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Praise for Brooke Lea Foster’s Summer Darlings





“I was immediately seduced by Summer Darlings. Foster cleverly conceals her characters’ deceits and betrayal beneath a stunning, sun-spangled surface, and Martha’s Vineyard is portrayed with glamorous period detail. This is one terrific summer read.”


—Elin Hilderbrand, New York Times bestselling author of The Hotel Nantucket


“A perfect summer book, packed with posh people, glamor, mystery, and one clever, brave, young nanny. This book just might be the most fun you’ll have all summer.”


—Nancy Thayer, New York Times bestselling author of Surfside Sisters


“Engrossing… Foster’s musings on money and class, along with her believable depictions of over-the-top behavior, elevate this tale above typical summer fare.”


—Publishers Weekly


“Innocent intrigue segues into a love triangle—and goes out with a blackmail-back-stabbing bang.”


—People


“Beautifully written and richly detailed—it pulled me in from the very first page. Heddy is an unforgettable heroine, and I’ll be recommending this book to everyone I know.”


—Sarah Pekkanen, #1 New York Times bestselling author of You Are Not Alone


“Foster has written a coming-of-age story that exposes the sparkling glamor and dark underbelly of the haves and have nots in the 1960s. Summer Darlings is utterly atmospheric and compelling.”


—Julia Kelly, author of The Last Garden in England and The Light Over London


“I was swept away by Summer Darlings and its fiercely unforgettable heroine, Heddy Winsome. This perfect summer read blends it all: intrigue, romance, a gilded atmosphere, and gorgeous writing.”


—Entertainment Weekly


“A fresh new voice in historical fiction! Filled with 1960s nostalgia and a host of deftly drawn characters, this is a novel that gives us an intimate look at the world of privilege, proving once again that money does not buy happiness.”


—Renée Rosen, bestselling author of Park Avenue Summer


“The enchanting beaches, dazzling parties, and elusive social circles of Brooke Lea Foster’s 1962 Martha’s Vineyard carry secrets and twists that keep us breathless. A delicious read filled with an acute sense of place and unexpected discoveries about class, status, and ambition.”


—Marjan Kamali, author of The Stationery Shop


“Summer Darlings has all the ingredients of a delightfully fizzy beach cocktail: A spunky, working-class Wellesley student determined to make her mark, the deceptively ‘perfect’ wealthy couple that employs her, two alluring suitors, and a bombshell movie star with a heart of gold. If you like your summer escapism with a nostalgic splash of Mad Men–era glamor, you’ll love this surprisingly twisty debut.”


—Karen Dukess, author of The Last Book Party


“A delicious romp through mid-century Martha’s Vineyard replete with movie stars, sun-drenched beaches, and fancy outings to the club. Summer Darlings is about the human desire to strive toward something more, and the strength a woman will find within herself when she listens to her inner voice.”


—Susie Orman Schnall, author of We Came Here to Shine and The Subway Girls


“The romantic entanglements and the scandalous exploits of the rich and entitled makes this suitable for a quick beach read.”


—Booklist


“This luminous novel feels like the summer you first fell in love. This unputdownable novel sparkles with wit and insight, captures the Vineyard’s beauty, and, most of all, reveals Heddy with truth and tenderness.”


—Luanne Rice, New York Times bestselling author of Last Day


“A taut portrait of money and social status, and of a young woman navigating her place in the world. Foster offers a glittering glimpse into the private lives of New England’s elite families, while exposing the dark underbelly of privilege. I couldn’t stop turning the pages until I had reached the breathless, satisfying conclusion.”


—Meredith Jaeger, author of Boardwalk Summer and The Dressmaker’s Dowry


“A solid beach read.”


—Library Journal
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To my mother, my grandmother, my sisters, my aunts, and all of the other strong, smart, and passionate women who have helped me find my way.


May we all have a Starling in our lives.
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May 22, 1956


New York City


Everleigh invited herself inside the commanding foyer before the butler had fully opened the door, and now, even as he disappeared down the wood-paneled hall to announce her, his pace lacked the urgency she felt. She glanced down at her black pumps against the Persian rug, the peacock-green and mauve weave fading at the center. No doubt from a long line of women parading on top, a fidgety, well-dressed stream of society girls accompanied by their mothers or aunts or grandmothers holding crocodile-leather purses, waltzing in and out of Madame Dillard’s sitting room. No one liked to think they were visiting Madame to talk to a matchmaker, no. Modern girls had more romantic notions about love, and yet, on their mothers’ urging, everyone Everleigh knew had met with her. “She’s been around for a generation, and she has a knack for connecting the right families,” Everleigh’s mother had assured her.


That was three years ago, when she and her mother were planning the guest list for Everleigh’s debutante ball, before her friend Elsa’s tragedy, before Everleigh’s bad days outnumbered her good ones. Madame Dillard kept a blue book on two thousand wealthy gentlemen in New York, calling it “Madame Dillard’s List,” and there was a high premium for a peek inside her prudent dossiers that assessed a man’s personality (aimless, spirited, Machiavellian) and his financial outlook (grim, growing, established). In the end, she’d provided Everleigh and her mother a list of shiny young men to invite to her ball at a ratio of two to one, each with a pedigree to match Everleigh’s own.


And a year later, it had ended in an engagement. Now a canceled engagement.


Beyond a grand staircase, down a hall lined with knotty pine wall paneling, Everleigh heard the rustle of papers, an exchange of quiet words between the housekeeper and Madame herself. Everleigh pulled off her gloves, then tucked them into her demure kiss lock purse, the delicate gold chain link balanced against her wrist. Inside was a red lipstick, face powder, two rolls of film, an embroidered handkerchief, a checkbook, and a satin change purse as well as a gingham head scarf to protect her hair on those windy walks down Madison Avenue.


The petite cuckoo clock ticked to five after eleven, then ten.


“Hello, dear.” Madame’s cream Chanel suit was without wrinkle, but you could count the creases in her splotchy neck like pancakes on a plate. Everleigh followed her into the dim and moody parlor, with its pinch-pleated thick floral drapes and trendy hourglass brass fireplace sconces.


“Mother is indisposed. She apologizes.” Everleigh hadn’t spoken to her mother in two weeks; they wouldn’t let anyone in to see her yet, believing it best to separate her entirely from her family during the most intense of her therapies.


“I heard about what happened. It’s unfortunate.” Madame sat near the crackling fireplace; spring’s chill was holding firm into May. “Would you like to take care of the unpleasantries first?”


“Of course,” Everleigh rushed to open her purse so she could write out her father’s check for fifteen minutes of Madame’s time. She needed to explain what happened with George and how since they broke up last year, men at parties would flirt with her but only briefly. How they sometimes looked past her altogether while talking, indicating that the conversation had gone on too long. At last night’s gala, not one person had asked her to dance.


What are we going to do with you? her father had been saying to Everleigh since she was sixteen, shaking his head and rolling his eyes, and he’d said it again last week over pastries at the Palm Court. As if the sight of her, twenty-three and without a ring on her finger, was a burden he didn’t know how to be rid of. He’d always wanted a son—Oh, how much easier it was to send a son into the world, he’d bellow—and he and her mother had tried for another child, but then Everleigh’s mother’s mind had unspooled like thread, and she wasn’t sure they tried much after that.


“Madame, thank you for seeing me.” Everleigh’s lips pressed inward, her hands folded in her lap. Truly, she wished she didn’t have to sit here; truly, she wished she could spend the day browsing the aisles of Willoughby’s camera store on Thirty-Second Street, where clerks placed picture finders on velvet cloths as if you were examining precious jewels, or pulling spines from the Art & Architecture Collection at the New York Public Library, where she read everything she could about photography. But a hobby was useful to her only in that it provided entertainment, an escape from the pressure to be exactly as she was expected to be; it certainly wasn’t going to get her married. Which was why she was here. She needed to be practical. Plus, she was tired of living at a hotel with her parents. She wanted her own life.


“Madame. Can you tell me what is being whispered about me? I need to know what I’m up against. In meeting someone else.” She’d asked her friends already, but she could tell they were being too kind in their assessment.


Madame flicked her eyes catlike, tilting her head to the side. “Some women find this a very long season in their lives.”


Everleigh nodded. Mating season, as she and her best friend, Whitney, called it, was endless. In the beginning, Everleigh had reveled in the daily champagne lunches, the monthly order of new dresses for upcoming engagements, the fun of prancing around gilded ballrooms under crystal tiered chandeliers for men to admire. But most of the women her age were already engaged, if not married, including Whitney. She was beginning to feel like an undesirable pair of pumps left on the clearance rack.


Madame poured her tea in a porcelain cup with violets on it, and after taking it, Everleigh spun a honey stick at the center, watching the tea leaves swirl like a whirlpool, then finding comfort when they settled on the bottom. How badly she wanted to be settled. Married. A mother. She would finally graduate from this strange purgatory she was living in, where she was no longer a college girl and not yet a young bride, but something purposeless in between.


Madame blew over the steam of her cup. “Sometimes a young woman figures out who she is during her coming out, performing with the grace of an Olympian, and sometimes she shuts down entirely, confuses herself, and her light grows dim. You’re not the latter, are you?”


“You misunderstand,” Everleigh pushed her shoulders back with pride, clearing her throat. “I’m not worn down. What happened with George was… necessary. It’s that gentlemen in my extended circle aren’t asking me out at all, like my name has been wiped clear from their memory.”


What Everleigh had come for today was a list, a slip of paper where Madame would jot down the names of a few men who were new to the city. Men who didn’t know what happened with George or judge her past. Men her parents would approve of, but ones, too, whom Everleigh might develop feelings for in due time.


The tailored armchair creaked under Madame’s weight as she set down her teacup. “I might as well be blunt. Your dossier is slipping, dear. I’m sorry, but it’s your mother. Those nervous conditions may be genetic, and men don’t like knowing that you may carry some of those traits. Plus, I’ve been hearing whispers again about you and your friend Elsa Loring, and even if I know you weren’t involved in that awful nightmare, people talk, and talk can lead to ruin.”


The tea was now too bitter to sip, and Everleigh returned the cup to the table. “But I didn’t, you know I had no part in that, and my sanity—I can provide the report of an analyst. Mother’s conditions have skipped me entirely.” She dropped her head in her hands. Everleigh knew her ex was spreading ugly rumors about her, but she wasn’t certain how far they’d traveled. You’re as crazy as your mother, he’d told her the night he’d walked out on her. And what if her mind did fail her someday? A psychologist couldn’t guarantee she’d remain sane for her entire life. “Madame, please. You didn’t blunder in your match with George. I blame myself for the breakup. But you must know those rumors are from the mouth of an angry ex-fiancé.”


“Oh, Everleigh. You’ve always been a generous girl, and I won’t soon forget the day you helped me home after I twisted my ankle on that patch of ice. I appreciate you, dear. I do, but…” Madame leaned back into the couch, patting her thighs with both palms, like she was done with the conversation. Perhaps she was done with Everleigh. “What about the eldest Lawlor son? Didn’t you two have a spark?”


“Engaged.” Everleigh’s smile flickered with nerves. “Most of the men I know are, and the ones that aren’t, I couldn’t force an attraction with.”


The woman’s stout figure leaned forward onto her substantial knees. “You will find someone, dear. If you’re sensible, if you choose wisely.”


“But I want to fall in love, and my father, he’s angry about—”


“Dear, all of you girls today want butterflies and roses, but times haven’t changed as much as you will them to. It’s more important to find a gentleman you can trust with your inheritance than someone that brings color to your cheeks. Accept that, and you’ll see there are small choices, perhaps the better word is allowances, you can make to pick a partner.”


Madame called to the butler to show her guest out, and Everleigh gathered her purse, rising to her feet. Without a slip of paper. Without a single name.


There was resignation in her goodbye as she followed the butler into the hallway. But Everleigh surprised herself when she stopped, doubling back to the parlor, where the doyenne was making notations in a black notebook. Everleigh waited for Madame to look up at her in the doorway.


“Not only did I help carry you home the day you twisted your ankle; I iced it and fetched pain reliever and made you tea, keeping you company until your staff returned from lunch.” Everleigh smiled at her, her tone even and kind. “So, perhaps, maybe you can telephone me. With a single name or two?”


“My, my. Aren’t you full of pleasant persistence?” Madame closed her black book in her lap, her sagging cheeks crinkling. “Okay. I will do some research and call you.”


A bus whooshed by as she opened Madame’s front door, stepping triumphantly into a chill that whipped her hair against her cheeks and stung the damp corners of her eyes. She was startled by the presence of a young gentleman facing her on the brownstone’s steps. He was raising his finger to the doorbell but stopped when he saw her, grinning, the light growing slanted and sunny around him.


“Are you Madame Dillard?” he asked, using his hand instead to push his fingers through a handsome wave of blond hair.


“Goodness, no,” Everleigh said, pulling the door shut. “I’m just visiting.”


“Well, hopefully you’re off to somewhere more fun.” He stared up at the brownstone, then back at Everleigh. “I’m a bit nervous. A friend told me Madame was a required stop in my coming of age in New York.”


“Aren’t you a bit old to be coming of age?” She laughed, grateful to him for making her smile.


“Excuse me, but I just turned twenty-five.” His eyes crinkled, blue rounds alight like Fourth of July sparklers.


She hesitated before going down the steps. “I’m going for a walk in Central Park.” There was something about the dashing way he stood in his tweed blazer and collared shirt, how his smile was generous and forthcoming, how he was gazing at her like a new puppy, exuberant and ready to play, that made her curious. He hadn’t landed on her doorstep, but he’d shown up here nonetheless, meaning he was an eligible man in Manhattan. Perhaps a worthwhile one.


“Now how would I get to that part of Central Park called the Ramble, if I were to leave from here?” He pivoted toward Lexington Avenue, then back in the direction of Park Avenue. “One month in, and this city still turns me around.”


“But it’s a—”


“It’s a grid, I know. All of you New Yorkers are the same.” He shook his head, unfolding a map he pulled from the back pocket of his trousers. “This is my bible these days.”


Everleigh pointed to the large green rectangle at the center of the map, running her finger to the northern section. “The Ramble is my favorite part of the park. I bring my camera sometimes.” She could lose herself climbing the enormous boulders, taking pictures of the sun setting over the city, the light bouncing off the lush sycamore trees.


“Maybe we can go for a walk there sometime. My name is Roland.” He gripped her hand, leaving a warm imprint where his palm had pressed into hers. “Roland Whittaker.”


“Everleigh Farrows,” she said, waiting a beat before turning and descending the stairs. “Well, enjoy New York.”


She adjusted her scarf about her head, moving in the direction of the park. She would lose herself in the paths straight away, wandering until she came up with a plan.


“Everleigh, wait.”


She watched Roland hop down the steps toward the sidewalk. He seemed out of breath, or maybe he was just flustered, but he was in front of her now.


“You know,” he said, rubbing the back of his head and holding her gaze, “if you don’t mind, I think I’d rather go for a walk. With you.”


Already, this man was confident and glossy, flirtatious but earnest. Clearly, not at all shy.


A taxi honked; two young children ran past them. Her mother would murder her if she knew she went to Central Park with a perfect stranger. He could be penniless. He could be a terrible bore. But at this point, what did she have to lose?


Because he might also be wonderful.
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Sunrise Highway opened up in front of the green MG roadster, and with her hands gripping the steering wheel perforated with tiny supple leather dots, Everleigh hollered to Roland, “Is this thing a car—or a rocket?”


He didn’t hear over the roar of the roadway, and she zipped the convertible forward, racing by dry, dusty potato farms, charging for Southampton, that exclusive enclave of old money, a charmer of a town on the Atlantic Ocean that sat about thirty-three miles from the eastern tip of Long Island. She couldn’t believe how the car could catch the horizon on these wide-open roads.


She glanced at Roland in the passenger seat, who was pretending to play guitar to the notes of Chuck Berry’s “Roll Over Beethoven.”


“Should I go faster?” she hollered, this time louder. Roland nodded her on with a mischievous grin, and she felt a jolt, some kind of electric shock in her reflexes, and she pushed down on the accelerator. The speedometer read eighty miles an hour.


Wisps of her dark hair blew out of the gingham headscarf she’d tied about her neck, and she gripped the steering wheel tighter, cursing her parents for forbidding her from learning how to drive, how they said it wasn’t a proper pastime for well-bred Manhattan girls. Which was why, in a rare act of rebellion, Everleigh paid their Upper East Side building’s doorman five dollars in secret to teach her anyway. They went out together once a week, and then she’d borrow his car sometimes, for an extra five. Later, after she’d been driving for a few years, she’d begged her father for one of those new two-toned pink-and-white Dodge La Femme models that came with a pink jacquard-printed shoulder bag and umbrella to match the car’s interiors. But all two-hundred pounds of him shooed her out of his law office on the tenth floor of Thirty-First and Madison, exasperated that the family had a private car service and she didn’t want to use it.


Well, now she had a fiancé’s car to drive.


As the slick two-seater raced over the Shinnecock Canal, the water’s color mimicking the blue of her favorite sapphire ring, the farms turned to forests then back to farms, and Roland began yelling at her to slow down. She had to turn right—“Right now,” he yelled—and she managed the sudden angle, the car emitting a resounding screech, catching air and bouncing down on the shiny blacktop. All six feet of her fiancé slammed down alongside her in the passenger seat.


“Take it easy, Lee—I actually need this car. You know, to get around in.” He stretched out his tanned arm and rubbed the back of her neck where her garnet necklace clasped. She imagined that as a boy his hands gripped the gear shifts of the cars at his parents’ Detroit automotive factories as child’s play and, later, when he was a teenager, how he must have stared out at the assembly line and dreamed of building a speedster of his own. Curious that he lost all interest in the family business at the age of twenty. He liked to tell people that he might be a Whittaker, but he was not a Sovereign, the company’s fanciest sedan, which Everleigh had seen Princess Grace step out of in Life magazine.


“Roland Whittaker, I’ve done everything I’m supposed to do in this life of mine, from earning straight As and running the high school charity ball to landing one of Manhattan’s most eligible bachelors. Now please, let me have my fun.” She noted his aviator sunglasses, how his slick of light hair was blowing up off his baby face. He wore a simple white T-shirt, sleeves rolled over his modest biceps. Just then, the speeding car hit a pothole, and it felt like one of their tires was swallowed whole.


“Your father will kill me if he finds out you’ve been driving my car without a license.” He smirked, but she was forced to brake hard rather than return the gesture. A horse trailer pulled in front of them, the smell of manure so strong that Everleigh pinched her nose. They were truly in the country.


“Well, Daddy doesn’t have to know.” She wished they were back on the highway, where she didn’t have to think much about details, surviving on instinct and adrenaline alone. “When are you going to tell me what we’re doing out here?”


His mouth turned up, showing off his fresh shave—Roland was always meticulously groomed—and his whole face glowed like stars, the way it did whenever he had some big idea he wanted to spring on her. Already that afternoon, a week after their June engagement party, a year after they met, he’d surprised her with a telephone call, telling her to pack her bathing suit and several changes of clothes for the weekend. They’d pulled out of her parents’ Upper East Side garage to the bleating horns of yellow cabs for a weekend in Southampton. “Souse-hampton,” as Roland liked to joke, since residents at the fabled summer colony were known for their spirited parties. Everleigh loved Roland’s impulses, the ones where they got in the car and just went, figuring out the details later. They gave her a sense of freedom she’d rarely felt as a debutante.


Roland scratched at his temple, acting perplexed. “Wasn’t this drive all your idea?”


“Roland!” She glanced in the rearview mirror, relieved her lips were still the color of fire engines, and, out of the corner of her eye, saw him smiling. “We promised each other no secrets, and this is starting to feel like a secret.” Everleigh always thought it a silly promise though; of course she had secrets. After a childhood dressed in stiff formal dresses and elephantine bows, her parents parading her through the Plaza’s marble-and-crystal lobby to reach their three-bedroom suite (the apartment her parents snatched up two years after the war), Everleigh savored any night that she and Whitney changed into trousers and talked over martinis at a no-frills bar in the Village. A place where no one knew their names or their parents’ names or where they attended school or what their addresses were. It was exhilarating to experience the city anonymously; she sometimes attended free photography lectures or slipped into the Paris Theater across from her apartment, eating a bucket of popcorn alone. These outings were her secrets to keep, and anyway, she knew Roland and her parents would judge them as unconventional, if not entirely improper.


The car began driving rough, like it was trudging through mud, and she and Roland met eyes with concern. He leaned his torso out the window to get a look. “We have a flat, Lee. Let’s go as far as we can.”


“I thought we didn’t have a destination,” she toyed.


She steered the car on to Southampton Village’s Main Street. It was dusk, and fashionable couples strolled the bricked, tree-lined sidewalks, some eating outdoors at the Buttery, the biggest crowd at a place called Bowden Square. “The owner, Herb McCarthy, is a hoot, a former Brooklyn Law grad turned restaurateur,” Roland told her. “You won’t get a better steak or a better joke than at Herb’s. I’ll take you there.” He kissed her cheek, and she blew him a kiss in return, her eyes wide with wonder at the sight of a clerk in a suit and pumps locking fancy Saks Fifth Avenue’s double doors. Roland caught her surprise and chuckled. “It’s not really the country out here.”


Air hissed from the tire, and the car began to pull to one side. She drove slowly through a lovely neighborhood of imposing houses and parked where Roland told her to, in front of a shingled manse with a large portico out front.


“We can walk from here,” he said. “I’ll deal with the tire later.”


“Walk where?” Everleigh unstuck the cotton of her white collared dress from the backs of her knees. She let Roland grab their suitcases, one leather handle in each of his hands.


“Come on. I want to show you something,” Roland said.


A Ford Thunderbird with wood paneling on the side slowed to a stop, and inside, a gentleman about their age, wearing a stethoscope and a shine of dark hair, leaned toward the passenger window, unrolling it.


“Hi, buddy,” the young man said, as if he knew them. “You need some help?” On the breast pocket of his white coat, embroidered in red thread, was his name: “Dr. Brightwell.” Everleigh immediately blamed his friendliness (or was it nosiness?) on small-town life; as if anyone in the city would care if someone was stuck on the street.


Roland leaned into the open window. “Just a flat, Doc. We’ll come back for it.”


“You sure? I got a jack in the trunk.” The doctor’s car idled, puffing gray smoke from the tailpipe.


“It’s okay—we live right around the corner.”


Everleigh took a step back. “We do?”


The young doctor smiled. “It’s going to be hard to get a mechanic out to the summer colony tonight. Unless you have one on staff…”


Roland put his hands on his hips, flipping his hair off his face. “Maybe I can borrow one from Mr. Ford. He’s on Gin Lane, isn’t he?”


“Well, his son is here, Henry Ford II,” the doctor said. “A lovely man.”


“The Fords live near here?” Everleigh had heard about Halcyon Lodge and its modernist cube-like addition, a glass box designed by Phillip Johnson, but she’d only seen a photo in the Post. Roland shushed her, and when the stranger drove off, Roland offered Everleigh his arm, hooking hers inside.


“Shall we,” he said.


There was a long row of elm trees on either side of the gracious street, several driveways leading to several more summer “cottages,” although it was a hoot to call them that when they probably had six or seven bedrooms, maybe more. She untied her headscarf, setting free her shoulder-length hair and tying the cravat into a fashionable knot at her neck. Her cherry-red flats clicked against the pavement.


Roland pointed to a pair of sparrows jumping branches in a bush. “All the other kids at grammar school went to Lake Michigan, but my mother insisted on Southampton—it’s where she summered. There was barely a town then.”


Everleigh remembered him mentioning this, but she’d only been here once or twice, to visit Whitney. “Did your family have a house here?” she said.


“Yes, just down the road. They let it go over the years, but I visited last August, and no one had been here in a decade, since Mom died. It was a mess, really. But I remembered how much I loved it. There’s something about it. Something that keeps you coming back. It’s the light, I think, how it reflects off the potato fields and all that ocean.”


The sun shot through the trees, dappling the lush, tended lawns with bright speckles. It was a lovely time of day for a walk, the sun no longer beating directly overhead, and the air was cooler than even thirty minutes before.


“You came out to Southampton without me?” She didn’t actually expect him to have secrets.


It was as though they’d landed in one exceptionally large and lush park, extravagant mansions tucked amid the flowering shrubs and tall privacy hedges, some with gray shingles and black shutters, others sporting green awnings over white-trimmed windows.


Roland set down the suitcases on the road, kissing her softly. “I was getting things ready for you.”


A front door opened, and out of a grand, columned house came a uniformed maid shaking out a rug.


“Ready for me? What on earth are you talking about… Is that the ocean?” They walked on; the road ended at a dune, a hill of sand sloping down to the water. White caps crested on blue, like a painter was taking a brush and dotting the landscape with foamy waves. She could hear the surf colliding with the sand, the slow roll of the sea slipping back into the current—how the water could simply disappear, start over, emerge anew, and how appealing that was to her. To think that the very essence of life could begin again.


“See that hotel over there? That’s where we’re going.” Roland was so handsome you wanted to dress him in the latest fashions, like a dashing young actor, and simply admire him. “Welcome to Gin Lane.”


She paused in front of the dollhouse of a child’s dreams, only it was life-size. “That’s your beach house?”


“Not exactly.” He started to run toward the expansive hotel in his white Keds despite their heavy suitcases, and Everleigh ran after him, both of them suddenly giddy. She wasn’t entirely sure why, other than that they were on holiday. They paused at the hotel, which mimicked a New England–style colonial mansion with a grand porch and white-gravel circular driveway, staring up at its white shingles, emerald-green shutters, and matching double doors. It was only three stories high, but the building extended sideways from the wraparound front porch, with nearly a dozen windows on either side. Those must be the guest rooms, she thought.


Roland pointed at a long white sign nestled amid the rose bushes, like he’d built the best paper airplane of his life and needed her to watch him fly it. Everleigh was already reading the sign: “The Everleigh Beach Club Hotel.” She said it aloud, taking in Roland’s mile-long smile, then looked back at the words emblazoned before her. She noticed then that the shutters had cutouts of seahorses, and there was a large seahorse brass knocker to the side of the hotel’s front doors; truly, it was her favorite animal, a fantasy of a creature that had always sparked her imagination in drawings and stories as a child. Had she told him that? Inside she could see a staff busily moving about—the women wearing crisp white pinafores, the men in khakis and white collared shirts with white ties.


Roland put his arm around the curve of her back. “I can’t believe no one told you, pet. I was certain you’d find out. I had to hide the paper one day last week because they mentioned that ‘this season’s most anticipated hotel, the Everleigh,’ was opening in Southampton this weekend.”


Everleigh didn’t fully understand what he meant. “Tell me what, Rolly?”


“That I built this hotel for you. The Everleigh Beach Club Hotel. For my lovely Lee. Happy early wedding present, pet.”


Sometimes on the grass in Central Park, Roland’s architectural degree inspired daydreams about building a skyscraper, designing a theater, opening a hotel. In return, she’d say she couldn’t wait to live in the house her parents had purchased for them in Bronxville, a four-bedroom colonial with a fenced yard, and how soon, they’d hear the pitter-patter of little feet running about. How she’d catalogue their growth with her camera, giving them stacks of photographs to frame and hang through the house, a house where you didn’t have to share an elevator with relative strangers to get to the front door.


“This hotel is for me?” She stared up at a large oval window with panes in it, a robin resting its delicate feet on the gingerbread trim.


“Didn’t you wonder who I was talking to all those times when I took my calls in the lobby of my apartment building?” He had a look about him, smug and content, like a guy who took a risk on the trading floor and came out on top.


She had mentioned these secretive phone calls to Whitney, but her friend had reassured her that Roland was probably planning their honeymoon; Whitney had seen him visiting the Park Avenue Travel Agency just last week. “You said it was business.”


“And when I went away those two weekends?” His eyebrows knitted with amusement.


Everleigh smiled at how obvious it was now and fingered the pearl buttons on her sleeve. “You said you were meeting with the carpenters, on the house in Bronxville.”


“I was here!” He grinned. “My father signed the deed to the land over to me, Lee, and I built this. Now we can spend the summer and throw lavish parties at night, then nurse our hangovers the next morning in the waves.”


Her heart fell. She supposed that was what they did in the city, but recently, she’d grown tired of all the socializing. Sometimes she just wanted to stay in and read beside him or take her camera out and fiddle with the dials while he played guitar. Maybe put an album on the turntable, listen to their favorite song, and write out the lyrics together. Since she and Roland were engaged in December, it was like they were perpetually getting off a roller coaster, a whirlwind of excitement with people greeting them and congratulating them about their nuptials.


“Spend the summer here? Roland, I couldn’t possibly. My parents would never allow it.”


“Your parents trust me, Lee, and besides, aren’t you dying to escape them? You can go back and forth to the city whenever you need to. Your driver will fetch you, or you can ride the Long Island Railroad. It smells of sour pickles, but it’s an easy ride all the same.”


Her head kicked back with laughter. “Spending time with you at your apartment is one thing, Rolly, but living with you in a hotel all summer? Never. It’s a miracle Daddy agreed to this weekend away.”


“Will you trust that I’ve taken care of it?” he snapped playfully, pointing to the garden. To get to the hotel’s double front doors, you traveled a herringbone-patterned brick walkway that curved along another garden with thick tangles of purple, blue, and white flowers on either side. “Now look. One hundred rose bushes planted because they’re your favorite. The air in the lobby spritzed with honeysuckle since that’s what you wore the day we met.”


He tugged her softly backward. “And see that widow’s walk? That’s our private terrace. I’m having them put two chairs up there. I’ll mix you a Paloma every night at sunset. Or heck, we’ll drink champagne with strawberries floating in the glass. You can see everything from up there.”


“It’s incredibly romantic,” she said. “You’re incredibly romantic. But…” Everleigh willed the wrinkles in her forehead to smooth. Most women—every woman she knew actually—would have jumped into his arms by now, over the moon that this was happening. She was happy, but she couldn’t live here. She vowed she’d never live in a hotel again.


Roland waited for her response, but she could only stare at the crisp white trim around the windows, the neat lines of the wood siding wrapping the looming building, dwarfing the two of them standing there.


“Oh, Rolly, how did you convince Daddy?”


He took her hand, twirling her into his arms. “I promised that you’d stay in your own hotel room.”


Her mouth fell open. “Can you talk a snail out of its shell, too?” She’d seen Roland’s silver tongue finagle them the best restaurant reservations, but her father? That meant that when she left for Long Island that second Friday in June, her father had known she was leaving for the summer. He’d barely said goodbye. Mother wasn’t even home, playing cards with the bridge ladies. She supposed that they were so blinded by the Whittaker name, by this society wedding, that they were willing to allow Everleigh freedoms they wouldn’t have normally.


They’d had to keep pace, too, since Roland’s and her relationship had moved swiftly. After their all-day walk in Central Park last May, he’d called her the next day to join him for a picnic. Two nights later, they were dancing at El Morocco, and two weeks after that, they were snuggled up on his living room couch. Everleigh had cradled his head in her lap, stroking his hair, as he explained that he had a girlfriend, someone he wanted to break it off with.


Well, that was a problem she could understand. After that, it was easy to fall into each other, Everleigh secure in the fact that he had left someone for her.


A dish broke inside the hotel, and they looked toward the open front doors.


There was so much she wanted to say: how being raised in a hotel residence mostly by her nanny was the loneliest time in her life. That she’d learned to ride a bike in the endless hallways at the Plaza and had hung around the hotel lobby listening to strangers’ conversations when her mother and father left her alone. She did her homework at the reception desk, sometimes asking the rotating staff to quiz her on her times tables, and for her reading and writing assignments, she’d employed the help of one of the aging (and rather legendary) widows who occupied the upper floors of the hotel but spent their days reading in the overstuffed armchairs in the lobby. And there were other things that happened in those years at the Plaza. Things no child should have to see.


He rested his chin at the top of her head. “Imagine us, Lee: Sand in our hair, sun on our face. We’ll come down only when we feel like seeing people. And skinny-dip by moonlight. We’ll kick everyone out some nights so we have the place to ourselves.”


“You have it all planned,” she said, charmed by how fabulous he made everything sound. She lowered her eyes to the ground. “I just wish you would have asked me—if I wanted to live here, that is.”


He twirled her into his arms. “Oh, Lee, you’re missing the point. It was a surprise. You’re not so set in your ways that you can’t appreciate a surprise, right?” He pivoted his arm like one of those girls from the game shows gesturing to a prize. “For my Everleigh, my outrageously entertaining, always tenderhearted, beautiful young wife.”


“Not yet,” she teased, wrapping her arms around his neck. She kissed him softly on the mouth. “Five months until the wedding.”


“Listen, pet,” Roland turned her around, pulling her backward against his chest, and they stared up at the glowing windows. “It’s not just the people at the summer colony that want to be out East anymore. It’s every clock puncher from Thirty-Third to Seventy-Second Street, and there’s nowhere to put them. So I built a hotel for some of them, and maybe this hotel is just my first. Maybe I can grow an empire, just like my father did with his cars. I had this coveted parcel of land just waiting, prime real estate in a prime resort town, with a dilapidated cottage on it. I could have renovated it for us, but I thought to myself, There are no zoning laws here. I can do anything! Do you know how amazing that is, Lee? You can build anything out here if you can buy the land.” He kissed the back of her head. “I can make a mark.”


“And the house my father bought us in Bronxville? The one I’ve been furnishing with that interior decorator who has me swimming in swatch fabrics?”


“I told you, just tell her we’ll take chintz everything.” He laughed, and she did, too, but then his voice turned tender. “The house will be waiting for us the other nine months of the year.” Everleigh thought of last night, how they’d seen a movie and then gone back to her parents’ apartment, sneaking kisses in the hallway after the elevator doors closed. How happy her parents were when they met Roland. How everyone stopped looking at her with pity.


Everleigh turned around, her eyes crinkling. She had to support him in this, even if she hadn’t chosen any of it. “Rolly, I thought you were only good at organizing our Saturday nights, but it turns out, you’re more than a pretty face.”


He touched a finger to her nose. “And no longer new to the Manhattan social order either. You gave me entrée. The hotel will seal my place.”


She felt heat rise in her cheeks at the brazenness of his status seeking. Everleigh had been taught to fight for her place in the pecking order, and yet, she’d always been the woman who felt relieved rather than slighted if she didn’t get a gala invitation.


“You have nothing to prove to anyone,” she said, even though she knew that New York society judged newcomers with a critical eye. He’d reminded her of the same several months ago when she’d confessed what happened with George, addressing the cruel rumors about her mental state. Roland had shrugged it off. “Everyone makes at least one big mistake in their life,” he’d consoled. “George was yours.” Roland, who often remarked that Everleigh, who was five foot seven, looked like the young Joan Collins (because she, too, was long legged with wide-set eyes), had accepted her just as she was.


Everleigh hadn’t told him the entire truth of what transpired with George, and only Whitney knew the whole story. That she and George had dinner while his parents were out, and after clearing their plates of chicken divan, they’d watched Jackie Gleason, and then he’d drunkenly forced himself upon her on the crushed-velvet sofa in the sitting room. It started innocently with kissing, but then he wanted more, and he’d pinned her, ignored her pleas to stop, and pushed himself between her legs. She wasn’t against relations before marriage, but she’d rather her first time be memorable. Luckily, the front door clicked open. The housekeeper had returned to get the sweater she’d left behind, and Everleigh immediately gathered her belongings and raced away. Confusion rattled her as she walked Park Avenue toward the Plaza. They were engaged, so thrusting himself upon her wasn’t entirely wrong, but she’d said no, and he’d done it anyway.


Whitney encouraged her to talk with him, and two nights later, they’d met at the Landmark Club. But when the main course arrived, Everleigh began to cry. “George, you were drunk, and this is sacred to me. I want it to feel right.” He’d tossed his fork on his medium-rare steak, growling, and they went back and forth a bit, him accusing her of being a prude. She accused him of forcing himself on her. “If you think that there’s anything wrong with what I did. If a man can’t love his fiancée… then, well, then you’re crazier than even your mother is,” he’d said. When she tried to explain, to say she merely wanted him to move slower next time, he’d pushed out of his chair, rattling the glasses, his voice low and sharp. “I don’t want this. It was all my father’s slick idea for a family merger. But you’re not even attracted to me, or I you.”


Everleigh had raced to the wallpapered bathroom, crying in the gilded mirror, thinking that he was mistaken and not mistaken in his accusation, while the elderly attendant kept handing her tissues, and then breath perfume, those awful Sen-Sen candy squares that smelled of licorice. The next morning, their mothers tried to smooth things over, but a week later, George announced he was boarding a plane to study viticulture in southern France, leaving his parents furious, and Everleigh’s future uncertain.


A year later, when Everleigh told her mother that Roland had proposed, she’d clasped her hands at her chest. “Heavens to Betsy. I declare he’s going to save our family name.”


Indeed, Roland had rescued Everleigh the moment they met on the sidewalk in front of Madame’s brownstone, and best of all, everyone loved him. Well, everyone except her best friend, Whitney, who thought his ego rivaled a Pan Am pilot’s. On the outside maybe, Everleigh thought, but Roland let his guard down with Everleigh enough that she knew he needed her for the comfort he could no longer get from his mother.


And now. Now they were here at the ocean, amid farms and wide-open roads. It was summer. Of course she would live in this beautiful place for three months. She would do it for him.


Everleigh felt the fullness of Roland’s lips on hers, but then she pulled back and whispered, “The Everleigh Beach Club Hotel.” She let the weight of it fill her up inside, the way those Tiffany boxes were supposed to when you popped one open to find a pendant. “Oh, my goodness, Rolly. You named a hotel for me. A hotel!”


She danced her fingers up his T-shirt, giddy and dreamy, like she had been missing the point until now. Because he’d whisked her away to this beautiful place, and in an instant, she had a new life. “Roland James Whittaker, did we just run away together?”


The gravel of the driveway crunched underfoot as Roland arranged his newsboy cap on her head, his eyes crinkling. “Let’s run away together for the rest of our lives.”
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As soon as they stepped inside the bright hotel, the staff began rushing about like they couldn’t be busy enough. Everleigh smiled politely at the first arriving guests checking in, while someone in a hotel uniform handed her a flute of champagne. A staffer, perhaps the manager, leaned in to Roland and said, “Mr. Whittaker, she’s as beautiful as your hotel, sir.”


Blushing, Everleigh held the champagne glass in her palm, cradled between her pointer and middle fingers, and turned 360 degrees to look around at the cushioned wicker chairs and settees. She strained for the right words, hoping to mask the anxiety she was feeling sitting in this unfamiliar lobby that had her name stamped on the entrance. “You might add a few colorful throw pillows to the couches, Rolly, like the Breakers in Palm Beach—I heard from our decorator that Jack Lenor Larsen fabrics are what everyone wants.”


“Whatever you like, pet. There’s a fabric shop on Jobs Lane.” Stevie, a friend from the city, appeared from a back office and handed Roland documents, three different fire and flood insurance policies to review.


“You’re here, too?” she said, laughing.


“A nice break from the city,” said Stevie, his red hair gelled solid. “I’d be happy to drive you to the shops tomorrow.”


“Thank you—how kind. But I prefer to explore new places on foot.” Everleigh stretched out her arms, exhausted from the long journey, and smiled. It wasn’t the best news that Stevie, who wore awful Hawaiian shirts and spoke with a lisp, was working with Roland on the hotel. Stevie was nice enough, the son of a tailor from the rough part of the Irish Bronx, but there was a hunger in him that, if Everleigh was being honest, sometimes bordered on desperate. She didn’t mind when moments later he disappeared into an office behind reception, where a woman in a powder-blue suit was checking in, her brown bob clipped to one side, like her clipped smile. Her husband, dressed in a power suit, laughed with the receptionist.


Setting down the champagne flute on a mirrored side table where Roland stood, Everleigh’s thoughts sailed to her girlhood self sitting in a very different hotel lobby. She’d always loved playing hide-and-seek amid the palms and sofas at the Plaza. She’d plead with the smartly dressed tourists not to reveal her hiding place to the concierge or doorman or whoever it was she could enlist to play with her. From her hiding places, she would spy on the women sipping cocktails and tourists who hailed from places as far as England and India, enthralled by their accents and attitudes and the seriousness with which they carried themselves. She wondered if those people ever felt the way Everleigh did now, like every hotel worker had their eyes trained on her. Growing up, the staff at the Plaza might as well have been a team of secret spies. One day the head of chambermaids, Miss Hemlock, actually phoned Everleigh’s father to ask in her thick British accent if he knew his teenage daughter was leaving the building with bare shoulders.


Everleigh sprang up, nerves pushing her to move about the beach hotel, glancing in the mirror and fixing the mess of her hair, wishing her bulbous nose wasn’t looking quite so rotund in this light. She traveled the long white shelves along the walls, each lined with large glass jars filled with sand and shells. On one wall, mounted wooden lattices appeared hand carved with oversized morning glories on each panel, giving the appearance of wallpaper. When Everleigh was once again beside Roland, a woman with auburn ringlets tied back with a black satin ribbon came instantly to refill her champagne.


“Don’t you look pretty today, Sara?” Roland smiled, and without addressing either Everleigh or the woman in a pressed pinafore directly, he said, “Sara’s parents run the feed store in Bridgehampton.”


“I keep telling Mr. Whittaker if he installed a small chicken coop behind the tennis courts, he’d have eggs all summer.” The woman locked eyes with Everleigh, then darted them away.


Roland elbowed the woman’s curvy middle playfully. “And I keep telling Miss Sara that this isn’t a farm.”


“I won’t be needing any more champagne, Sara, thank you,” Everleigh said, turning away. Roland was handsome and rich; of course women would flirt with him, but she didn’t need to be nice to them.


Stevie returned to the lobby, holding another document for Roland to review, and Roland breezed over it, nodding and signing it with a flourish, the W in Whittaker bold and imposing. How had he turned into a businessman overnight? It was like Everleigh announcing she was a Broadway actress and telling him he had to attend her starring performance that evening. Roland hadn’t had a proper job since she’d met him and he was always attending meetings that seemed rather ambiguous to Lee.


He handed the clipboard back to Stevie, who once again disappeared behind reception, then motioned Everleigh to follow him through the lobby. “As a kid, we were always barefoot, running off the beach to have dinner on fine china. That’s how I wanted this hotel.”


“Beautiful, without being too fancy.”


“Exactly,” he said, threading his fingers in hers. “Just like you.” He’d gotten her to smile. “There’s something else I want you to see.”


At either side of the shiny mahogany reception desk, there were potted palms, and a modern chandelier hung overhead with at least twenty small illuminated crystal balls shooting out from bronze spokes. She glanced at the young woman behind the front desk as they passed, a brunette with long shiny hair whose prominent dimples deepened at Roland as she answered the phone. “Everleigh Beach Club Hotel.” A pause. “What room, please?” The receptionist pushed a wire plug into the corresponding slot.


“That’s Vivienne. She just finished her secretarial training at Miss Tuthill’s School for Girls in New York.” Roland waved to her.


“Wonderful.” Everleigh noted how nicely the perky woman’s white uniform hugged her full B cup. She could tell he enjoyed striding through the hotel lobby, the mansion’s former foyer now connected with the parlor and formal living room through large open archways, the staff growing quiet as he approached. They were nearly to a set of doors when he excused himself for a moment to use the lavatory. Everleigh stood to the side of the telephone booth, tucked under the stairwell, waiting for him.


A fair-skinned chambermaid in a pressed pinafore, her straight, dark hair tied at the nape of her neck, walked in giggling with the woman with the auburn ringlets, the housekeeper named Sara, who had poured Everleigh’s champagne earlier. “Well, what do you expect of the idle rich? She can lounge around and throw out orders for fancy throw pillows because what else is she going to do? Scrub the bathtub?”


The one named Sara snorted. “Did you see how many times she gazed at herself in the mirror? She gets a hotel named after her and she thinks she’s a princess.”


Everleigh took a step backward, her throat burning with shame as they rounded the stairwell. The young women stopped short when they spotted Everleigh, who had buried her nose in her compact, wincing. This hotel wasn’t her fantasy; it was Roland’s, and now she’d be forced to spend the summer following him from room to room, with this awful staff hating her for no reason, writing her off as a spoiled brat.


Sara’s mouth fell open. “I’m sorry, Miss, I didn’t…”


Everleigh snapped the small silver mirror shut. There was always this assumption among outsiders that her life was peaches, that money took away the sharpest edges, that it could take away pain, but Everleigh knew the truth: No matter how deep her father’s pockets were, his money couldn’t fix Everleigh’s mother. And it couldn’t fix the tabloids’ steady—and hurtful—interest in Everleigh either, even if gossipmonger Igor Cassini’s Cholly Knickerbocker column had grown quiet as of late.


Everleigh reached out to shake the hand of the housekeeper she hadn’t met, then looked the other square in the eye. “Mother always told me, ‘Don’t soil your own nest.’ I think it’s rather good advice.”


The woman pulled her ringlets around her face. “Oh, yes, Miss, but I hope you don’t think we were talking about you because we weren’t.”


Everleigh refrained from an eye roll. “Of course, you weren’t.” The women were only a little younger than her, which made the exchange sting more. She might have counted one as a friend, even if hotel staff didn’t typically make the most trustworthy of pals. “Must be some other princess then.”


Roland stepped out of the bathroom. “Back to work, ladies,” he teased. “This isn’t a sorority.”


The two housekeepers parted instantly, their heads down.


Everleigh smiled as he tugged on her hand, the sour notes of the exchange lingering, and he gestured her to follow him to the back of the lobby, where the hotel’s ceiling morphed into a conservatory greenhouse filled with botanicals of all varieties. The room was being set up for a party with three dozen tables covered in white tablecloths and gold-rimmed dishes. A shiny white baby grand piano stood at the center.


Everleigh sat down at the bench, the keys glossy and white and waiting. Her hands glided along them, and she played the haunting opening notes from Debussy’s “Clair de Lune,” the sound filling up the cavernous space. Roland leaned an elbow on the piano.


“Don’t you know any happy songs, pet?”


She stopped suddenly, then banged out: Oh, when the Saints go marching in, oh when the Saints go marching in. He broke into a grin, tapping the piano with the flat of his palm. Before she’d met Roland, whenever Everleigh needed an emotional release, even just from her parents’ suffocating apartment, she’d wander off into one of the Plaza’s empty ballrooms at night and play melancholy songs on the piano. How endless that time in her life had felt.


She sighed with relief, grateful she was moving in the right direction now, her fingers flying breezily over the keys while Roland sang along.


Tomorrow night, she’d be the attentive fiancée she was required to be, laughing at all of Roland’s jokes, making sure he was meeting who he needed to make connections with. She’d hold her “head high, shoulders back, walk around the party without treads touching the floor,” as Madame Dillard reminded the debutantes before their coming out. “Float, girls. Float. Men make history, ladies—your job is to put them at ease,” she’d said, the girls nodding along. At Everleigh’s ball at the Waldorf-Astoria, she’d been so nervous that her hands and ankles swelled from their normal size, and still, she danced all night with different men, a lovely smile plastered on her face. An image of her in the arms of that awful George Sheetz had appeared in the pages of Life magazine that January, along with those from other cotillions, titled “The Debutante’s Big Moment.”


Everleigh closed the piano, following Roland outside, the air brisk and windy off the ocean. They walked the cool slate patio to the edge of the rectangular limestone pool surrounded by loungers, each one striped green and white. She dipped her toe into the crystalline water, surprised that the pool was heated.


“I could spend an entire day at this pool,” she said.


“You mean, we will spend many days together at this pool.” He smiled, and she smiled back, but she wished he would stop telling her what she was going to do, even if it was in innocence. He walked to the end of the diving board, bouncing a couple of times, nearly teetering into the water, his jazz hands waving in the air.


Her laugh ricocheted around the pool’s concrete edges. “Can you remind me why you’re not in theater?”


He pretended to dance with a cane. “Just because you like going to the theater doesn’t mean you should be in the theater.”


“Right.” Her mouth turned up.


Croquet was set up on a large, lush lawn, and a sign pointed toward tennis courts behind a stand of trees. At the back of the property was a true cottage, one story and cedar shingled, the kind that turned gray after years of being pummeled by storms and sea air. It had a gabled roof to match the hotel’s and a small driveway, where two bikes were tucked under a striped retractable awning. A skinny cat sat upright by the back door. “Here, kitty,” she called, crouching down, but the cat skittered away.


“Who lives there?” she asked.


“That would be our caretaker Gordon’s house—I regret not including it in the renovation. It’s a bit of an eyesore.” Roland pressed his hands on top of her shoulders, pivoting her back toward the doors to the conservatory. “Anyway, if you think this view is good, wait until you see ours.”


They climbed the velvety carpeted staircase to the third floor, and she glanced out the oval window where she’d seen the robin perched outside. Roland unlocked the door to a penthouse suite. It wasn’t what they were used to in the city with its compact living room, but Roland was careful to point out that there were two bedrooms; he’d already reassured her parents of this, he said. It was decorated with white and wicker, and they were up so high that they had unobstructed views of the ocean. Without leaving the room, Everleigh could tell if seas were rough or calm, and what color the sailboats were when they crossed the horizon. She thought her reaction outside silly now; she was surrounded by beautiful things. And she loved beautiful things.


She tossed her white Chanel purse on the sofa, sat, and put her feet up on the glass coffee table. “What shall we do now?”


Roland flounced down beside her, mistaking her flirtation for worry. “Be assured. There’s plenty to do, and you’ll find a rhythm out here. Our days will always start with tennis at the Meadow Club—the grass courts will improve your backhand entirely.” Roland raised an eyebrow. “I imagine you’re quite good with a racquet.”


“Of course.” She curled into him. “It’s sweet, how excited you are.”


He grinned at her, flicking his blond hair off his forehead. “After the Meadow Club, we’ll rinse off, then head for lunch at the Bathing Corp—take a swim and eat their ‘embellished’ hot dog with bacon and American cheese—well, as long as they let us in. We’ll languish in the hot sun like lizards and drink plenty of ‘Southsides,’ this refreshing mix of vodka, rum, lime juice, and mint, and then we’ll return to the hotel and rest before attending dinner at the golf club. You’ll start seeing the same people, and in no time, we’ll fit right in, just like in the city.”


“Three clubs? Oh, Rolly, how will we keep up?” Other than the sunbathing, it sounded taxing. If the clubs were anything like the one her parents attended, everyone would drink at night and talk viciously about each other the next morning.


He shrugged. “It’s what everybody does in Southampton.”


Her mouth fell. “We’ll be louts.”


“We can schedule plenty of naps.”


She climbed into his lap and planted a kiss on his lips. “This will be fun, won’t it?”


He seemed pleased at the show of affection, kissing her back. “I’ll have them ship your belongings from the city, but I brought your camera. I didn’t think you could live without it.”


That act alone, that he’d brought her camera, meant more to her than the building of the hotel. He pinned her backward onto the couch, and she gave in to him, wrapping her legs around the warm middle of his body. They’d never been quite so alone, even if she’d given in to his advances a few times. Mostly because he’d let her choose how far things went and when they would stop, giving her a sense of control, even if it was a false one.


“Oh, this man I’m marrying.” She laughed. “He’s smart and funny and handsome and full of surprises. I had no idea you had this in you, Rolly.” She said it because she sensed that he needed to hear this, that he needed her to reinforce the idea that he was worth something. That this hotel made him remarkable. Since arriving in the city, he’d had a few meetings at architecture firms, but the Whittaker name didn’t carry in those circles, and nothing came of them. He’d cursed his lacking portfolio, but Everleigh had been worried that something else was lacking in him, too; she rarely saw him design anything. No pencil to paper, no rulers on architectural plans. Everleigh began to worry that he might languish if an opportunity didn’t present itself soon, and she was on the verge of speaking with her father about helping him find a position when he’d planned this weekend away. And now here he was, determined to make it on his own, a relief to Everleigh. This hotel, she could already see, would be his everything. “I like Roland the businessman.”


“You’re only going to see more of him.” His eyes crinkled.


“I hope so.” She closed her eyes as his tongue traveled up her neck, thinking of her camera. Of all the pictures she would capture in this glittery light. Because she realized then how lucky she was to be young and in love and on the beach in summer.
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With the party in full swing and the live band playing Elvis Presley’s “All Shook Up,” Everleigh stood at Roland’s side at the entrance to the hotel’s conservatory greenhouse at a quarter after seven the following night, shaking hands with so many people that she lost count, her palms growing warm inside her long gloves. She was the epitome of style in her shiny satin tube dress with its mermaid skirt and large bow in the back, a dress she’d found at Saks earlier that day. The heels the dress seller had chosen made her nearly as tall as Roland, and taller than many of the people coming to greet her under strands of twinkling lights, which tented the twenty-foot glass ceilings like a circus big top.


“I hope my father comes tonight,” Roland said, a steady stream of partygoers already mingling in the conservatory. “You’d think he’d want to see what I did with our land.”


“He’ll be here, don’t worry.” She rested her palm on his shoulder, and it felt firm and solid, the same two words she’d use if asked to describe why he brought her comfort.


“Well, I’m not counting on it. Remember, my father makes yours look like a pussycat.” Roland smiled broadly, reaching for a fashionable couple’s tanned hands, Everleigh nodding along with the introductions while not paying attention to them at all. Roland didn’t like to discuss his father, an executive in the family business who could board his private plane at a moment’s notice if he was so inclined. She knew his mother had passed away when he was fourteen, and she knew this had been hard on him, but even though he was an extrovert and would tell you anything, he was cagey about his teenage years. She didn’t press him because she hadn’t wanted to break him open, worried at the sadness she’d find there. There was only so much room in someone’s heart for sorrow, and she had enough of her own locked away.
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