city. She was not even really surprised—only a little awestruck—when, a few weeks later, after everything had gone terribly wrong, he had fallen out of the sky right in front of her, forcing them both to see her true mettle. That was the way she always felt when he turned his quiet, intent gaze on her—that he was capable of great things, and so she must be, too.


She reached for his hand and went on holding it as they talked idly of the days since they had last seen each other. Mostly what Cordelia could remember of them was how often she had replayed the scene out in front of The Vault in her thoughts, savoring the memory of how urgently he had kissed her on the sidewalk that night.

Not until they reached Harlem did his shoulders begin to relax a little. Still, as they crossed the street to the brown townhouse where his mother lived, he kept looking over his shoulder as though someone might be following them. But the tension dissolved when they came up to the second-floor landing and the door with the number two hand-painted on it flew open.

“Cordelia! So good to see you again, sugar,” Mrs. Darby exclaimed once she had hugged her son. Taking Cordelia’s arm, she said, “I’ve been after Max to bring you by again. Anyway, come on in. Food’s getting cold.”

Everything was neat in Mrs. Darby’s parlor—the old Victorian-style furniture was polished and simply arranged and the light was warm and the table was set for three. A fan whirred in the kitchen, and a phonograph was playing a piano concerto in the next room. There were children shouting on the street, and she could faintly hear the people moving around in the apartment upstairs. Here was a room where secrets did not need to be revealed, because—unlike in the rest of the world—none were kept, and for a moment, as they bent their heads while Max said grace, she forgot the things that she had come to New York in search of and was perfectly content.

Elsewhere in Manhattan the evening was only just beginning. In Harlem, wide-eyed voyeurs from the white parts of town, who had come in search of long-legged brown girls and exotic stage shows, were staring through car windows at the spectacle of the streets. They would likely have been surprised by the tranquility of the scene on the second-floor flat of an old brick townhouse, where two of the tabloids’ newest stars were privately enjoying one another’s company. For Cordelia, there was no place else to be. Whenever she glanced at Max’s pure, handsome face she felt a ripple of pride to think he was hers and he was capable of something few people could do. And for his part, he kept looking at her and then looking away, as though he couldn’t quite believe he had a girl like her in his mother’s parlor.

After dinner, Mrs. Darby had retired in order that the young people might have some time alone, and Max sat on one side of his mother’s yellow chintz sofa with Cordelia’s head rested on his lap. Her body ran the length of the sofa, with her feet on the armrest, and she had let her eyes sink closed as Max played with her hair.


“You know, when I lived in Union, I used to go to the library to read the New York papers whenever I had a spare hour…” Cordelia began in a quiet, musing way. “I’d pore over the crime columns and the gossip columns in the hope of catching some mention of my dad. I loved reading about New York, too. I used to collect old guidebooks so I could learn the streets and the subways and the neighborhoods, so that when I came here, I’d never be lost.”

“Did it look like what you imagined?”

“Not exactly. It was so much more than I expected! But the funny thing is, I always assumed that once I got here my real life would begin, that I wouldn’t have to be imagining it all the time. But I found out I could be trapped here, too. And I kept reading the papers anyway. And you know whose name I looked for?”

Max smiled faintly. “Mine?” he answered. His eyes had a quality as though they were contemplating something he was afraid of but that he was determined to do anyway.

She bit her lip. “Did you ever seek out mine?”

Leaning forward, he replaced a tendril of hair behind her ear. “Yes. First by accident, and then so I could figure out where the hell a girl like you comes from. Once I knew who you were, I thought I’d better not try to know you any better, but I kept searching for your name anyway, not knowing why.”

“Do you know why now?”


“Yes. It’s because you’re the bravest girl I’ve ever met.”

Cordelia lowered her eyes. Her childhood had taught her how to swat away insults, but she did not yet know how to gracefully take a compliment. Neither said anything for a while after that, and Cordelia would have been happy to let the comfortable silence stretch out a while longer, except that a thought from earlier in the day kept nagging her.

“Charlie’s up to something tonight.”

“How do you know?”

“I’m not sure, really. I can just tell. He was preoccupied—they all were—and when he left he told me I was to stay close to my bodyguard and that under no circumstances was I to leave Dogwood.” A faint smile played on her lips, and she opened her eyes and met his gaze.

To her surprise he did not smile back. “What’s he up to, do you think?”

“I guess it probably has something to do with the Hales, although I can’t be sure. Why are you frowning like that? Aren’t you happy that I’m here?”

“Of course. But if Charlie thought it wasn’t safe for you to go out tonight, maybe it’s not safe for you to be out.”

“But I—”

“Just promise me that in the future you’ll stay put if it seems dangerous, and let me come to you?”


“All right. I promise.”

“Good.” Max pushed the hair away from her forehead, as though he wanted an unobstructed view of her face before he kissed her.

The kiss was sweet, and when it was over, Cordelia felt pleasantly fatigued and lay her head on his shoulder. “I wish I could stay here all night…but that would scandalize your mother, wouldn’t it? And anyway, my poor bodyguard is probably sweating right now, terrified I won’t be back before the boss.”

“I know,” Max said sadly. Yet they did not get up immediately, and when they did, they moved slowly and a little regretfully out of that quiet room and its low, warm light. At the door, he removed his leather flying jacket from the hook and handed it to her. “Take this.”

“But Max, you need that! Anyway, it must be near ninety outside; I won’t be cold.”

He nodded in agreement. “Take it anyway,” he said, and Cordelia realized that what he really wanted was for her not to go out with naked arms.

“All right.” As they went down the stairs to the ground floor, she slipped it over her shoulders.

Outside, it was almost as light as day with the streetlights and the passing cars. They could hear music from somewhere, and shouting and laughter filtering from the windows of the higher stories. He reached for her hand and stepped ahead of her off the curb, shielding her from any oncoming cars, and raised an arm. A yellow cab pulled over, and he leaned in the front window to negotiate the price of the long drive.

“He’ll take you,” Max announced, turning to face Cordelia.

“Thank you.”

“I’m glad you came.”

“Me too.”

“I should drive you,” he said suddenly.

“No… You need to be at the airfield early, and if you take me now it’ll be almost morning by the time you get back.”
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