
  
    
      
    
  




Praise for Unseasonably Cold

“The brilliant Amy Ephron has written a story steeped in mystery, suspense and glamour set in Art Deco chic New York City in 1939. A socialite, surrounded by the wealthy, nefarious, and artistic, goes missing. Atmospheric. Propulsive. Captivating. Pure Amy.” 

— Adriana Trigiani, best-selling author of  The View From Lake Como


“I was enthralled from the first page to the very last. Amy Ephron’s Unseasonably Cold is a fascinating, compelling read that I thought about for a long time after. It’s not a book to be missed.” 

— Jill Santopolo, New York Times best-selling author of The Light We Lost

“A socialite disappears in late-1930s New York City, and welcome to Unseasonably Cold, Amy Ephron’s elegant, melancholy noir of secrets, misapprehensions, and deceptions, aristocrats and bohemians, Park Avenue and Greenwich Village. Replete with beautifully observed period detail and sharply drawn characterizations. It’s altogether intriguing — haunting, even — and I couldn’t have enjoyed myself more.”

— Benjamin Dreyer, New York Times best-selling author of Dreyer’s English 
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Praise for Other Books by Amy Ephron


“An Elegant love story . . .  as exquisitely sculpted as fine Porcelain.”

— Entertainment Weekly on A Cup of Tea

“The narrator talks out of an existential corner of her mouth in tones sometimes reminiscent of Philip Marlowe, sometimes of the Joan Didion of Play It as It Lays. The voice it introduces as a real and unusual power.” 

— Madison Smart Bell, New York Times, on Cool Shades

“Amy Ephron scores with her glamorously gritty second novel, Bruised Fruit.” 

— Angela Janklow, Vanity Fair, on Bruised Fruit

“You could, I think, make the case that Amy Ephron is our Wharton . . . Her books are not so much written as carved. Every word counts . . . the story is set in 1927, and so, very much bubbling under the Society plot, is the reckless mood of that era. Alcohol. Drugs. Homosexuality. These add a Fitzgeraldian spice to the strict moral tale that is Ephron’s legacy from Wharton . . . It turns out that quite a lot can happen in 214 pages — that is, when the writer is a master storyteller like Amy Ephron.” 

— Jesse Kornbluth, One Sunday Morning

“Reading Amy Ephron’s new novel Carnival Magic feels like stepping into a different literary landscape entirely. Gone are the themes of extreme fantasy or acute realism that polarize YA novels in 2018, and in their place is a much softer, otherworldly take on childhood mystery, reminiscent of classics such as The Secret Garden or A Little Princess.” 

— P. Claire Dodson, Teen Vogue on Carnival Magic

“In a series of short takes, much like a soap opera format, Ephron delivers a wickedly accurate satire of trendy, self-indulgent upper- middle-class life in L.A . . . The ensuing events are funny and poignant; Ephron’s rapier is sharp but her touch is light.”

— Publishers Weekly on Biodegradable Soap
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To my dear friend 

John Byers
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New York

August 1939

[image: ] Late summer and the oak tree had already lost most of its leaves. It reminded her of something Jane had said to her right before she disappeared.

The papers had said: NEW YORK HEIRESS MISSING; NEW YORK HEIRESS VANISHED — but in Liza’s mind, Jane had simply disappeared. 

They’d had lunch together at that tearoom they liked so much in the West Village, Millie’s Tea Shop, with its perfect egg salad sandwiches, crusts removed; watercress; ham and cheese if you wanted something more filling, and individual pots of tea in English china teapots, not two of them the same. And psychic readings if you wanted one. Neither of them were in the mood that day. Jane was quite serious, downbeat, a bit unlike herself.

Jane set her teacup down, somewhat askew so she had to right it, and stared at her intently, so intently Liza dropped her eyes to stare at the lone tea sandwich remaining on the plate. When she looked up again, Jane finally spoke, “Billy,” she said, “has turned ‘unseasonably cold.’”

There had been something pointed about this comment which even almost one year later, Liza couldn’t shake, especially since it was almost the last thing Jane had said to her. 
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Jane had been in her dream last night. They were out at a party for a cause, the kind Jane would fasten onto and urge Liza to support. This could either mean: women with children and no visible means of support; workers’ rights; civil rights in an obscure foreign country; the children’s wing of a hospital — something beneficent with little chance of success, but they all left feeling somewhat better about themselves, smarter, less guilty that they and their families had survived the “crash,” and useful, as if there was something any one of them could do that would make a difference.

In her dream, Jane was at the podium speaking. She had a way of injecting sly asides so that the event never became too serious or too much like a university lecture. She was quite brilliant actually. 

Afterwards, she’d gone to find Jane in the crowd to tell her how good she’d been. She’d found her sitting at a table alone. 
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Liza woke up before she had a chance to sit down with her at the table. No, that wasn’t really true. She was startled awake at the sight of Jane alone, her hands folded on the table, staring straight ahead, motionless, looking as if she’d seen something no one else had seen. That was always the way with Jane, as if she knew things other people didn’t, but Liza could never remember a time when Jane was alone in a crowded room.








[image: ] Was it just the dream that had compelled her that morning to rush over to Billy’s office and insist that his secretary let her in?

His office was smaller than she’d remembered. Not a corner office, one window, just a desk and two occasional chairs and a tiny sofa that she remembered Jane buying on Lexington Avenue.

He barely blinked when she walked in. But she imagined he’d been trained that way, not to react, as a trial attorney.

Liza knew she was being confrontational even though she couched it in a way she hoped would make him think she was concerned about him, that she had the best intentions, that it wasn’t her who was saying all those things.

But why now? Why almost a year later? Why had she never questioned him before, kept her distance? She had been kind to him, certainly he was in a kind of mourning.

The talk had been going on for some time, more like hushed murmurs but nonetheless inescapable at any gathering she attended.

“Liza — hi . . . ”

She’d interrupted him, without any pleasantries back. “People are beginning to question your behavior,” she said.

Billy just looked at her, that same, cold, unemotional stare (as if that wasn’t a contradiction) that people were beginning to talk about.

Finally, “Am I supposed to care?”

There was a strange arrogance to the way he’d said this, but he’d been so shut-off, or as Jane might have coined it, “closed for the holidays,” since the day Jane disappeared that this response seemed to Liza more normal in a way, at least it had a hint of emotion, even if the emotion was inappropriate. 

“Billy, I — I was concerned about you. I am concerned about you. I miss her . . . ” 

He interrupted her abruptly, “I’m just doing what she would’ve wanted me to do.”

“And that is?” Liza asked.

“Carrying on.” 

He didn’t mean it the way it sounded, he meant soldiering on, she thought. That was part of the problem, for an attorney Billy had become (despite his shut-down demeanor) remarkably careless about his choice of words.

“She threatened to leave, you know,” he said, “a number of times.”

That startled her. “Did you tell her parents this?” she asked.

“No.” This last was said very quietly.

“Did you tell the police?”

“No.” This was slightly more emphatic. 

Liza didn’t know why she was being so combative. She knew well enough that Jane had considered leaving. 

“Why?” asked Liza. “Why didn’t you say this to anyone, Billy?”

“Because she wouldn’t have wanted me to. I don’t know how intimate she was with you but with everyone else she wanted to preserve a perfect veneer.” 

It took Liza a moment to digest this. It was so harsh. 

“It seems as if you wanted to present it that way, as well,” said Liza. 
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Liza remembered a long, slightly tipsy talk she’d had with Jane about “divorce” a month or so before Jane disappeared. They were by themselves on a weeknight in Jane’s and Billy’s apartment having had more than one Cosmopolitan a piece. Jane prided herself on her ability to mix a cocktail, excelling in a vodka gimlet or the even fancier Cosmopolitan. She used to joke, if all else failed, she’d open a bar. She wanted to call it “Jane’s.”

Jane started the conversation philosophically, at first, focusing on the general societal aspect of being “a divorced woman” in 1939. The possible stigma, but then she suggested, in her inimitable way, that it might be an allure. 

“I wanted to write about Mary Astor,” Jane said. “My editor though was so appalled by the mercenary, hostile, abusive behavior of her husband that he didn’t want to give it any more ink. 

“Can you imagine, her husband sued her for custody and support when he had concealed a previous marriage from her? And then he threatened to ruin her career by publishing her diaries. The press is calling them the purple diaries, but actually they’re written in brown ink.”

Slightly inebriated, she didn’t give Liza a moment to weigh in.

“It seems to be true,” Jane went on. “Mary Astor did have an affair with that extraordinary director George Kaufman — I did so love You Can’t Take It with You. You and I saw it together. Kaufman won a Pulitzer. Can you imagine? He had to hightail it out of Hollywood — he hid in a berth on a train the whole way to New York City when he was summoned to court in L.A. for the divorce hearing. When he was a ‘no show’ the judge issued an arrest warrant for him! High drama. He’s banned in Hollywood, so to speak. There’s a rumor though, her ex-husband Thorne — perfect name don’t you think — falsified the diaries. Their poor child. Marylyn. Mary Astor named her daughter Marylyn. Can you imagine naming a child after yourself in that way?” Jane put her hand to her face and did that thing she did where she blinked two times and then went on. “Mary Astor said Thorne sometimes shook Marylyn so hard her teeth rattled, and spanked her so hard it left marks . . . She’s sued him for custody.” 

Liza interrupted. “He sued her for custody and support a few years ago and he won custody and a lot of money, I thought.”

“Not exactly,” said Jane. “She agreed because he threatened to release the diaries and ruin her. He blackmailed her.

“Did you see? She’s won it all back. Including Marylyn. It was such a good story,” Jane sighed. “I did so imagine I might be able to get a few people I know who know them to talk to me about it . . . ”

Liza was always riveted when Jane went on like this. The tone in Jane’s voice, her appetite for scandal, she traded on it somehow, her voice dropped almost to a hushed whisper. “Divorce.” As if that said it all. “I’m sure she’ll remarry.”

Jane laughed at her own recounting but then her tone changed. “I think you should be able to get divorced simply because you want to. You still have to prove infidelity or abandonment to get a divorce in New York.” 

Liza looked at Jane, carefully. Was there a reason she had brought this up?

She asked Jane, “Could you prove either of those things?”

“Abandonment? We are here aren’t we, having a perfectly lovely time? And where is he?”

And then she added something that haunted Liza.

“Things you know that you don’t want to know.”
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Liza studied Billy carefully. His blue eyes, oddly vacant and expressionless. She’d always assumed it was a trick he’d learned in lawyering, so no one would be able to gauge his reactions. But his response startled her again.

“I am involved,” he said.

Liza assumed she must’ve looked frightened before Billy added, “I am involved with someone else.”

“Why? And don’t say it’s because she would have wanted you to . . . ”

His answer was so simple and strangely sad that for the first time in months she felt sorry for him. 

“Because I’m not very good,” he said, “at being alone.” And then he added, staring at her so strangely that she felt a chill. “I moved on quite quickly.” 

Cold as ice. And in that moment, she realized that anyone who thought that cold as ice wasn’t an emotional state didn’t know what they were talking about.








[image: ] Liza didn’t want to go home. She stopped at Ava’s Dress Shop, which usually seemed so friendly, especially since Ava had odd trinkets in a display case and delicate French china for sale on the shelves along with the clothes. It was almost like “touching home,” but today anything that felt close (or held memories) was unsettling.

“It’s all so terribly” — she hesitated as if looking for the right word — “dowdy,” she said. And then added to the salesgirl, “We’re definitely entering a conservative phase, don’t you think? Skirt below the knee.” 

The salesgirl was quiet, either having no idea how to respond or too wise to engage in a political conversation since Ava, the shop-owner, was standing hidden from sight in the office next to the fitting room and wouldn’t approve. 

“I mean, really,” Liza went on, “who wants bunched sleeves that hit just below the shoulder except maybe a young girl. My sister Madeline would like this.” She gestured to a blouse that was unfortunately pale pink.

Liza realized she was out of control, that she was in some way taking out her anger on a poor, innocent shop girl and an even more innocent rack of clothes. But nonetheless, between the pale blues and violet colors of the material and the length of the skirts that hit (in her mind) so unattractively below the knee, who, honestly, would want to wear them?

She didn’t feel like trying anything on. She’d imagined she would dash into Ava’s — the shop set cozily next to a bakery on Jones Street, named after the proprietress/designer — and go home with an armload of clothes she would try on in her bedroom, and be able to return the ones that didn’t suit her. She had a favorite paisley shawl she’d purchased there last winter. She adored the almost camel-colored A-line cotton skirt she’d bought last spring with the long waistcoated jacket. The jacket shoulders were a little puffed, but the sleeves were tapered so that it still looked elegant, especially with the high-necked white blouse her mother had bought for her in London. It occurred to her the blue teal suit that Jane was wearing the day she disappeared had been designed by Ava and that she’d been with Jane the day she purchased it. That made her even angrier somehow. Always there were reminders.

She was about to launch into a small tirade on floral prints when she felt a hand on her shoulder and turned and saw Ava, her signature black hat pinned to her carefully coiffed hair, looking chic as always in a charcoal gray skirt that wasn’t the least bit flared. Still with her hand on her shoulder, Ava asked, “Are you all right?” 

“No,” said Liza, realizing that she wasn’t all right at all. “I think — perhaps I should come back another day.” And without really caring what Ava thought, she turned and left abruptly. 

She heard the glass rattle in the doorframe. She’d shut it too hard as she rushed out into the somewhat brisk and chilly late afternoon, walking quickly to the corner, and had to step back to avoid a spray of dirt and water as a carriage drawn by two horses made an abrupt right turn, driving much too close to the curb. 

She hadn’t eaten all day. She thought about popping into the bakery and buying an apple sugar muffin. There was a young woman standing on the corner in front of the bakeshop, with a child sitting at her feet who couldn’t have been more than five, with a bucket of red roses beside him. 

Liza took the two-dollar bill she’d found in her pocket for the bakery and pressed it instead into the young woman’s hand, who started to thank her instantly and give her change. “No, don’t,” said Liza. She didn’t take a rose. 

She looked back to the shop and saw Ava standing in the window staring at her looking both concerned and disapproving. 

No, she wasn’t all right, at all. 
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