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A Lamentation of Swans

Two years ago, Ariel Montgomery left her wife and ran
away from the beautiful estate of Sea Oats after an enormous
argument. Older and wiser now, Ariel has returned to Sea Oats to
try to save her marriage—only there is something sinister going on
at Sea Oats. As Ariel tries to win her wife’s love back, she begins
to suspect her own life is in danger, and has to find out the truth
about what is going on at the beautiful mansion by the sea.
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A Lamentation of Swans


This is for LAUREN, who shares my love of Mary
Stewart and Victoria Holt


Chapter One

Today I finally faced my past, in order that I might
have a future.

A little less than two years ago, I gave up on my
marriage and the life I thought my wife and I were building
together. I walked out of the home I’d shared with her for just
under a year after impetuously getting married and went back to the
career I’d foolishly, romantically, given up for my now failed
marriage. I was determined to pick up the pieces of my wrecked
life, prove to myself and the world that I was somebody, that I did
have worth, and somehow rebuild what was left of my
self-esteem.

I went back to New York and convinced my old boss to
give me my old job back, dedicating myself solely to building my
career. I gave up on life and love and friendship, anything
personal that wouldn’t advance my career in some way. It was my
work that saved my life and my sanity, just as it had before. I
channeled all my energy, all my pain, and the unbearable loneliness
that passed for my life into my work.

It paid off, too. That single-minded focus helped me
become, at twenty-five, the youngest junior partner in the history
of Hollis Allman Interior Designs, and now, after my second year
back with the firm, I was in line for a full partnership.

Work was everything to me. It never betrayed me,
never made me feel lesser, never made me feel like somehow I wasn’t
a woman. My days were swatches and blueprints and furniture,
lighting and curtains and decorative art. I haunted art galleries
looking for up-and-coming artists to sell to my clients. I could
walk into an empty house or office or apartment and within a few
questions could come up with a design that was so perfect for my
clients they couldn’t live without it, and I could even convince
them it was their idea, not mine. Difficult sell? Management always
sent me. A client who was an enormous commission who couldn’t make
up their mind? Send Ariel in, and a decision would be made. I could
manage contractors, herd deliverymen, and coax the most stubborn
painting crew into getting back on time.

Losing myself in work was the easiest way I could
think of to keep my sanity. I couldn’t think about how I’d ruined
my marriage by overreacting to everything—by turning the smallest
criticism into a fight, by resenting my wife’s job and my own
loneliness, every one of the enormous and stupid mistakes I’d
made—if my mind was always on my work, if I was so exhausted by the
time I got back to my apartment with a take-out meal to gobble down
before taking something to help me sleep, then I didn’t have the
energy to look back, to reflect on my own stupidity and naïveté and
childishness, and what I could have done better, how I could have
been a better wife, how I could have saved my marriage instead of
wrecking it.

How every time I came to a fork in the road I,
without fail, chose the wrong path.

But I kept telling myself, on those rare moments
when I curled up with my cat and a bottle of wine, alone in my
apartment on yet another Saturday night in the most exciting city
in the world, with no friends to call, no dates, no nothing but
emptiness, that dwelling on mistakes wouldn’t change anything, and
went on convincing myself that everything was all in the past and
the best thing for me to do was to keep moving ahead, getting on
with my life, becoming one of the top interior designers in New
York City, and thus the world.

But what kind of life was it, really? Up at six
every morning and in the office by eight, sometimes not getting
home until almost ten. I carved out time every week to meet a
trainer at the gym, to keep my body fit—those lonely Saturday
nights with wine and ice cream and Netflix were dangerous to my
waist and my hips—and sometimes I went for spa days, getting
massages and mani-pedis and facials. I shopped at expensive stores
and had my hair cut and shampooed and styled and colored at the
best salons. It was all, as my boss Hollis always reminded me, a
part of the package I was selling to our clients.

“The rich, the kind of people we want as clients,”
Hollis said, glancing at me approvingly after my first appointment
with her stylist, “want to hire people who understand their wants,
what they need. No one wants to hire a decorator with no style, who
looks like her last job was waiting tables at Hooters.” She smiled.
“Every cent you spend on how you look will come back a hundredfold
from clients. You have to look expensive.”

She laughed, running one perfectly manicured hand
through her perfectly coiffed short red hair, which fell
immediately back into place. “But you don’t have to spend a lot of
money. Watch for sales—especially sample sales. There are websites
that sell designer stuff for next to nothing—shoes, bags,
clothes—I’ll have my assistant text you the links.” Her gray eyes
flashed behind her fashionable red-framed glasses. She gestured at
the dove-gray Chanel suit she was wearing, the matching Jimmy Choos
on her feet. “I didn’t spend more than two hundred dollars on this
entire ensemble.” She looked at me over the top of her glasses,
which always slid down to the tip of her slightly upturned nose.
The Jimmy Choos added a couple of inches to her height, but she was
still barely five-three. Workouts with a trainer kept her slim
figure ridiculously tiny. “And trust me—don’t skimp on your
underwear, either. Even if no one sees it.” She held up a hand to
stop me from answering. “No, I don’t care about your personal life.
What you do on your own time isn’t my concern. But when you wear
nice things…it gives you confidence. And that confidence helps get
clients.”

She was right, as she so often was.

I had to look like I had my shit together, and so I
did—at least when I was at work.

I was always available to my clients and my boss,
24 / 7. That accessibility and drive made me invaluable to my boss,
and that’s why there was absolutely no doubt I would make full
partner within another year.

And on those occasional Saturday nights when I gave
in to the memories and let them out, after watching some romantic
movie and drinking too much wine, even at my most hopeful, I never
thought I would ever return to Sea Oats.

And I wouldn’t have, either, had it not been for the
cryptic email Peggy Glaven had sent me several days earlier.

I was checking my email on the subway home, taking a
rare early evening because I’d finished with three big projects. I
was feeling a bit burned out, and Hollis told me to go home and
drink some wine.

“You should take some time off,” she advised,
pushing her red-framed glasses up her long nose. “You haven’t had a
vacation since you came back. Someone else can bid these jobs. I
don’t want you flaming out on me. Take two weeks. Go sit on a beach
somewhere.”

“But I don’t want—”

“Go.” She waved me out of her office. The subject
was closed. I was on vacation for two weeks.

The last thing I wanted was some time away, with
nothing to keep me from remembering, from reliving that year at Sea
Oats, going over every excruciating and painful moment where I went
wrong, how I lost the only person I’d ever loved.

Would ever love.

I sank down onto my seat on the subway uptown and,
like everyone else, pulled out my phone.

And there it was, right in my inbox. The subject
line read Ariel Important Please Read, and the return email
was peggy.glaven@seaoats.com.

Peggy.

I closed my eyes and listened to the rattling of the
subway as it hurtled uptown. Delete it unread, don’t pull off
the scab, why do you want to do this to yourself.

I opened my eyes and touched the email.

 


Ariel,

 


I’ve missed you so much since you went away. I
saw the piece in the Sunday Times about you, so I know
you’re doing well. We’re all so proud of you. Things here at Sea
Oats—well, things aren’t good. I do wish you’d come. Will you at
least come out for a visit? I’m sure things aren’t nearly as bad as
you think they are, even after two years. And we need you here. The
family needs to come together now more than ever.

Please come.

 


Love,

Peggy

 


It was, I told myself, almost like the universe was
giving me a sign.

You need closure, Ariel.

And that was why I found myself on that tourist van
driving through the vast gates of Sea Oats, returning after two
years, as a visitor rather than as someone who belonged.

Little ever changed at Sea Oats. A fresh coat of
paint every so often, the addition of electricity, and repairs of
course necessitated slight changes to the original structure, but
it was pretty much the same today as it was the day it was built.
My keys probably still worked and the remote control for the gate
I’d hidden away in the all-purpose drawer in my apartment kitchen
undoubtedly would work, if fresh batteries were loaded into it.

But I didn’t want to come through the gate, not
after all this time. I didn’t feel like I had the right to use the
keys, although on paper I was still married into the family who’d
built Sea Oats and to whom it has always belonged. I also knew that
it was cowardly to sneak into the grounds the way I was doing,
coming as a tourist during the open hours. But I knew if I paid my
twenty dollars I couldn’t be turned away, and I also wanted to face
my memories on my own terms without being observed, to see if I had
the inner strength necessary to face down the Swanns and the
past.

It was almost exactly two years ago to the day that
I’d packed up my things and fled, humiliated and angry and
embarrassed and defeated, wiping away emotional tears. Happily ever
after, apparently, lasted less than a year. I thought she would
come after me, of course, fool that I was. I was making a dramatic
gesture, running away from a fight, running away from cruel words
said in the heat of anger. If she loves me she’ll come after
me, I thought on the train back into the city, suitcases shoved
on the rack above my seat, staring out the window. And I know
she loves me.

But she didn’t come.

She just let me go.

I couldn’t believe it.

She’d never loved me.

But that naïve and foolish girl was gone now. I
might have buried myself in work and avoided getting close to
anyone since I’d left, but my wounds had toughened into scars. My
hide was thicker and my tongue sharper, and I’d become more of a
fighter.

And I’d learned that frequently negotiation is an
easier way to get what you want than fighting.

I wasn’t that stupid wide-eyed girl who’d come here
as a bride with her eyes and heart wide open, madly in love and
easily hurt.

And still…I wasn’t any more sure now than I was then
what waited for me at Sea Oats, but at least I was better
prepared.

Or so I thought.

Everything seemed the same, like it was only
yesterday that I’d walked out on my marriage. There’s a timeless
quality about Sea Oats that nothing can quite shake. Sea Oats still
belongs to another period, when servants were cheap and the wealthy
spared no expense in building their homes—homes that were symbols
of their wealth and power. Home to the Swann family, built just
after the Civil War with money earned from California gold mines
and railroads in the Midwest and shipping and, of course, Swann’s.
Now it was an enormous old white elephant that cost a fortune to
maintain, to heat, to clean. The house was still beautiful, though,
a Victorian mansion with clean lines and towers and porches and
balconies and ornate railings. It was originally intended to be one
of two summer homes so the family could escape the heat and grime
of Manhattan in the summertime—the other being the cottage in
Newport. But most of New York society summered in Newport, so Sea
Oats, on the Atlantic side of Long Island, was for peace and quiet
and escape. The mansion on Fifth Avenue was long gone, sold and
turned into a chain hotel before the Second World War. The place in
Newport was now a museum, owned and operated by the state.

The Swanns have only Sea Oats left, and since I left
they’ve started opening it daily in the afternoons for tours of one
hour at twenty dollars a head, with coffee and pastries concluding
the tour in the kitchen. I’d been stunned, when I checked into the
picturesque inn in the village of Penobscot, to see the tour
brochure on the desk in my room. Impulsively I’d decided to take
the next one, not bothering to unpack, and dashed across the street
to the little tourist information storefront. I hadn’t recognized
the woman working there, nor did I know our tour guide, which was
kind of a relief. I hadn’t spent much time in Penobscot itself when
I lived at Sea Oats, and I’m not sure what I would have done had
either of the women recognized me.

The sight of the towering oaks lining the driveway,
the vast expanse of green lawn, the fountains bubbling in the
sunshine sent a slight chill down my spine. I was here, back where
I thought—had sworn—I would never return. My stomach
fluttered and I felt a wave of nausea from nerves. It wasn’t too
late. I could slip into the house, hide with the tour, and slip
right back out again with no one the wiser. I was wearing a rain
slicker, with a large hood that fell over my forehead and hid my
face in shadows. With the hood up, no one would get a clear look at
my face.

I steeled myself and pushed those thoughts away.

It had been almost two years. I had made it this
far. I wasn’t going to turn back now. I didn’t know what my plan
was—I hadn’t thought that far ahead. Just coming out here, renting
a room in town…I hadn’t really thought beyond that. The tour had
been a godsend, seemed like a gift too good to pass up. I didn’t
have to do anything. I could just take the tour, get a feel for the
place, see what emotions and memories it dredged up, curl up in my
room back at the inn with a bottle of wine, and figure out what to
do then.

Maybe I would just get back on a train in the
morning and go back into the city.

I’ve learned that it’s always best to have
options.

There were clouds out to sea, and there was a slight
chill to the early spring air. Rain was on its way, which gave me
the excuse I needed to keep the hood of my jacket up, even though
the interior of the tour van was overheated.

No one had to know I’d come back until and unless I
wanted them to know.

There, just beyond the side of the house, was the
big pond. And the hedge maze, that damned hedge maze. That was part
of the tour, of course, a trip into the famous hedge maze of Sea
Oats. That was what everyone on the tour wanted to see, at least
from what I’d gathered listening to them talk while we waited to
board the van. They didn’t care about the house, or the grounds.
The maze had been in Architectural Digest and Better
Homes & Gardens and had been featured, more than once, in
every major newspaper’s Sunday issues. One of the selling points of
the tour I’d paid for was it included a chance to go inside the
maze—Everyone Gets a Chance to Walk the Famous Maze!!!

People wandering onto the grounds to see it had
always been an issue—maybe the tours were a way of keeping
trespassers off the grounds, rather than a required income stream.
There were twenty of us on the tour van, that was four hundred
dollars. Five tours a day, Monday through Saturday, would be a nice
chunk of change—if every tour was sold out.

I hadn’t heard that Swann’s was in trouble, but I
didn’t pay attention to business news.

And as for that damned hedge maze, I could go the
rest of my life without ever seeing it again. I’d always hated
it.

I planned on ducking out of the tour before
then.

The van swung out to the right, following the
tree-lined drive as it expanded out into a circle.

The sunlight glinted on the surface of the pond, but
its depths were as dark and mysterious as ever.

There were no swans there, of course, and I found
myself blinking back unexpected tears.

Get a hold of yourself or you’re not going to
make it, I reminded myself. I got my emotions under control as
the van pulled up in front of the big Victorian house.

A swan would have been too much to hope for.

I heard her voice saying, You know there’s a
legend about the pond…that a swan will appear there whenever a
Swann has found true love.

The problem with legends was people believed in them
sometimes.

Our tour guide was one of those saccharinely happy
women who thought orders given with a smile and a pleasant tone
like that of a kindergarten teacher would disguise that she meant
to be obeyed. I’d tuned out her incessant patter, which began as
soon as everyone was safely inside the van and it had pulled away
from the curb in front of the tourist information center in the
historic village of Penobscot, Long Island. She wouldn’t be easy to
get away from—I could tell she was one of those ruthlessly
efficient women who’d do periodic head counts and had guaranteed
Peggy that no tourist would ever be left behind when the van had
left the premises. She had the local accent, though, and I was a
little surprised her face didn’t look familiar to me. I might not
have mixed much with the neighbors during my year at Sea Oats, but
it surprised me she wasn’t one of the local women who’d
occasionally come out to visit, with invitations to join clubs and
other things I wasn’t interested in.

Where did you come from, Karen? I wondered as
the house came into view from my window and I caught my breath.

Sea Oats was an enormous house, even for its time,
when the summer cottages of the wealthy in Newport were larger than
many modern hotels. The architect, Arthur Van Wyck, had done many
houses up in the Hudson Valley and had also designed some of the
Newport cottages. It was constructed entirely of wood, which meant
many repairs over the years, due to storm damage and wood rot. It
looked like it had been painted since my unceremonious departure, a
fresh coat of dark green paint on the main structure and the trim
done in bright yellow—green and yellow had been Arabella Swann’s
favorite colors, and the house had been built for her by an older,
doting husband who’d never been able to deny her anything she
wanted.

I’d always been slightly intimidated by the place.
The first time I’d seen it, when I’d been invited out for a weekend
to meet and get to know the rest of the family, I’d been taken
aback. I’d known Charlotte Swann was a wealthy woman who lived on
an estate on the Atlantic shore of Long Island, but seeing pictures
of Sea Oats online didn’t prepare me at all for the reality.

“All right, here we are!” Karen our tour guide
announced brightly as the driver pulled up in front of the stairs
up to the veranda and put the van into neutral. There was a
hydraulic hiss as the doors opened. “Remember to stay with the
group and that the upper floors are off-limits!”

Dutifully we all climbed out of the van, like
obedient children. She counted as we each passed her, going down
the two steps and stepping out onto the pavement.

I moved aside so those behind me could climb down
and stared up at the house.

It was just a house. Looking at it now, I couldn’t
believe I’d been so intimidated by it.

I’d been so young and stupid.

Around the side of the house the pond lay,
brooding.

I hung back behind the rest of the twenty tour
participants, an odd mixture of tourists from the Midwest and
foreigners—I’d heard several of them speaking to each other in
French—mostly couples, some small children, a couple of teenagers
with their eyes glued to their phones. I wondered if I could manage
to slip away when everyone else went inside. Karen the tour guide
had the eyes of an eagle—she seemed like the kind of organized
person who carefully made lists and crossed them off, probably
covered her living room furniture in plastic. I shook my head. That
wasn’t fair. I couldn’t blame her for being so attentive. The
responsibility to avoid the potential liability of someone getting
away from her group on the Swann estate was more than enough to put
the fear of God in her, I’m sure—and so I allowed her to herd me up
the front steps, across the wide, solid porch, and inside the
stained-glass front door with its Swan Lake imagery.

The enormous foyer was exactly as I remembered it.
Nostalgia almost overwhelmed me as I again stood in the big round
room with the heavily varnished mahogany floor, the enormous
sparkling chandelier overhead, the mirrors and the door to the
coatroom, the marvelous hanging staircase to the second floor. It
was warm inside, but Karen made no offer to take our coats. Some of
the others in the group did remove theirs, draping them over their
arms, but not only did I keep mine on, I left the hood up. Karen
did give me an odd look when she shepherded us into the big drawing
room to the left of the foyer and I came face-to-face with the
famous old painting of the old robber baron himself, over the
fireplace.

The painting was the only part of the room I’d ever
been able to stand. When the house was built, the room was intended
for men only, to withdraw to after dinner for brandy and cigars so
they could talk about manly topics that were too much for their
featherbrained women to wrap their little minds around. The room
was a monument to nineteenth-century sexism and masculinity: the
patriarchy displayed as a room. The dark-paneled walls were
festooned with a variety of animal heads, their glassy eyes staring
vacantly out, trophies of barbaric slaughter from a different time
when such things were held in higher esteem. The long dead animals
had always given me the creeps. I’d always wanted to redecorate the
room, get rid of the grisly heads, and make it more warm and
inviting than it was with its heavy, dark wooden furniture that
just screamed virility and male privilege.

You could almost smell the stale cigar smoke, hear
the brandy being poured into snifters.

That was just one of the many battles I’d lost
during the year I’d lived here. I’d always thought of it as
Samuel’s room, and it was dominated by his full-length portrait. He
glared out from narrowed eyes with his lips curled in a bit of a
sneer, the marquee of the original Swann’s Department Store on
Amsterdam in Manhattan behind him, a pocket watch in his left hand.
Samuel Swann had been a robber baron, made his immense fortune in
gold mines and railroads, but his father had been a shopkeeper.
Late in his life, Samuel opened Swann’s. The family legend held
that he opened the store to honor the memory of his father, but
Swann’s made his fortune even vaster than he could have ever
dreamed, taking him up to the same level as the Vanderbilts and the
Rockefellers, creating an empire that still exists today.

Swann’s wasn’t what it once was, of course. But the
chain of stores had survived the upheavals in the market and the
changes in how consumers shopped, still going strong.

But there was a twinkle in his eyes—you had to look
to see it, but it was there. It softened the grim countenance, and
I always liked to think Arabella, his second wife, was the reason
it was there.

The furnishings in the drawing room were, of course,
priceless antiques. The pieces on the mantel below the painting
were Egyptian antiquities. Samuel Swann had made his fortune during
the time when wealthy Americans were looting the world of whatever
treasure they could pay for and illicitly cart away. His second
wife, young Arabella, also fancied herself a patroness of the arts.
Samuel could deny Arabella nothing, or so the stories say, and so
he allowed her to turn all three of his homes into museums. Most of
the original collection was now in actual museums, of course, but
there were plenty of gorgeous and valuable pieces still in the Sea
Oats collection. I noted that some side tables and chairs weren’t
the same ones I remembered being there. Peggy had probably moved
the more fragile, valuable pieces upstairs and away from strangers’
eyes and the dangers posed by Starbucks coffee cups and Big Gulps
and children’s sticky fingers.

I managed to get away from the group sooner than I’d
expected or hoped.

I walked over to the double doors leading out to the
veranda, and while Karen the cheerful tour guide was explaining
about Samuel’s safaris in darkest Africa, I managed to unlatch the
doors and escape.

I breathed out a sigh of relief and walked along the
veranda around to the back steps. My heart was pounding and I felt
almost like I was having an out-of-body experience. Being back at
Sea Oats after so long…I ran my hand along the varnished railing.
Nothing important had changed, from the smells of polish and
varnish to the slightly dusty smell inside that no amount of work
by cleaners could quite eradicate, to the undoubtedly priceless
knickknacks exactly where they were the night I took my exit in a
moment of what had been, to me at the time, the highest drama.

Now, older and wiser and slightly more cynical, I
knew it had been more like idiocy, French farce, melodrama straight
from the script of The Young and the Restless. In a moment
of youthful bravado and pride and fury, I’d thrown away my
marriage, my life, everything that mattered most to me.

Of course, I’d expected Char to come after me. I
would have never left had I believed for a minute she would just
let me go.

Two years later, I was still waiting.

But…it didn’t hurt anymore to think about it. I’d
buried the pain deep, certainly, but I could be here without it
hurting. I’d walked through the front door without collapsing, and
the roof hadn’t caved in, either.

The truth was I’d been too young to get married, not
emotionally mature enough at twenty-three, no matter what I
believed, to handle being a wife and a partner, particularly to a
woman like Charlotte Swann.

I walked down the stairs and along the paved path.
Sea Oats was an enormous estate, acres and acres of land ending at
the Atlantic Ocean at its own private beach. In those honeymoon
days when I first came here, I’d taken walks along the beach in the
morning after my coffee and sometimes at night before I went to
bed, watching the lights on faraway boats out at sea and wondering
where they were going. Before my immaturity began to undermine the
foundation of our marriage, before my insecurities gained the upper
hand in my mind.

I’d been happy here once. I could have been happy
here again.

But now it was too late.

I don’t know why I’d bothered to come, if I was
being completely honest with myself. Peggy’s email had just been an
excuse. Maybe it was just curiosity? A chance to see the place once
more, to see if in the two years since I’d gone that the wounds had
healed and scarred over, so I could look at the place
dispassionately and not feel the hurt, the longing? I’d told myself
many times that I was over Char, that my marriage was over, and I
should just hire a lawyer and get it over with once and for all.
But I’d never been able to bring myself to do it, had I? I’d gone
so far as to look up divorce lawyers who were lesbian friendly
several times, but never could quite bring myself to call any of
them.

And I could never get the thought out of the back of
my mind that Char hadn’t initiated a divorce, either.

And when I’d had too much wine and was curled up on
the couch in my apartment with my cat, I couldn’t help but think
the reason she hadn’t was because she, too, held out hope that
maybe…just maybe…

Hope springs eternal, doesn’t it?

I walked past the entrance to the enormous hedge
maze. I’d never liked the maze. The symmetry of it, its
impenetrability, the things that made it so interesting and a
tourist attraction were the very reasons I didn’t like it. I’d
walked it once when I’d first come and had panicked. With the sun
hidden by the eight-foot-high shrubbery and the endless turns and
dead ends, it was easy to believe I might not ever find my way out
again, my panic growing as I kept making wrong turns and coming to
dead ends, terror that I was trapped inside forever growing until
I’d finally started screaming. Old Angus, the head groundskeeper,
had to come rescue me.

The maze covered an entire acre of the grounds, and
Angus was obsessed with it. The story was, of course, that good ole
Samuel had taken Arabella on an extended honeymoon in Europe and
the Middle East (so many of the Swann treasures came from that
trip, when ole Sammy couldn’t deny his young bride anything), and
she happened to be taken with a hedge maze on an English
estate—which one being lost to the mists of time—so she had to have
one at Sea Oats. And so he’d created one to make her laugh and
smile and clap delightedly.

I hated the thing even more after I’d been lost
inside, and refused to ever venture back in. If it had been up to
me, it would have been dug up by the roots and sod put down in its
place so no one would ever know it had ever existed. I’d had
horrible nightmares about the hedge maze, understandably, but I
also knew it wasn’t going anywhere. It was too much of a showpiece,
and Sea Oats was too well known because of it. I knew it wasn’t
dangerous
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