
        
            [image: cover]
        


 


THE STROKE OF
MIDNIGHT

 


VOYAGE
OUT, BOOK THREE

 


MIREILLE PAVANE

 



 


 


ALSO BY MIREILLE PAVANE

 


 


Voyage Out series:

Voyage Out

The
Grand Tour

The
Stroke of Midnight

 


 


Standalone:

The
Ormond Girl

The
Lady of the Unicorn

Of
Irises Blue

The
Princess and the Gargoyle

Envy

The
West Wing Chamber

Innocence

À la Murder: The Couturière’s Tale

 


 



 


 


 


SYNOPSIS

 


 


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

Prestige. Wealth. Tradition.
Scandal.

No one is immune.

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

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

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

Running away or running
towards?

Tick-tock.
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Beware the fury of a patient man.
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Après nous, le déluge. (“After us, the flood.”)

—Madame de Pompadour
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LUCIA:

 


 


The sanctuary of Montrose was maintained for
several days. All visitors were barred and turned away. The
artificial bubble of peaceful haven surrounding me was kept
assiduously intact. I took this to be a sign of how bad the storm
from which I was being shielded really was. Rather than give in to
anxiety, I set aside thoughts of the tempest brewing outside
Montrose’s inviolate walls and took advantage of the temporary calm
to attend to preparations.

No visitors had been allowed to penetrate Montrose
but correspondence poured in from all directions when it became
known that I had reached shore and had taken refuge here. The
correspondence ranged from the warmly welcoming and enthusiastic to
the kindly concerned and helpful to the inquisitive to the
impatiently irate. Aunt Merry and Tilly ventured out into the world
and brought back reports which confirmed and supplemented the
myriad flavors of the mail I received. New York was abuzz. What had
happened on the Grand Tour? Was it true about Matthias Vandermeer?
Was Charley married to an English lord? Betrothed to a French
racing car driver? What had really happened in Cairo? Who was
Vincent Faneuil? Was I really engaged to Tallis Lloyd-Chase? Why
was I not at home but staying at Montrose with Charley’s aunt?
Where was Tallis Lloyd-Chase? Why was Nicholas Masterson on the
rampage through New York? Were the rumors about the Montrose
businesses true? Were Esperance and Runnymede truly being put on
the market? Was Charley back yet? When would Charley be back? Where
was Charley? These jostled with the rumors spread by Miles Calvert
about Charley that Matthias had relayed to me in Assuan. But there
were other rumors circulating too, more vicious and fantastical and
even harder to trace.

It was impossible to be wholly insulated from the
storm. My father considered it below his dignity to feed the
scuttlebutts by turning up at another’s doorstep, running after an
errant daughter. He sent messages of his grave displeasure instead
to Aunt Merry via my mother who, as a matter of principle, relayed
them prefaced with: “Your father wished to convey...” I wondered
that he did not question my mother’s loyalties, but humility had
never been the strong suit of the titans of Wall Street.

Unlike my father, Charley’s uncle harbored no
scruples or inhibitions about storming the Montrose stronghold,
demanding to see his niece. Nicholas Masterson’s angry attempts to
seek entry on the first day, roaring out for Charley to come down
and face him, and on the second day, demanding that I tell him
where Charley was hiding, were stopped politely but firmly at the
door by a stiffly aloof Titus. “Miss Charley has not returned,”
Titus had repeated multiple times prior to ejecting him. That
message finally sunk in as the whereabouts of the missing Montrose
heiress who never came back from her Grand Tour of the Continent
became the question on New York’s lips: “Where was Charley
Masterson?”

Where was Charley?

In all of fevered New York, there was not a
whisper of her shining presence. Nobody had seen her. Not her
friends. Not her pining suitors. Not Aunt Merry. Not Tilly. Not
even the De Almadéns. Nicholas Masterson knew this for the bitter
truth because the spies that he had apparently sent to be stationed
outside Montrose and the De Almadén home and Diego’s office had
returned to their master with their tails between their legs to
report back that no one fitting Charley’s description had been seen
and no clues were forthcoming in locating her.

Mrs. Stone muttered to Titus uncomplimentary
epithets regarding a certain person’s moral fiber every time she
heard one of these reports and stomped back to her domain to see to
the soup for dinner.

“How is your cousin, Tilly?” I asked while Tilly
was helping me to unpack my trunks and assign and label the various
gifts we had purchased to be sent out to their
recipients.

Tilly paused in her stacking of a pile of books
from Sylvia Beach’s shop on rue de l’Odéon to be transplanted to
the shelves of the Montrose library. There were many answers that
Tilly could have given. The words were right there, hanging in the
air, heavy, ripened, ready to be plucked. “Uncooperative,” was all
that Tilly would say.

That one was as good as any for Lottie
Fairchild.

The clamor over a missing heiress gave me a light
reprieve as my name was relegated to the slightly lower rungs of
the public rumor mills amongst all the other desultory chatter
about Bill Tilden’s seventh U.S. Championship title, Bobby Jones
sailing into his seventh year dominating amateur golfing, Babe
Ruth’s latest home run, the upcoming Founder’s Day Ball to be held
this year in the Grand Ballroom of the Hotel Astor in Times Square,
Sir Thomas Lipton’s intent to challenge, for the fifth time, for
the America’s Cup and Harold Stirling Vanderbilt’s chances of
frustrating the persistent Scotsman. I changed that momentarily on
the day that a message, a warning, was delivered from my mother to
Montrose: my father had instructed his secretary to arrange a
meeting with Jefferson Lloyd-Chase and his son, Tallis, on the
morrow.

Tallis’s return to New York had been independently
confirmed by at least half a dozen separate sources, one of whom
had actually spotted him in town (Tilly occasionally acted as my
scout to the outside world), another who had called at Montrose and
left her card (a Mrs. Schuyler Crowninshield who turned out to be
Tallis’s elder sister, Anstiss), and the others passing on the news
of these sightings to Aunt Merry attached to unabashedly curious
questions and speculation as to the reasons for his return. Indeed,
Tallis himself had sent me a cable: it had been brief, announcing
that he was back in New York and ready to proceed on our plans.
Would we be able to meet discreetly?

I cabled back to Tallis: “TOMORROW 3PM THE ROTUNDA
J. PIERPONT MORGAN LIBRARY”

I made a series of telephone calls and then I
waited. It surprised me how little time it took for the yeast to
thicken and rise. Plotting was Charley’s plaything. While I found
that this plot was relatively uncomplicated to execute in a
methodical manner in the midst of surroundings and rituals familiar
to me, it still required me to engage in light deceptions and to
masquerade as other people—as my father’s secretary, for
instance—and that still proved a novelty.

There had also been a dilemma over the choice of
luncheon venue, with a half dozen contenders. Lunching at the
tables close to the front door of the air-conditioned
high-ceilinged, chandeliered, red-plush dining room beyond the
lobby of the Colony was the place to be seen if one wished to be
talked about amongst the socialites of New York. It was not,
however, a venue my father would have chosen for a luncheon with a
business partner or colleague. The tea gardens, grills and bars of
the monumental Commodore, the luxurious Biltmore, and the Roosevelt
at Terminal City all had suitable amenities but they were not the
first choice amongst the gossipy luncheon crowd, and my father had
something of a prejudice against the former two for their
association with F. Scott and Zelda Fitzgerald and the Jazz Age
crowd, never mind that the newly-wed Fitzgeralds had been evicted
from both hotels, consecutively, for rowdiness. The St. Regis
presented a similar problem. The Algonquin was for the journalistic
and literary crowd, not my father’s cup of tea, although I should
have liked taking luncheon in the dining room of the Algonquin:
seeing Mrs. Dorothy Parker and the Vicious Circle would have been a
welcome distraction to the business I had at hand. The private
men’s clubs were just that: private and for men only. And so, with
always one drawback or another complication, finally, I settled on
the Plaza, respectable but guaranteed of an audience.

I traveled to Central Park South, suffering
unnerving flutterings and convulsions of doubt. I entered the lobby
of the Plaza in the blue silk Edward Molyneux frock from Paris (one
of several that Charley had admired in the boutique which had
reappeared, shaken out of its fragrant tissue paper, without my
having any knowledge of how it had gotten there, when Tilly and I
had unpacked my steamer trunks at Montrose). As I was led into the
elegant atrium of the Palm Court—a glorified orangery dipping with
palm fronds, potted plants, marble and glass, chandeliers and
gleaming tiered stands arrayed with delicacies—I kept before me the
alternatives while I smiled calmly in greeting to the familiar
faces I passed along the way, ignoring the laughter and
conversations that stilled, the
gasps of surprise, the glances and avid whispers at my appearance
in public, my first in New York since stepping ashore. There was a
moment when I paused at the threshold of shining glass, marble,
starched white napery, and frondescence, and the hushed tinkling
murmur of the Palm Court seemed to dim like a sudden portentous
quietening of twittering and piping birdsong in a forest glade.
This momentary lull in a temple at the heart of civilized Old New
York—this was only the beginning—this was what I had anticipated
for my emergence from the sanctuary of Montrose. If I did not act
as I had decided, I asked myself, what would I have done? And, more
quietly when my courage blenched and shriveled, what might Charley
have done?

Charley had burbled Kipling and invoked
independence and the words of a Frenchman in her toasts on board
the SS Cleveland. I had
nearly turned the Montrose library upside down trying to find the
source of the quote. It was prevarication of the worst sort on my
part but it made me feel a little more settled when I located the
book somewhere between the volumes of Cicero, Diderot, Montesquieu,
medieval bestiaries, collections of fairy tales and mythologies,
the essays of Montaigne, the Pensées of Blaise Pascal, the Meditations of Marcus Aurelius, the enlightenment of Spinoza, Voltaire,
and Wollstonecraft. Chamfort, as Charley had said, had authored a
great many aphorisms. “When princes condescend to emerge from their
miserable systems of etiquette it is never in favor of a man of
merit, but of a wench or a buffoon. When women forget themselves it
is never for love of an honest man but of a rascal. In short when
people break the yoke of public opinion, it is rarely to rise above
it, nearly always to descend below it.” If New York still followed
and believed his 18th century wisdom, I told myself, it was going
to be all right... If, if, if...

 


“If you can keep your head when all
about you

Are losing theirs and blaming it on
you...”

 


I stepped through the expectant silence into the
sea of tables. The hum of the Palm Court luncheon crowd resumed as
if that moment had only existed in my imagination.

“Madam?” The waiter hovered politely ahead of
me.

There was no need to wait to be seated in the Palm
Court. My luncheon companion, though he was not yet aware of it,
was already there. He looked handsome, dignified and prosperous, a
polished specimen of Wall Street’s finest, an object of covetous
admiration and envy. How swiftly things changed between one moment
and the next.

His eyebrows shot up when he saw me. It was almost
comical how easily the veneer cracked, the polish faded in an
instant. He rose falteringly to his feet when the waiter brought me
to his table, trying to cover his flustered confusion, forced to
smile and behave with decorous courtesy by the swift, discreet
glances fluttering our way from the occupants of the surrounding
tables.

“Miss Bernhardt,” Vincent said, struggling to hide
his dismay.

“Mr. Faneuil.”

“You’re, uh, looking well.”

“Thank you, Mr. Faneuil, it’s very kind of you to
say. I hope that you have been well?”

“Very well, thank you.”

There was a brief, awkward pause. Around us, the
low murmur of luncheon activity and chatter and laughter in the
Palm Court flowed on without interruption, each table seemingly
absorbed in their own circle, hanging upon our every word and
movement and expression with a curiosity that was
palpable.

“Will...will your father be joining us today, Miss
Bernhardt?”

“My father? No, I wasn’t aware that his luncheon
plans for today included coming here. Were you led to believe
otherwise?”

Vincent said, only mildly—visibly—aggrieved. “I
received a telephone call from your father’s secretary. I was
advised that your father wished a private audience with me and that
a reservation had been made under your father’s name at the Oak
Lounge at the Plaza. Naturally, I accepted the
invitation.”

“Naturally.”

“When I arrived, I was told that there had been a
slight mix-up with the luncheon reservation and was shown here and
invited to enjoy a complimentary drink while awaiting your
father’s... There was no mix-up, was there?”

“No. It is true that my father occasionally has his
secretary book the Oak Lounge when he decides on a change from his
table at the Stock Exchange Luncheon Club, but it wouldn’t have
been suitable for today. Unaccompanied ladies are not permitted in
the Oak Lounge and the luncheon is for men only.”

“Why have you brought me here, Lucia?”

“I came here at your invitation, Mr. Faneuil. My
fiancé, Mr. Tallis Lloyd-Chase, unfortunately, begged to convey his
apologies as he had a prior luncheon engagement with his father.
Tallis told me that you wished to congratulate us on our engagement
and to assure us of your professional services should a need arise
for them in the future. It is very kind of you to make this
gesture, Mr. Faneuil.”

“Lucia—”

“You’d better smile a little, Mr. Faneuil. Or do
you wish my father and Jefferson Lloyd-Chase and the rest of New
York—oh, and my fiancé, Tallis, of course—to find out that you’ve
been philandering with the daughter of the Bernhardt’s under their
very noses? Would your fledgling New York career survive
that?”

“You wouldn’t d— Your reputation is at stake too! I
wouldn’t be the only one to suf—”

“Do you think that I am bluffing? I know the
consequences, I’ve made my peace with them. Shall I tell you the
names of all the ladies who are lunching here today in the Palm
Court who will head home afterwards and telephone their friends?
And they don’t even know about the letters that you wrote me during
our erstwhile secret engagement. It would have been easier if you
had not ignored my messages and forced my hand like
this.”

“What do you want, Lucia?”

“Exactly what I previously requested. Your
cooperation.”

“No. I cannot.”

“Cannot or will not? Are you afraid?”

“Don’t be ridiculous, it isn’t a question of— You
ask the impossible, Lucia.”

But I had seen his fugitive flush of shame.
“Vincent, we faced a violent criminal in Cairo and survived. How
can what I ask be more frightening?” It was a cruel dig but he
needed it to spur him to action.

“I haven’t that sort of influence! I’m
only—”

“I know what I am prepared to lose. How hard are
you prepared to try—what are you prepared to risk—to keep your job
and your new life here, Vincent?”

“You would risk self-destruction—you want me to
risk self-destruction for—”

“Take another look around you and you’ll know not
to ask redundant questions. The game is in play already. I hope
that you will not disappoint me this time.”

“You’ve changed, Lucia. You never used to be...
I’ve never known you to be so cold, so callous. This is your
friend’s influence. She—”

“Charley? No, this is all your doing, Vincent. All
Charley taught me was kindness and endurance and to use my reason.”
I glanced down at the menu. “Do you wish a little more time to
consider? I already know what I’m going to order.”

Exhilarated with nervous emotion on the way back
from the luncheon with Vincent at the Plaza, I gazed out of the cab
windows at the passing traffic and familiar sights. Tilly had been
waiting for me, as arranged, in the ladies’ powder room with a
change of costume by which means I had escaped from the attentions
and approaches and invitations of the acquaintances who had seen me
lunching with Vincent in the Palm Court. As far as I was aware,
they were still loitering outside the powder room, waiting for the
daughter of the Bernhardts to emerge in elegant blue silk, while
Tilly and I hurried past them in our incognito and exited to Fifth
Avenue, heading in separate ways, with nary a second glance
bestowed upon us. It was simultaneously intoxicating and
nerve-racking. I admired Charley anew for having the discipline and
self-possession to pull this sort of thing off with so few apparent
after-effects. I attempted to find something in the Manhattan
streetscape that would settle my inner tumult, something prosaic
and unremarkable to offset the dread of the trials to come that I
had brought upon myself, something...

A man was crossing Fifth Avenue on the corner of
58th Street, his black overcoat flapping behind him in the wind. He
was uncommonly tall, robust in figure, with a brisk and commanding
air, poised on the edge of a harsh frown. Deep furrows marred his
brow. It had been over three years since he had regularly stomped
around Central Park. Did Old New York recognize him? If anybody
had, they must have stopped to gawk and look twice and perhaps
scurried away in alarm. The exiled gentle young man had grown up.
He had not changed so much physically but something had shifted in
his stature which lent him a new dignity. His dark countenance,
too, must have taken New York by surprise. He looked forbidding
enough to scatter any passersby who crossed his path.

I directed my cab driver to disregard my previous
instructions and to instead follow the man.

I had not known that Matthias had returned to New
York, but now that our paths had crossed, I was not about to lose
sight of him. He carried a look about him which stirred my
curiosity. There was a reined in savagery waiting in the determined
set of the jaw, the fire in the eyes, tense, coiled, ready to
pounce. Something must have happened. Had he met Volker Godeffroy?
Had he found Charley? James Dorsey?

The last thing I expected was that my cab would
trail Matthias back to Park Avenue. I alighted and paid my driver
and followed on foot, mindful of keeping a discreet distance, an
inconceivable suspicion blooming in my mind as we neared Montrose.
Yet moments later, there was Matthias striding quietly to the
rear porte-cochère of
Montrose shielded by a dense row of trees. The door was opened by
Etta (one of the new maids who had taken over Tilly’s duties since
Tilly had gone away on the Grand Tour), who appeared to raise no
objections to letting him inside.

I returned to the white front portico of
Montrose.

“Tilly,” I cried, skidding to a halt past Titus as
soon as the front door opened, “I just saw—”

“Miss Lucia,” Tilly said just above a
conspiratorial whisper, “your mother and Mr. Vandermeer are with
Miss Meredith in the drawing room.”

A coldness crept in and settled over
me.

“What are they are talking about, Tilly? Why is
Matthias here? Why is my mother here?”

“Lucia, is that you?” Aunt Merry’s voice carried
down the hall. Her person appeared a moment later at the end of the
enfilade. “Come join us, Lucia. We have callers.”

The journey down the expanse of the hall, whose
floors were inlaid with mahogany, oak, and cherry, and covered in
luxuriant oriental rugs, past rooms connected to each other, in
enfilade, to the drawing room felt like the longest journey. My
mother was seated on a davenport next to Aunt Merry’s in the
drawing room. She was as austere and statuesque as she had ever
been; measured, decorous, regal, always accompanied by a subtle
whisper of silk or fine cashmere, a soft trailing curl of scent.
She raised her gray eyes when I came into the room and regarded me
attentively.

“Mother.”

She stretched out a long elegant hand to my cheek,
stroking it gently, in silence. There was a strange expression in
her gaze. Was it pity? Sadness? Fine lines bracketed her
mouth. They were new
and made her appear weary. She had not her customary impenetrable
proud coolness. For the first time, my mother seemed...tired. Yes,
tired, that was what it was. Not vulnerable or defeated.

“Lucia.” Matthias was standing to the side of the
davenport. There was no sign of the fire that I had spied earlier
in him, it had been thoroughly doused. His greeting was as somber
and strained as his manner.

My heart thudded with growing
apprehension.

“What is wrong?” I asked.

“Your mother is here to see you, Lucia,” Aunt Merry
said. She turned to my mother. “I’ll leave you to talk in
private.”

“Aunt Merry...?”

“Meredith, it’s all right. Stay.” My mother’s
penetrating gray gaze had not the same power as I remembered.
“Lucia, over the coming days, you may hear some unpleasant talk.
Regrettably, it cannot be avoided and, indeed, it may get much
worse. I think you are old enough and have enough sense, however,
to appreciate the particulars of what I am about to tell you and
disregard the misinformed gossip. Matthias has certainly helped me
to see the unintended consequences of keeping my own
counsel.”

“Mother, what are you talking about?”

My mother gestured to Matthias. “Mrs. Bernhardt?”
Matthias’s hesitant utterance of my mother’s name comprised a
conversation that I could not parse. My mother nodded in
affirmation. Matthias brought out an attaché case. I recognized it
as the case that he had been carrying earlier with him on Fifth
Avenue. He took from its depths a dark velvet jewel case which he
held out to my mother. “No,” she said, “Lucia.” Matthias turned and
handed the case to me. I took the jewel case and opened it. A
necklace of Asscher diamonds sparkled from within.

“The necklace! You managed to retrieve it from
James Dorsey?”

“This is not the necklace I gave you, Lucia, which
you and your resourceful friends have been so conscientious in
guarding,” my mother said.

“Isn’t it?” I look down again at the necklace.
“It’s identical. Are there two necklaces?” I looked from my mother
to Matthias.

My mother—my composed, proud mother—looked, for an
appalling moment, stricken. “Matthias, you should not have done
this. It is too much.”

“Please think nothing further of it,” Matthias
said. “It is done. I’m sorry you were placed in the position where
you felt it necessary to take such painful steps.”

“Mother?”

My mother considered her hands—pale skin and long,
elegant bones, testimony to a refined life and genteel
breeding—hands whose soft pliant appearance belied their strength.
When she looked up again, her gaze was direct and unwavering. “Your
father has been engaging in speculative activity on the Exchange
for some time. The investment gods had been benevolent, the markets
consistently buoyant. Your father’s successes emboldened him to
hazard more. I became aware of these activities by accident when I
sent my earrings to Sandford LeRoy to be repaired. Sandford took me
aside for a discreet talk. The earrings were paste, very good
imitations, but most definitely not the ones that I had bought from
him years ago. I took several more pieces to Sandford and his
conclusion regarding them was the same. When I raised the matter
with your father, he was obtuse and extremely adverse to bringing
in professional investigators to review the security of our home
and staff. I was equally adamant in pressing the urgency of
undertaking such an investigation. To prevent it, to avoid a
scandal, your father was forced to admit that he had been the one
who replaced pieces of my jewelry collection with paste
replicas.”

“Father?”

“He had been trading on margin. The increased
volatility of the markets has not been as kind as they had been in
the past. He found the margin calls were becoming harder to meet.
Naturally, nobody should ever dream of suspecting a Bernhardt of
being in financial straits or of contemplating the fugitive pawning
of his wife’s jewels but he had been in difficulties for some time
and evidently desperate enough to eye my jewelry collection as a
means of salvaging the situation. He had hoped that the funds from
the pawning of my jewels would tide him over the temporary rough
patch, as he called it, and he would be able to redeem the jewels
once the worst had passed, once he was flush again in funds when
the Exchange bounced back which it was bound to do.” My mother
paused and regarded me. It dawned upon me what that unusual
expression infusing her features had been: regret.

“Did he— The situation never improved?”

“Unfortunately, perhaps predictably given the
amount to which he was indebted, no. You are well acquainted with
the fluctuating markets. The rough patch has proven to be an
intransigently prolonged one.”

“You kept it secret from everyone.”

“Had it become known, the scandal would not have
benefited anyone.”

“What has any of this to do with Charley or
Matthias?”

“The scandal that your father had hoped to avoid
reared up again when Matthias set foot back in New York. Within
hours of his disembarkation, Matthias came to me with a check from
Godeffroy’s for the amount of the insurance payout for my lost
necklace, and a question. Did I know how my diamond necklace, which
was examined and valued by Godeffroy’s jewelers before Godeffroy’s
had agreed to insure it many years ago, could have been substituted
for a fake one?”

My poor head could not decide in which direction
to turn or at whom to gawk at more stupidly, my mother or
Matthias.

“Why would Matthias bring an insurance check at the
same time as returning the necklace?”

“According to Matthias, the necklace, the real
diamond necklace that I had thought lost, was located and redeemed
by him in a private capacity and has nothing to do with
Godeffroy’s.”

“Mrs. Bernhardt—”

“Go on, Matthias. The laundry is being aired now.
Lucia deserves to know.”

“I became aware of the substitution in Cairo after
our jeweler had examined the necklace and determined it to be
paste,” Matthias said. “Given that Godeffroy’s had insured the real
diamond necklace, I first assumed that the substitution must have
taken place during the course of the Grand Tour. However, if,
during that time frame, the necklace had only ever been in the
possession of three persons: you, Lucia, and Charley, and Tilly.
You and Tilly are ruled out because you had no means or motive.
That left only Charley, with means, motive and opportunity to
effect the substitution.”

“But Charley would never—she’d as soon cut off her
nose than do something like that!”

“I know. I’m obliged to ask Charley this question,
too, of course, but I couldn’t do so before I asked your mother,
Lucia. I’d never get the truth out of Charley if she thought it
might expose someone she cared for. And she’d have no scruples
about throwing in a whole lot of baloney to intentionally muddy the
waters.”

“But... If this is the real diamond necklace, that
means that you went to search it out— It means that you knew
Charley had nothing to do with it—that you suspected—that you used
the paste necklace as bait to entrap—” My mind reeled and spun.
Matthias squirmed before me in discomfort. I turned to my mother.
“Matthias suspected your involvement in the robberies.”

“Yes,” said my mother. “He has been very gallant in
trying to shield us from the ugliness.”

“Oh God.” A direct link between James Dorsey, who
had already wrecked such damage, and my mother. “I don’t—I... You
gave me a paste necklace in anticipation of a robbery that you
commissioned so that you could collect the insurance? How could—
Why— Aside from the questions of legality, what on earth could have
recommended the merits of such a plan to you above all others? What
were you thinking?”

My mother did not answer.

“When did you start planning it?”

“Darling, that isn’t important.”

“Charley questioned at the start why we were sent
abroad at such a late hour, sailing into the tail end of the London
Season. She was right. It was poorly timed to be effective in
hunting for a husband. But if it was to get me out of New York so
that a robbery could take place far away enough that the stink
would not drift back homeward... Charley also questioned why nobody
had insisted on a stricter, more experienced chaperon than Tilly to
keep an eye on us. But if the purpose of sending me away was to set
the scene for a robbery, Charley scuppered that well and good,
didn’t she? What was the real reason for the Grand Tour,
mother?”

“It seems that we are all far too prone to the
error of underestimating your niece, Meredith,” my mother said to
Aunt Merry.

“And the error of underestimating Lucia,” answered
Aunt Merry.

“Oh, mother, if you knew the full extent of what
Charley is capable of— What she has done— What I owe—” I could not
look at Aunt Merry. Would she have sat so sympathetically, so
benevolent if she had guessed at the distress that James Dorsey had
caused Charley—if she had known that my mother’s machinations had
brought James Dorsey into her niece’s life? “So, in the end, it
wasn’t about elevating status or forging suitable alliances or
preserving tradition,” I bit out spitefully, daring my mother to
give me a dusty answer, “it all came down to money.”

“Yes,” said my mother. “Money. Survival. A modicum
of justice. There are more than two faces to a coin.”

“I don’t understand. How can you judge father’s
actions and then go out and engage a criminal to stage a— How did
you even manage to find someone like James Dorsey?”

My mother sighed.

“Mother.”

“I know you envied Charlotte her freedoms. Did you
know that there was not a girl in our generation who did not
secretly envy the Elyot sisters? The New York in which I grew up
was a different world but I wanted for my child the upbringing that
the Elyots had given to theirs. When I became betrothed, I left the
lawyers to bother about the marriage settlements but I made sure
that certain stipulations were understood. Your father and I have
not always seen eye to eye but we had an agreement. The first
condition was that you were to have attended college and received
the same liberal education that all the Elyots, including
Charlotte, had been given. A trust fund had been set up when you
were born.”

Studying alongside Charley. A college fund. “I
didn’t know.” The image of what could have been blossomed painfully
in my mind. “I thought Uncle Max and Aunt
Marie-Claire...”

“Your god-parents were outraged when they
discovered that you were to miss out on a college education because
your trust funds had mysteriously disappeared. They were outraged
that your father, without consulting either of us, answered their
bestowal of a scholarship grant on you with a direction to mind
their own business in the future. Max was especially incensed that
he could not simply transfer the money directly to you because your
father never returned the scholarship grant. That was over a year
ago. I pressed for an explanation of where the funds had gone and
received unsatisfactory responses from your father, the trustees
and bankers. Frustrated by the continued obstruction, Max and
Marie-Claire decided to set a Pinkerton’s private investigator on
the case. It turned out that very little collusion was required for
your father to arrange for the trust funds to be siphoned away for
his own purposes. I was angry and confronted your father. He tried
to deny it and was furious
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