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Dedication

For Jennie Fields, a stellar writer and cherished friend who always knows just what to say, and exactly when to say it. 
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Winter





Chapter One

Catherine

Brooklyn, 1924

Catherine Berrill awoke to blood—again. It had happened last month too, but it hadn’t trickled down very far, and so left only a light stain on her nightdress, one that she rinsed out immediately before the maid could see it. Nettie knew that Catherine and Stephen were hoping for a child, knew that month after month, their hope was drowned by blood. Sometimes a smear, sometimes a pool. It didn’t matter. Blood was blood. Nettie herself had four children, and Catherine didn’t want her pity, however well-intentioned.

But today, the blood was far more than a smear. She’d been in a deep sleep, and when she woke, there was a large, crimson stain beneath her, bright and incriminating. Catherine stripped the bed, but she wasn’t sure what to do with the sheet—she could hear Nettie bustling around in the kitchen below, so there would be no way to conceal it. And though she could have bundled it up and thrown it away, there would still be its disappearance to account for; Nettie took pride in her meticulous housekeeping. So, leaving the sheet on the floor, she cleaned herself up, secured the necessary flannel pads in her underclothes, and went downstairs.

“There’s a soiled sheet in our room,” she said. “I left it by the bed.”

Nettie looked up; she was pouring Catherine’s coffee into a delicate, bone china cup. “Oh, that’s too bad, Mrs. Berrill,” she said. “Would you like me to bring your coffee upstairs, so you can have it in bed? Since it’s your time and all . . . It won’t take me a minute to put a fresh sheet on.”

Catherine’s face burned. Of course Nettie knew why the sheet was soiled. The maid always knew all the secrets of a house.

“No, I’ll take the coffee in the back parlor,” she said. “Just like always.”

“And a cinnamon bun? Fresh baked this morning. Mr. Berrill thought they were perfection—heaven on a plate,” he said.

Catherine had to smile—her husband was an optimist, an enthusiast, a man with a perpetually sunny disposition, inclined to see the best in everything and everyone. To Stephen, a freshly baked cinnamon bun was indeed cause for rejoicing. Even so, she was glad he’d already left for work. She didn’t think she could stand his unquenchable good cheer this morning.

Nettie brought in the coffee and Catherine sat at the small table and looked out at the backyard. It was winter and nothing was in bloom, but come spring, there would be snowdrops, forsythia, and then lilacs, and in the summer, peonies and miniature roses of the palest pink. The warm weather would bring new growth, new life, but she, Catherine Delman Berrill, would remain barren, her womb wasted and empty. Abruptly, she got up from the table, so that the cup rattled and coffee pooled in the saucer. The cinnamon bun remained untouched.

“I’m not very hungry,” she said to Nettie. “I’m going out, and I won’t be back for lunch.”

“Dinner’s baked fish tonight,” said Nettie.

“Oh, that’s right—it’s Friday.” Stephen didn’t eat meat on Fridays, a habit ingrained from childhood. Although the thought of food sickened Catherine at the moment, she said, “I’m sure it will be delicious, Nettie.”

It was a relief to be outside. She could walk along Vanderbilt Avenue, past the big arch at Grand Army Plaza Avenue and into Prospect Park, where she’d follow its winding paths and cross its expansive Long Meadow. If she walked as far as the pond, she’d see the ducks, and maybe even the pair of swans that swam calmly on its surface. She liked tossing them stale bread crusts; unlike the ducks, they didn’t lunge and push one another out of the way, but accepted her offering in a regal, dignified manner. But the park was apt to be bleak and deserted on this gray, chilly day, so she headed in the other direction, toward the busier Flatbush Avenue.

She only hoped that she wouldn’t run into one of her in-laws, as several of them lived nearby, on Union Street. When she and Stephen first moved into the house on St. Marks Avenue she’d been delighted to have his family so close by. She’d fallen in love with his parents, who’d welcomed her instantly, and his six siblings too—he was the eldest of a big Irish brood.

But Catherine couldn’t bear seeing any of them today, especially not Bridget, to whom she was closest, and who knew all about Catherine’s yearning to have a child. And Molly, his other sister, was pregnant with her second—no, Catherine really didn’t want to see her either. Just as she reached Flatbush, she saw the new little dress shop she’d noticed before but never gone into. Although her closets were full enough, she decided it might provide a sorely needed distraction, and she climbed the stoop leading to the glass-paned double doors. There was a small sign attached to one of them:

DRESSES BY BEATRICE AND ALICE

PLEASE RING FOR ENTRY

A girl of around fifteen or sixteen responded to the chiming sound. Was she Beatrice or Alice? “Good morning,” said the girl. “Would you like to look around?” She was pretty, but it was her dress that really stood out. It combined a persimmon-colored gathered skirt with a sage-green bodice and sleeves; the sleeves were adorned with tassels, as was the skirt. Something about it seemed of another time—skirts had not been so full for a while—but the effect was more avant-garde than retrograde. Before Catherine could comment, she was greeted by another woman, who looked to be in her forties. With her olive skin and dark hair that was elegantly twisted and gathered to show off her long neck, she was arresting. Compelling.

Like the girl who’d answered the door, the older woman wore an unusual dress, hers in blue-and-white-striped wool with knitted and fluffy sleeves. “Hello,” said the woman. “I’m Miss Bea and this is Alice. Please look around and feel free to ask us any questions.” Her voice held the faintest trace of an accent. It sounded European, but Catherine couldn’t pin it down any more than that.

“Nice to meet you,” Catherine said. Was the woman staring at her or was she imagining it? She began to look at the clothes on display, mostly dresses, no two of them alike. Here was a frock fashioned from a glorious butterfly-print silk with a black satin capelet at the shoulders; there was a simple emerald-green column made from an unfamiliar but appealing material that was both luxurious and soft. Its only adornment was the sash of aubergine velvet that extended from one shoulder to the opposite hip.

There were no labels in any of the dresses, and Catherine couldn’t begin to guess where they were from. She only knew she’d never seen anything quite like them before. Despite her gloomy mood, she was intrigued and asked if she could try on the green dress. The material felt so good when she touched it; what would it be like to have it on her body, against her skin?

Alice carried the dress over to a changing area enclosed by an ivory, watered silk curtain. “Won’t you step inside?” Her accent was clearly southern—so neither of these women was a New Yorker. Were they related, though? She wasn’t sure.

Catherine took the dress and, once inside, began to disrobe. When she had the green dress on, she stepped out again, Alice came over and began to fasten the buttons in the back. The dress felt even better than she imagined. “What’s it made of?” she asked.

“Silk knit jersey,” said Miss Bea. “It’s mostly used for undergarments but we got hold of a bolt and wanted to do something with it.”

“So you make the dresses here?”

“Yes. Though mostly Alice remakes them.”

“Remakes them? What do you mean?”

“We take existing dresses and combine various parts to come up with something new. Sleeves from one, a skirt from another—like that. Though the one you’re wearing is an original. It was my idea actually.”

Catherine walked over to the mirror. The woman who looked back at her was unfamiliar. She was glamorous, yes, but even more, she was composed, she was in complete control of her life. Her future. The day’s dark mood seemed to lift, banished by this altogether unusual dress. Maybe the dress was a sign of something—something good. Maybe she’d wear it and soon enough, she’d be with child and would need to have it let out.

“. . . the sleeves are just the slightest bit too long, but Alice could easily fix them.” Miss Bea was looking at Catherine’s reflection in the mirror yet it seemed to Catherine that she was not focused on the sleeves at all, but on her face. It was unnerving.

“What?”

“The sleeves—I was saying that—”

“I’ll take it,” Catherine blurted out.

“It’s very becoming,” said Miss Bea. “Alice, can you pin the sleeves?”

Alice came over with a pincushion and tape measure. When she was done, Catherine stepped back in the dressing area to change, then handed the dress to Alice, who disappeared behind another, much wider ivory silk curtain in the back.

“That’s our work area,” Miss Bea explained. “I can have the dress for you tomorrow. Will that be all right?”

“Tomorrow is fine.”

“If you give me your name and address, I’ll have it sent round when it’s done.”

“How much do I owe you?” She hadn’t even asked what the dress cost.

“Eight dollars.”

Catherine would have happily paid more for it. “And the alteration?”

“No charge. Now if I could just get your name.” Miss Bea’s pen was poised above a small pad.

“Catherine Berrill, 127 St. Marks Avenue.”

The pen dropped and ink splattered, black drops sprinkling the pale cream-colored rug and the bit of stocking revealed by the strap of Miss Bea’s shoe. “Excuse me,” the older woman murmured as she knelt to retrieve it. She didn’t seem to care about the ink—or maybe she didn’t even notice. When she looked up again, her face had paled, and this time there was no mistaking it—she was staring at Catherine, seemingly transfixed.

“Well, thank you very much.” Catherine held out the bills but Miss Bea, still staring, ignored them. “The payment,” she prompted. This was all so strange. Strange and uncomfortable.

“You’re welcome.” Miss Bea took the bills and hastily stuffed them into the pocket of her dress.

Catherine fastened her coat and drew on her gloves. She loved the dress, she truly did, and she was sure that if she continued to look around, she would find others that were equally appealing. These women were clearly gifted. But Miss Bea’s manner was so unsettling, so peculiar, that Catherine didn’t care to shop any further. She hurried out and down the stoop, walking swiftly away, quite certain she would never set foot in that shop again.





Chapter Two

Bea

Bea had seen her. At last, she had seen her in the flesh. Face-to-face. After the searching, the hoping, the waiting, the scheming. The young woman she’d been seeking, Catherine Delman, now Berrill, had walked up those steps and right through the doors. She clearly resembled the photograph the detective had provided, though in the sepia-tinted image, the dazzling blue of Catherine Berrill’s eyes were not visible. But today Bea had recognized them—they were unmistakable, even though she had spent years trying to stamp out the memory of their unusual shade, and of the only other person she’d known who possessed them. For years, she’d succeeded. If she didn’t allow the memories to bubble to the surface, she could live as if they weren’t there. Until she couldn’t.

Bea’s growing disquiet had begun with something that had nothing to do with her: the Great War that was raging in Europe. President Wilson had kept America out of it for the first three years before deciding to send troops. That was when the department of the Navy had pressured the city to end legalized prostitution. She had been forced to close her business in the notorious New Orleans neighborhood known as the District and say goodbye to her life as a madam, a life that had sustained and occupied her for more than twenty years. She’d been in her forties, still relatively young, and still healthy, her spine straight, her waist narrow. Only a few strands of silver glinted in her dark hair, and her face was mostly unlined. She didn’t want to operate her house—one of the finest and most well-known in those circles—undercover, living as an outlaw. So she was faced with the task of figuring out what, exactly, to do with the rest of her life. Unmoored in those first strange days, she took to rising early and embarking on long, solitary walks. Some mornings she headed toward Tchoupitoulas, where a ripe, primal smell wafted up from the nearby river. Other days she’d go deep into the Quarter, peering into courtyards, tossing the occasional coin—without wishing—into a fountain, wending her way down alleys whose bricks were slick with moss. In Jackson Square, she spent too much time watching a disheveled and practically toothless old woman as she scattered birdseed to an adoring flock. Bea had the uneasy feeling that she was seeing her own future.

As she walked, stray memories from childhood flitted through her mind: the slight furrow of her father’s brow, even when he napped, the raucous sound of her brothers’ laughter as they chased each other through the big stone house. What her room in that house had looked like, the heavy curtains that surrounded the bed and that, when pulled closed, created a cozy alcove for sleep, a meal during which she dripped borscht onto her starched, white pinafore and tried, unsuccessfully, to hide the evidence from her mother. But Mama hadn’t been cross, not at all, and it was she, not the maid, who had accompanied Bea upstairs to find a fresh one.

The empty hours allowed Bea to dwell on these memories. Some were sweet. Others were bitter, even gruesome. What had happened to her father, for instance. Yet terrible as that had been, his story had an ending she knew, and there was harsh comfort in that. What about the story whose outcome was unknown to her? It had no conclusion. She had just willed it away from her awareness, buried it deep inside of her. Now it was coming back, asserting itself loudly, stridently. It haunted her, taunted her even. And eventually it drove her to Chartres Street, and the shabby, second-floor office of a detective named Isadore Vernou.

Vernou was a small, pallid man with a center part and a droopy mustache. Sitting across from him, the scuffed and stained oak desk between them, Bea told him who it was she wanted to find. He’d nodded, taken down the information she was able to provide—all of it more than a quarter century old—and said he’d see what he could do.

For a long while, she heard nothing and feared her search would be in vain. It was almost a year later when he contacted her; he’d found a promising lead, but in the end it had led nowhere. Or at least not to the place she was desperate to go. Her house, where she’d allowed the girls to stay until they’d found other lodgings, emptied out. The rooms, which had been filled every day and every night, were now silent. Only Alice and a couple of servants remained.

Then influenza swept the country, and New Orleans became a plague city. People Bea knew, young people, healthy people, died in droves. The newspapers reported on the deaths, the grim numbers mounting; funeral followed funeral. Everyone stayed in, and if they had to go out, they hurried about their business, their faces covered by masks. It was in the middle of this epidemic that Bea heard from Vernou again, and this time, he was certain he had the information she was looking for. So excited was Bea to get this news that she donned a mask and hurried to his office, where he presented her with a name, an address, and miraculously, even a photograph over whose sepia-toned surface she ran her fingertips gently, as if she could absorb the image into her skin. “You’re sure?” she had asked.

“Quite sure.”

“So what do I do now?”

“That’s up to you.”

“What if you’re wrong?”

“Then I’ll refund half your money. I’ve got to be paid something for my time. But I won’t be. You’ll see.”

“It means I’ll have to go to New York. To find her.” Bea stared at the photograph, hoping to find an answer, a clue, lodged somewhere in it. “What will I say?” She spoke softly, as if to herself.

“That’s up to you,” Vernou said again. “I provide my clients with information. I don’t tell them what to do with it.”

It took Bea some time to act on what she’d learned—she didn’t want to travel while the disease still raged, and there was the matter of selling her house and almost everything in it. But finally, the epidemic subsided, the house and its contents were sold, the journey made. Vernou had not disappointed her. Catherine Berrill was the woman she’d been seeking—her eyes alone would have convinced Bea. She had to see those eyes again. To see Catherine again. Having come to the shop once, she might return, though Bea was well aware that she had behaved oddly and might have put her off.

Alice walked back into the front parlor. “There’s something on the carpet,” she said. “Look, it’s on your stocking too.”

“It’s ink,” said Bea. “I dropped a pen.”

“I’ll get some bleach,” Alice said.

The bleach lightened but didn’t eliminate the spots on the rug. Bea didn’t care, she just moved one of the tufted seats to cover it. The stocking she would keep, a reminder of the day, the precise moment her search had ended.

“Are you all right?” Alice asked. “You seem upset. Did she say something? I thought she seemed pleasant enough.”

“Yes, I mean no, no, it wasn’t anything she said, it wasn’t anything at all. I’m not upset.” She looked at Alice, who clearly didn’t believe her. “Please don’t worry. I’m fine.” She hadn’t told Alice that she had been looking for Catherine, that this woman had been her whole reason for coming to New York.

They’d arrived a few months earlier, in December. Bea’s initial impression of New York was not rosy; in fact, she thought it was an awful city—gray, dreary, filthy. On her very first day in the fabled metropolis, she had been forced to pick her way through the revolting mess left behind by both horses and dogs, piles of mold-spotted potato skins, rotted lettuce leaves, empty liquor bottles, and the bones of God only knew how many chickens, picked clean. The throngs of people who hurried along the wide avenues appeared dour, and in some cases malevolent; the tall, soot-stained buildings seemed to glare down at them. And perhaps worst of all was that New York was so very cold. Bea had spent the first years of her life in Russia, where it certainly had been colder, but the next three decades in New Orleans had blunted both her memories of and tolerance for the chill. The biting wind made her eyes tear, her nose run, and sliced through her new coat—it had seemed so fashionable, so chic, back when she’d bought it on Magazine Street, and it offered no better protection than a dressing gown. How had she not anticipated this?

Alice seemed to share her revulsion, and though she didn’t complain, she acted as if she had been bludgeoned into silence. Bea had spent much of their trip north on the New York & New Orleans Limited prattling on about landmarks she’d read about but never seen: Central Park, the Plaza Hotel, the New York Public Library, the Metropolitan Opera House. And the train itself bolstered this glamorous if imaginary picture gallery—the observation car with its enlarged windows and sweeping, panoramic views, the cunningly designed compartments, the single red rose placed in the bud vase that sat on each table in the dining car.

But when they found themselves thrust unceremoniously into the pure bedlam of Pennsylvania Station, Bea felt she’d deceived Alice and her own words mocked her. There were so many people, all rushing, shoving, muttering, scowling. Getting out of the terminal was a challenge, and being outside was even worse, what with the teeming sidewalks and streets choked by automobiles, horse-drawn wagons, and bloated, monstrous buses. After twenty fruitless—and freezing—minutes trying to hail a taxi, Bea finally succeeded; she had practically stepped into its path to flag it down. Sitting inside, Alice was clearly terrified. It was the first time she had ridden in a such a vehicle, and she clutched the front seat, alarmed by the speed and the blaring horns of other motorists around them.

When they finally arrived at the hotel on Upper Broadway, they went upstairs, undressed, and went straight to bed. Bea slid down the well of sleep as if drugged. But the next morning, she had to face the city again—pulsating, chaotic, more foreign than she could have imagined. Maybe it had all been a mistake—the visit to the detective, the knowledge he had given her, the plan to come north. Her decision was hardly irreversible, though. She and Alice could just turn around and go back, of course they could—but back to what? Bea knew her life in New Orleans was over. And since she’d adopted Alice in all but a legal way, the girl’s life there was over too.

Breakfast the next morning was a subdued meal, with Alice answering only in monosyllables. Bea sipped her coffee, an ersatz, bitter brew, and began to devise something like a plan. The hotel was a temporary oasis. Thanks to Vernou, she had trained her sights on Brooklyn, and a neighborhood called Prospect Heights where he said Catherine Berrill was living. But even though Bea had the address, she couldn’t just show up at the house and announce herself; she had to bide her time and find the right moment. Right moment, and the right words too. She rehearsed them endlessly in her head, but everything she came up with sounded false, hollow, and thoroughly wrong.

On the first morning, she had a more immediate concern: how to deal with the cold. She thought of the broad avenues of her home city, its denizens draped in fur and leather—elemental materials with which to face the most brutal elements—and an idea came to her. The hotel concierge seemed a little puzzled by her request, but he consulted a directory and was able to provide the address of a furrier who specialized in secondhand and refurbished garments and whose downtown shop could be reached via the subway at Eighty-Sixth Street. Alice was horrified by the idea of descending underground; she was sure they would be suffocated or crushed. Bea didn’t like the idea either. But millions of people in New York City traveled by subway, and if she and Alice were to become New Yorkers, they at least ought to try it. “Everyone else is doing it. They don’t seem afraid.”

“Maybe they’re all insane,” Alice said as they stood outside the station. “Or idiots.”

Bea took her arm and they went carefully down the stairs, avoiding the other people rushing by them. The subway train hurtled into the station almost as soon as they reached the platform and Alice clapped her hands to her ears. The lurching ride caused her to collide into the woman standing next to her. “So sorry,” Bea said to the woman, who glared at Alice with such hostility that Bea put her arm around the girl’s shoulders, an instinctive gesture of protection. When the woman exited the train at the next stop, Bea felt something inside her unclench, just a little. She’d get used to it. They both would.

The address she sought was only a couple of short blocks from the subway station. After climbing a narrow and splintered flight of stairs, Bea tapped on the frosted glass door whose block lettering read NED RAPPAPORT, FURRIER. A man she assumed to be Rappaport opened it almost immediately, as if he’d been waiting for them. “Come in, come in,” he said genially. His Russian accent was as thick as her own had once been.

Bea looked around the showroom, where animal pelts were tacked to the walls, stuffed onto shelves, and piled on every available surface, including the floor. There were also a pair of sewing machines, a battered mannequin, and a metal rack crammed with coats, mostly made of fur but several of cloth as well.

“You’d like to see a fox, maybe?” Rappaport asked. “Or a sable? It belonged to a fancy lady and she only wore it a few times before she dropped dead, may she rest in peace.”

“No fox,” Bea said. “No sable. And I want your best price, since I’m going to be buying two furs—one for each of us.” She gestured toward Alice, now stroking the arm of a leopard jacket. Then she began to look through his merchandise methodically until she found two suitable coats that she tried to wrestle from the tightly packed rack.

“Let me.” Rappaport struggled a moment before he finally freed them both. “Mink. A good choice. Warm, but light. Won’t weigh you down. Do you and the young lady want to try them on?”

Alice slipped hers on and stood before the dust-streaked mirror. The fur was worn away at the cuffs and the pockets. “It’s very soft,” she said uncertainly. “But it’s not in such good condition . . .”

Bea nodded. The one she’d selected for herself was even more flawed—there were several slashes between the pelts, as if someone had gone at them with a knife.

“I’ll let you have them cheap,” Rappaport said eagerly. “For the price of cloth practically—”

“I’m not done yet.” Bea answered him in Yiddish, a language she knew just well enough to construct the simple sentence.

Rappaport looked surprised. So did Alice. “Du bis ein Yid?” the furrier asked.

You’re a Jew? In Russia, the answer to that question would have been fraught, but in the United States it was less so—a cause for derision at times, but not a blow to the face, a kick in the groin. Bea nodded and returned to the rack, where she pulled out two more coats, one of black wool and the other camel, both quite large. When Bea asked her to take off the fur and try the camel, Alice seemed disappointed. “The fur would be warmer,” she said.

“Of course it would. That’s why I’m going to ask Mr. Rappaport to use it as a lining.” Bea turned to him. “Could you do that?”

“You want to buy fur only to hide it?”

“Not hide it. Use it in a different way.” In this new life, she would need practicality, not opulence. She handed him Alice’s mink so Alice could try on the black coat. Immediately she was enveloped by the volume of fabric—perfect. “You can do the same with this one—use the other mink to line it, take it in where you need to. The condition of the pelts won’t matter, though you’ll have to stitch mine back together. And we could use belts . . .” She pulled the coat away from her body so that it formed a tent. “There’s enough material here for that, isn’t there?”

“Plenty,” said Rappaport.

“Excellent. How soon can you do it?”

“Tomorrow maybe. Or the next day for sure.”

“What about by tonight?”

“Tonight? I don’t know. I’ll have to get a helper—”

“You have two machines,” Bea pointed out. “And I’ll pay you extra.”

“All right,” Rappaport said. “Come back at eight.”

Once they were out of the shop, Alice asked, “What was the language you were speaking back there?”

“That? It was—”

Just then a passing automobile came dangerously close to Alice, and Bea yanked her back from the curb, and then cautioned her about keeping far back from the traffic in the future. The topic of languages slid away.

When they returned to the shop some hours later, Rappaport was ready for them. He was good at what he did; the coats were well tailored, stylish, and best of all, warm. And since his helper was still there, Bea bought a moth-eaten mink jacket and had the woman fashion two fur headbands, one for her, one for Alice, that fit snugly around their ears. “What a good idea,” Rappaport said. “I’m going to have Minnie make a few more. I’ll bet I sell them all by the end of the week.”

Bea looked at Rappaport. “You’re a good businessman,” she said.

“And you, madam—you’re an even better businesswoman.”

Bea froze. How could he have known just how apt a statement that was? Was he mocking her, insulting her? No, she was overwrought, that was all. Of course Ned Rappaport didn’t know who she had been, or what she had done; there was no way he could have. She’d taken the precaution of changing her name yet again. Now she was Beatrice Jones—just to make doubly sure that her past couldn’t catch up with her. As she ushered Alice out of the shop and back into the darkened but still busy street, she was even more determined to make sure that it never would.





Chapter Three

Bea

After the encounter with Catherine in the dress shop, Bea felt something akin to a mild intoxication. Her thoughts fizzed as she thought of how Catherine had looked in the dress, the emerald color making her eyes seem more blue than green. Her voice was pleasant, her manners refined—she’d clearly been raised well. She was married. Did she have any children yet? Bea felt eager, almost desperate, to know more.

The next day, Alice was getting ready to deliver the green dress, its sleeves now an inch shorter, but Bea stepped in. “I’ll do it,” she said.

“Are you sure?”

“Yes, I need to get some air. I’ll be right back—it’s just up the street.” She didn’t want to share her real reasons with Alice. Why involve the girl in all that, especially when Bea didn’t even know what she was expecting, or why, exactly, she had embarked on this search. She had done it not out of logic, but out of instinct, unmediated and raw. Her feelings frightened her a little, but if she kept them to herself, she could contain the fear.

Walking quickly, Bea crossed the busy avenue and slowed only when she reached the house. It was a handsome limestone with two leaded oval glass windows punctuating the facade and a pair of urns flanking the front doors, which were painted a glossy black. A mature wisteria vine, twisted and knotty, clung to one side of the building.

The curtains were open and Bea tried, without being too obvious, to get a glimpse into the parlor window. What was visible was fanciful and bright—wallpaper in an intricate pattern of golden apples and pale green leaves, the top of a plum-colored armchair with a patterned shawl draped casually across it. The woman who lived here had unconventional ideas, at least when it came to decor. Bea could only hope that would extend to other arenas as well.

After ringing the bell, she was greeted by a servant who thanked her and took the parcel. Had she really expected Catherine Berrill to open the door herself? And then invite her in for tea? Irrational as it was, Bea felt deflated and, on the way home, tried to bolster her own sense of purpose. Just finding Catherine was clearing a hurdle and meeting her an even higher one. Who could say what might happen next?

From that day on, Bea continued to hope that Catherine Berrill would return to the shop; if she did, Bea resolved to behave in a calmer, less erratic manner. She rearranged the window, constantly changing the display in the hope that one of these dresses would catch Mrs. Berrill’s eye and draw her back in. But although the clientele continued to grow—one woman told another, one brought her friend, another her sister, her mother, her daughter—Catherine did not return. Bea felt choked by frustration. To have come this far, and gotten this close, only now to be stymied—it was truly intolerable.

She began to dream in Russian again. Long ago, when she’d first arrived in America, she had dreamed only in her mother tongue. She’d heard her grandmother’s voice saying devushka—little daughter—as she cupped Bea’s face in her hands, her mother saying bozhe moy!—my goodness!—when something surprised her. But as the English she heard all around her crowded her head by day, it had begun to dominate her dreams at night too.

Now, the Russian of her girlhood was back. And it wasn’t just the words, the sounds, there were images too, no longer just isolated ones, but fully formed scenes, as detailed as if she’d written them long ago and had taken them out now to read again. Bea woke from these dreams unsettled. For so long, she had kept the past locked in a box, rarely taken out, never shared. But she no longer seemed in control of her thoughts. The past would not stay quiet or hidden away. In fact, it seemed as palpable as the present, living and breathing alongside her. It refused to remain on the periphery. No, the past demanded attention, and even more—it demanded a reckoning.





Chapter Four

Bea

It was Alice who had given her the idea to open a dress shop. The day after their trip to Rappaport’s, they had taken the subway to Brooklyn. Alice seemed less alarmed this time, and when they emerged from an underground station at Grand Army Plaza, they were both relieved to see that the streets were far less crowded and hectic than those in Manhattan.

“Is this where we’re going to live?” Alice asked.

“We are,” said Bea. “Do you like it?”

Alice had looked around at the bare trees, the tidy rows of houses, the gentle incline that led to the top of the hill where they stood. Across the avenue was a low wall that enclosed a large park. She didn’t quite smile, but her expression softened. “Yes,” she said. “I think I do.”

The rental agent led them through the neighborhood, which was filled with narrow structures, each packed tightly against its neighbor. Bea thought the houses looked constricting. Even worse, many were built of a dull, mud-like substance called brownstone. The rental agent extolled its virtues, but Bea thought the material was crude and unappealing. And because windows were only at the fronts and backs of the buildings, she imagined their interiors as dark and gloomy.

There were only two houses available. One of them was made of limestone, and quite ornate. It was directly across from Prospect Park, but the monthly price was more than Bea wanted to spend. The other was rather run-down, and Bea had no desire to live in such a derelict place. “Haven’t you anything else?” she asked.

“I’ve got something on St. Marks Avenue,” he said. “But it’s very close to Flatbush Avenue, and I thought you might want something a bit quieter.”

“You have a house on St. Marks?” Bea was practically vibrating with suppressed excitement. It was the name of the street Vernou had given her, the one where Catherine Berrill lived.

“It so happens I do.”

The house in question was made of that deplorable brownstone, but its condition was excellent and, as the agent mentioned, just above Flatbush Avenue, one of the main arteries of the neighborhood. It had three stories, a bay window on the parlor floor, several good-size rooms upstairs, and a kitchen—not that Bea had ever cooked much—that gave onto a south-facing garden. But it was the location that decided her—just minutes away from the house whose address was by now imprinted in her memory.

“We’ll take it,” said Bea. She and Alice followed the rental agent back to his office on Seventh Avenue to sign the necessary papers and pay the first two months’ rent. There Bea learned that the owner was an elderly widower, now traveling abroad. He’d left the house partially furnished, though the parlor floor, with its two large front rooms and smaller back one, was empty. “The most valuable pieces went into storage,” the agent explained. Bea didn’t mind. She’d use what was there and find a way to fill in the rest. She was good at that sort of thing—she’d had so many years to perfect such skills.

One evening shortly after moving in, Bea and Alice were walking back toward the house when they stopped to admire the display in the hat shop on their corner. Bea was especially taken by a maroon tam made of mohair. Of course Rappaport’s fur headpiece was warmer, but it wouldn’t be winter forever; she could stop in the next day and try it on. As they continued on, Bea saw that the light in the front parlor of their house had been left on by mistake. There in the window were a few of her extravagant dresses hanging on the metal rack provided by the moving company; she had asked if she might hold on to it for a few days until she could get an armoire.

“Look at all your pretty gowns,” Alice had said. “They look like they’re in a shop window.”

“You’re right,” said Bea. “They do.” The dresses—the Jacques Doucet black silk lace, the ivory satin ball gown from Worth, the peach chiffon bedecked with gold paillette-trimmed lace, a triple-tiered skirt, and ruffled underpinning from Callot Soeurs—had been an integral part of Bea’s life in New Orleans. The Doucet she’d worn on New Year’s Eve, the chiffon, with a matching mask, on Mardi Gras, the Worth on so many evenings she couldn’t even count them all . . . she’d been the most elegant, most tasteful woman in the District. Everyone had said so. So while she couldn’t imagine having any occasion to wear these dresses now, she hadn’t been able to part with them either, and she’d brought most of her elaborate wardrobe up to New York.

“A shop,” she continued. “We could put it on the parlor floor, you know. We’re so close to the avenue—there would be lots of foot traffic. And we could put out a sandwich board to let people know we’re there.” It was also convenient to have the hat shop so close by. Women in the mood to buy a hat might want to buy a dress too. Bea’s mind began to hum with possibilities.

“And sell . . . your dresses?” Alice wasn’t quite following.

“Not as they are, no,” said Bea. Those dresses, though lovely, were out-of-date. Women were wearing very different sorts of garments now—more streamlined, less fussy. The designers she’d learned to revere were being supplanted with a new, young crop of talent like Coco Chanel, Elsa Schiaparelli, and Paul Poiret. Their designs allowed—no, encouraged—women to dispose of their corsets, their bustles, their stiffened petticoats and crinolines. “But maybe they could be refashioned somehow.” Wheels started turning in Bea’s mind. “I’d need your help.”

“My help? Doing what?”

“We’d buy secondhand dresses, good ones of course, and you would redo them. Make them over somehow.” With her supervision and Alice’s skill, those dresses could be altered in ways that would make them seem more modern. Each one would be a unique creation. One of a kind.

“Like you had Mr. Rappaport do.” Alice understood now.

“Yes, exactly.” They were at the front door, where Bea fumbled with a key not yet familiar to her. “Do you think you could? That is, would you like to?”

The issue of what Alice was to do was a somewhat delicate one; Bea had hoped she would go to school, but so far, Alice had refused to even consider it. This distressed Bea, for the girl was poorly educated and it put her at such a disadvantage. But Bea was not Alice’s mother. Six years ago, Alice had been orphaned while living in Bea’s house. The girl had no one to turn to, nowhere to go, and Bea could not in good conscience put her out. And at first, Alice had been grateful, docile, and eager to please; Bea grew fond of her. But more recently, Alice had changed, becoming moody or silent by turns, and Bea had learned to tread carefully.

“I think I would,” said Alice after a moment. And then, with more certainty, “Yes.”

They went into the parlor, where wooden crates were still scattered around the bare space. But in Bea’s mind’s eye, the room was filling up quickly. A chandelier, she thought. Blown glass, from Venice. Pale rugs—sky blue, dove gray, peach, blush pink, champagne. Tufted cushions where customers could sit. A large mirror with a gilt frame over the mantel. Another that was full-length.

The more Bea thought about it, the more invested she became. Not only would it be a way for her to establish herself in the neighborhood, but it would also give her something productive to do. She didn’t like being idle. The money she stood to make wasn’t essential—years of careful financial management, assiduous saving, and the sale of her house had left her comfortably provided for—but it couldn’t hurt either and would provide a nest egg for Alice. Without lessons or schooling, there wouldn’t be enough to occupy her, and working in a shop could serve as an alternative. They would become a team—the ideas for the dresses would come mostly from Bea, and the actual work of creating them would fall to Alice.

It didn’t take long for the rooms to assume the shape Bea had envisioned. She sought and quickly received the landlord’s permission, and she was able to redeploy a few pieces of furniture that were already in the house. The rest she purchased, at reasonable prices, along with several trunks filled with women’s clothing that had been left unclaimed at a storage company on the Bowery. Soon everything was in place: chandelier, mirrors, and several brass clothing racks, somewhat more ornate than the one loaned to her by the moving company. The back room, with its window overlooking the garden, was furnished with a sewing machine, a trio of mannequins in different sizes, and an expansive pine table, a work surface for Alice.

Soon Bea was able to put out her shingle, having created what she hoped was an inviting, intriguing shop that had no parallel in the neighborhood or perhaps anywhere else in the city. And the shop had only been open for just a little over a month when Catherine Berrill had walked in—just like that. But now Bea realized this meeting was only the beginning of the journey, the first small steps. She still had so far to go before she could share the well-guarded secret that had been resting like a boulder on her heart for all these years.





Chapter Five

Alice

Alice didn’t much like living in New York, but then, she hadn’t expected to. When Bea had first proposed the idea, she couldn’t imagine why she would want to live in such a place; if Bea had been so intent on leaving New Orleans—and Alice did understand that—they could have gone to any number of other southern cities, like Atlanta or Montgomery or Charleston. Instead, they had come to this nasty, dirty, and perpetually cold place. Whatever for? She didn’t feel she had the right to question Bea’s decision. But that didn’t mean she would be happy about it. 

* * *

The first time Alice had seen the exterior of Bea’s house in New Orleans—pale yellow bricks, arched windows, mahogany double doors painted dark green with beveled glass insets—she had stood staring, enraptured by its elegance. She’d never seen such a palace, much less expected to live in one. Helen finally tugged on her hand. “Come on. We can’t stand here all day.”

Alice followed her inside, to a double parlor all done up with upholstered furniture and rugs in pastel colors—soft pinks, peaches, and greens. The lofty ceilings were covered with plasterwork so fancy that it made Alice think of cake frosting. She was a little nervous at the idea of living in a house like this. Would she know how to behave? What would be expected of her? And she was shy; how would she ever get used to living with so many other people?

She had been only ten, her mother not even two weeks dead. Her big sister Helen had gotten home to Belle Chasse too late; all that was left to do was arrange the pitiful funeral. Then she’d brought Alice back to New Orleans, since no one else wanted her. On the way, Helen talked about her life there. “Miss Bea has one the grandest houses in the city,” she said. “Even though it’s not the biggest, it’s still the best. You can see it from the train when it pulls in—it’s right across the street from the station.”

“Right out in the open? Everyone knows what it is?” In Alice’s experience, what her mother had done, what Helen now did, was something they kept hidden—or tried to.

“Everyone. It’s legal in New Orleans, at least in that one neighborhood. They call it the District. The police know all about it, and they don’t mind a lick. Police chief’s even one of her customers. I’ve been with him myself once or twice.” She looked over at Alice appraisingly. “You know, you could go to work for her too.”

“Me?” Alice was horrified. “No. Not yet.” Not ever, she thought, but did not say. Alice had formed her own opinions about this sort of work. Sometimes it involved drinking. Sometimes there was laughing, other times, shouting. Almost always there was panting, moaning, and grunting—she heard all this from the other side of the bedroom door and she wanted to stay as far away from it as possible.

“You might change your mind when you find out how much money you could make. More money than you could ever imagine.” When Alice was quiet, Helen continued. “It’s not so bad, really. Sometimes it’s even fun.”

Fun? Alice didn’t think so. Her mother hadn’t seemed to be having fun. But Helen was years older than Alice, and had left home some time ago; maybe New Orleans had changed her.

Miss Bea came into the parlor and Alice’s fear about being able to fit into such an environment intensified, like a cloud of gnats swarming around her head. The woman was dark-haired and slender, with an angular face and stern expression.

“This is my sister, Alice,” Helen said.

Unsure of what to do, Alice attempted a curtsy but stumbled a bit, resulting in more of a clumsy bob.

“Hello, Alice.” Miss Bea’s voice was low and not unpleasant; she had some of kind of foreign-sounding accent.

“She had nowhere to go and I had to bring her back with me,” Helen said. “I hope you don’t mind.” Miss Bea said nothing, so Helen continued. “I thought maybe she could start working here. You can see how pretty she is. And men would pay a lot for someone so young.”

How could Helen say this? Alice had already told her—

“They would, but they won’t pay it here,” Miss Bea said, her tone clipped. “I’m not in the business of selling children. But she can stay, and we’ll figure out something else for her to do. She won’t start seeing men until she’s at least eighteen—old enough to decide for herself.”

Alice stared at her. Miss Bea may have looked stern, but she had just rescued her. Eighteen. That was eight years away—a long time. Anything could happen by then. Maybe Helen would meet a rich man who would fall in love with her and take both of them away from this life. It wasn’t impossible. And in the meantime, Alice could work at something else. She knew she had to earn her keep and was willing, oh so willing, to try.

First she was sent to help Cook. Within a week, she had managed to break several dishes and two expensive goblets, and let the water boil off from a pot of potatoes, ruining both. Also, being in the presence of so much food was too great of a temptation, and she couldn’t help stuffing her apron pockets with biscuits, rolls, and boiled eggs every chance she got. Miss Bea hadn’t gotten angry. “Keep her out of the kitchen,” was all she said.

Alice felt bad about all the trouble she’d caused and was even more determined to prove herself useful in some way, so she volunteered to clean out a room that one of girls had recently vacated. Turning first to the bed, Alice wrestled the sheets from the mattress and wadded them into a bundle; she had seen the copper washtubs outside the kitchen door and she could bring them down there. Surely that would be helpful. Then her attention was caught by several fans that had been left behind, pinned on the wall—arcs of pleated silk, one prettier than the next. This one showed a branch of pink blossoms, another, a flock of long-legged birds, still another, a little building set among some trees.

“Would you like to keep them?”

Startled, Alice turned around. Miss Bea was in the doorway.

“The fans?”

Bea nodded.

“I couldn’t, I mean—”

“Take them. Put them on the walls of your room if you like.”

“Really?” Alice took down one of the fans and held it in front of her face. She wouldn’t pin them to the walls; she would add them to her treasure chest. Well, it wasn’t a chest, just an old wooden box that used to hold seed packets. In it she kept pretty stones, and a long, blue-green feather she had found, as well as a sachet Helen bought her and a lock of her mother’s hair.

“Really,” said Miss Bea. “Take them with you when you’re done.” She left the room.

Once she was alone again, Alice began to clean in earnest. She dusted, she swept, she carried a heavy pail of sudsy water up the stairs, sloshing only a little bit onto the carpet, and mopped the floor. She found rags and vinegar to use on the windows and the mirror over the bureau.

Miss Bea returned just as she was finishing. “It’s sparkling in here.” It was clear from the tone of her voice that she was pleased. “You did a good job.”

“Thank you, ma’am.”

“Have you been through the dresser drawers?”

“Oh no. I didn’t think to, that is, I—”

“That’s all right,” said Miss Bea. “We’ll take a look together.” She opened the top drawer of the bureau; it was empty save for a sprinkling of loose face powder. The second drawer was also empty, but the third contained a deck of cards and, folded in a sheet of tissue, an embroidery hoop, a packet of needles, and several loops of thread. Everything looked brand-new.

Alice had no interest in the cards, but the embroidery hoop and the rest of it were things she would have loved to own. There were so many things she could do with the lovely, jewel-bright colors. She’d learned to embroider a few years ago and found the activity immensely soothing—the neat, tiny stitches and orderly designs were a shield against the fractious atmosphere of her home, the yelling, the drinking, the hitting. And here were the tools she needed to take it up again; look, there were even a couple of printed patterns—

“Would you like the embroidery things as well?”

Embarrassed, Alice averted her eyes; had her longing been so obvious? The older woman had already given her the fans. Now she would think Alice was a greedy, grasping girl. But when she looked up again, Miss Bea didn’t seem displeased at all. “You might as well take them,” she said. “No one else will.”

In her spare moments, Alice started to embroider. Her fingers had a memory of their own, and her needle darted in and out with an accomplished certainty. The knotted buttonhole stitch, the rice stitch, the seed stitch, and so many more—she remembered them all, and used them to embellish handkerchiefs, both for herself and the other girls in the house, who, as soon as they saw them, clamored for their own. She started with an initial in the corner, and then added something else, usually a flower but sometimes a bird or a heart. Miss Bea hadn’t asked, but Alice made one for her too, the B large and fanciful, and below it, a crown.

“It’s lovely, Alice,” she said. “But why a crown?”

Alice shrugged. “I don’t know. It just seemed right.”

Miss Bea looked at her. “You’re a deep one, aren’t you?” she said at last. Alice didn’t quite know what she meant by that, but the comment filled her with pride.

She had been in the house for about a month
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