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CHAPTER 1

When Sophie Maxwell became engaged to Will Tarkington Maxwell (the surnames a happy coincidence), she assumed she would be acquiring a number of new kin, but during her first visit to Savannah, Will’s hometown, she was startled to discover she was soon to be related to roughly half the population of Georgia. Introductions such as “My mother’s cousin Jack’s sister-in-law” and “Aunt Nancy’s son’s second wife” spilled from Will’s lips with bewildering speed at an equally bewildering number of gatherings—Savannahians liked a party. Rather than even begin to try to remember everyone, Sophie smiled—and smiled again.

She had met Will the previous summer on Sanpere Island in Maine’s Penobscot Bay. Will had accompanied his great-uncle, Paul McAllister, to Paul’s late wife Priscilla’s “cottage,” The Birches—said cottage more like those of a similar name in Bar Harbor and Newport. Priscilla had been Sophie’s great-aunt. It was Paul’s difficult job to decide which of his wife’s nieces and nephews should inherit the valuable property.

It was far from love at first sight for Sophie and Will. He assumed she was as money grubbing and devious as the rest of the contenders. She found him arrogant and crude. They sniped at each other incessantly and, of course, fell madly in love. After Will saved Sophie from the clutches of a murderer, their troth was definitely plighted. And, having come through such danger, they didn’t want to wait too long for their happily-ever-after. At the end of the summer Will, a private investigator, had to return south to his practice. Sophie went from Sanpere to her childhood home in Connecticut to plan the fall wedding. She’d grown up in a large beautifully restored Victorian overlooking Long Island Sound. The restoration had been accomplished over many years, and many husbands, by her mother, Babs. Sophie thought her mother had finally found a keeper in Ed Harrington, who was a sweetheart. Since he played a great deal of golf in many locations, the marriage was succeeding. Babs liked her space and was of the “For Better or Worse, but Not for Lunch” School.

Sophie had assumed Babs would want a lavish wedding for her only child. Plus Babs had a wealth of experience planning trips down the aisle to draw upon. Resolved to agree to whatever her mother wanted, mentally drawing a line, however, at the release of a flock of white doves, Sophie was surprised, when they sat down to talk, to find that her mother was proposing exactly what Sophie herself had envisioned.

“Smallish,” Babs had said. “About a hundred total? And the ceremony outdoors with the double parlor’s doors opened up to create an indoor room as backup. A best man for Will and some sort of maid or matron—really, these labels are so archaic—for you. Delicious food, that goes without saying, and plenty to drink. The reception and dancing in the barn. So glad we redid it for Ed’s birthday party last year. And a Jenny Packham dress for you, love? Something Pre-Raphaelite, but beaded. We can run over to London, choose, and they’ll send a toile. Time is short, but they’ll rise to the occasion.”

Sophie had shuddered at the last suggestion. Less than a year ago she had given up her corner office in a prestigious Manhattan law firm for what she mistakenly thought was the real thing, moving to London to be with her English beau.

Babs had picked up on the reaction immediately. “Oh, darling, you can’t rule out the UK forever just because of one rotten banger in the mash. No matter. Such fun to go to the bridal salon at Bergdorf’s instead. My first and third.”

“It sounds perfect, Mother. Exactly what Will and I have talked about. We hoped the wedding could be at Sanpere, but impossible at this time of year. Are you sure this is what you’ll be happy with, too? Something simple? I thought you’d want to go the whole nine yards. I only intend to do this once.” Realizing that could be interpreted as a dig, she’d clapped her hand over her mouth and muttered, “Sorry!”

Babs had laughed. “I was an old-fashioned girl if you can believe it. I married them. Not like the young nowadays. All this hooking up.”

It had been Sophie’s turn to laugh at her mother’s easy use of the slang phrase. And her mother was like a younger woman in other ways, particularly her appearance. Babs was not yet fifty, or not admitting it, and looked forty—late thirties on a good day—thanks to discreet vacations at a Costa Rica resort-cum-clinic.

“Thank you. It will be everything I’ve ever dreamed of,” Sophie had said, kissing her mother. “Do you think we can shoot for a date in early November?”

“Darling girl, I could pull this whole thing together for next Saturday. Call Will and let’s get going!”

It was only later that Sophie realized one of her mother’s reasons for the small guest list was to limit the invitations for the groom’s family. Georgia was a good-size state.

And so it was that on November 8, a brilliantly sunny Saturday, Sophie and Will exchanged vows with the glistening waters of the Sound as a backdrop. Uncle Paul gave Sophie away, Will’s stepbrother, Randall, was Will’s best man, and Sophie’s cousin Autumn Proctor was her self-styled “best woman.” There were no doves, but there were other white birds: terns and seagulls circled overhead, their cries reminding Sophie of Maine—and the way Will and she had met. She’d squeezed her husband’s arm as they were showered with rose petals, making their way across the broad front lawn to the reception. In her other hand, Sophie clutched the nosegay bouquet Babs had designed: soft peach roses, mock orange, stephanotis, and shiny deep-green magnolia leaves. The only beading she wore was a Juliet cap of seed pearls on her dark hair. The long-sleeved ivory satin gown ended in filmy lace cuffs, its sole adornment. Will’s preferred attire was casual veering toward grunge, but he wore a tux today and had even agreed to socks. What was it with Southern men and bare feet? Sophie had wondered throughout her Savannah visit. Not a bad look for most, but still . . .

Firmly rejecting her friend and caterer Faith Fairchild’s offer to provide the comestibles—insisting she be a guest—Sophie had accepted the offer from the Reverend Thomas Fairchild, Faith’s husband, to perform the ceremony, which he had done so beautifully most eyes were moist. As a teen on Sanpere Sophie had babysat for the Fairchild children, Ben and Amy, now teens themselves. The dramatic events of last summer had forged the friendship into a lifelong bond, one especially tight between Sophie and Faith.

A week later Sophie Maxwell Maxwell was again walking side by side with her beloved—on Georgia’s Tybee Island beach at dusk, marveling that it was November and she didn’t need a jacket. She’d be getting out the down coat designed by a Michelin Man were she still up north.

It was the last night of their honeymoon. Having taken the whole summer off, Will needed to catch up on work and suggested Tybee, a short thirty-minute commute from downtown, as an alternative to somewhere far away. Sophie had readily agreed. They had their whole lives for trips farther afield. And it had been a magical week. She fell in love with Tybee the moment she drove across the bridge past the shrimp boats and long marshes surrounding the tidal inlets. The feeling grew as Will drove by the island’s brightly colored houses, lush tropical yards filled with eclectic artwork—and cars never besmirched by salted icy roads. Will had eagerly pointed out favorite spots and kept up a running commentary on the island’s history, starting with his grandparents’ stories of how they used to take the train out for dances at the old pavilion on the beach.

“Tybee is synonymous with a way of life around here. I guess it’s a lot like the good part of the 1960s. Tybee people march to a different drummer. Always have and I hope always will.”

Uncle Paul had given them his treasured vintage sports car, a 1973 Triumph Stag. It had supplied the occasion for their first meeting and it was only fitting that this should be the honeymoon car now. They hadn’t had to put the top up once since Will had steered them into the driveway of one of the island’s raised cottages. It looked like a house on stilts, something out of a folktale, Sophie thought.

While her new husband went into work, Sophie spent her days exploring, but first, at Will’s insistence, sharing an early breakfast at The Breakfast Club on Butler Avenue, Tybee’s main drag. Each morning Will tried to entice his bride into trying his favorite, “Helen’s Solidarity AKA The Grill Cleaner’s Special”: diced potatoes, house-made Polish sausage, green peppers, and onions tossed on the hot griddle; two scrambled eggs, topped with melted Monterey Jack and American cheese; grits; and toast. Sophie had opted for other choices, twice the French toast made from the kitchen’s own cinnamon raisin challah bread. Will had had to finish her helpings, even after his plate was clean. He was what was known as a “big, hungry boy” and never seemed to put an ounce on his tall, lanky frame.

Will had taken today off, their last day before heading back to the start of married life for real. They’d slept in, then not slept in, finally getting out of bed to lounge on the screened-in porch that overlooked the yard and was surrounded by live oaks dripping with Spanish moss. Sophie thought it was the most romantic plant she had ever seen, soft cascades like veils—maybe more Miss Havisham’s than the Duchess of Cambridge’s and even more mysterious at night filtering the moonlight. The moss was an “air plant” Will told her: it fed itself and wasn’t a parasite like kudzu, or bittersweet in New England. When she had started to gather some to bring inside to arrange in a basket, he’d laughed and told her while harmless itself, it could harbor spiders, mice, and other critters Sophie might not want around.

Reluctantly leaving the house that had become home in a short period of time, they’d spent the rest of the day at the black-and-white-striped Tybee Lighthouse, towering far, far above the palm trees, and at the nearby Tybee Museum at Fort Screven—both things Will had planned for them to do that they hadn’t gotten around to so far. After Lucile’s Fish Po’ Boys at Sting Ray’s, another item on his list, they headed back and packed a basket for the beach. By the time they got there, the late afternoon sun was waning and the tide was turning. They kicked off their flip-flops and walked across the sand toward the incoming waves. By Maine standards the water was balmy, but Savannahians weren’t swimming much this late in the year, and they had the beach to themselves.

“Happy, darling?” Will asked, pulling Sophie close.

She kissed him in reply, marveling at how comfortable she felt with this man—and safe. She kissed him harder and ran her hands up the back of the loose linen shirt he was wearing. His skin was warm. She felt her body respond, embracing him even closer, wanting to melt into him. He lifted her into his arms and ran back to the blanket they had spread out in a sheltered part of the beach. In the growing darkness, neither needed to say a word. Later, as she reached for her hastily discarded clothes, Sophie said, “In answer to that question of yours, very happy, darling.”

Will popped the champagne they’d brought and they watched the moon begin to rise.

“I wish we could stay longer,” Sophie said. “Somewhere in the neighborhood of forever. I love the house in the treetops.”

“We can come back soon. There are more pretty cottages we can use when they’re not rented. Gloria’s late husband’s family was very savvy when it came to real estate and got in early out here and in town.”

Sophie knew this and was grateful. Gloria was Will’s stepmother, and a cousin of hers had offered the Tybee house they were using. Further, until the newlyweds found their own place, they’d be living in a house near the river in the historic district that Gloria herself owned and was renovating for resale.

Will hadn’t wanted to tie themselves down with a rental lease. He wanted his bride to get to know the area before deciding where they should live. “Doesn’t have to be in the heart of town,” he’d said. “Maybe out on Skidaway Island. I kind of like the notion of crossing the Moon River to get home.” He’d hummed a few bars of the Johnny Mercer classic and Sophie thought how much luckier she was than Holly Golightly. Forget breakfast at Tiffany’s; grits and eggs at The Breakfast Club was what she preferred. Breakfast anywhere—just so long as it was with Will.

Faith Fairchild had read somewhere that as you got older time seemed to pass faster, which didn’t make sense—wouldn’t time slow down as you did? But as she approached a milestone birthday (happily still not until spring) time did seem to be passing more quickly. For instance, what happened to fall? There were still things in the ironing basket from the summer on Sanpere. And—to be absolutely truthful—at the bottom, there were kids’ things in the basket that only her future grandchildren would be able to fit into, as well as several damask tablecloths and napkins that she kept meaning to get to. Now, with the autumn months almost over, the Fairchilds were once again lurching into the holidays. This was always a tough time for clerical families, as Faith well remembered from her own childhood. Like her father, the Reverend Lawrence Sibley, Tom was in constant demand, not only for all those extra services that went with the gig, but also to tend to the members of his flock suffering from depression and loneliness, intensified by the jollity of the season.

Have Faith, Faith’s catering firm, was also busy, swamped with jobs. In addition to her longtime partner, Niki Theodopoulos, Faith had hired her part-time assistant Tricia Phelan to work full-time until January. Thanksgiving was still a week away, but they were busy making hors d’oeuvres that froze well, like phyllo triangles with various fillings, bite-size crab cakes, and both veggie and nonveggie pot stickers. As for Turkey Day, that was a meal Faith always loved to cook, and this year with her mother-in-law, Marian, fully recovered from heart surgery, Faith would be offering up more than her usual hearty thanks for the blessings in her life as she passed around her chestnut stuffing, giblet gravy, mashed potatoes, and the brussels sprouts with toasted walnuts that she had managed to convince her father-in-law to eat by not telling him what they were. “Love these cute little cabbage things,” he’d announced after his first taste of the much-maligned vegetable. In addition to the Fairchild clan, neighbors Patsy and Will Avery with their children, Kianna and Devon, had been joining them for the last several years. Besides the excellent company they provided, Patsy brought her sweet potato pie (see recipe), which was everyone’s favorite dessert, trumping apple and pumpkin. Patsy had had to bring two last year, along with plenty of her special family recipe for the caramel pecan sauce to pour on top.

As she worked in the catering kitchen alongside the others, Faith was nagged by the thought that although it had been a good fall for the rest of the family, it hadn’t been for her daughter, Amy.

A moment later, Niki seemed to have read her partner’s mind. “Are things going better for Amy at school?”

Faith sighed. “Not really. She’s still clinging to her old friends and we’ve had to limit her Skype time with Daisy out in California—the Proctor girl she made friends with last summer.” The Fairchilds had been given sound advice when son Ben was Amy’s age to move computers to public spaces like the kitchen. An adult presence made kids pause before hitting the button that would send something into cyberspace—and possibly all over the globe.

“I may be the mother of a toddler,” Niki said, “and a toddler that is adding years to my own every day—Sofia swallowed a paper clip Sunday, and the books do not tell you what to do about that; you just wait, by the way—but I am not so far removed from adolescence that I don’t recall what hell it was. Even my mother, who as you know is the queen of clichés, didn’t dare say they were the best years of my life. We have a no-brainer here. Clinging to her old friends means Amy’s surrounded by people who don’t want to be her new ones. You know what I’m saying—Mean Girls!”

Faith nodded. “Unfortunately too true. I’m still so mad at the superintendent I don’t trust myself to take the shortcut home through the school department parking lot. Her car has a vanity plate that says ‘super,’ and I’ve always got keys in my pocketbook.”

At the end of August the Fairchilds had been notified that due to redistricting, Amy would be going to the other middle school in town, not the one where all the kids she’d been with since kindergarten through sixth grade would be attending. Assuming it was a mistake, as Amy was one of the only ones being transferred, and the only girl, Faith had called the school department. She’d gotten nowhere with anyone—“No exceptions.” Unable to stand her daughter’s tears, she’d made an appointment to meet with the superintendent, driving the five hours down to Aleford from Sanpere, sure that she would be able to make the educator see what this kind of change would mean for an almost thirteen-year-old. The superintendent didn’t, and Faith grew even angrier when it was pointed out that Amy should have been going to a different school, as should Ben, all these years. The school district boundary ran through the old graveyard between the parsonage and the church. Faith had started to lose her temper at the super’s recalcitrance, suggesting pointedly that maybe they should move Amy’s bedroom to a spot among the tombstones, which fell in her old district, so she could stay where she was. The superintendent was as firm as the granite markers. “We can’t bend the rules for anyone. Amy will get over it. This is a perfect opportunity for your daughter to broaden her friendship pool,” were her parting words. Faith’s were muttered out of earshot in the hallway.

The “friendship pool” had proved to be filled with piranhas. Niki was right. “Mean” didn’t come close. One day Amy had stormed into the kitchen after school, grabbed her laptop from a shelf, and deleted something on her Facebook timeline. Faith hadn’t seen what had been posted, but Ben said it was pretty bad. Stuff about watching Amy salute the flag during assembly, how maybe she needed to move her hand farther up toward her shoulder.

“The worst part,” Faith continued, “is that there isn’t anything I can do about it. Thank goodness for Girl Scouts. Most of the troop is from her old school.”

“‘Mean Girls’ tend to be interested in things other than merit badges and selling cookies,” Niki said. “Things like stealing each other’s boyfriends, shoplifting expensive cosmetics, and nowadays doing as much damage as possible to their prey with social media.”

Tricia joined them after finishing a tray of ham and cheese puff pastry squares. “Do you know who the girls are? Usually there’s one queen bee and the others do what she says so they won’t end up targets. I’m not suggesting you call their parents—that would be the kiss of death. But Scott has friends who would be more than happy to help out—nothing extreme, but say a whiff of death?”

It was a welcome touch of humor, and Faith found it an extremely attractive notion for a few seconds. Tricia’s husband, Scott, Faith’s longtime friend and the person who helped her solve a murder many years ago, owned a body shop in Byford, the next town.

“I’ll keep it in mind but will get on your other suggestion—finding out who the ringleader is—right away. Aleford’s a small town. And I have my methods.”

Niki shook her head slowly back and forth. “She’s screwed until high school. Two more years. Sorry, Faith. Think you might want to go for the graveyard idea you told me about. An igloo is a legal dwelling, right?”

Sophie’s father-in-law, Anson, had kept the family law firm’s name, Maxwell & Maxwell, after his father died, expecting that Will, who was finishing up at Duke’s law school at the time, would be joining him. The firm was good-size, and its excellent reputation was not limited to Savannah and Chatham County. Anson gave his son time, waiting while Will went into the Peace Corps, even bragging on him—“Every family needs a do-gooder.” But when Will came back and announced he was going to be a private investigator, his father was not so understanding. He made his disappointment clear, but as the years went by he’d gotten over it. “Wouldn’t have worked out anyway. Too much alike—independent cusses.”

Eventually, Anson’s stepson, Randall, joined the firm fresh out of UGA’s law school. Randall’s reason for choosing the university—undergrad as well—largely centered on being close to the Bulldogs, the school’s beloved football team. When he married Carlene, a former cheerleader, no one was surprised at his choice of a red dress shirt under his tux or her bouquet of red roses as big as pom-poms. Team spirit prevailed down to the favors: china replicas of Uga, the team mascot, with BULLDOGS, RANDY, AND CARLENE FOREVER baked into the glaze of the distinctive white English breed.

When Will brought Sophie to meet her future in-laws, Anson had been delighted to learn that she had specialized in intellectual property when she was practicing in New York. He’d placed her on his right at the family dinner to welcome her, which took place at Gloria’s family home, Bells Mills, a short drive west of the city. Bells Mills looked to Sophie like something straight from the pages of Gone with the Wind, complete with pillars, verandas, and Spanish moss so thick it created a canopy above the long drive leading to the house. The house itself was all that was left of what had been a rice plantation, and although, Will had explained in private, Gloria would have you believe the first bit of tabby—the oyster shell, lime, sand, and water building material—was laid by an ancestor who sailed with Oglethorpe on the Anne in 1733, the place dated only to the late 1800s.

Sophie had loved it all. She had reveled in the easy back and forth of conversation around the table and the sense of kinship, something she had never had. And she would try to get used to sweet tea. Will’s accent had become noticeably thicker than it had been in Maine, and his endearments were peppered with “shug” and “darlin’” now.

Over dessert (the best banana pudding Sophie had ever tasted) Anson announced that he had double-checked what he’d hoped—that Sophie’s New York license to practice law was good in Georgia—and offered her a job. “You’d be doing me a favor—and Gloria. We’re spending more time out here and less in town. And the firm really would be Maxwell and Maxwell again.”

Will had warned her that his father had been thinking about all this, so Sophie’d had time to think, too. She knew she wanted to get back to work—she’d missed it—and this seemed ideal. Maxwell & Maxwell didn’t currently have anyone with her expertise, so she wouldn’t be treading on any toes. She’d said yes.

When they returned from Tybee, Sophie found herself settling into married life with an ease she didn’t know she possessed. She knew she’d always miss parts of her Big Apple life and she’d enjoy going back to see her mother. Yet she didn’t miss the pressure, the crazy hours, or the crowded subway. The house they were staying in was a short walk to the law firm’s offices on Chippewa Square, and both were close to the office Will rented on Drayton Street staffed with a part-time secretary, Coralee Jones. Walking past the houses in the historic district with many plants still blooming, thanks to Savannah’s ten-month growing season, was a much better way to start the workday than the litter and cold gray skies that had typically greeted her in New York this time of year.

Sophie was a coffee, yogurt, and fruit quick-breakfast person, so Will returned to his habit of stopping by Clary’s for his more ample, leisurely fare. In addition, he said, time spent there was a necessity in his line of work. If they weren’t talking about it at the venerable café on Abercorn, it hadn’t happened yet. After work, the two met in the middle of Chippewa by Oglethorpe’s statue, which Sophie pointed out was the work of New Englander Daniel Chester French, before going to dinner at the Sapphire Grill, the Olde Pink House, the 17Hundred90 Inn and Restaurant, or out of town to Pearl’s for hush puppies and seafood. Will had insisted they consider the whole month, or more, a honeymoon.

“I know you’re a good cook,” he’d said when Sophie protested, saying she could make dinner for them. “I don’t think I’ve ever eaten as well as I did last summer when you were in charge of The Birches’s kitchen. But eating out is part of your initiation into our way of life here.”

Sophie stopped objecting and vowed instead to start running off the biscuit-and-honey, fried-green-tomato-type calories she was happily consuming. Besides, she enjoyed being outside. The whole city was especially festive, decked out for the holidays. Will had been telling her about the Savannah Boat Parade of Lights since the summer. When the Saturday after Thanksgiving finally arrived and Sophie saw the fifty or so boats trimmed with lights go up and down the river, nautical jewels against the dark night, she oohed and aahed louder than everyone—especially when the sky exploded in fireworks. Savannah was a party every day, all year long.

Most weeks they went out to Bells Mills for Sunday dinner, getting to know yet more relatives, including Will’s stepsister Patty Sue. She had left just after the wedding for a long visit to her Agnes Scott roommate. “I’m not sure she would have married Jeff if she’d have known he’d up and take a job so far from home!” she’d told Sophie. “She’s perishing, so of course I had to go cheer her up. We had the best time ever at the beach.”

When Sophie asked her where her friend lived, expecting something like San Diego, she was surprised—and not surprised—to learn the place of exile was Jacksonville, about two hours south.

Patty Sue worked at a local art gallery, an employer that seemed extremely lenient when it came to time off, as well as long lunch hours, as Sophie discovered when Patty Sue asked her to meet her “for a bite” at The Collins Quarter. She’d greeted Sophie on the appointed day and led her to a large communal table at the back of the restaurant, which was new and already famed for its Australian coffee. Sophie assumed it was like Mrs. Wilkes Dining Room, where you shared a table with other diners. In fact the choice was to make room for all of Patty Sue’s friends who soon drifted in. The “bite” was moving well into the second hour when Sophie left to go back to work. The food had been excellent—Sophie had ordered the smashed avocado on toast with feta, cherry tomatoes, sesame seeds, and see-through radish slices, all of it in a presentation almost too pretty to eat. Nobody else was leaving, drinking more coffee and, in some cases, wine. Patty Sue had been gracious about introducing Sophie, but it was the one place so far where she had distinctly felt like the outsider she was. Judging from their gossip, all the other women had known one another forever, either starting in kindergarten at St. Vincent’s or Country Day and moving on to make their debuts at the Christmas Cotillion. It wasn’t that they were rude; they just ignored her.

They were certainly a well-heeled bunch, Sophie observed. Their clothes did not resemble their New York counterparts—not black, for one thing—except in what they had cost. Patty Sue’s salary at the gallery surely would not have covered her Longchamp leather bag, or the Tory Burch flats she was wearing. She was living in the carriage house behind her parents’ house near Monterey Square, so no worries about rent, but even so she must be getting a nice allowance—or have a very lucrative paper route. Sophie hadn’t seen the carriage house, or the main house, but she was sure both were as beautifully decorated as Bells Mills. Gloria definitely had a talent for decor, although she had explained to Sophie that “most of my treasures are family heirlooms.” Anson had overheard the remark and teased her—“Conveniently stored in Mr. Raskin’s shop on Bull Street, I believe.”

Sophie was very happy living in Gloria’s current project. It would be perfect for them, but they would be looking for something way less expensive. She secretly hoped it would take Gloria many more months to finish the house and put it on the market.

On her way out of the restaurant, she passed a woman who had entered and was waving at the table Sophie had just left. They exchanged smiles—another thing not like New York that Sophie had come to like.

The woman moved quickly toward the short stairs leading to the dining area in the rear. She was beautiful. Her pale blond hair was smoothed back from her flawless ivory skin in a French twist, and she looked like Grace Kelly. Her chic white linen suit didn’t have a single wrinkle. The only note of color was a turquoise choker, the beads a perfect match for her eyes.

Sophie stepped aside to let a party of four through the door and heard someone at the table greet the new arrival.

“Hey, Miss Laura, you just missed the Yankee who stole your man!”

Patty Sue called that night. Sophie’s first thought upon hearing her sister-in-law’s voice was that Patty Sue had somehow realized Sophie had overheard the remark in the restaurant, but that wasn’t why she was calling.

“Have you got a dress for the shindig Mom and Dad are giving for you?”

Since so many friends and relatives had not attended the wedding, the Maxwells had planned a reception at their house in town to celebrate the nuptials. Once she saw the engraved invitations that went out, Sophie realized this was not going to be a simple meet and greet with cups of Savannah’s signature cocktail—Chatham Artillery Punch, concocted first in the late 1700s, a truly lethal combination of rum, brandy, rye whiskey, gin, Benedictine, green tea, oranges, lemons, Catawba wine, brown sugar, and maraschino cherries all allowed to ferment for weeks before champagne was added and the whole thing poured over ice in a large punch bowl—with or without a pinch of gunpowder!

No, Anson and Gloria were throwing a party in keeping with Savannah’s nickname, “The Hostess City”—and they didn’t mean Twinkies.

“I thought I’d wear the dress I wore for my rehearsal dinner. You may remember—it’s a pretty, deep-rose-colored satin sheath. Since the party is during the holidays I thought it would work.” She wanted to add that Will loved her in it so much he never left it on for long. So there, “Miss Laura.”

“Oh, honey, I do recall that dress. It was pretty.” Patty Sue’s emphasis on the word spoke volumes—deadly dull ones. “I have a suggestion. It’s part of an old tradition we have here for dos like this, perfect for your introduction to Savannah society.”

Good Lord, Sophie thought, was she going to have to wear a sash and long white kid gloves. “What is it?” she asked. “I know the party’s important.”

“Important! Might could be the most important of your life here. And everybody’s talking about it, especially the people Mama didn’t invite. Meet me tomorrow at the house—I don’t think you’ve been there unless Will has given you a tour and you should see it before the big day in any case. We’ll look at all the portraits and our little dressmaker can copy one of the gowns. There are a few brides. That would be perfect if one strikes you!”

“So the tradition is to dress up as one of your ancestresses? Or one by marriage in my case.”

“I knew you’d get it. Obviously your mama didn’t raise any stupid children!” Patty Sue gave a laugh that sounded partly like a snort. Sophie had heard it before, especially at lunch today.

“Well, my mama only raised me, so I don’t know about how she would have done with any others. Anyway she’s coming to the party, and this dress idea is just the kind of thing she loves,” Sophie said.

“Shhh,” Patty Sue cautioned. Sophie was positive she was putting her finger to her lips. “We want to surprise everybody. It’s going to be so much fun!”

She agreed to meet Patty Sue the next day at the house, which Will hadn’t had a chance to show her yet, forgoing lunch. As she hung up, Sophie felt more excited than she had previously about the party. Adopting the tradition would give her a kind of armor and maybe the attendees would forget Sherman’s March for the duration of the evening.

“What was all that about?” Will asked. “It was my sister, right?”

“Nothing much. Just some details about the party.”

His face lit up. “Your first Savannah party and you’ll finally get a taste of what I’ve been talking about! I guarantee it’s a night you’ll remember for the rest of your life.”

Sophie grinned. Indeed, one of the first things Will had shared with her about the place he loved was the saying “In Charleston when they meet you they ask who your people are. In Savannah we ask what you’ll have to drink.” He’d also explained what he pointed out was a very civilized tradition that actually kept public drinking from getting out of hand—the “to-go cup.” If you were over twenty-one, you could walk the streets of downtown sipping your favorite potable from an open no-more-than-sixteen-ounce Styrofoam or plastic cup. “No broken glass, metal cans on the streets,” he’d said. “No one trying to drink from a paper bag from a much larger bottle.” It did make a certain kind of sense, Sophie thought, and explained the stack of cups she saw at the end of the city’s bars, convenient for people to grab—and go. To be a Savannahian meant an innate ability to make merry.

“You’ll be the belle of the ball,” Will said, sweeping her into his arms and twirling her around the room for an impromptu waltz.

Thanksgiving had been a warm and wonderful time for Faith, except for the perennial thorn in her side that was her daughter. When they went around the table, each saying briefly what they were thankful for—a tradition started by the Averys the year they adopted their children—Amy sat mute, finally mumbling that she was thankful she didn’t have school the next day.

Faith had consulted her neighbor Pix Miller, who was her guide in all things parental, as well as Alefordian. She thought of her dear friend much as Lewis and Clark must have regarded Sacajawea. Pix had been as furious with the superintendent as Faith but told her that Aleford administrators had a long history of never ceding to a parent’s demands for a student to be moved to another school or class. “It’s the fear of opening the floodgates, and I’m sorry to say they’re probably right.” Having been shocked at her first parent night when Ben was in kindergarten by a parent’s request for the name of a spelling tutor for her child, Faith was forced to agree. Aleford parents were a tough bunch with high expectations.

Faith had pried the name of the ringleader from Amy—Cassie Arnold—but it wasn’t a family she or Pix knew. Eventually her own work demands and the impending holidays forced her to shelve the matter, counting herself lucky that she was able to get Amy out of bed and to school each day, an increasingly difficult task.

Ben had informed them that he did not want anything for Christmas except cash or a check and to please tell all his relatives the same. His French class was going to spend ten days after Christmas with families in Aleford’s twin town outside Paris—Faith was having trouble envisioning such a place, but her French friends were all crazy for what they called “mapple syrup,” so perhaps such a twin did exist—and the students were required to raise some of the money for the trip themselves in another one of those life lessons that adults think kids need. Faith wasn’t against the principle but the timing. Although she was forgoing such holiday tasks as making a replica of Chartres in gingerbread, she, and all the other mothers she knew, were stretched to the limit without having to dream up fund-raising schemes for their offspring. She readily fell in with Ben’s plan but said he had to write the letters—snail not e-mail—and explain this sudden mercenary streak.

Sophie Maxwell had sent Tom and Faith an invitation to a formal party her in-laws were giving for the newlyweds with a note saying she knew the Fairchilds couldn’t come but she wanted them to feel included. Since she’d moved to Savannah, Sophie had been in touch by text and e-mail, with the occasional phone call, and Faith was delighted that the young woman was finding happiness in her new home. She was reminded of the huge adjustment she’d had to make when she left her native Manhattan for Aleford. The quiet at night with only a cricket or bullfrog breaking the stillness had driven her mad at first. She’d grown up lulled to sleep by the sounds of sirens, horns, and sometimes shouts on the Upper East Side that were even louder when she got her own apartment on the other side of the park. Plus it was New England—they definitely did things differently there. After all these years, though, the place had grown on her like the mosses on the proverbial old manse. She could but hope that Sophie would find similar joy in all those garlands of Spanish moss where she was now.

Sophie was. The Maxwells’ house in town looked spectacular. The crystal chandeliers seemed to be made of diamonds, not glass, and enormous holiday flower arrangements filled the rooms with a heavenly fragrance. Bells Mills had supplied the mistletoe, holly, and other greens. No tree yet, in order to make room for the guests, but shiny gold and silver ornaments trimmed the mantels.

Gloria had handed Sophie a flute of champagne and sent her upstairs to dress an hour earlier and now she was ready. She could hear the guests gathered in the enormous foyer at the bottom of the long curved staircase, a happy murmur that rose and fell. A pianist was playing Johnny Mercer songs—of course.

The portrait Patty Sue had particularly pointed out was the one Sophie had been drawn to as well. It was of a very beautiful early twentieth-century bride, and Sophie thought the painter might have been a student of John Singer Sargent. The loose brushstrokes and color that seemed to glow from within looked like his work. Whoever she was—Patty Sue didn’t know—was standing tall and looked both happy and a bit shy. The dress seemed to be made of white satin or silk and had a small train with sleeves fashionably puffed to the elbow that showed off the woman’s graceful arms. The bodice was covered with a bib of what Sophie recognized as openwork lace, an elegant kind of tatting that may have been the bride’s own work. Her hair was dressed like a Gibson girl’s, and Sophie, who had kept her own very similar dark locks shoulder length, thought she could imitate the style. But where could she get the lace? The rest of the dress would not be difficult to copy.

When she mentioned the dilemma to Patty Sue, her sister-in-law had a ready answer. “Oh, there’s boxes of that stuff in the attic. Anson’s family has lived here forever and never throws anything away. You might have to bleach it, but I’m sure you can find something. I have to run back to work, but I’ll show you how to get into the attic—stairs, no ladder and nothing spooky, don’t worry. The boxes should be labeled ‘linens and lace trim.’”

Will had never mentioned that this was his family home, Sophie realized. His mother had died when he was fifteen, and soon after, his father married Gloria, who had lost her husband the year before. The two couples had been friends.

After Patty Sue reassured her several times that it was “just fine” to poke around the attic and take some lace, she’d left. Sophie located the boxes stacked next to the door with ease and found a large piece that would work perfectly.

The seamstress took the photo Sophie had snapped of the portrait, and the trim, promising the dress in time for the party. Now, looking at herself in the cheval glass in the bedroom, Sophie wasn’t sure whether she was looking at herself or the woman in the portrait. The seamstress had worked magic. She was clasping her wedding pearls—a gift from Babs and Ed—around her neck, the final touch, when Will walked in.

“Shug, people are getting restless even with liquor flowing like the Savannah River in flood season.”

Smiling in expectation as she moved toward him, Sophie thought she had never felt more beautiful, or more in love.

What happened next remained a blur for many days. First Will froze, his face drained of color. Then the blood rushed back in, turning his expression into an angry mask. He crossed the distance between them in two rapid steps and began pulling at the gown.

“What the hell are you playing at?” he said in a voice she had never heard. “Get this off!”

Sophie’s necklace snapped and pearls rolled to the floor.

“What’s wrong?” she shrieked. “The dress? What is it?”

Will was trying in vain to find a zipper, but the dress was done up the back with tiny satin-covered buttons. She felt and heard the fabric rip.

“Hush! Do you want the whole city to hear you? I’ll go stall. Find something, anything else to wear!”

“But, Will!” Sophie was sobbing now. “What is it? What did I do?”

“You’re wearing my grandmother’s wedding dress. Quite a trick, since after a horrific battle with the Grim Reaper, she was laid to rest in Bonaventure Cemetery wearing it.”








CHAPTER 2

Sophie collapsed onto the floor, the gown a tattered mess beneath her. Will had left the door open, and she could hear him addressing the group below.

“Have another round, everyone. My Yankee bride has already adopted our Savannah habit of never being on time. She’s doing some last-minute primping. Y’all know how women are.”

Again, Sophie had never heard her husband use that tone of voice. It was as if some sort of alien had snatched her Will, replacing him with someone she didn’t know—or much like. She did know one thing, however. There was no way she was going to appear at the party.

“What the hell is going on? What are you doing on the floor?”

It was Mother.

Babs closed the door behind her and crouched down next to her daughter. “Are you ill? And what on earth are you wearing?”

Sophie started crying again. She supposed she had been in shock before, unable to move or make a sound. Now it was as if she was reliving the scene over and over.

“Stop that crying! You’re obviously not sick. I didn’t hear what Will was saying just now, but when you were taking so long to make your grand entrance I knew something must be wrong, so I came up the back stairs. And that’s the way I’m going to leave as soon as we get you dressed in, well, anything else.”

“She said it was a custom here!” Sophie wailed. “And Will was so angry!”

“You can tell me all about it later. You have a party to attend, remember?”

“I’m not going! Wild horses wouldn’t drag me down those stairs.”

Wild horses may not have been able to drag Sophie Maxwell down to the throng of eagerly waiting partygoers, but Babs was more than up to the task.

“Wash your face and redo your makeup. And take your hair down. It looks ridiculous. Did you think it was a costume party? No, not now,” she fumed as Sophie seemed about to speak again. “We’re lucky I’m staying here with Gloria and Anson. I’ll get a more appropriate outfit. Fortunately I remembered they don’t wear black down here unless they’re art students, so you won’t give them that to talk about. Seems like there’s enough to fuel the gossip mill as it is. And, daughter dearest, if you blow this off it will be the end of you so far as Savannah is concerned. You’ll have to move, possibly to another continent.” She yanked Sophie to her feet and pushed her toward the bathroom.

Sophie removed the dress, which had started to feel like a shroud. Her mother was back soon with a flask and a Chanel turquoise silk sheath. The two women were the same size, although Sophie was a few inches taller. Babs had maintained her girlish figure with the help of Canyon Ranch and Pilates.

“Drink this. If nothing else, it will put some roses in your cheeks.”

Sophie tilted the flask and almost choked as straight bourbon filled her mouth.

“Here.” Babs fastened the diamond necklace she had been wearing around her daughter’s neck. “And you might as well have this, too.” She fastened the matching bracelet around Sophie’s slim wrist. “At least they’ll see you have good jewelry. Mind you, I want it back after tonight. Now, I’ll go get Will. And Sophie, take it from me—whatever happened between you two tonight isn’t going to get straightened out here. You love him dearly and he loves you, so take his arm, walk down that absurdly Southern movie set staircase, and smile for the camera.”

“Give me another shot of that bourbon first,” Sophie said.

“Don’t they make a fine couple!” Anson Maxwell said, holding his glass high. “Please join me in a toast to the bride and groom.” He gave Sophie a big kiss and added, “I couldn’t be more tickled. Gained a daughter-in-law and a partner-in-law!” He laughed at his own pun as Sophie was engulfed by well-wishers.

Will hadn’t said a word as he took her arm before descending the staircase. She kept her own mouth shut, too. The bourbon, or maybe a heavy dose of righteous indignation, had swept all of her hesitation about the party firmly away. Damn it, she would hold her head high and show everyone that this Yankee bride knew how to party. If her husband was suddenly going to talk like a “good ol’ boy,” then she’d play along.

Thank goodness for Mother’s bling, she thought. As she moved among the crowd she heard several not too sotto voce comments about the plainness of her dress—“You’d think she’d wear something fancier. It looks like an outfit my mother would wear” was just one remark she picked up. Compared with what the other women were wearing, she was like a wren among peacocks. She also picked up several remarks about how late she had been—“What all could have been keeping her? I was beginning to think we had a Runaway Bride!”

Inevitably she came face-to-face with Patty Sue, who air kissed her cheek. “Such a sweet color on you, darlin’,” Patty Sue said. She was wearing red, the exact same hue that Sophie’s previously maligned rehearsal dress had been, except this number was cut almost to the navel in front and cinched tight at the waist before billowing out in a bouffant three-quarters-length skirt. She’d been hitting the Chatham Artillery Punch, Sophie suspected; her face was flushed and her speech ever so slightly slurred.

They were standing in front of the portrait of the woman Sophie now knew was Will’s grandmother and, she realized, Uncle Paul McAllister’s sister. She so wished he was here, for protection, and even more for information. Unfortunately Paul was on an extended trip to British friends living in Singapore, and since they’d planned to go on from there to other parts of Asia, he would be impossible to reach for weeks.

She’d let Patty Sue steer her toward the portrait, knowing it was no accident. “Beautiful. I wonder who she is?” Sophie commented coolly.

“Aurora McAllister Maxwell. Will’s grandmother. She came to this house as a bride.” Patty Sue’s memory had come back it seemed. “You do recall when we were here a couple of weeks ago looking at it, how I told you about the tradition of wearing your bridal gown for formal events the first year after the wedding? Not too many do nowadays, but it’s a nice custom.”

“I’m sure it is.” Sophie tried not to choke on her words. The desire to grab her sister-in-law by the neck and strangle her was almost overwhelming. “I wanted something new for this wonderful party, though.”

A waiter approached with an assortment of drinks on a silver tray and Sophie took a glass of champagne, avoiding the punch.
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