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For Jane and Andrew, remembering our wonderful trip to the south of France. I am glad it was less eventful than Emily’s.
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“The English duke is dead.”


The words, muffled and heavily accented, hardly reached me through the voluminous duvet that, while I slept, had somehow twisted around me with such violence that it now more closely resembled mummy wrappings than a blanket. Struggling against its bonds, I managed to extricate one hand before realizing my head was under a stack of pillows. I flung them aside and sat up, turning to discover my husband was no longer next to me. The words came again, and this time vanquished in an instant all of the confusion clouding my mind after being awoken from a deep slumber.


“Monsieur, the duke, the English duke, he is dead.”


“Jeremy?” I leapt from the bed, dragging the duvet with me (I had not been quite so successful in the removal of it from my person as I had hoped), and started for the narrow patch of light coming into our room from the door, held open by my husband, his dressing gown pulled around him. A chasm seemed to open inside me, as if my heart were splitting and filling me simultaneously with intolerable cold and heat. Jeremy Sheffield, Duke of Bainbridge, my dearest childhood friend, who had tormented me in my youth not quite so much as I had tormented him, could not be dead. I tried to step forward, but my limbs would obey no commands.


“Is he in his suite?” my husband asked. The man standing in the corridor nodded. “I shall come at once.”


He must have closed the door, but I have no memory of him having done so. I collapsed in an undignified heap, my legs no longer able to support me.


“Emily.” Colin knelt at my side, scooped me into his arms and deposited me back onto the bed. “I must see what has happened and will return as quickly as possible. Will you be all right?”


“Yes, of course.” I rubbed my face. “No. No. I must come with you.”


“I don’t think you ought.” His dark eyes locked onto mine, and I could see pain and worry and just a bit of frustration in them.


“I have to see him. I—”


“No.” He squeezed my hand and slipped the dressing gown from his shoulders, finding and putting on the stiff boiled shirt he had discarded earlier in the evening with entirely no regard for its subsequent condition. After retrieving his trousers from the back of a chair and locating his shoes—one had disappeared under the bed—he shrugged into his tailcoat and walked to the door, pausing to turn back and look at me as he opened it. Had I not been so upset, I would have better appreciated the handsome dishevelment of his cobbled-together evening kit. “I am so terribly sorry, Emily.”


The tears did not come before the door clicked shut behind him, but then my eyes produced a worthy monsoon. Sudden storms are short, however, and this was no time for succumbing to emotion. I splashed water on my face and pulled on my dressing gown. There could be no question of returning to my own previously discarded garments: Ladies’ gowns are designed to require assistance, and while this may allow for a more beautifully designed bodice, it proves an immense frustration when one finds oneself on one’s own.


Fortunately, no one saw me slip out of our room as there were not yet other guests meandering through the Hotel Britannia, the most fashionable place to stay on La Croisette in Cannes, and arguably on the whole of the Côte d’Azur. A clock near the curved marble staircase told me it was nearly half five in the morning. Anyone awake now would either be a servant or someone staggering in from a long evening, probably spent playing baccarat at the Cercle Nautique. I climbed one flight to the top floor, where Jeremy had insisted on staying. The view, he said, was incomparable. His door was closed and locked, so I tapped on it, and a man I did not recognize opened it without delay.


“Madame, you would not wish—”


I pushed past him and went straight through the sitting room to the bedroom, where I saw my husband standing with two other men. On the bed was the prostrate form of a gentleman in evening kit.


I recognized the wiry individual closest to the supine figure as the hotel doctor. He adjusted the tortoiseshell pince-nez on his long nose and placed his unopened bag on a bedside table. “We will need to further examine him, of course, but there is no question—”


“There is no question,” I said, stepping forward with no regard for any of them, “because this is not the duke.”


“Emily—” Colin reached for my arm, but I pulled away and moved to the opposite side of the bed, closer to the body, determined to confirm the identity of the man. It was harder to move him than I had anticipated, but I managed to roll him over and reveal his face, the eyes staring and vacant.


“Chauncey Neville.” I was shaking rather violently now, and realized that I was barefoot and my teeth were chattering. “It is not Jeremy. Not Jeremy.” Mr. Neville, a shy, soft-spoken gentleman from Cornwall, had always seemed an unlikely friend for Jeremy, but the two had been close since their days at school. We often joked that they tempered each other, Chauncey reeling in Jeremy when he got too out of hand, and Jeremy prodding Chauncey to embrace joviality. Shy though he was, Mr. Neville never proved awkward in social situations, but instead was kind and thoughtful, always on hand to support his friends in any of their schemes.


“Come, my dear,” Colin said. “You will catch your death of cold. You know how chilly the seaside gets at night.”


Any person who has had the privilege of forming even the barest sort of acquaintance with Colin Hargreaves knows he is not the sort of gentleman to make such trite remarks. Rather, he is the most trusted agent of the Crown, a particular favorite of Queen Victoria’s, and the individual most frequently called upon by the palace to assist in delicate matters that threaten the state of our great empire. My eyes focused better on the room now, and I saw the manager of the hotel wringing his hands.


“Fear not, Monsieur Fortier, this is not the first body I have seen,” I said. In fact, I had seen many. The work my husband and I shared—sometimes in official capacities, sometimes when we chose on our own to help those in need of assistance—had led us to reveal the identities of no fewer than nine cruel murderers. I was not a stranger to violent death. Whether my words soothed the concerned hotelier, I do not know. Colin removed me to our own suite of rooms before I could gauge the man’s reaction. Regardless, the untimely demise of one of our party would dramatically alter what had been intended as a celebratory holiday on the Côte d’Azur.


Nearly four months ago, at Christmas, I had received a telegram from Jeremy, announcing his engagement to Miss Amity Wells, an American heiress who had realized her parents’ dearest hopes by catching an English duke. Miss Wells’s mother, a veritable battle-axe of a woman, far better suited to roping steers on the range than moving in high society, insisted on throwing an engagement party to celebrate the match, but would not content herself with a ball in Mayfair. Instead, she had planned a trip to the south of France, where all the closest friends and family of the bride and groom would spend a fortnight, culminating in a party she assured us would be more spectacular than any we had ever seen. England, she explained in a coarse whisper, was such a little island it could not possibly be expected to hold all her big ideas.


Colin and I had met mother and daughter over New Year at Jeremy’s estate in Kent; the Wellses had cut short a trip to Egypt for the occasion. While Mrs. Wells could be described as a force of nature, one had to accept Amity as something akin to a dream. Her fresh-faced beauty, enviable figure, flair for fashion, and quick wit made her a favorite in London society. A favorite with the gentlemen, that is. I am sorry to say that my own fair sex proved far less generous with her, a judgment firmly footed in the lair of envy. I scorned this, knowing it to be unfair, but must acknowledge that my reaction to Miss Wells proved somewhat more complicated than I should have liked.


The estate of the Duke of Bainbridge lay adjacent to that of my own excellent father, and Jeremy and I had been inseparable as children. When it came time for him to leave for school, I cried for three days straight, and marked on my calendar when he would be home between terms, counting the weeks until I would see him again. By the time he had finished at Harrow and was leaving for Oxford, we no longer climbed trees together, instead finding great amusement in the knowledge that both our mothers longed to see us (and our families) united in marriage. Neither of us could think of anything more ridiculous, for although we adored each other, our temperaments and our interests could not have been more at odds. I had grown up studious and intellectual; Jeremy had championed the goal of being the most useless man in England. When his father died suddenly during his son’s second year at university, everyone hoped the new duke would undergo a transformation à la Prince Hal and adopt a more solemn and appropriate demeanor. This served only to spur him into more questionable behavior.


Jeremy played the rake with consummate skill, but, at heart, his kindness and steadfast loyalty prevented him from ever becoming truly profligate. He claimed this to be his greatest disappointment. He took splendid care of his mother, refusing to let her be holed up in dowager quarters, and, knowing both what an asset she had been to his father and how much she had enjoyed helping to run the estate, insisted that she continue her work. He did as little as possible, squeaked through Oxford with a degree he claimed disgraced every Bainbridge ancestor, ran with a fast set, and, perhaps, drank too much on occasion, but he never got himself into irreparable trouble. Everyone in society fawned over him, particularly the legion of mothers who longed for the dashing, fun-loving duke (whose fortune was even more attractive than his bright blue eyes) to someday propose to one of their daughters.


Over the years, Jeremy’s steadfast resistance to marriage became the stuff of legends. He did everything in his not inconsiderable powers to avoid it, including pretending to court my close friend Margaret Michaels, née Seward. Their deception was borne out of mutual need. Margaret, an American, had been sent to England, much like Amity Wells, to catch a titled husband. She, however, had no interest in such things, wanting instead to study at Oxford. She and Jeremy spent a season pretending to be in and out of love. Eventually, when he threw her over (at her insistence, of course), she pled a broken heart and convinced her parents that they must not try to force her into marriage until she had quite forgot the duke. Jeremy let it be known (quietly) that he felt an English peer ought not marry an American, a sentiment lauded by the aforementioned legion of mothers. Their daughters vied for his attention with such implacable nerve that it began to make him quite unable to enjoy all the social functions in which he used to take such pleasure. Finding this condition unacceptable in the extreme, he decided to direct all of his affections toward me, his oldest friend.


At the time, I was a young widow, my first husband having been murdered only a few months after our wedding. Out of mourning and back in society, I had fallen in love with Colin Hargreaves, and even after I had accepted his proposal of marriage, Jeremy refused to stop pressing his own suit. Not, mind you, because he actually loved me, but because he knew I would go along with his scheme. He viewed my engagement as a gift from the dear Lord himself. Society believed him to be heartbroken and devoted to a lady he could not have, and the legion of mothers could tolerate with relative equanimity waiting for him to recover from the blow my second marriage struck.


Colin accepted this arrangement with good humor, knowing full well Jeremy had never been a threat to our marital happiness. He also knew that one day, Jeremy would have to marry. He might play the profligate, but he would never leave his dukedom without an heir. Much as I enjoyed Jeremy’s little game, I had rejoiced when I read his telegram and knew it was over. I longed to see my friend as happily settled as I.


Then I met Amity Wells.


I am, perhaps, not being entirely fair. She failed to make much of an impression at our first meeting, but balls do not provide much of an opportunity for deep conversation. Our trip to Cannes was to offer us that. Yet almost from the moment I stepped into La Croisette with her, I knew we could never be friends. And I feared Jeremy would never forgive me for that.





Amity
Twelve months earlier
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India did not suit Amity. The oppressive heat reminded her too much of her grandparents’ plantation house in Natchez, Louisiana, where she had spent more than one unhappy summer while her parents retreated from New York’s Fifth Avenue to their mansion in Newport. This arrangement came at the insistence of her grandmother, Varina Beauregard Wells, who was as unhappy at the Confederate loss in the War Between the States as she was that her Harvard-educated son had abandoned all his breeding and married a Yankee. She had always objected to sending him north for an education. The fortune he earned in copper tempered her displeasure, but she was not about to let her only granddaughter grow up with coarse northern manners. Her daughter-in-law made no effort to dissuade her. Learning to simper in that charming southern way could do nothing but enhance Amity’s value on the marriage market, and Birdie Wells had every intention of seeing her daughter married to an English nobleman. So far as she was concerned, this outcome was nonnegotiable. Her husband had no interest in arguing with her regarding this or anything else about which she felt strongly.


“She must be a duchess, don’t you think?” Birdie—Amity had never been able to think of her mother as anything but Birdie—made a habit of talking about her daughter as if she were not there.


“I am sure you know best, dearie.” Amity’s father loved to indulge his wife, who was delightfully unlike the southern belles his mother had traipsed before him, hoping he would take one of them as his bride. Their superficial charms were many, but none could compete with his Birdie, who spoke with a shocking degree of directness. The day they met she had looked him in the eyes and said, You are less of a fool than I expected, Wells, and he knew he had found his partner in life.


“I am doing this all for you, my dear. Vanderbilt’s daughter caught a duke and we cannot tolerate falling beneath that family. I should be unable to take so much as a step out of the house. We have got to take her abroad without delay.”


“I would never deny you something you want so badly, Birdie.” Mr. Wells folded up his newspaper and left for his office, where, after finalizing a deal that nearly doubled the family’s already enormous fortune, he set about making plans for their trip. That he chose to start with India reflected his priorities. An old friend who had wrangled himself a plum position after the dissolution of the East India Company had invited him to visit, with the object of convincing him to invest in what he was certain would prove a most profitable arrangement. They would be in India by February, and stay until the following winter, when they would remove themselves to Egypt, and form all the acquaintances necessary to make an appropriate splash in London the following spring. Birdie would have preferred to start in London, but understood her husband too well to suggest an alternative to his itinerary.


Within hours of their arrival in Bombay, Amity was being heralded as the belle of expat society. Invitations poured in, and the family found themselves in even greater demand than that to which they were accustomed in New York. Birdie’s exuberant parties proved a great success with the British community, although Amity noticed more than a few ladies looking down their nose at her mother, especially when she insisted they ride camels to the site of one of her picnics. Regardless, Amity allowed herself to be escorted to countless events by a series of young men Birdie had vetted, but she took little pleasure in the company of any of them. She did not object to making a good marriage, but felt that she ought at least to be allowed to like her future husband. Her new friend, Miss Christabel Peabody, shared this view. Miss Peabody, a young lady whose British manners and affability were approved of by Birdie, had traveled to India to visit her brother, who was serving there in the army. Within a fortnight of their introduction, she and Amity were inseparable.


“I do not think I shall ever adjust to being here,” Amity said, as she and Christabel lounged in the courtyard of the villa Mr. Wells had taken for their stay. “The humidity is intolerable.” She stretched out on a chaise longue and waved a large ostrich fan in front of her face.


“And it is not yet summer,” Christabel said. “You will adore Simla, though. Everyone spends the summer there. The society is incomparable.”


“Incomparable society in Simla?” A stocky man in uniform approached them, Birdie’s housekeeper following behind, doing her best to announce the visitor. “Christabel, you are giving this young lady the wrong idea altogether.”


“Captain Charles Peabody, Miss Wells!” The servant made a slight bow, her hands pressed together as if she were praying.


“Very good, thank you,” Amity said.


“And Captain Jack Sheffield as well.”


Amity thanked the housekeeper again and inspected the new arrivals. Christabel’s brother, Captain Peabody, was a bit of a disappointment; Amity preferred her officers to cut rather more of a dashing figure in uniform. Fortunately for her, his companion filled the role admirably. Tall and lanky, Captain Sheffield moved with careless ease, and Amity was taken at once with his easy humor and self-deprecating ways.


“The society in Simla is the worst sort of colonial balderdash,” Captain Peabody said. “If one is to be in India, one ought to be there, not set up some sorry version of England instead.”


“Going native, Peabody?” Captain Sheffield’s grin brightened the room.


“I take all my opinions from you, old boy, so you ought not criticize me.”


“Quite right.” Captain Sheffield tugged at the cuffs of his bright red jacket. “India is magnificent: exotic and mysterious. How many forts have you ladies visited thus far?”


“Forts?” Amity asked, pursing her perfect lips and raising her eyebrows. “Why should I have even the slightest interest in visiting forts? Unless you can promise me more officers as charming as the two of you?”


“Not that sort of fort, Miss Wells,” Captain Sheffield said. “I speak of the ruins of ancient citadels, the towering walls and heavy gates that kept safe the maharajas and their jewels. You do know about the maharajas and their jewels?”


“What girl worth her salt wouldn’t?” Amity smiled. “Daddy promised me emeralds while we are here.”


“Good girl. Insist on rubies as well.”


“Sheffield is a terrible influence,” Captain Peabody said. “But you could not put yourselves in better hands should you want a guide to show you the area. I am afraid, Christabel, that I will not have quite so much liberty as I had hoped during your visit. Mother is furious, but I must do my duty.”


“Of course, Charles. No one would expect less from you,” Christabel said.


“I have brought my friend along as a peace offering. Mother has no interest in doing anything beyond taking tea with her old friends, and I do not wish to see you trapped doing only that. So far as she is concerned, she has already seen the best of India.”


“She and father were here for nearly a decade.”


“Yes, but she is very keen on you having a wander around, so long as it does not interfere with her routine. Sheffield is as good a bloke as I know. He will look after you well.”


“I am still in the room, Peabody.”


“Right. Well. I must be off. I shall leave the three of you to formulate a plan for your adventures.”


From that day forth, Captain Sheffield spent every waking hour not required of him by the army with Amity and Christabel. Birdie initially balked at the young man. Captain Sheffield would never make an acceptable candidate for her daughter’s husband—he was a dreaded younger son, and, hence, without title or fortune—but once she learned he was the brother of the Duke of Bainbridge, Britain’s most desirable bachelor, her feelings warmed slightly. That is to say, she no longer did her best to discourage the acquaintance.


Amity, Christabel, and Jack—for none of them required formality of the others any longer—began to refer to themselves as the Three Musketeers. They traveled (chaperoned, of course, by Birdie) to the Golden Temple at Amritsar, where Amity threatened to become a Sikh, but only if she would be allowed to wear a turban and carry a dagger. The dagger, Jack assured her, was a requirement. They lamented the sorry state of the Lake Palace at Udaipur, where the damp had taken hold and ruined much of the fine interior.


“I shall make it my mission to return here and restore every corner of this place,” Amity said.


“I have been laboring under the impression that India did not suit you,” Jack said. “It would impossible to count the number of times you have told me you would prefer to be in Paris or London—”


“Or the Alps,” Christabel continued, crossing to her friends after she had finished photographing the remains of a frieze on one of the walls. Her brother had given her a camera for Christmas, and she had become something of an expert at using it. Carrying it on their trips often proved problematic, but they all agreed it was worth the aggravation when they saw her pictures. “Or Rome—”


“Stop, you wretched beasts! I repent,” Amity said. “I repent wholly. The subcontinent has grown on me. When are we to see the tigers?”


Birdie categorically refused to allow a safari of any sort, tigers or not. This did not give Amity more than the slightest pause. She appealed to her father, who never could resist her, and he organized a hunting party for them. Christabel very nearly begged off coming, but was persuaded in the end, although she was convinced, up almost to the last moment, that it was a wretched idea.


“Come now, Bel,” Amity said. “Think of us, camping in the wild, riding on elephants—”


“I do quite fancy riding on an elephant,” Christabel said.


“I promise you will never regret it.”


“Oh, Amity, I can never say no to you!”


“Why would you want to?” Amity smiled. They departed for the Rajasthani hills the next morning.
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The celebration of Jeremy’s engagement to Miss Wells began on board a special train in London, hired by her father. The ordinary boat train was not good enough for his little girl, nor was the ordinary boat that ferried ordinary travelers to Calais. We made our crossing in the lap of luxury—even the weather cooperated, treating us with bright sun and smooth seas—and we were then ushered onto a second special train that whisked us south toward Cannes.


I resented everything about the trip, particularly having to be away from my twin boys, Henry and Richard, who were now two years old. They, together with our ward, Tom, brought joy and laughter to our home, along with trails of muddy footprints, dogs hidden in the nursery, and more than a few casualties among the breakable objects in our possession. Tom’s mother was a former friend of mine who had turned out to be a cunning murderer, and his parentage had raised more than a few eyebrows in society. That is, his maternal parentage. His father, a dissolute wastrel to my mind, was considered superior because he came from an old and noble Italian family. Fortunately, neither Colin nor I cared a bit for anyone’s opinion on the subject, and we held Tom, who was a few months older than the twins, as dear to us as Henry and Richard. I missed them all terribly and longed to return home to shower their chubby cheeks with kisses.


When we arrived in Cannes, each member of the party was assigned rooms in the town’s best hotel, located in the eastern end of La Croisette, the wide, fashionable avenue skirting the coast of the Mediterranean. To my mind, we were a motley party: English nobility, American robber barons, and a collection of nouveau riche from both sides of the pond. I hated myself for sounding like my mother, but in this instance, I could not help myself.


“It is not that I object to Americans,” I said, doing my best to explain myself to two of my dearest friends. We had taken a table in the center of the hotel’s terrace, a large, beautifully landscaped space, surrounded by graceful palms between which one could watch a steady stream of elegant tourists walking along the sea. Mimosas, orchids, and hyacinths brimmed over vases on each table, their bright colors contrasting with the deep azure of the sky and the seemingly endless stretch of water in front of us. “You of all people know that perfectly well, Margaret, but this American in particular—”


“She is even prettier than you are. I hated her the moment I laid eyes on her.” Margaret Michaels, whom I had met while in the last days of mourning for the death of my first husband (and who had, as previously mentioned, once pretended to be in love with Jeremy), was a Bryn Mawr–educated American who had skillfully persuaded her parents to accept an Oxford don rather than a duke for a son-in-law.


“Heavens, Margaret, how I have missed you!”


“You are both jealous.” Cécile du Lac waved for a nearby waiter and ordered more champagne. “It is unseemly.”


“We are not jealous,” I said. “It is just that, well, Jeremy is—”


“Bainbridge is no longer mooning over you and you feel the loss keenly. It is to be expected. I cannot count the number of times I warned you that it would, eventually, happen.” Cécile, a stunning and elegant Parisian of a certain age, was my confidante, the one person other than my husband who understood every dark corner of my soul.


“When Jeremy did moon over me it was only for show,” I said, frowning. “He used me as an excuse to avoid marriage.”


“Perhaps.” Cécile shrugged. “But who would not enjoy a constant stream of attention from a gentleman so longed for by the rest of society, even if he is not nearly so handsome as your own husband?”


“Her own husband is Adonis,” Margaret said. “Even Mr. Michaels admits as much.”


“I do wish you would stop calling him Mr. Michaels, Margaret. You have been married for how many years now?” I asked. I leaned over to make it easier for the waiter to refill my glass with champagne.


“You have met him, Emily. Could you call him Horatio? It does not suit him in the least.”


“No, it does not,” I admitted. Margaret’s husband, a dear, serious man, and a scholar of Latin, rarely left Oxford. He and his wife were a perfect match, leading a life full of raging intellectual arguments and the exchange of semiobscene Latin poetry.


“Mr. Michaels would be mortified by Miss Wells,” Margaret said. “She is everything he despises about Britain.”


“She is American, ma chérie,” Cécile said.


“Precisely. I would not have dreamed of letting him accompany me here. I do think Miss Wells would have pushed him so far over the edge that he may well have been unable to speak coherently again in any language other than Latin. Perhaps that is why I object so vehemently to her. Her mere presence would destroy my husband’s will to live.”


“That is unfair. She is a lovely girl!” Cécile drained her glass and signaled for another refill.


“She is,” I said. “Stunningly beautiful. Bright. Refined when necessary, but otherwise in possession of a passion for life my mother would find wholly unacceptable.”


“Rather like you, Kallista.” Cécile had always objected to my Christian name and chose instead to call me by the nickname bestowed upon me by my first husband. “Perhaps you are too similar to get along.”


“That is such a cliché.” I bunched up my napkin, frustrated, and flung it onto the table. “I object to Miss Wells not as an individual, but as a spouse for Jeremy. She is a flawless example of studied perfection. It is as if everything she does has been carefully designed to attract him. Heaven only knows what she is really like. We are not bound to find out until well after the wedding.”


“I cannot agree with that, Emily,” Margaret said. “I think we are seeing her true self, and unfortunately that true self is intolerable. She is not like Emily, Cécile. She is obnoxious and crass and—” She stopped and smiled too sweetly, looking over my shoulder. “So nice to see you, Miss Wells. Won’t you join us for some champagne?”


“I can think of nothing I should better enjoy. Garçon, another chair for this table please!” Her voice as she called for the waiter grated on my nerves. It was an octave too low and a level too loud. Furthermore, she had a manner with staff that bothered me. She was in every way technically polite, but at the same time managed to convey that she thought herself superior to them. I did not like it. “You girls must call me Amity. Jeremy is so fond of you all that I feel as if you will be like my sisters, and sisters ought not address each other in formal terms.”


“Were I your sister, Mademoiselle Wells, I should be most concerned about our parents,” Cécile said. “I am very nearly of an age with them.”


“Oh, Cécile, you are simply too very! I don’t know how I ever lived before knowing you.”


“One shudders at the thought.” Cécile drained her glass. “I fear there is not enough champagne in Cannes.”


“Perhaps that is why I have always preferred whisky. Please don’t share that with my mother.” Miss Wells bubbled with sultry laughter. “Margaret, I must tell you how I laughed at Jeremy’s story of your false courtship. I cannot remember ever before being so amused.”


“Yes.” Margaret pressed her lips into a firm line.


Amity gulped down her glass of champagne. “I have come to inform you that we are all going for a stroll along La Croisette this evening before dinner. The light is so lovely as the sun starts to set. I have promised the gentlemen cigars for the occasion. I do hope you can tolerate them smoking.”


“I would prefer to join them,” Margaret said.


Miss Wells grinned. “My dear, you really are simply too very. I would smoke with you but promised my darling Jeremy that I would only do it when we are alone so that his friends aren’t scandalized. I imagine your own divine husband wouldn’t look kindly on the activity, would he, Emily? Although I suspect he is far more enlightened than his dignified exterior suggests. Still waters and all that. At any rate, we shall take a turn along the sea before we eat. The boys are off to the casino afterward for a party I’ve organized. I thought it would be nice for them to have some time away from us ladies. I don’t like to stifle them. Ah! I see them now. Ta-ta, girls!” She stood up and excused herself, flitting across the street to the edge of the beach, where Jeremy and some of his friends were standing.


“I cannot put my finger on what it is, precisely, that I don’t like about her,” I said, “but there is something that rings decidedly untrue. She is an extremely beautiful chameleon. She likes cigars when Margaret does, whisky when Jeremy fancies it.”


“As I have already said, it is jealously.” Cécile’s smile resembled that of a cat. “And it is unbecoming in a lady.”


Three hours later we gathered in front of the hotel, where Amity lined us up, two by two, like schoolchildren. “I want us all to get to know each other better,” she said. “There’s no fun in everyone sticking with their ordinary partners, so I have decided to mix us all up. Jeremy, darling, you walk with Christabel. Emily, you’re to be with Jack.” She continued on, and I wondered if Cécile’s opinion of her high spirits and similarities to me would change after she endured this forced march on the arm of Amity’s father, Cornelius Beauregard Wells. She had saved Colin for herself, saying that it was only fair the bride should be escorted by the most handsome gentleman, and flirted with him so shamelessly that his eyes danced with a mixture of mortification and amusement. Chauncey Neville, Jeremy’s chum from his school days at Harrow, dutifully took the arm of Mrs. Wells, politely complimenting her on the rather extraordinary hat she was wearing, and as soon as Amity had finished pairing off the rest of the crowd, we set off along the pavement.


“Your brother has shocked us all,” I said, leaning close to Jack as we strolled. “All these years he has sworn off marriage and then a handful of weeks in Egypt convinces him to abandon his principles.”


“It shook me to my very core, Emily,” Jack said. “Yet they were so very happy from the moment they met, I do not see how things could have ended any differently.”


“I understand you made Miss Wells’s acquaintance some time before Jeremy’s arrival in Cairo.” I shook my head. “It is difficult to imagine him agreeing to go to Cairo. I half suspect you dangled her in front of him as an enticement.”


“I did, and I am not ashamed to admit it. She is such a wonderfully open girl. One gets to know her so quickly that before long one cannot imagine having ever not known her.”


“You first met her in India, did you not?” I asked. He nodded. “Was it immediately apparent your brother would like her?”


“Without a doubt. They are so very alike. When I told her stories about him I was amazed by how readily she related to him.”


“Yes, it is rather astonishing.” I wondered if my tone shouted cynicism.


“Not so astonishing,” he said. “They are both under a great deal of pressure to satisfy the desires of their families. You know how difficult that can be. I am pleased they have found each other and only hope they have a pack of sons as quickly as possible so that I am as far removed from the dukedom as possible.”


“Jeremy does so wish you would return to England.”


“And I do so wish I would be posted back to India. My brother and I have rarely wanted the same things for me.” He flashed a bright smile. “Or for him, for that matter. Amity may indeed be the first.”


“Then I am happy for him,” I said. “He is deserving of every good thing, and if he is content that is what he has found in her, no one could be more delighted on his behalf.”


Jack’s grin widened, conspiracy in his eyes. “We both know he always wanted you, Emily. I may have only been six, but I saw him kiss you—”


“Don’t be silly. We were children and any flirtations we may have shared in the past were mutually agreed upon performances to keep him from the bonds of matrimony for as long as possible. Now that he has found his heart’s desire, he has no need for such games.”


“Quite right. You were too good to him, you know. You may think him deserving of every good thing, but that can only be because he was far kinder to you during your childhood than he was to me. I think him a perfect beast.”


“You two fought constantly. I remember it well.”


“I recall your father taking him to task for bad behavior on more than one occasion,” Jack said. “Perhaps we should warn Miss Wells. She may not be aware of just what she is taking on.”


I smiled—warmly, I hope—but did not tell him I feared it was Jeremy, rather than Miss Wells, who was blissfully unaware of just what he was taking on.


We looped back along the promenade and returned to the hotel, dining before the gentlemen abandoned us for the casino. On their way out, they led us into the lounge, where Amity had organized coffee and sherry to be served to us ladies. Like the rest of the public rooms in the hotel, its walls were covered in a delicate porcelain-colored paint, trimmed with elegant gilt work. Shimmering Persian carpets softened the pale marble floors, and the Louis XIV furniture was upholstered in golden silk.


“I understand that some among us may prefer something other than sherry,” Amity said, her perfect lips spread into a smile that lit up her face. “I have ordered port for you, Emily.”


“You are very kind to have taken note of my wife’s habits, Miss Wells,” Colin said, standing behind my chair.


“My darling Jeremy insists that I take good care of her to make up for how abominably he treated her when they were small,” Amity said, “and I make a point of always doing whatever he says.”


“How did I get so lucky?” Jeremy beamed. If ever a man appeared truly happy it was he on that night. “Right, now, chaps, we must take our leave from these lovely ladies and console ourselves as best we can without them.”


“I am certain you won’t miss us for a moment,” Amity said. “I have made arrangements with the management of the casino to ensure the establishment will cater to your every whim. Daddy, you must behave just a little, though. I cannot have Mother angry at me.”


At this comment, Victor Fairchild, a tall, well-built man whose studious countenance belied a personality devoted to cricket rather than any academic pursuit, raised an eyebrow, and then leaned down to whisper something to Cécile. She whacked Mr. Fairchild’s hand with her fan and shooed him away as the gentlemen departed. He skulked behind the others, but looked back twice as he crossed the hotel lobby. Cécile met his gaze both times.


“Really, Cécile,” I said. “He is not yet forty and therefore does not meet your ironclad requirement for being interesting.”


“Sometimes, chérie, a lady does not require interesting. There are other qualities that, on occasion, prove more important. I do believe that Monsieur Fairchild’s devotion to cricket might prove to have some fascinating and unexpected benefits.”


“If I understand you correctly, Cécile, you might want to take better notice of Jack,” I said. “He ran the marathon in Athens in 1896, when the Olympics were reestablished.”


“I shall take your suggestion under consideration,” Cécile said, “although at the moment it is the patience cricket requires that intrigues me. Only consider what ramifications such a well-developed skill might have when applied in other situations.”


“You are such a card, Mrs. du Lac.” We had not spoken in a volume loud enough to be overheard, but Mrs. Wells must have been able to interpret some essential part of our exchange. “Nothing wrong with the young man that I can see.”


“I am fortunate that my fiancé’s friends have proven so delightful,” Amity said, “although I fear the same could not be said about all of their wives. Are you girls acquainted with Mrs. Harrop? I find her a terrible bore and do not comprehend how her husband can tolerate her. I have met her only briefly, but it was long enough to know that I didn’t want her here in Cannes with us.”


“But Mr. Harrop is here. I assumed his wife was indisposed,” Margaret said. “You refused to let her come?”


“Categorically,” Amity replied. “Do not think me cruel. She had as little interest in being here as I had in hosting her. You, Margaret, like me, are used to American directness. Society is all well and good, and many of its mores are admirable, but I will never play false with anyone. I did not cut her openly, nor would I. I shall never be anything short of civil to her. We are not fond of each other, so why should we be thrust together simply because our husbands are friends?”


“You have no doubt made both Mr. and Mrs. Harrop happy through your decision,” I said. “They have never been what one could describe as close.”


“Another unhappy forced marriage?” Mrs. Wells asked.


“Quite,” I said. “Both families wanted it.” Amity’s words about Mrs. Harrop were harsh, but accurate, and I admired her unwillingness to hide her true feelings, while at the same time maintaining civility.


“I would never have allowed my Amity to enter into such an arrangement,” Mrs. Wells said, her wide bosom swelling. “Savage, really.”


Amity’s eyes flashed as her mother spoke, but she regained her composure with such speed I was unsure as to what I had seen. Our libations arrived and once they had been consumed, we all retired to our rooms. Colin returned from the casino only a little over an hour later. Gambling had never held much appeal to him, particularly, he told me, when there were far greater temptations at his disposal.


“Tedious evening, truth be told.” He unknotted his white tie and pulled it free from his collar before draping it over the back of a chair and turning his attention to the studs on his shirt. “I am far happier here with you.”


We both were, until the knock on our door came, informing us that death had interfered with everything.





Amity
Seven months earlier
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Amity took to tiger hunting like a young Indian prince for whom it was a required right of passage. Anyone would think she had been born for it. She adapted quickly to riding on elephants, and, despite the obvious discomforts of camping in the wild, adored every minute of the experience. On the third morning, she killed a tiger. That afternoon, her father took out four.


“When is it enough?” Christabel asked, looking morosely at the animals’ sad corpses. “Surely we do not need more than this.”


“Does it trouble you?” Jack asked.


“Very much so, I’m afraid.” Her voice trembled and broke. “I thrilled at seeing the noble beasts moving through the grass. It was at once terrifying and delightful. But the moment the first fell—do forgive me, Amity, I know it was a triumph for you—I was sickened. I refused to take your father’s photograph with his trophies and he is most put out.”


“You are a dear, sweet thing,” Amity said, “and I shall tell Daddy that we are done here. I don’t want you tormented for even a single minute more.”


“You are so kind to me,” Christabel said.


“Your friendship makes up for all the years I spent with nothing but brothers in the house.”


“How many brothers?” Jack asked.


“Five, each of them perfectly savage. Augustus, the youngest, is perhaps the least awful of them, but I despise them all,” Amity said. “Fortunately Daddy does, too. He fears for his business when he’s gone. I think that is part of the reason he wants to see me well settled. He knows my brothers will do nothing but squander everything they have. What about your brother, Jack? Is he a savage?”


Jack laughed. “A savage? Not quite. Your father would, no doubt, object to his reluctance to do any sort of useful work, but in his case, that would only mean managing the estate, and my mother handles that. My father quite relied on her. I have never been able to determine whether Jeremy refuses to assist her because he wants to lead a meaningless life or if it is all just a scheme to let her continue. She and my father adored each other, you see, and his death left her heartbroken. If she were no longer needed on the estate, I am not sure what she would have to live for.”


“Her sons, of course,” Christabel said.


“No, she never much cared for either of us. She was too engrossed in everything to do with Father. At any rate, we were away at school most of the time. After that, I dedicated myself to the pursuit of adventure, something to which my mother never objected. It did not trouble her in the least when I set off to re-create the travels of Marco Polo, even when I told her I might be gone for several years.”


“Did you succeed?” Amity asked.


“No, alas,” Jack said. “We made it from Venice to Constantinople and then to Jerusalem, where, after visiting the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, my compatriots decided they wanted to return to Europe. They’d had enough of the East, they said, and not even Polo’s descriptions of the palace at Xanadu could induce them to continue on. The only encouragement I got was from my mother, who told me in every brief letter she wrote not to worry that she was suffering from my absence.”


“Is she kinder to your brother?” Christabel asked.


“Not in the least. She scolds him constantly.”


“Yet despite this, your brother does all he can to ensure her comfort. Is it possible that he, whom you have previously mentioned only occasionally, but always in terms that made me believe him to be something of a dissolute cad, might, in fact, be of noble character?” Amity asked.


“There is a slim possibility,” Jack said. “Nobility is in his blood, after all.”


“Oh, you British and your aristocracy.” Amity sighed. “I suppose it does make things awfully nice so long as you’re the one inheriting. No need to work or be useful.”
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