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Chapter 1

Sarah

New York City

May 2013

THE EVENING HAD turned blue and soft, the way New York does in May, and I decided to walk to the book club and save the bus fare. According to Mimi’s Facebook message, the group was gathering at her apartment on Park Avenue, deep inside the plummy center of the Seventies—at least thirty minutes from my place on Riverside Drive—but I didn’t mind. I was a New Yorker, I could walk all day. Anyway, a brisk hike (so I told myself, scrolling through the Mimi message chain for the millionth time that afternoon) would settle my nerves.

I allowed myself plenty of time to get ready so I wouldn’t arrive late. Lateness was unprofessional, Mom used to tell me, dressed in her ladylike suit and smelling of Youth Dew and good manners. Select your outfit the night before, leave ten minutes early. All good advice. I’d already laid out a pair of indigo skinny jeans and a silk blouse, and I only changed my mind about the blouse twice. My favorite wedges, because they loaned me a few necessary inches without trading off my ability to walk. Collar necklace, hair in ponytail. You know, just the right kind of casual, threw-this-on-without-thinking elegance to set those Park Avenue yummy mummies back on their Louboutins.

The necklace itched my collarbone. I undid the ponytail, redid it. Changed necklace. Grabbed Kate Spade tote and tied Hermès scarf to handle. Took off scarf. Started to tie it back on and stopped, because the whole scarf-on-handbag look was kind of aspirational, wasn’t it? Or was I overthinking again? Checked my phone and realized I should have left five minutes ago.

So off I went, sprinting, as usual, across the Upper West Side and Central Park, lungs burning, ankles wobbling, while the softball games wound up noisily and the lovers met after work, hand in hand, heading for wine bars and tapas, for apartments and takeout. When I wasn’t in a hurry, when I was just strolling or even sitting on a bench, eating a hot dog with ketchup and mustard but no onion, I liked to study them, my fellow New Yorkers. I liked to pick someone out from the crowd, some man in a suit, loosening his tie, checking his watch. I tried to divine his life, his history, the peculiar secrets hidden in his past. Mom used to tell this story about the dinner parties they once had, before Dad left, and how I used to peek through the banister when I was supposed to be sleeping and watch the guests, and how in the morning I would bombard her with questions about them, who was married to whom, who did what for a living, who came from where and had how many siblings. And I used to think this story of hers was true. I used to think I was born for my career.

Now I wasn’t so sure. Not anymore, not while I galloped past Belvedere Castle, dodging baby strollers; not while the smell of Central Park filled my mouth, warm green leaves and hot dog stands, car exhaust and pavement stained with urine. The great metropolitan outdoors. On my left, the gray-beige spike of Cleopatra’s Needle loomed up, cornered by about a dozen tourists brandishing their selfie sticks, and the sight of them seized me with panic. I accelerated to a jog, then back to a speedwalk. When I burst through the gap to the horns and shouts of Fifth Avenue, I paused to check my phone and realized the panic I’d felt was genuine instinct: I’d misjudged the walking time. I was already eleven minutes late. All the other women would’ve arrived by now. Probably figured I’d flaked and felt pity for me. Upper East Side housewives always had their act together, checklists every morning neatly checked off by bedtime, and they couldn’t understand those who daydreamed and lost track of time, whose brains and lives could not be contained inside straight, organized lines.

Mimi hadn’t mentioned the cross street in her message, just the address on Park Avenue that suggested Seventies. I plunged across Fifth, weaving between two tour buses and into the path of an oncoming taxi. The driver laid on the horn. I reached the curb and dashed down Seventy-Ninth Street to Madison, waited for a gap in traffic, crossed Madison and tore east toward Park. A dogwalker blocked the sidewalk with six or seven pooches, ranging in size from a gray-and-white Havanese to an Irish wolfhound who belonged anywhere in the world except New York City. The Havanese lunged toward me like an old friend—I had this thing with dogs—and I thought, maybe I should be a dogwalker, maybe that’s my calling. Not this. Running down a sidewalk to a book club meeting, hoping I wasn’t too late for the hors d’oeuvres. I was counting on those hors d’oeuvres. Mimi probably catered from Yura or someplace equally exquisite. Checked phone. Fourteen minutes late.

Of course the building was all the way between Seventy-Second and Seventy-First. I counted down the numbers on the long green awnings, passed doorman after doorman, finally found the right digits. Checked them against Mimi’s message, just to be sure. When I looked up, a doorman in a sober black suit was staring at me. I straightened my back the way Mom used to make me and said, “Hi there? I’m here for the book club? Mimi Balfour? 8B? Sorry, I’m a little late!” Bright smile.

He smiled back, kind of sympathetic, hired help to hired help, and pulled open the bronze-grilled door. “Elevator’s right ahead,” he said.

* * *

I guess I should mention that I don’t know Mimi Balfour, not personally. We’ve never met. She sent me a message on my Facebook author page, explaining that her book club was reading Small Potatoes in May, she noticed I was a New Yorker from my bio, would I mind meeting with them. It was the kind of self-assured message that assumed my acceptance; opposite to the messages and emails I received from book clubs in the months after Small Potatoes was first published, when you couldn’t turn on the Today show or The View or Live with Kelly and Michael without watching me hold forth—brimming with wit and importance, taking Joy’s fascination and Michael’s flirtation for granted—about the Irish potato famine like I might break out in Gaelic any second. Remember those emails? The deference, the how busy you must be, the adored your book so much, the forever grateful. I passed them all on to my publicist, who picked out a few lucky winners and sent the rest my regrets and a helpful list of articles and interviews. No more than twice a month, I told her then. I just can’t fit any more into my schedule.

As the elevator rose slowly toward Mimi’s floor—how I loved old Candela buildings and their small, dignified lifts—I tried to recall the last time I visited a book club. A year ago, maybe. No. Longer. That group in Greenpoint, in the tiny apartment that smelled of cat food. There was a blizzard, and they canceled the meeting without bothering to tell me, so I turned up while the woman and her roommate were binge-watching House of Cards on the sofa with their cats. To her credit, she apologized. She’d just assumed no author in her right mind would venture out in that snowstorm. Made me some hot chocolate, offered me stale Tostitos, and asked what I was writing next. My favorite question. By the time I left, the subways had shut down, and I had to walk all the way back home in a pair of too-short Uggs, across the Williamsburg Bridge to Manhattan, crosstown and uptown while the snow bit my cheeks and piled on the sidewalks. Good times. How could I forget a night like that?

I stared at the bronze arrow, inching its way around the arc, and I told myself Mimi would be nothing like the cat food lady. There would be hors d’oeuvres for my empty stomach, wine for my empty soul. They would drench me with their enthusiasm for Small Potatoes. Everybody loved the book, once they read it. The trouble was, five years out from publication, not a lot of people did. Long ago were the days of that Boston school district that ordered Small Potatoes for the entire seventh grade and asked me to speak at the middle school assembly.

Floor six, floor seven. I rehearsed a few key bits from my stump speech in my head. That riff about the sheep always got a laugh.

Floor eight. The doors of the elevator parted, revealing a small cream-and-gold foyer. To the left, 8A. To the right, 8B. Only two apartments per floor in a building like this. Mimi’s husband was probably an investment banker or a hedge fund manager. Maybe a partner at one of those white-shoe corporate law firms. Wouldn’t that be nice, to have someone else worry about making all the money that kept you alive? I’d once had a fling with a hedgie. He was in his late thirties and stinking rich, a mathematical genius with a crass sense of humor, and also sort of handsome in a skinny, electric, thin-lipped way. That was a few months after Small Potatoes came out, when my celebrity writer cachet briefly eclipsed my Irish freckles and too-curly reddish-brown hair. Dinners at Daniel, sex at his sleek Tribeca loft, private cars taking us everywhere. I’d broken it off when I discovered he was also having flings with a couple of twenty-year-old Victoria’s Secret models, but maybe that was a rash decision, after all. I stepped forward and knocked on the door to 8B. Checked my phone a last time before sliding it into my tote. Nineteen minutes late.

The door opened. I half-expected a uniformed maid, but a tall, skinny, sharp-boned blonde stood before me, wearing white jeans, holding a glass of white wine, still giggling over some joke left behind.

I held out my hand. “Mimi? I’m so sorry—”

“Oh, hi! I’m Jen. Mimi’s in the living room. Are you Sarah? Oh my God, you look nothing like your author photo!”

“Sadly, you can’t take the makeup artist home with you,” I said, my standard answer. “I’m so sorry I—”

“Come on back,” she said, turning away. “Everyone’s dying to meet you.”

I realized, as I stepped after Jen into a massive paneled gallery painted in tasteful dove gray, that my silk blouse—bought during the days of plenty—was sticking to my skin. That I was still sweating from the mad dash across Manhattan, that my hair was wet at the temples, that my lungs were sucking wind. That my stomach was actually growling. I hadn’t eaten since breakfast. Figured I’d be feasting tonight, so why not save a few dollars? I lifted my hand and wiped the sleeve of my cardigan against the sides of my face, along the skin above my upper lip. Jen’s back wove in front of me, the bumps of her spine just visible underneath her snug navy tank. Her arms swung, improbably sleek. Probably a team of vigilant stylists kept every follicle on Jen’s body under immaculate control. Blond, thick, shining hair growing rampant on top and absolutely, positively, nowhere else.

The foyer opened into a formal-yet-contemporary living room, shades of gray accented in crimson, containing a pair of opposing sofas and a flock of chairs in coordinating upholstery, all of them occupied by straight-haired women in skeletal white jeans identical to Jen’s. Jen stepped aside and gestured to me with her wineglass. “I brought the author!” she trilled, and I realized she was already half-drunk, and I thought, For God’s sake, how much wine could you possibly drink in twenty minutes?

I waved my hand a little. “Hi, everyone! I’m so sorry—”

A woman rose from the left-hand sofa, a brunette in a turquoise trapeze top, anticipating summer. “Sarah! I’m Mimi. Wow, you look nothing like your author photo!”

Jen screeched, “I know, right? That’s what I said!”

“Sorry, I’m just a lip gloss and mascara girl in real life. And again, I apologize for being so late—”

Mimi checked her watch. “Oh my gosh, is it past seven already? Girls, we’ve been chatting for an hour and a half!”

Everybody laughed. On the coffee table lay a few trays of elegant tidbits. I spotted Lilliputian cheeseburgers crowned by single tiny sesame seeds, ceviche, some kind of bruschetta, guacamole furrowed by tracks from the blue corn tortilla chips in a bowl alongside. Glasses of white wine perched between fingers, and a Filipino woman in a uniform was refilling them methodically from a chilled bottle.

“I’ll bet you’re dying for a glass of wine, right?” said Mimi. “Angel, could you pour a glass for Miss Blake? And you can take all this back in the kitchen. You’re not hungry, are you, Sarah?”

“Actually—”

“Just bring out the cupcakes, Angel. And the wine for Miss Blake.” Mimi turned back to me and waved at a strange, high-backed wooden chair at the far end of the coffee table, painted in silver. “Sit! Omigod! This book! So amazing.”

I tottered to the silver chair and sank on the seat. Allowed my tote to slide to the floor. Before me, Angel scurried around the table, lifting trays of beautiful, untouched food. I started to reach for a miniature cheeseburger, but she went by too quickly, and I converted the gesture into a sleeve adjustment. “Thanks,” I said. “It came out of some research I did for my thesis—”

“What I loved,” Mimi said, “were all the stories of the Irish women immigrating to America. That really resonated with me. I’m totally Irish on my mother’s side. My great-grandmother was a maid, can you believe it?”

“Domestic service was one of the few occupations open to women and girls who—”

“Wait, your great-grandmother was a maid? Meems! I had no idea!” one of the women said.

“I know, right? To some family on the Upper East Side. I wish I knew where. Wouldn’t it be crazy if she worked in this building?” Mimi tossed her hair over her shoulder. “Anyway. Go on, Sarah.”

“Um. So there I was in Dublin on this research grant, seven or eight years ago, and I actually wasn’t studying the potato famine at all. I was researching the absentee landlords—Englishmen, basically, whose families had been granted land in Ireland, but they never lived there at all, just took all the rents from the tenant farmers and hired estate managers to oversee—thanks so much.” I snatched the glass of wine from Angel and sipped. The eyes of the women around me had taken on a polite, glassy sheen. Jen reached for her iPhone and skidded her thumb in quick strokes across the screen. I swallowed the wine and hurried on. “Anyway, blah blah, I came across this archive—”

“So when you’re doing your research,” one woman said, “do you ever, like, come across stuff that nobody else has seen? Or something really valuable, like a painting or whatever from a famous artist that was, like, lost or something?”

“Um, not exactly. It’s more like—”

“Oh, I totally saw something like that on a TV show once! It was like a da Vinci or like Michelangelo or something.”

“Yes! I saw that, too! And I was like, wow, that dealer could have totally screwed that guy over, like bought the painting for five bucks or whatever—”

“Wait!” Mimi held up her hand, palm out, like she was trying to stop traffic. “Girls. Come on. The author’s talking. So you were getting your master’s, right? What subject?”

“Doctorate, actually. History.”

“Oh, obvs!” She laughed. “Where did you go to school again, Sarah? Somewhere in New York, right?”

“Columbia. It’s in my bio? On the back of the book?” I looked around the room and realized, for the first time, that not one single copy of Small Potatoes lay on any of Mimi’s expensive surfaces. “Um, I don’t know if anyone brought a copy with them—”

“Oh, I’ve got it right here.” Mimi set down her wine and picked up an iPad from the side table at her left. “Hold on a sec. Ugh. Messages. Did anyone else bring their iPad?”

“I’ve got it on my phone,” said Jen.

“Can you open the file and find Sarah’s bio? I have to answer this.”

Mimi burrowed into her iPad and Jen swiped away on her phone. I swished my wine and said, “It doesn’t matter, really. Long story short, I was at grad school, doctorate program in history, went to Dublin for a semester and found—”

“Oh, here it is!” said Jen. She stood up and handed me her phone. “Here, read it out for us.”

I took the phone and looked down at the screen. “It’s kind of blurred, isn’t it?”

“Yeah, sorry about that. Mimi found this awesome website so we could all download it for free.”

I looked up and stared at Jen’s bright, smooth face. The upholstery behind her was some kind of gray-toned leopard print with a furry texture, like a real hide, stretched over a delicate Louis XVI frame painted in the same silver as my own chair. I found myself wondering if it was a reproduction or an antique, if Mimi and her interior designer had actually gone and refinished a genuine Louis XVI chair in silver paint.

The words looped in my head. Download it for free. Cheerful, triumphant. Download it for free! What a freaking bargain.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “She found what?”

“That website. Meems, what was the name again? Bongo or something?”

Mimi looked up from her iPad. “What are we talking about?”

“That website where you found Sarah’s book.”

“Oh,” she said. “Bingo. Haven’t you heard of it? It’s like an online library. You can download almost anything for free. It’s amazing.”

My hands were shaking. I set down Jen’s phone, and then I set down the wineglass next to it. Without a coaster.

“You mean a pirate site,” I said.

“Oh God, no! I would never. It’s an online library.”

“That’s what they call it. But they’re just stealing. They’re fencing stolen goods. Easy to do with electronic copies.”

“No. That’s not true.” Mimi’s voice rose a little. Sharpened a little. “Libraries lend out e-books.”

“Real libraries do. They buy them from the publisher. Sites like Bingo just upload unauthorized copies to sell advertising or put cookies on your phone or whatever else. They’re pirates.”

There was a small, shrill silence. I lifted my wineglass and took a long drink, even though my fingers were trembling so badly, I knew everyone could see the vibration.

“Well,” said Mimi. “It’s not like it matters. I mean, the book’s been out for years and everything, it’s like public domain.”

I put down the wineglass and picked up my tote bag. “So I don’t have time to lecture you about copyright law or anything. Basically, if publishers don’t get paid, authors don’t get paid. That’s kind of how it works.”

“Oh, come on,” said Mimi. “You got paid for this book.”

“Not as much as you think. Definitely not as much as your husband gets paid to short derivatives or whatever he does that buys all this stuff.” I waved my hand at the walls. “And you know, fine, maybe it’s not the big sellers who suffer. It’s the midlist authors, the great names you never hear of, where every sale counts. . . . What am I saying? You don’t care. None of you actually cares. Sitting here in your palaces in the sky. You never had to earn a penny of your own. Why the hell should you care about royalties?” I climbed out of my silver chair and hoisted my tote bag over my shoulder. “It’s about a dollar a book, by the way. Paid out every six months. So I walked all the way over here, gave up an evening of my life, and even if every single one of you had actually bought a legitimate copy, I would have earned about a dozen bucks for my trouble. Twelve dollars and a glass of cheap wine. I’ll see myself out.”

I turned and marched back across the living room, tripping on the last chair leg. Angel stood frozen in awe, holding a tray of two-bite cupcakes and a chilled bottle of Pinot Gris. My armpits dripped; my heart thudded so hard I felt dizzy. As I opened the door, I heard somebody’s voice carry down the gallery.

“What a bitch!”

I considered holding up my middle finger. But I didn’t. My mom would have been proud, if she were still lucid enough to understand.

* * *

I took the crosstown bus back home and made some mac and cheese from the box. Told myself that was okay because it was organic boxed mac and cheese. Told myself that at least they hadn’t gotten around to asking me what I was working on for my next book. Plopped on the sofa and toed off my wedges and picked up the remote. I had a few shows queued up on the DVR. Some history, some true crime. I told myself I’d be working, actually, because you never knew where your next book idea might come from. You never knew when inspiration might strike.

Oh, the things you tell yourself.

I switched on the TV and picked up my bowl of mac and cheese. From across the room, inside my tote bag, my phone started ringing. An outraged Mimi, probably. If I were lucky, she’d call Page Six or something. No such thing as bad publicity, right? Some intern would contact me to ask for details. Small Potatoes author Sarah Blake melts down at Park Avenue book club . . . Sarah, whatever happened to all that movie talk around Small Potatoes . . . ? Sarah, what are you working on now . . . ?

A year after Small Potatoes came out, my editor took me to lunch and asked about my ideas. I said I was thinking about Queen Victoria’s children. She frowned and said what about a racehorse, like Seabiscuit or Secretariat, only another one, obviously. She was sure there were more famous racehorses out there. I said I’d look into it. Then she called up six months later and said she wanted me to write the next Boys on the Boat, maybe like an America’s Cup team made up of hardscrabble youths from Minnesota. Then it was World War Two. World War Two was red-hot. Some scrappy bilingual girl working for the French Resistance. Or what about Coco Chanel? The Lindbergh baby? I said I thought those were all pretty well covered already. I wanted something new. I said the story would find me when it was ready.

She hadn’t called since. My agent stopped replying to my emails personally. The foreign translation deals dried up. The movie people didn’t pick up the option after all. The royalty checks shrank and shrank.

Don’t get me wrong. There was a lot of money that first year, or at least a lot of money by the standard of what I was used to: daughter of a divorced mother and an absentee father, grad student living on financial aid and ramen noodles. But I spent it all. I had to. Not on myself. Well, not most of it.

The phone rang again. I thought, Maybe it’s not Mimi or Page Six. Maybe it’s Mom.

The images on the screen shifted and flashed. I couldn’t even remember what I was watching. I set aside the mac and cheese and rose to fetch my tote from the hall stand. My feet ached. Even my favorite wedges had their limits. My legs ached, my head ached. I rummaged in the tote and drew out my phone, just as the call went to voice mail.

Not Mom. The care home. They’d already left two messages.

I didn’t bother listening. I just swiped the notification and pressed redial.

For the past four years, Mom had been living a few blocks away—hence my tiny studio here on Riverside Drive, which was not my natural habitat—in a small, private care home for Alzheimer’s patients. She started showing symptoms when she was only fifty-six, and it progressed pretty quickly from there. I won’t bore you with the details. Long story short, I moved her into Riverside Haven about the time Small Potatoes went from hardcover into trade paperback, and sold the adorable Carnegie Hill one-bedroom I’d bought a year earlier in order to fund her care. The place had dedicated therapists for each patient, private rooms, views of the river. Nothing was too good for my mother, who raised me by herself after Dad split when I was four. Sure, it was expensive, but I figured I’d just write another book, right? Another blockbuster work of narrative nonfiction. No problem.

“Riverside Haven, can you hold, please?”

“No, wait—”

The hold music started. I sank back on the sofa and stared at the mac and cheese, which had begun to congeal. Turned my head toward the hall closet instead. The door. The doorknob. What lay behind it, singing like a siren. A siren I’d done my best to ignore for four long years.

“Riverside Haven, can I help you?”

“Hi! It’s Sarah Blake. You were trying to reach me? Is Mom okay?”

“Oh, hello, Miss Blake. Diana Carr here. No, your mother’s just fine. She’s had a quiet day. I didn’t mean to scare you. I just wanted to speak to you about last month’s invoice.”

* * *

When I finished speaking to Diana Carr—yes, I understood how many months in arrears I was, I understood that Riverside Haven would do its best not to have to resort to eviction—I set my phone down next to the bowl of congealed macaroni and went to the hall closet. Opened the door and rose on my toes. Found the small wooden trunk and dragged it from the shelf. The smell of dust filled my head, dustiness and mustiness and old wood, and above it all a slight hint of Youth Dew, even though I had removed this chest from my mother’s apartment four years ago. I placed it carefully on the coffee table, squaring the edges, and sat on my knees and stared at the lid.

ANNIE HOULIHAN

593 Lorimer Street

Brooklyn, New York

I had opened this chest once before, when I was about ten or eleven. My mother found me in her closet, lifting out the contents, and that was the only time in my life she ever screamed at me. Slammed down the lid and sent me to my room. When she was calm again, she took me to the sofa and tucked me under her warm, soft arm. That was your great-grandmother’s chest, she said. With all your great-grandfather’s things in it. All they found on him when they pulled his body out of the water. The Cunard company sent it back to her in a parcel, and she wouldn’t even look at it. She had your grandmother pack everything into a chest and promise never to open it. She said it was his tomb. So you are never to open that chest again, do you hear me? Never again.

I’d obeyed my mother, because what else could I do? I knew the story of my great-grandmother and great-grandfather, how they left Ireland together in search of a new life, how my great-grandfather Patrick had worked as a steward for the Cunard Line while my great-grandmother Annie raised five children in a small upstairs apartment in Brooklyn, saving up to buy a house of their own.

But I also knew what lay in that chest. I’d seen it with my own eyes, before Mom slammed down the lid. And my curious brain never could let it go. Never could erase that knowledge from my head, or banish the questions those objects raised. Because, my God, what a story they told.

And I was just born that way. Mom said so herself.

So maybe Mom would forgive me for what I was about to do. Maybe she would shake her head and understand, because I was Sarah, her daughter, and I was born to wonder and to dig for answers. Maybe she and my grandmother and my great-grandmother would absolve me for breaking my word, because I was at the end of the road, nowhere else to go, and I wasn’t doing it for myself, not entirely. I was doing it for Mom. I was doing it for that invoice lying in the drawer of my bedside table. For the voice in my head that said, This is the story, the story that wants to find you. No other story.

I lifted the lid.

The hinges creaked. The smell of brine filled the air. Brine and wool and wood. I closed my eyes and breathed it in, and then I reached inside with two hands and pulled out the little bundle.

Just a few things. All that remained on his body when they pulled him from the sea, ninety-nine years ago. His white steward’s uniform, stained dark at the collar and the right arm, so stiff it crackled under my fingertips. An oilskin pouch, containing an envelope with Mr. Robert Langford, Stateroom B-38 typed on the back, and a series of numbers and letters written in black ink along the other side.

A few coins, minted by the United States Treasury in the early years of the century.

A silver pocket watch, slightly tarnished at the seams.

And a first-class luncheon menu from RMS Lusitania, dated Thursday, the sixth of May, 1915, on the back of which was scribbled the following message, the ink smeared with moisture and barely legible.

No more betrayals. Meet me B-deck prom starboard side.





Chapter 2

Caroline

New York City

Friday, April 30, 1915

CAROLINE TELFAIR HOCHSTETTER stood at her opened bedroom window facing Fifth Avenue, the cool breeze attempting to rip the curtains out of her tightly clutched fists. She was freezing—as usual—but the feeling of claustrophobia, never far away, had latched on to her with clawlike fingers from the moment her maid, Jones, had awakened her with the breakfast tray and a reminder that they needed to finish packing for their departure to England the following day.

Once more, she breathed in a lungful of air hoping, just once, that she could pretend she was back home in Savannah, with the dulcet tones and dropped consonants of her fellow natives falling softly on her ears, and a breeze carrying the beloved scent of the salt marshes that surrounded the city brushing her skin and lifting her hair like a mother’s hand. Instead she coughed on the fumes from the congestion of motor-cars and buses below, feeling so far from home that she could have been on the moon and not seen her surroundings as more alien.

“Ma’am?”

Caroline glanced over her shoulder to see her new maid, Martha Jones, standing at the dressing room door, balancing a tray holding a crystal glass and a decanter of claret.

Jones was a recent hire following the rather quick departure of Caroline’s previous lady’s maid, whose only reason for leaving had been that her circumstances had changed for the better. Happily, Caroline had not been without a maid for long. Jones had been the first to appear on her doorstep as soon as the employment advertisement had appeared in the paper. She’d come with an impressive list of references and talents, including a self-professed genius with a hair tong, and Caroline had immediately hired her without interviewing any other candidate. She’d no time to waste, after all, as her trip across the Atlantic was to commence the following week. Caroline had told herself she’d been lucky, and had quickly brushed aside any reservations she might have had about her new lady’s maid.

“I beg your pardon, ma’am. My last mistress was a society hostess in San Francisco and always asked for a glass or two of claret while I dressed her hair before a party. I hope you don’t mind me being so forward.” She placed the tray on the dressing table, making room amid the hairpins and brushes.

Caroline smiled gratefully, closing the window. “I do believe you’re a lifesaver, Jones.” She sat down and allowed the maid to pour her a generous glass of claret before taking a long sip. “Yes, a definite lifesaver.”

Jones smiled, their eyes meeting in the mirror. “Just doing my job, ma’am. Now, let’s see to your hair. Unless you have a preference, I had an idea for an evening style I saw in the American Vogue last month that I believe would look simply stunning on you—not that you need any enhancements, that’s for sure.”

Caroline looked at the maid’s reflection, wondering if Jones was trying to ingratiate herself to her new employer of if she really was the consummate lady’s maid, always equipped with the right tools and the right flattery. Jones smiled benignly, her rather plain face and doughy figure emanating a no-nonsense aura of confidence and ability.

Feeling magnanimous after another long sip of her claret, Caroline said, “You’re the expert, Jones. Why don’t you have fun with it?” She stared at her reflection as her maid deftly unbraided the large plait that lay over her shoulder, allowing the thick, dark brown waves to cascade down her back. The color matched her eyes, and Caroline smiled to herself, recalling how her mother had said she’d wanted to name her Susan, like the black-eyed Susans that grew in the pine forests near their Savannah home. But her father had insisted on the name Caroline and, as in all things concerning her father, her mother had capitulated.

The room was silent as Caroline’s hair was deftly coaxed into curls and rolls that nature had never intended. Only the ever-present noise of the busy street outside and the sound of scurrying servants intruded, even these getting quieter and quieter as Caroline sipped her wine, her thoughts twisting and turning along well-worn paths.

She hadn’t wanted to have this party, a great extravagant affair orchestrated by her husband, Gilbert, who thought this would be a marvelous opportunity for all of the first-class passengers embarking the following day on Cunard’s great liner Lusitania to get better acquainted.

Her fingers tightened on the stem of her glass. Caroline was well aware that the party was just another excuse for Gilbert to show off his wealth in the face of old money, as if his generosity and benevolence could ever erase the fact that his money was crisp and shiny, having been earned by Gilbert himself from the steel mills of Gilbert’s home state of Pennsylvania.

She wanted to tell him that there was no need for him to prove himself to these people, that their opinions didn’t matter. That what did matter was that she loved him because of who he was. Not because he was the founder and president of Hochstetter Iron & Steel, but because he’d known poverty and through hard work, brains, and persistence had become the man she’d fallen in love with. Yet that had been the subject of their first fight. The first of many in their four-year marriage.

A knock sounded on the dressing room door just as Jones put down the comb and hair tongs. “Come in,” Caroline called out.

Gilbert stepped into the room, immediately dwarfing it. He was taller than most men, his shoulders broader and filling out his expertly tailored dinner jacket in a way that made Caroline want to run her hands down his arms to absorb some of their strength. Because she needed it now. The wine had given her the courage to try one last time. “Please leave us for a moment, Jones. Just ten minutes and then you can help me into my gown.”

The maid bowed her head before leaving, quietly shutting the door behind her so that Caroline barely heard it latch.

Caroline met Gilbert’s bright blue eyes with her own, the wine doing nothing to calm the tightening in her chest as she regarded him. His blond hair had been combed back and oiled, making him look years younger—perhaps in an effort to make him appear closer to Caroline’s own age of twenty-four. His hands were held stiffly behind his back as he smiled awkwardly at her, unsure of what he should say.

Taking advantage of the situation, Caroline spoke first. “I beg of you, Gilbert. Please. Let’s not go to England now. It’s not safe to cross the Atlantic. You know this—we have both been reading the papers. So many ships have been sunk by German U-boats. And not just cargo ships, but passenger ships, too. The Germans don’t seem to care as long as they torpedo something.”

He didn’t move. “We’ve already been through this, Caroline. Not going is not an option. I’ve already made an appointment with an antiquities dealer in London and he is expecting us.”

Caroline stood, grateful for the wine that seemed to be working as a barrier between her anger and her voice. “But why now? Are you so desperate for money that you must sell something so precious to me? I had to read in the paper that your government contracts to make barbwire were a boon to your business, but other than that I’m in the dark about our finances. You tell me nothing of your business affairs so I don’t know how desperate you might be. Maybe if you confide in me . . .”

“No. I will not burden you with my business affairs. When I married you, I promised your mother that I would keep you in the manner to which you deserve. I will never go back on that promise.”

“But why that manuscript? And why now? Surely you know how special it is to me?”

He stiffened. “I do know. But an unpublished Johann Strauss waltz is worth a considerable amount of money. As I have only just become aware of its real value, I feel the need to investigate it further. I know this sounds impulsive to you, but may I remind you that I have built an empire on these sorts of feelings and impulses.”

Caroline sat back down in the dressing table chair. “It was your wedding gift to me,” she said softly. “Even if it were worth no more than a penny, I would cherish it with all of my heart.”

His eyes met hers again, blue and inscrutable. That inscrutability was what made him a successful businessman. And a sometimes horrible husband. He brought his hands in front of him, showing her a square, black velvet box. “I thought this might make you happy.”

She felt nothing as she reached for the box. He was always buying her baubles, great, big, expensive, gaudy baubles that she secretly hated and never wore, preferring her great-grandmother’s heirloom pearls at her throat instead. Not that Gilbert noticed enough to stop.

She opened the lid and stared at the diamond tiara inside, not knowing what to say.

“I thought you could wear it tonight. So everyone could see that you’re my queen.”

It was when he spoke such naïve thoughts that Caroline loved her husband most. Yet she still couldn’t envision putting the diamond tiara on her head to be paraded about downstairs. She could only imagine what their guests would say behind their backs.

“It’s lovely. Thank you. But Jones has already done my hair. I’ll have her pack the tiara so that perhaps I can wear it on the ship.”

She saw a flash of disappointment in his eyes. Good. She felt guilty for the thought, but only until she remembered what they’d been arguing about. She stood again to face him, feeling slightly wobbly on her feet. She put her hands on his arms, her fingers only able to reach halfway around them. “Please, Gilbert. I will never ask you for anything else. But please don’t make us take this journey. I don’t have a good feeling about it.”

“There is nothing to be afraid of, Caroline. The Royal Navy will give us an escort when we are in international waters. And besides, the Germans wouldn’t dare torpedo a ship carrying American citizens. The last thing they want is to encourage American involvement in the war.” He paused, as if trying to find a way to make his next words more palatable before apparently giving up. “My decision has been made,” he said brusquely, pulling away from her. “Our guests will be arriving shortly. May I suggest you wear the ruby necklace I gave you for your last birthday?” With a stiff bow, he left, the door shutting loudly behind him.

* * *

A half hour later, Caroline stood next to Gilbert receiving their guests, wearing her great-grandmother’s pearls. Gilbert appeared not to have noticed, too caught up in playing lord of the manor and gracious host. He bade everyone to enjoy themselves and to make themselves comfortable, although Caroline was quite sure the latter would be impossible.

She found the French Renaissance monstrosity, in its enviable location on the corner of Fifth Avenue and Sixty-First Street, cold and foreign with its Italian marble, Tudor paneling, and gilded extravagance. It was too different from the Greek Revival home of her childhood, a place of creaking wide-plank pine floors and wraparound porches filled with rocking chairs and flowers that spilled over the edges of their pots like rainbows. When Gilbert had presented her with the house as a first-anniversary gift, she’d wanted to love it because he wanted her to. But try as she might, she could only shiver inside its lofty opulence and wonder how long it would take before it felt like home.

She greeted their guests, aware of their scrutiny, feeling not a little like one of the caged animals at the Central Park menagerie where Gilbert had taken her earlier in their marriage. Caroline realized that since she was a Southerner, people were eager to meet her, to ask her what she thought of the recent heat wave, and to hear her pronounce certain words. She’d been uncomfortable at first, until she’d felt Gilbert’s gentle touch on her back, on her arm, encouraging her. Reminding her that he was nearby.

That’s how it had started between them, all those years ago when she’d been in finishing school in Philadelphia with his younger sister and her best friend, Claire. Although Caroline’s father had been a Telfair of the Savannah Telfairs, it was an impoverished branch and her widowed mother, Mrs. Annelise Telfair, had sold a rare Chippendale sideboard to send her daughter to the best finishing school money could buy, and to meet the sort of people Annelise envisioned her daughter hobnobbing with as an adult.

And so Caroline had, but not in the way her mother thought. As an only child and knowing no one at the school, Caroline had been quickly befriended by Claire Hochstetter. New money, as Annelise had sniffed with derision, when Caroline had introduced her to Claire and her brother Gilbert on one of Annelise’s rare visits up north. With only her mother to claim as family, her father having died in a riding accident when Caroline was a little girl, Caroline had been lonely and aloof, a rudderless boat until Claire had introduced her to Gilbert. He was the type of person who dominated a room just by being in it, who took charge of any situation, who was quiet and smart, his size alone making him a beacon of strength and protection not only for Claire, but for Caroline as well.

She looked at her husband now, admiring his size and strength, and wondered when things between them had changed. But maybe that wasn’t right at all. Nothing really had changed. He still treated her as a rare and precious object that needed his protection. Even though they’d been married for four years, he still saw her that way. Not as a wife or lover, but as a rare bird in a gilded cage.

He looked down at her and smiled, and it was the smile she’d first fallen in love with, making her heart stutter inside her chest. Maybe this trip was a way for him to take them both away from the pressure of their busy lives in New York. A way to reconcile. Perhaps a chance to conceive the child they both so desperately wanted.

The massive front doors closed behind them as the orchestra began to play. She looked up at her husband and smiled back, to let him know that she would go willingly. That she’d understood his purpose for this trip. That it was for both of them. “Dance with me,” she said.

Gilbert was no longer looking at her, but at a small group of men on the far side of the room, near the door to his study. They appeared to be waiting for something, and when her husband nodded in their direction, Caroline understood they were waiting for him.

“I can’t, my darling. I have urgent business I need to attend to before we depart tomorrow.” He leaned down to briefly kiss her cheek. “Enjoy yourself.” He walked away from her, the clicking of his heels against the marble floor seeming louder than the music coming from the orchestra.

She wondered if it was the wine that made her feel so close to tears as she quickly ran to the music room, her one refuge in the large mansion. Her Mason & Hamlin grand piano had been brought up from Savannah for her, and every time she sat down to play was like visiting an old friend. It was the one thing that calmed her, the one thing that helped her feel not so alone in a city and house full of strangers.

A single lamp was lit on the chest between the tall windows, but Caroline didn’t need to see. She sat down on the familiar bench and removed her long white gloves before placing her hands on the ivory keys, the cool touch of them an immediate panacea to her mood. Without thinking, her fingers began to dance over the keys, the haunting melody of a Chopin nocturne singing out in the darkened room, her voice where she had none.

Something soft and warm settled itself on her shoulders, and she startled, lifting her fingers from the keys.

“Don’t stop. You have such a gift for music.”

She looked up at the familiar voice and smiled with relief. “Robert Langford! What on earth are you doing here?”

“From the looks of it, making sure you don’t die of pneumonia. Is the house always so cold?”

“Sadly, yes.” She patted the seat on the bench next to her and he obliged. She didn’t stop to think of the propriety—or impropriety—of it. They’d known each other for years—ever since he’d held her hair out of her face as she’d vomited into the rosebushes at Hamilton Talmadge’s garden party. The incident was her greatest embarrassment and his biggest secret. Not that he’d ever ask for payment. It had been the year she’d been sent to finishing school, the episode no doubt being one of the reasons Annelise had decided Caroline had needed it. At the time, Robert had been visiting the Talmadges in Savannah. Although British and aristocratic, he was from an untitled family and unlikely to inherit anything more than a leaky roof, as Caroline’s mother had made clear. Annelise had bigger plans for her only child.

Not that Caroline had been interested. Her humiliation had been so intense that she hadn’t found the courage to speak to Robert until their third meeting, at a ball celebrating her engagement to Gilbert.

“It’s good to see you,” she said, meaning it. “How is it that you never change? You’re still that handsome young man who saved my reputation and dignity all those years ago.”

“And you’re as beautiful as ever,” he said softly. His eyes reflected the light from the lamp, obscuring his expression.

“And you’re as much of a flatterer as you’ve always been.”

He put his hand on his heart. “I only speak the truth. How is it that some women become more and more beautiful with age? You must sell your secret. I understand there’s at least one actress on board the Lusitania—I’m sure she’ll be interested.”

Caroline laughed. “I’ll keep that in mind. So, what on earth are you doing here?”

“Same reason you are, I suspect,” he said with a disarming grin. “I’m sailing on Lusitania. Family affairs that require my attention across the Pond, I’m afraid. Probably more scolding from my father regarding my unfortunate choice of journalism as a career. But why are you going? In case you’re not aware, there’s a war going on.”

“I know,” she said, drawing nearer to him for warmth. “My husband is looking to sell a rare piece of music—an unfinished waltz by Johann Strauss.”

“Really? That’s rather an important piece of music, I’d say.”

“It is. Which is why he’s looking to sell it.” She began plucking the middle C key with her index finger, her long, white digits unadorned by any of the rings Gilbert had given her except for the plain gold band on her left hand.

“And you’re not happy about it.” It wasn’t a question.

Caroline shook her head. “I don’t understand why this particular object, and why now. Gilbert believes I should be protected from anything unpleasant and therefore won’t confide in me. I’m baffled, I’m afraid, but don’t have any options.”

He grinned, his teeth white against the darkness of the room. “At least you’ll have me. We’ll keep each other cheered up while on board. That’s something to look forward to, isn’t it?”

She returned his smile. “It is. And I’m rather embarrassed to say how relieved I am to know this now. I won’t dread boarding that ship quite as much tomorrow.”

He studied her for a moment, suddenly serious. “I’d love to see the manuscript—if it’s not too much of a bother.”

“Do you still play?” she asked.

He appeared to have been taken off guard by her redirection. Smiling quickly, he said, “Of course.” He placed both of his hands next to hers on the keyboard. “Do you know ‘The Celebrated Chop Waltz’?”

In response she began playing the bass part of the duet while he immediately joined in with his part on the upper register of the piano. It soon became a race, with each of them playing faster and faster until they both collapsed in giggles as their hands came crashing down on the keyboard.

He was watching her with an odd gleam in his eyes that she wasn’t completely sure was a trick of the dim lamplight. She sobered quickly, realizing how close they were sitting, how near his face was to hers, and how she didn’t blame the wine for wanting him to get closer.

A burst of laughter from somewhere outside the door brought her to her senses and she immediately stood. “If you’re serious about seeing the manuscript, I have it in here. I was being childish and took it from my jewelry safe this morning and hid it in the piano bench. I was hoping Gilbert wouldn’t look for it before we left tomorrow and assume it was packed with my jewelry. But even I know that he’s not one to overlook details.”

Robert stood and lifted the lid of the bench, revealing an oilskin pouch bound with leather ties. “May I?” he asked.

Caroline nodded as Robert pulled out the pouch and slowly lowered the lid. Carefully, he unwound the leather ties then slid out the almost parchment thin papers with amber-colored musical notes covering the hand-drawn staff lines of the treble and bass clefs. Notations written in the composer’s native German were scribbled in the margins.

“This is remarkable,” Robert said, his words saying the right thing, but their intonation saying something else entirely. “I can see why you wouldn’t want to let this go.” He turned to her. “Do you know what these words in the margins say?”

“I don’t speak German, and Gilbert wasn’t keen on the idea of me showing this to anyone who might. It’s very valuable.”

“Of course.” He studied the piece for a moment, a frown contracting his brows. “Have you played it?”

She took the sheets and placed them on the music stand of the piano before reseating herself on the bench, and began to play. Even though it was dark, she didn’t miss any notes. She’d played the piece enough times that her fingers remembered where to fall, her mind remembering the picture journey in her head that led her from one note to the next. For a moment she forgot where she was, and who she was with, until she’d finished and Robert was clapping.

“Stunning,” he said. “Simply stunning.” And when she looked at him, she wasn’t completely sure if he was referring to the music.

“Thank you,” she said. “Although now I’m sad once more, knowing I’ll most likely never have another chance to play this again.” She carefully placed the music into the pouch then stuck it back in the piano bench, reminding herself to return it to her jewelry safe before they left the following morning. It was easier than waiting for Gilbert to ask her for it, as he surely would.

“May I get you some champagne to lift your spirits?” he asked just as the orchestra began to play a tune that made Caroline’s feet itch to dance again and her to remember that Robert was a wonderful dancer.

“No, but you could dance with me.” As she slid her hands back into her gloves, she had a brief thought of Gilbert, heading to his study with those men, and hoped he’d step out long enough to see her dancing with someone else. With Robert, her old friend, handsome, accommodating, fun, and familiar. And who she imagined seemed to be looking at her in the same way Gilbert once had.

He smiled. “That would be my pleasure,” he said, taking her hand and leading her from the music room while Caroline tried to pretend it was the claret that made her feel the warmth of his touch right down to her feet, which had already begun to move in step with the music.





Chapter 3

Tess

New York City

Friday, April 30, 1915

YOU, THERE! MOVE along!”

Music and light spilled from the open doors of the Hochstetter house, but the invitation they provided was an illusion. Police manned the cordons that kept the hoi polloi, their breath misting in the cold night air, a safe distance from New York’s aristocracy. Modern motor-cars and old-fashioned barouches inched their way along Fifth Avenue, the smell of horse manure vying with the scent of hothouse flowers out of season, Paris perfumes, and Lyons silks. The crowd pressed closer with each new arrival—a Whitney! a Vanderbilt!—only to be pushed back again by the police, every inch hard won and just as quickly lost.

Tess Schaff wiggled her way up to the barricade, weaving between the sightseers and the avid members of the press scribbling in their notebooks, recording this one’s jewels and that one’s dress. A flashbulb exploded in front of Tess’s eyes, wreathing her with rainbows. Tess bit off a curse. She couldn’t afford to lose any of her senses tonight, thank you very much. Not when this was the biggest job of her career.

Not to mention, please God, the last job of her career.

Blinking away the last of the glare, she tugged at the nearest policeman’s arm, pressing against his side just a little. Just enough.

“Do a girl a favor, will you?” And then, as he frowned down at her, with a quick laugh, “Not that kind of favor! I’m with the staff from Delmonico’s. The restaurant? I was meant to be here an hour ago, but . . . I had to come in on the El from Brooklyn and there was a breakdown near Canarsie.”

Tess had no idea whether there had been a breakdown near Canarsie or not. But it was the sort of thing that might have happened. One of the first pieces of wisdom she had learned at her sister’s knee: Truth is a poor second to a convincing lie.

Ginny had also taught her how to produce the same card from the pack nine times out of ten, how to lie without breaking a sweat, and how to kick a man where it hurt and run like hell. She was hoping that last skill wouldn’t come into play tonight.

“Aww,” the policeman began.

Tess shivered dramatically, rubbing her arms to draw attention to the tight-fitting sleeves of her uniform: black dress, white pinny. Was anything less calculated to raise suspicion? She was coal in Newcastle, a marble tile on a hall floor, a feather on a hat, as commonplace as that. She did her best to exude “commonplace,” which was made easier when you had muddy blond hair and mid-brown eyes, the opposite of memorable. She was pretty enough, she knew, with the rounded curves and cheeky charm of a girl on a billboard inviting you to enjoy the seaside. They were the sort of looks that invited a man to try his luck with a wink and a grin, but nothing that stood out of the ordinary, nothing that lingered in the mind after the moment had gone. At least, she hoped not.

Tess turned up the charm, a hand pressed artlessly against her breast. “Please, you can’t imagine . . . I can’t lose this job, I can’t.”

More true than he knew.

A commotion at the other end of the line made the policeman swerve. “You! Back!”

Tess took the opportunity to say, “If you please—I’ll just nip right in . . .”

The policeman was already moving elsewhere, muttering under his breath about the pay not being enough. “All right, all right—servants’ entrance is around to the left. And don’t let me catch you loitering about.”

“No, sir. Thank you, sir.” Tess was through the cordon before he could think better of it, invisible in her servant’s costume, just another menial bustling hither and thither.

That was the idea, at any rate.

The biggest job of our lives, that was what Ginny had told her. Enough to keep you for life.

No, Tess had said. She was done. Finished. That last job they’d done, she’d been as near to caught as made no difference. There was a price on her head. Well, on the head she’d been wearing at the time. They’d dyed her hair black for that one. She’d been South American money, the daughter of a wealthy cattle rancher looking to add to Daddy’s art collection. It was a heist they’d played a dozen times before. Some time with the picture to “examine” it. Maybe even a few girlish sketches.

Never big pieces, always small ones. Miniatures, tiny triptychs. Once even a few pages from a medieval book of hours. It had been hell coming by the right pigments for that one, the crushed lapis lazuli and the gold leaf. But Ginny had arranged it. Ginny always arranged it.

What’s the harm? Ginny would say, sounding so like their father. Yours look as good as the original. They’ll never know the difference.

And they hadn’t. Until that last switch, when something—Tess flinched at the memory of it—something had gone wrong. She’d made a mistake. It had been a miniature, attributed to Holbein. More complex than usual. Tiny, delicate brushstrokes, miniature jewels glimmering on the neck of a sixteenth-century beauty. Rubies. And she’d painted sapphires.

Don’t think about that. Don’t. The police were looking for Assumpta de los Argentes y Gutierrez, swathed in furs and dripping in paste jewels, not Tess Schaff in a black uniform and white pinny.

But she kept her head down all the same as she hurried around the side of the house. Her hair still felt rough where she’d washed out the dye. A thin film of gray had clung to her cheeks and neck and back, refusing to rinse out. It had taken hours of scrubbing with carbolic before she’d removed the stain of it, and even now, Tess felt like she could feel it on herself, that shadow of deception upon deception, lie upon lie, as though the corruption from her soul had grafted itself upon her skin for all to see.

Ginny had snorted at the notion. If you want to go clean, go clean. Don’t make a drama out of it. But first  . . .

But first.

Most New York townhouses had a service entrance in the front, a half-flight of steps down. But not the Hochstetter house. It sprawled over four lots, a vast French Renaissance pile, the pale stone glowing in the electric streetlights, adorned with an abundance of tracery and the odd gargoyle. A service entrance would have ruined the façade, made too obvious the labor required to keep the great house running. The staff entrance was around the back, where it couldn’t bother anyone.

We don’t bother anyone, that’s what her father had always said. Never mind that the nostrums he peddled were compounded of turpentine and red pepper, mutton fat and mineral oil. By the end, Tess suspected he half-believed his own claims, that he had spent months in the desert learning the tribal secret of snake oil from a Hopi medicine man, when instead he was a German immigrant who had failed as a pharmacist, lost his wife, and, if Tess was being honest, his mind as well.

Sometimes, he would be Zaro the Magnificent, an opulent silk scarf wrapped around his balding pate, peddling pearls in vinegar—otherwise known as vinegar in vinegar. A town over he would be Spitting Snake, an honorary member of an apocryphal tribe, having borne his daughters with him through territories unknown to other white men. Anything but Jacob Schaff, anything but the man he had been.

Dimly, Tess remembered a time when their mother had been with them, when she had played waltzes on the small upright piano her father had hauled with them from Hell’s Kitchen to Kansas. Until her mother died and the music ended. Tess couldn’t play; she had, she had been told, a tin ear. It wasn’t that she didn’t appreciate music. She just couldn’t produce it, any more than Ginny could replicate the shades of a sunset or the curl of a lip. Her skill with a brush was a talent, yes, but one that had brought her more sorrow than joy, from the day her father had caught her sketching a dragonfly on the windowsill and decided her quick fingers might be put to more practical use.

Better to sing as her mother could, lieder from the old country, softly, piano and voice blending in perfect harmony.

Tess could hear music now, the notes of a waltz, a waltz like her mother used to play, sweet and sad all at once. For a moment, she thought she could hear her mother’s voice, singing in German.

She probably ought to have eaten something today, shouldn’t she? Her stomach had been too unsettled to cram down more than a hard roll, and here she was, hearing music that wasn’t.

Except it was. That was no phantom tune, beneath the more strident tones of the orchestra. It was a waltz, played on a piano with a far more resonant tone than her mother’s. Tess didn’t know much about musical instruments—being too small to secret in a pocket, they hadn’t figured largely in her felonious past—but she could tell that this one was the very Rembrandt of its tribe, its tone rich and sweet even through the leaded-glass panes of the faux-medieval window. Through the gothic arches of the window, Tess could see a woman as rich as the sound, sitting at a piano bench, her fingers drawing forth wonder. Her dark hair was coiled in the latest style, as sleek as the wood of the piano. Pearls shimmered in restrained opulence at her neck.

But what really made the scene was the man, his body bent toward the lady’s as he reached over to turn a page, leanly muscled beneath his evening clothes, his hair slicked away from a side parting, revealing a thin, interesting face, all bones and shadows.

Tess wanted to paint him. She wanted to paint all of it: the fall of lamplight on the piano, the music on the stand, the woman’s slender neck bent over the keys. But most of all, she wanted to paint him. The music wrapped around Tess like an enchantment, stoking longings she hadn’t known she had, a longing to be inside that well-lit room, as perfect as a doll’s house, with that man, that man, leaning toward her with that same predatory grace, restraint and hunger all mixed together written in every line of his body.

Damp tracked down her cheek. A tear.

Tess dashed it away. A fool, that was what she was being. We’re not like other people, that’s what her father had always told them. Why would you want to be like everyone else? Pah, cattle.

Maybe it was a lie. Maybe they could have been like other people, Tess thought rebelliously. Maybe her father could have worked behind the counter of a shop and Tess might have learned to play the piano. Never that well and never in a room so elegant, but enough that some man might have come calling and leaned over her to turn the pages and laughed with her as this man was laughing now, the mood breaking, changing, as they plunged together into something fast and clamorsome, hands moving together across the black and white keys, bumping into one another, making a game of it.

Enough. Tess shook herself out of it. Even if they’d been like other people, she wouldn’t have been like that, like Caroline Hochstetter. She recognized the woman from the pictures Ginny had cut out of Town Topics: the former Miss Caroline Telfair, pampered Southern belle with a pedigree that went back to God. Or, at least, to three or four Founding Fathers.

Tess felt a shiver of unease. This wasn’t part of the plan. Mrs. Hochstetter would be in the ballroom, that’s what Ginny had instructed her. Out of the way. She’ll be busy with her guests, you’ll have a clear field, I promise.

Never mind. Ginny couldn’t control the movement of the tides—or spoiled society matrons. Grimly, Tess set her back to the music room window and stomped toward the servants’ entrance. If Caroline Hochstetter was sparking with a swain in the music room, it meant she wasn’t in her rooms, and from Tess’s point of view, that was all that mattered.

The kitchen was just as Ginny had described it, not one room but several, all busy with people bustling about. Through a door, Tess could see some of the upstairs servants taking their ease, sitting over tea, or something stronger, in the upper servants’ hall. Tess felt the tightness in her chest ease slightly. In this, at least, Ginny had been right. Mrs. Hochstetter’s lady’s maid was firmly ensconced in one of the heavy oak chairs, her profile to Tess.

“You! Take this.” A superior-looking sort of man in a starched shirtfront thrust a tray into Tess’s hands, champagne glasses jangling. “Ballroom.”

Damn. Well, she could always abandon it somewhere along the way. Tess tried not to buckle under the weight of the tray, not silver plate, judging from the heft, and most certainly too big to stash beneath her apron.

We’ve bigger fish to fry, honey. She could almost hear Ginny’s voice. What’s a tray to this?

What, indeed? Ginny was in it for the money, but Tess had demanded more, had refused to act until she had assurance of it: a new life, in a new land. Papers, passage, everything she needed to start fresh. Tessa Fairweather. She’d picked the name herself, based on another of her sister’s maxims: Keep it close to the truth. She could be this woman, this Tessa. She knew she could. Twenty-four and unscathed, returning home to England after a failed attempt to make her fortune in the new world.

After all, Tess knew everything there was to know about failed fortunes.

Are you sure you want this? Ginny had demanded, when she’d named her conditions. You might not have noticed, but there’s a war on over there.

The sarcasm, Tess knew, came from concern. Concern and hurt. It hadn’t been easy for Ginny, at fourteen, being saddled with a four-year-old and a father whose every scheme was crazier than the last. Ginny had cooked, cleaned, stolen, lied, helped their father when necessary, stood up to him when she’d dared. She’d done whatever was needed to keep Tess safe, and Tess knew she saw this development as a personal betrayal. In Ginny’s eyes, she was still looking out for Tess, still keeping her safe.

Even if keeping her safe meant keeping her just one step away from being taken up by the law.

Tess had seen Sing Sing. She didn’t want to go there. But that was where they were headed if they stayed on their current course. The world had changed over the last twenty years, grown smaller. You couldn’t pull a scam in one town and escape with impunity to the next: the telegram wires clacked, electric lights lit the night, and papers poured with abundance from the presses in every town, news traveling from place to place with the speed of a brushfire. The day of the traveling con man was done. At least for them.

“Come with me,” Tess had urged. “We’ll—oh, I don’t know. We’ll open a seaside stall. I’ll paint miniatures on seashells and you’ll sell them.”

“To the gulls?” Ginny had snorted. “Never mind that. I’ve bigger plans.”

Just like their father. “Don’t plan too big, Ginny.”

“You just concentrate on the job. I’ll take care of the rest.” There had been a look on Ginny’s face, a look that reminded Tess of their father when he had promised them that this was the next sure thing—which it wasn’t. Not ever. “Don’t fret, honey. This will be the easiest job you’ll ever have.”

Ginny had a strange idea of what constituted “easy.”

Tess hoisted the tray up in the air and weaved her way through the throng of menials, out through the green baize door, into a marble hall easily the size of the entire town where Tess had been born. You could herd cattle in that hall and still have room left over for a dry goods store and a saloon.

Arches led off the hall into varied delights: a Moorish smoking room; the lush dense plants of a conservatory; the music room, the doors open now, the piano still. Tess frowned over her burden of bubbly. Where had Mrs. Hochstetter gone?

Tess bobbed and weaved through the guests, proffering her tray at random. Let them deplete her stock; it would give her an excuse to find the servants’ stair, just returning to the kitchen, that was all, lost my way . . . But first she had to find Caroline Hochstetter. If she’d gone up to her room, the whole game was up.

The ballroom had been decked with a fantasy of palm fronds that tickled Tess’s nose and blocked her view. The undulating dancers reminded Tess of a kaleidoscope she’d begged for as a child. It had seemed so pretty at first, all those little pieces swirling from one pattern to another, but it had given her a headache when she’d looked too long, trying, always trying, to find that moment of stillness, for the pattern to fix itself into something safe and sure.

Or, in this case, a woman in rose silk, draped and beaded. Surely that should be easy enough to spot? It took a moment, but Tess finally found her, dancing with a man with a monocle and moustache, his uniform stiff with assorted orders.

Keeping her eyes on Mrs. Hochstetter, Tess sidled sideways. A man, obviously the worse for drink, lurched into Tess’s path. Tess swerved—and bumped into something hard and warm, sending the last glass of champagne on her tray flying up and over, sparkling liquid cascading over the immaculate evening attire of the man who had grabbed her shoulders to keep her from falling.

For a moment, all Tess could do was gape. She’d soaked him, soaked him through, from his white tie to his ebony studs.

Inconspicuous. She prided herself on being inconspicuous. And now—

“Are you all right?” His voice was like chocolate. English chocolate. Rich, but with a hint of bitter. Tess lifted her stricken eyes to his face, and found herself looking into the eyes of the man who had been with Caroline Hochstetter in the music room.

“I’m so sorry, so sorry. Er, it’s that sorry, I am.” Tess hastily improvised a brogue, backing away. Irish. She could be Irish. The swells thought all servants were Irish, just another Bridget or Mary. “I’ll just be after getting you a cloth, so I shall. Don’t step in that!”

Shards of crystal festooned the ground, like Cinderella’s slipper come to grief. Tess stooped and began scooping the fragments onto her tray with more haste than discretion.

“Wait.” The man’s hand snagged her wrist. “You’ve cut yourself.”

“’S nothing,” Tess mumbled. He wasn’t supposed to be behaving like this, this man. He ought to be berating her, threatening to report her, demanding restitution for the clothes that cost more than a laborer’s wage. It was easier to rob them when you could despise them. “Please, don’t. Don’t be after troubling yourself.”

“It’s no trouble.” Deftly, the man produced a handkerchief from his pocket and bound up her wrist. He smelled of cologne and fresh linen, whisky and spilled champagne. Tess’s head reeled with it.

“Are you—is it a doctor, you are?”

“No, a newspaperman.” Tess could hear the amusement in his voice. He gave the linen a twist, rising easily to his feet. “But one does pick up a useful skill or two along the way. As well as a bit of ink on the cuffs.”

An undertone there, but Tess didn’t have time to figure it out. Lunging to her feet, she backed away, the tray under her arm. “Thank ’ee. Thank ’ee kindly, sir. I’ll fetch a cloth, sir. Won’t be a moment, sir—”

His handkerchief marked her hand like a brand. Tess twitched it away, discarding it with the tray on a small table beneath a potted palm. Stupid to feel a pang of regret. What was she planning to do, sleep with it beneath her pillow? Just because the man had been human enough to spare a kind word for a menial didn’t mean she should begin embroidering linens.

There. A barely perceptible line in the paneling marked the entrance to the servants’ stair, just where it had been on the plans Tess had studied. Tess slipped through, drawing it shut behind her, closing out the light, the music, the sounds of revelry.

That man wouldn’t be able to return to the dancing, soaked with champagne like that. Petty to feel glad for it. Especially since she was unlikely ever to see the man again, whoever he was. Tomorrow, God willing and the crick don’t rise, she would be setting sail on the Lusitania, with new documents, a new identity.

Two floors up, Ginny had said. Family bedrooms were on the third floor. And by bedrooms, she meant suites, composed of a sitting room, bedroom, and dressing room. The master and mistress slept not just in separate rooms, but in separate kingdoms, each with their own staff.

Third door to the left. There it was: Caroline Hochstetter’s dressing room, but it wasn’t empty. A woman jumped up as Tess entered, her filmy drapes agitating unattractively around her spare frame.

“Really! Is it too much to ask for a moment of peace in this nest of parvenus?” The woman glared at her and Tess felt her hands go very cold as she recognized her. Margery Schuyler, to whom Ginny had sold a Franz Marc painting. Or, rather, a Tennessee Schaff copy of a Franz Marc painting.

Tess ducked her head. “Beg pardon, ma’am,” she mumbled. She’d been German for that one. An ex-mistress of the great artist, all brassy hair and German accent. Margery Schuyler had lapped it up, loving her brush with the louche, wanting to know what it was like to be, ahem, painted by the great man. Given that he painted mostly animals, and those in distorted shapes and colors, Tess had not found the question flattering. But she was used to art collectors who thought they knew more than they did. They made the best marks. “Only family upstairs. That was what we was told.”

Margery Schuyler sniffed, although whether it was with scorn or from the permanent drip at the end of her rather long nose, Tess couldn’t tell. “I was just leaving.”

She swept past Tess in what might have been a grand manner if she hadn’t tripped on one of her own drapes before slamming the door behind her.

Darn, darn, darn. Just what she needed. Not that anyone remembered a maid, but Tess doubted either guests or staff were meant to be up here. And if Margery Schuyler chose to complain . . .

Fear made some people clumsy. For Tess, it was the opposite. The world slowed, everything deliberate, precise, colors clearer, edges sharper. The dressing table bristled with crystal bottles with jeweled stoppers, garish and new, the only discordant object a well-worn silver brush set adorned with an entwined C and T.

She won’t keep it in the safe, Ginny had said. There’s a drawer in the dressing table, a secret drawer. Press the right spot and it will spring open.

Tess’s sister had made no secret of her contempt for people who held their valuables so lightly. Why, they were practically begging to have them stolen. We’re doing them a favor, that’s what her father would have said. Her father, who had a remarkable talent for remaking the world to his own imaginings.

He’d been an honest crook in his way.

But what did that make her? And Ginny? Tess had been feeling uneasy about Ginny recently, uneasy about all of it.

A slight pressure and the drawer popped open, just as Ginny had promised. Absurdly easy. Too easy. The drawer was crammed with velvet boxes emblazoned with jewelers’ insignia from New York, Boston, Philadelphia, Charleston, London, Paris. The wealth of nations bundled into a drawer, emeralds jumbled with sapphires, rubies sneering at garnets. Tess’s artist’s eye lingered longingly on a pair of earrings made to resemble butterflies, the iridescent wings a miracle of the jeweler’s art, tiny chips of gems blending together into a harmonious whole. Ginny would have noted the wealth of the stones, but Tess felt drunk on the craftsmanship of it, the care taken in putting the pieces together.

Reluctantly, she set aside a diamond pavé cat, arching its back, its ruby tongue caught between tiny fangs. It wasn’t the jewels she was after, not this time.

“Nothing too difficult,” Ginny had said, with an arch of her brow. “Sheet music. It’s not even that old. You could copy it in your sleep.”

“How long is it?” Tess had asked with trepidation.

“Just a few pages, that’s all.”

“Wouldn’t it be in the music room?”

“Not this. She’ll keep it close. It’s the only copy. An unfinished waltz by Strauss.” Ginny’s voice had turned wheedling. “You don’t even have to make the swap. Just transcribe it exactly. My client is willing to take the copy—so long as it’s a perfect copy. It’s the music and the composer’s notes he wants. He doesn’t need the page the great man touched. Although it might earn us a premium.”

Tess scrabbled though the jewel boxes, looking for the music. It would be in a flat, leather portfolio, that’s what Ginny had said. Behind her, the clock on the mantel ticked, every sound a warning. Another minute lost. Another. Margery Schuyler was downstairs by now, might be complaining to her hosts about the insolent maid who had rousted her from her rest. Tess dug beneath the diamond tiara, the parure of emeralds. She checked every box, felt every lining.

Nothing.

Torn between anger and fear, Tess rocked back on her heels, setting the boxes back in their places with trembling hands, each one just so.

The manuscript wasn’t there.

She would have to find it on the ship. The Lusitania.
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