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“My courage always rises at every attempt to intimidate me.”

—JANE AUSTEN







HOPE DIAMOND COMING HERE

THE FAMOUS BLUE STONE BOUGHT BY A NEW YORKER—PRICE SAID TO BE $250,000
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LONDON, Nov. 13—The report that the famous Hope blue diamond is going to New York is correct. It is in the possession of a member of a New York firm now on his way to America from London. The heirloom was sold by order of the Master in Chancery.

It was said that the price paid for the diamond was $250,000.
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If the Hope diamond has been sold for $250,000, as reported, it has proved even more valuable than has hitherto been supposed, as the outside estimate placed on it was $25,000. The gem belonged to Lord Francis Pelham Clinton Hope, who was only allowed to sell it after a long legal fight.

It was not the size of the stone which gives it its value, but the fact that it is the only very large blue diamond known. It weighs 44¼ karats, while the next largest blue diamond, the Brunswick stone, weighs only 10¾ karats.

In 1688 Tavernier, the famous French traveler, returned to Paris, bearing twenty-five diamonds, which were all purchased by Louis XIV. A great blue diamond, weighing 112½ karats, was the chief of these gems. The process of cutting reduced its weight to 67⅛ karats. At the time of the French Revolution the diamond disappeared, but in 1830 the diamond now known as the Hope stone appeared in the possession of a certain Daniel Ellison. He sold it for £13,000 to Henry Thomas Hope, the London banker.

It is now regarded as certain that the Hope stone and the Brunswick gem were once a single diamond, and that this diamond was the long lost Tavernier stone.





PARIS JEWELER TO OPEN HERE

Intends to Bring French Workmen and Fill Orders Locally.
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By Marconi Transatlantic Wireless Telegraph to The New York Times
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Paris, April 3—(By telegraph to Clifden, Ireland; thence by wireless.)—The Rue de la Paix is being moved to Fifth Avenue. Louis Cartier, the well-known jeweler in the Rue de la Paix, is to open a branch establishment in Fifth Avenue next Fall. I learned this week that he will not only have a shop there, but that he intends taking over several French workmen, so that all his work done for America will be done in America. It will not be necessary to send anything from Paris after the first outlay, which will involve several hundred thousand dollars. Pierre Cartier, one of his sons, is to have charge of the New York shop, together with Jules Glaenzer, an American, who has been with the firm for some time.

Many of the most famous pieces of jewelry in the possession of the crowned heads of Europe, leaders of the American smart set, and celebrated actresses came from Cartier’s. The enamel work of the firm is especially fine.






CHAPTER 1

New York City

February 3, 1911

Diamonds, scientists say, are the world’s hardest material. And yet, like a heart, a diamond can break. When I was a reporter covering a story about the Hope Diamond, my research taught me that often a gem cutter will study a major stone for months, deciding where to strike, as cleaving is a precise and risky effort. If the jeweler misjudges, he can destroy the stone.

As a woman, I’ve learned the same thing. A single mistake can destroy a relationship.

Standing here in the cold, staring at the fountain in front of the Plaza Hotel, I try to pretend that I’m not really crying. That what look like tears are simply snowflakes melting on my cheeks.

But that’s just another lie. And I promised myself that I was done with lies. Untruths, whether by omission or commission, are how I got here—a place I never wanted to be and from which I am trying to escape.

For weeks and weeks, my sadness has felt oddly comforting. A proof of love. A reminder that even if I have lost that love, I did have it once. And now the time has come to fight for it. But am I willing to risk what is left of my pride? Willing to risk another failure even if there’s little—if any—chance of winning that love back?

My father once said, The fight is all. But so far, this fight has laid me bare, stripped me of all pretense, and broken my heart.

The snow is falling harder now, dressing the marble woman in the fountain in a gown of white. As more snow catches in my eyelashes and hair and lands on my face, melting and mixing with the tears, I wonder if my father was right.

This spot on Fifth Avenue between Fifty-eighth and Fifty-ninth Streets has been the epicenter of my city and so many moments in my life. To my right is Central Park, all dusted with white on this early evening—the living, breathing forest that has always been my refuge. To my left, across the avenue and down a block, is my father’s department store on Fifty-seventh Street, designed by my uncle and right in the heart of New York City’s newest fashionable uptown shopping district.

If I look downtown a bit farther and west, if I crane my neck just a little, I can see the rooftop gables of the building that houses Pierre Cartier’s jewelry shop.

But back to the fountain. In 1890, my father brought me to its installation ceremony. I was twelve years old. My sister was sick with a sore throat, so I was alone with him. My father spent a lot of time with me and always talked to me like an adult. He shared information about all the subjects he found interesting. The way fashions changed, how clothes and shoes and fabrics and jewelry were designed and made. How desire fueled commerce. What made someone want to buy something they didn’t need.

He was a great reader, especially of history. Ancient Rome, Egypt, Greece, the Renaissance, and seventeenth-century France were some of his favorite periods. And as we stood with the crowd that night with the fireworks bursting overhead, he told me the story of the woman whose form graced the fountain. Elpis, a symbol of hope.

“The first woman created by Zeus, Pandora,” he said, “had a jar—I believe it was a jar, not a box—that contained all the wonders of the world: life, renewal, love, generosity, wisdom, and empathy. Warned not to open the jar by Zeus, Pandora did her best to obey but ultimately gave in to temptation.” Here he stopped to give me a stern look to warn me about little girls who did not obey their fathers. “When she opened the jar, all the elements flew out. Beauty is limited, our health breaks down, our love fades. And we die. But it turned out that one thing remained in the jar after all—the one thing left to all of us when we face the tragedies in our lives. A tiny creature named Elpis, also known as hope. She stayed in Pandora’s jar so that she could revisit us after all our miseries. So that we can hope that the hard times will get better, hope that grief will soften, hope that terrors will quell.”

As I remember this moment, my heart aches. How much love can you lose and still have hope that you will ever find love again? And if you do find it, how can you know that it will last for any time at all?

My father had tried to teach me that love, no matter how short-lived, was worth fighting for. Worth savoring. He always spoke of it with a wistfulness I never quite understood. For years, I wondered where his sadness came from. A successful businessman, father, and husband, he didn’t seem to have had any tragedy in his life.

But that was a feeling. Not a fact. I am a reporter; I know how important the facts are. And when I discovered the facts of my father’s past, they changed my life.

One of those facts was that my father had, indeed, endured a terrible tragedy a few weeks before he died. Another fact was that he had tried to hide it from me, as well as from my sister and my mother. Yet another fact was that in Paris in 1909, C. H. Rosenau sold a forty-five-carat blue diamond to Pierre Cartier, grandson of the French jeweler who had founded the world-renowned maison. It is another fact that in January 1911, Evalyn Walsh McLean and her husband purchased that same stone from Cartier.

Between those facts is a tale rich with revenge, robberies, myths, curses, psychics, lost fortunes, outright lies, murder, and heartache. And just a few months ago, it became my job as an investigative journalist to look at all the different facets of the story of the diamond originally known as the French Blue—but now known as the Hope—for a weekly magazine called the Gotham Gazette.

During the course of my probing, questioning, and reporting, I learned many things about history, power, jewelers, society, wealth, passion, greed, and love.

I started out the investigation, ironically, feeling quite hopeless myself, having lived a life that was dark and dreary. It’s been a long and circuitous route to come to the end of the investigation. But therein lies my tale. A story that will come to its conclusion one way or another tonight and will very possibly change the direction the rest of my life will take.

My father told me to hold on to love even when the world around me tried to snatch it away. And I have. I’ve held tightly to its promise all these long months. I’ve imagined it wrapped up in some of the navy velvet my father’s emporium sells on the second floor. Tied with a magenta ribbon from the notions department.

And tonight I will find out if I can unwrap it or if I will need to walk into the park across the street and find a soft patch of ground in which to bury it once and for all.

Like my father, I wouldn’t give up what I’ve had for anything. But oh, how I hope that I’ll find it again. When you fall in love, you aren’t smart. You don’t weigh the logic of your actions. You don’t look at the man to whom you are giving your heart with the cold precision of a diamond cutter examining that rough stone. At least, I didn’t. And so the man I’d given my heart to turned out to be a thief.






CHAPTER 2

New York City

October 1910

How many lovers does it take to turn a woman into a whore?

According to my mother, only one, if he turns out to be married and your affair becomes fodder for gossip in her social circle.

And how many sensational news stories exposing crime and punishment, fear and neglect and horror, does a reporter need to publish before she becomes a pariah in her own home?

According to my mother, also only one, if the story threatens to expose secrets of those close to your family.

My mother always judged me and was disdainful of my work. She only begrudgingly accepted it because my alter ego, undercover reporter Vee Swann, was a family secret. My father and my cousin Stephen had helped me come up with the pseudonym, and we were all careful to protect it.

While my sister, Violet, known by all as Letty, judged me, too, she also admired me for my career. Because of this, we got along fairly well despite being such opposites.

It was my sister—though unwittingly, of course—who in the end helped me plot how I would avenge our father’s death, by asking me to lunch on a Wednesday in the beginning of October. While our lunching was not so rare an occurrence in the past, we had gotten out of the habit since she’d had her third child eighteen months before.

I was two years older than Letty. Everything about us, from our looks to our personalities and style, was different. She was elegant, with a grace that made heads turn. She had a charming sense of humor and that ability some people have to make you feel that every word you are saying matters intensely. She dressed impeccably in the brightest jewel tones. Her hair, twisted in a perfect blond knot, never escaped into unruly curls as my rust-colored locks did. Letty would enter a room on her husband Jack’s arm, and all eyes would focus on her. I, on the other hand, drew a different kind of attention. It was curiosity, not admiration. If Letty was light and gossamer, I was dark and damask. If she was laughter and love, I was questions and fury. But we were both very stubborn, so sometimes we argued.

Like our mother, Letty was concerned about her place in society. She adhered to the customs of how one did things and was careful not to push the limits of propriety. It was as if our mother had bottled her values and Letty had drunk them down.

But I didn’t give a fig about propriety or social mores.

So I admonished her that she was old-fashioned, a traitor to our sex for accepting our mother’s generation’s values. And she often had words about my lifestyle. Following my mother’s lead, Letty didn’t approve of my obsession with work and bohemian ways. Yet at the same time, she was excited by my escapades and always begged me to tell her everything I was doing.

Despite herself, Letty knew my heart, as I knew hers. Thus, we gave each other—and our opinions—a wide berth.

I did admire Letty for her charitable work. Indeed, I’d had a hand in her getting involved with it in the first place. When I’d first realized how much she was becoming like my mother and feared she’d turn into just another society matron, I’d taken action. In Silk, Satin and Scandals, the weekly gossip column I penned anonymously for the New York World, I’d written that according to rumors, Letty Garland Briggs had offered to take on the job of fund-raising chair for the Children’s Aid Society and how proud her family was of her. In fact, I reported, Granville Garland, of Garland’s Emporium on Fifth Avenue, was going to match all contributions for the year. I had gotten my father to agree first, of course. He had thoroughly approved of my efforts with a twinkle in his eye. Only my father and my editor, Ronald Nevins, knew I was the voice behind the column. It was a necessary precaution, given that I regularly sourced my material by spying on my family, their friends, and their acquaintances. Mother and Letty wouldn’t have been able to keep their lips sealed about it, nor would they have approved.

I’d started the column after graduating from Radcliffe. In 1900, it had been the only work I could find. I’d known I’d have to start with women’s topics—all female journalists did. But I’d hoped to retire the column once my investigative work took off. By the time Vee Swann had made her mark by way of an exposé on abortion practices, Silk, Satin and Scandals had become so popular that Mr. Nevins begged me to keep writing it, reminding me of the good the column did: it could raise awareness of social ills and charitable efforts under the guise of gossip.

He was right about that. In addition to the Children’s Aid Society, with my column, I’d been able to push my mother, my sister, and all their well-heeled friends and acquaintances into donating their time and money to the New York Foundling Hospital, the Jacob A. Riis Neighborhood Settlement, the Little Mothers’ Aid Association, and more. Thanks to Silk, Satin and Scandals, noticing the world outside the List of 400 had become fashionable.

That Wednesday, Letty met me at noon for some shopping and lunch at the Birdcage, Garland’s fanciful luncheon restaurant. Father’s emporium was full of specialty venues for shoppers, each of them an homage to one of the women in his life. The Birdcage, so named after the dozen watercolor bird images painted by my mother that adorned its walls, served genteel dishes, including all my mother’s favorites: bouillon with cheese straws, curried egg sandwiches, creamed chicken and mushrooms, and Orange Fool, a citrus custard flavored with mint that she adored.

The Library, where shoppers could stop and rest and have tea or cordials while browsing the stacks, had been created with me in mind and sold copies of all my favorite books. There they served a tea called Lady Vera, a special blend Father had imported from Fortnum’s in England. It was a much fruitier version of Earl Grey, with notes of plum, orange, apricot, and peach. I drank it by the potful.

The Jewel Box was my father’s nod to my sister. The furniture was upholstered in her favorite lilac color, and the walls were decorated with fashion illustrations of Letty modeling the au courant and affordable jewelry people flocked to Garland’s to purchase.

My sister had wanted to stop there before we ate.

“I have a gift to buy,” Letty said as we entered the cushioned enclave designed to look like a jewelry case. The lights had been specially designed by Tiffany & Co. to resemble faceted gemstones: rubies, emeralds, sapphires, topazes, and amethysts. The chairs were all gilded and upholstered with purple velvet-tufted cushions. The pulls on the drawers looked like bracelets, the knobs like brooches.

After inspecting the cases, Letty found something she liked and asked the salesman if she could see it.

“Do you like this?” Letty asked me, holding out her hand and showing off the seed-pearl bracelet with a small garnet clasp in a flower shape.

“It’s lovely, yes.”

And it was. Though the Jewel Box sold mostly trinkets and paste in order to keep prices low for customers, Father made certain never to skimp on quality. He only bought from the best jewelry makers and left the selling of fine gemstones to other New York merchants he knew, like Mr. Tiffany and Mr. Cartier, as well as Van Cleef & Arpels, Marcus & Co., Boucheron, and Buccellati.

The one thing we Garlands all had in common was a true love of beautiful things. From a fine silk robe to satin shoes. From an elegant lynx coat to a semiprecious trinket. From a necklace of perfectly matched Persian turquoise to a Burmese ruby ring to a brooch set with fire opals.

My family teased me that my obsessions didn’t fit with my hardworking girl-reporter reputation. And they didn’t. I was forced to eschew wearing most of my lovely things when I was at the city room or on assignment. A plain dress and wire-rimmed spectacles were as far as Vee Swann would go.

Except when I covered the social scene anonymously, in which case I could dress to the hilt in the kinds of clothes and jewelry people expected Vera Garland to wear. The truth was, I did love shopping with my mother or my sister, and I felt a bit embarrassed by it.

My father told me once, “Darling Vera, you are the daughter of a man who has built a department store that is a shrine to beauty. The daughter of a woman who dressed you in satin and cashmere from the day you were born. Admiring lovely things and wearing them are nothing to be ashamed of. It doesn’t make you any less of a reporter.”

But sometimes I found it hard to reconcile the incongruous halves of myself.

“Who is this bracelet for?” I asked my sister.

“It is Sybil van Allen’s fortieth birthday at the end of the week. Were you invited?”

“I was.”

“Are you going?”

“I am.”

I certainly would be going. Sybil van Allen was in the midst of a very ugly court case with her stepfather over her deceased mother’s art collection. The party was sure to offer up fodder for Silk, Satin and Scandals.

“What are you bringing as a gift?”

“To tell you the truth, I haven’t thought about it at all.”

“Well, you can give her this with me.”

“Thank you, Letty.”

“To repay me, I want you to come with me after lunch to Cartier’s. Jack is having earrings made for me for our anniversary. I’m not sure about the design, and you’re better at that than I am.”

“Visiting a jewelry store is anything but a chore for me,” I said, and we both laughed.

As we ate our perfectly cooked and browned Welsh rarebit, we talked about other upcoming parties that we’d both been invited to and gossiped about their hosts and hostesses.

Once the plates were removed and we were having coffee, she leaned across the table and took my hand.

“Jack said he’ll be by on Saturday morning to help you clear Father’s things out of the apartment,” she said in an even softer version of her usually dulcet tone.

Our family home was in Riverdale in the Bronx. Most days, my father commuted via train to the store on Fifth Avenue and back. But some nights, he stayed in the city proper in the penthouse apartment he’d had built at the top of Garland’s Emporium. It saved him from traveling when he worked too late or there was inclement weather.

When he died, the Riverdale estate was transferred to my mother. The store and the land it sat on were left to my sister and me equally, with the stipulation that her husband run the emporium and that I be allowed to live in the penthouse indefinitely.

Almost nothing about it had changed in the months since. I’d moved into the second bedroom while Father was alive and remained there still. I’d left all his things in his room and hadn’t touched his desk in the library.

Father had a housekeeper, Margery Tuttle, who came in each day to clean and keep the kitchen stocked. He’d never liked having the help around when he was there, so Margery would arrive in the morning after my father went down to his office and was always out by lunchtime. I’d kept her on, but I didn’t need as much looking after and so had reduced her to twice a week while keeping her pay the same, as I knew my father would have wanted.

“You’ll see,” Letty was saying. “With Jack helping you empty the closets and drawers, it will be easier living there without it looking as if he’s about to walk in the door any minute.” At the thought, my sister’s eyes filled, and the violet color for which she was named became more intense.

My father had been gone for almost ten months, but we both still missed him so much. I bit the inside of my mouth to keep my own eyes dry. “Jack is a godsend,” I said. “It’s so good of him to help.”

“I am lucky,” she said, and sighed. “Most men are difficult and quite full of themselves and must be endured. But Jack makes it easier than most.”

I smiled at her. “You chose well.”

She seemed about to say something, and I guessed it was about my unmarried state, but she must have thought twice, because she returned to the subject at hand.

“Do you think you’ll come across anything special, hidden away? Any surprises?” she asked.

I examined her face. Did she know something? Sometimes she was more observant than I gave her credit for. Or was she just being her usual inquisitive self? Or was she a bit greedy? As much as I hated to admit it, she could be. Somehow, for all the money our family and her husband’s family had and how well the store was doing, my sister never acted as if she had enough. My father had sometimes apologized for her, saying it was because she was the second child and all second children think they’ve missed out.

When I’d scoffed at this, he’d said, “It’s true, Vera. Parents dote more on the first baby. With the first, everything is amazing and new. With the second, the love is every bit as strong, but the wonder is tempered. It was that way with you and Letty, and she senses it.”

Now I asked Letty, “What kinds of surprises could Father have hidden away?”

“Oh, I don’t know…” Her eyes lit up. “Presents he’d meant to give one of us at Christmas. Love letters from Mother from when they were courting. Or maybe there was someone before Mother whom he never told us about? Photographs of himself in college that we never saw. Maybe even a diary.” She laughed. “Though I can’t imagine anyone less likely to keep a diary than Father. Perhaps there is a painting he bought without telling Mother because it was too racy or avant-garde, and it’s hidden in the closet?”

The waitress interrupted with our bill. There was no charge, of course, but we had to sign the receipt and leave a generous tip.

“I’ll be sure to tell you if I find anything curious,” I said as we got up to leave. “I never imagined our father as someone to keep secrets. Why do you think he did?”

She shrugged. “I’m not sure.”

We strolled out of the Birdcage, across the main floor, and out onto Fifth Avenue. We turned left out of Garland’s and headed south.

“You’re the one I’d expect to be on the lookout for secrets. What else is it you do as a reporter but search out the things people hide and expose them?” my sister asked.

“You’re right,” I said, a bit surprised at her insight.

Two blocks later, we reached 712 Fifth Avenue, where Mr. Cartier’s shop was located on the fourth floor.

The original Cartier store had been founded in 1847 by Pierre’s grandfather, Louis-François Cartier, in Paris and was now run by Pierre’s brother, Louis. Jean-Jacques Cartier had opened the second store in London in 1902. Then, two years ago, the Fifth Avenue location had opened, the third in the Cartier crown. “A shop for each brother,” the New York Times had reported upon its opening.

“Speaking of secrets, maybe Mr. Cartier will show us the mysterious Hope Diamond while we are here,” Letty said as we walked into the building and approached the elevator. “Everyone is talking about it. It’s cursed. Surely you’ve read about that.”

“Who hasn’t?” I asked. “But that’s a silly rumor.”

We entered the elevator. Letty requested Cartier’s, and the operator pulled the doors closed with a metal clang. We rose jerkily upward.

“Father said it was quite controversial for Cartier to choose a fourth-floor shop instead of one on street level, but I think it was rather clever,” my sister said. “There are never any crowds or people ogling through the window. The privacy is quite soothing. Not like our Jewel Box,” she added.

“But Garland’s doesn’t sell the types of extravagant jewels Mr. Cartier does,” I said.

“I wasn’t criticizing Father’s decision,” she snapped.

I was about to respond, but the elevator had stopped, and the operator opened the gate for us.

I’d never visited the store and was surprised to see it was so much smaller than Tiffany & Co. on Thirty-seventh Street. Then again, Mr. Tiffany sold lamps, vases, dinnerware, silverware, and glassware, as well as jewelry, whereas Cartier’s kept its inventory focused on jewelry and bibelots.

To my surprise, there was no sign that we’d entered a jewelry store at all. We walked into a carpeted sitting room with a scattering of delicate chairs and small tables, with soft green walls and curtains pulled back to reveal a view of Fifth Avenue below. Fine crystal chandeliers with multiple arms and rainbow teardrops of glass hung down, shedding a soft, warm glow.

“Where is the jewelry?” I asked.

My sister, who pointed to the elegant wainscoting, said, “There are drawers cleverly built into the paneling that pull out. You’ll see.”

A well-dressed man approached us.

Letty greeted him. “Good afternoon, Mr. Fontaine.”

“Mrs. Briggs, how nice to see you. Can I be of assistance?” he asked.

“I have an appointment with Mr. Cartier,” Letty told him.

“Of course. He’s just finishing up a call. Can I offer you seats and some refreshments? Champagne, perhaps?”

Unlike American establishments, Cartier’s followed its European counterparts and served champagne.

Letty said yes, we’d love some, and off he went. While he was gone, Letty told me that unlike the shop’s jewelers and designers who had moved from Paris with Mr. Cartier to open the New York branch, Mr. Fontaine wasn’t an import but a native.

“The only person you’ll meet here who doesn’t speak with an accent.”

Mr. Fontaine returned with two coupes of pale golden liquid and a plate of thin cookies.

I took a sip of the dry, effervescent wine and thought of my father. He traveled to France twice a year, not just to see the latest fashions for the ready-to-wear department but also to bring back foodstuffs and liquors for both the store and his private stock. Cases of the best champagne were always included.

“Madame Briggs,” Mr. Cartier said in a soft, heavily French-accented voice, as he walked into the viewing room a few minutes later. The jeweler was a medium-tall, dapper man with dark hair, a high forehead, and a strong nose. His dark brown eyes sparkled as he smiled at my sister.

“What a delight to see you again,” Cartier said, bowing slightly and taking Letty’s hand.

She greeted him and then introduced us. “Have you met my sister? Miss Vera Garland?”

I’d never been to his shop, but since he and my father were colleagues and friends, I’d come in contact with the jeweler several times socially.

“Yes, I have,” he said as he took my hand. “It’s lovely to see you again, Mademoiselle Garland.”

“And you, Mr. Cartier.”

The middle brother of the world-class jewelry concern, Pierre Cartier was well known in New York society not only as an entrepreneurial businessman and purveyor of magnificent gems but also as a benefactor of the arts. Together with his American wife, the heiress Elma Rumsey, he supported many causes, including the Brooklyn Museum and the Metropolitan Opera. The couple’s names were in the columns at least once a month, as much because of the former Miss Rumsey’s notoriety as her husband’s.

By 1910, Cartier had already built quite a reputation for his New York shop, his largesse, and the parties he and his wife threw. I’d been to more than one of his galas with my parents at his Beaux Arts Parisian-style town house at 15 East Ninety-sixth Street, which was quite large, boasting more than thirty rooms, eleven bathrooms, and seven fireplaces. And Mr. Cartier had attended my father’s funeral ten months before.

“So, you are here to try on your earrings, Madame?” Mr. Cartier asked Letty.

“Yes, your note said you wanted to check the way they sit on my ears?”

“Indeed. Let me go and fetch them and—”

“I was wondering,” Letty interrupted, “if we could see the Hope Diamond as well. While we are here.”

Did Mr. Cartier hesitate for a second? I wasn’t sure, but there was the subtlest change in his expression. “I would be delighted. But let me warn you in advance, you mustn’t touch it. I’ve devised a way you can try it on without coming into contact with it directly, but we have to follow strict precautions. While I act as its guardian, I must be careful that its curse doesn’t rub off on my customers.”

And on that ominous note, he left the room.

“What nonsense,” I said to Letty once we were alone again. “Pierre Cartier, worried about a curse? Father always said he was the best salesman he ever met. I would bet that this is all part of his act.”

“Quite so. Jack calls him ‘the showman.’ But even if this is all just to get attention for the stone, I wouldn’t risk touching it, would you?”

Before I could answer, Mr. Cartier returned with a leather tray that he placed on the table before us. “Your earrings, Madame,” he said with a flourish.

The earrings were displayed lying on dark gray velvet. They sparkled like delicate flowers moistened by spring rain. Amethyst petals surrounded a gold pink-sapphire-studded pistil. Delicate leaves with pavé emeralds peeked out.

Letty clipped on first one and then the other. After they were in place, Mr. Cartier studied them. Then he positioned the big oval table mirror so that it reflected Letty’s image back to her. She turned her head this way and that and then looked at me.

“What do you think?”

“They are beautiful,” I said, and they were. The emeralds and sapphires complemented her skin tones, and the amethysts matched her violet eyes.

“I think so, too,” she said, beaming.

“I think they are sitting a bit too far back on the lobe. We can adjust that. Now, tell me about the fit?” Mr. Cartier asked.

As Letty focused, a tiny frown creased her forehead. “They might be a bit too tight,” she said to Mr. Cartier.

“Let me get our jeweler to adjust them.”

He rang for Mr. Fontaine and made the request.

A few moments later, the door to the viewing room opened. I glanced over as a man ambled out, wearing a gray smock over black slacks. Everything about him was long and thin—his legs, his arms, even his hands. His black hair fell in waves over his collar. Despite his height, he moved elegantly, purposefully, without looking at either Letty or me but rather at Mr. Cartier.

“Ah, Mr. Asher,” Mr. Cartier said, and he explained the issue with the earrings.

“I’d be happy to help adjust the clips,” the jeweler said in a low, slow voice with an accent I couldn’t quite recognize. A bit British but with something else mixed in.

“These are particularly lovely stones. Siberian amethysts are very rare,” Mr. Asher said as he worked on the earrings with one of the tools he’d taken out of his smock pocket. “If you look deeply into the stones, you’ll see that there are red flashes at six and twelve o’clock. These alternating zones of purple and blue account for the delightful and particularly velvety look that is the hallmark of a Siberian’s quality. Christian bishops often wore amethyst rings, since its color symbolized royalty and an allegiance to Christ.”

I tried to catch Letty’s eyes. Was she as surprised as I was that Mr. Asher was talking to us about the stones? Maybe I had been wrong to assume he was at a low rung in the hierarchy at the shop. Mr. Cartier appeared comfortable with his jeweler’s recitation. In any case, Letty didn’t notice me. She was too engrossed in listening and watching him work on her earring.

My eyes returned to Mr. Asher, and I found myself mesmerized by how his long fingers moved. Like a musician’s, I thought, and for a moment, I remembered a man I’d loved long ago and how his fingers had moved on his cello… how his hand had held his bow…

Mr. Asher finished with one earring and offered it to my sister. She clipped it on.

“Next to your face, with the color of your eyes, the stones really are perfect,” Mr. Asher said.

I had long since gotten over Maximilian Ritter but had never forgotten his sensuous beauty and how his touch had moved me as much as his music had. Since then, I’d never noticed the same grace in another man’s hands, but Mr. Asher’s made me shiver.

As if he felt me looking at him, Mr. Asher turned and met my eyes. His were dark green and unfathomable. Liquid mystery, I thought, and then wanted to laugh. I was beginning to sound like a stage review on one of the women’s pages—and describing a heartthrob, no less.

“I think it’s still a tad tight,” my sister said, and gave the earring back to him. “And thank you for all that information. I didn’t know anything about amethysts before.”

“Mr. Asher is our resident raconteur in addition to being one of our most trusted jewelers,” Mr. Cartier explained. “Even I have learned innumerable facts from him. We call him ‘the wizard’ because of all the arcane and esoteric knowledge he possesses.”

“Are there stories about amethysts?” Letty asked. She was flirting a little bit, the way she often did. I wasn’t surprised. Mr. Asher had a certain charm, with that rakish smile and the way his green eyes sparkled.

“Oh, yes, they have a rich and storied history,” he said. “In mythology, Amethyst was a Greek girl who had a run-in with Bacchus and was saved by Diana. The stone was said to have been one of ten in the breastplate of the high priest of Israel in ancient times. In 1652, Thomas Nicols, the preeminent lapidary, declared it to be of equal value to a diamond of the same weight. Mostly, it’s believed to be a protective stone, one that helps rid the mind of negative thoughts.”

“Stones have powers?” I asked.

Mr. Cartier answered, maybe to regain control. “Bien sûr. Powers and properties. Some that are considered occult.”

“How very interesting,” Letty said.

As Mr. Asher stepped forward, offering both of the earrings to my sister for her to try on one last time, I caught a whiff of his scent. The metallic fragrance of warm rain mixed with smoke. And underneath those top notes, I detected a creamy amber. The combination stirred me. It was almost familiar, but I couldn’t pull a memory of it. It was as if someone had planted the idea of this scent in me once, and now I had finally happened upon it.

While Letty looked at herself in the mirror and adjusted the earrings, Mr. Asher turned to me. “You should wear spessartite—rare garnets—often called mandarin garnets because of their deep orange hue,” he said. “They are named for the Spessart district of Bavaria. They would pick up the russet tones in your hair and the fiery color in your eyes. Spessartite is known to be a healing stone and is said to stimulate the analytical properties of the mind.”

“An excellent idea, Asher. I’ll have to get some in and show Mademoiselle Garland. Mr. Tiffany favors them in some of his more colorful pieces, but I like seeing them in simpler settings.”

Did I detect competition between Cartier and Tiffany? There was no question the two eponymous retail establishments were considered the best in the city, with Tiffany being a bit more of a household name due to its wider range of goods.

Mr. Asher caught my eye and smiled. He’d noted Cartier’s tone, too. An understanding passed between us.

My heart seemed to hold for a beat. I felt a flash of something as deep as the red sparkle in my sister’s earrings. Were this man and I simpatico? No, that was ridiculous. We’d exchanged a quick glance that had lasted for mere seconds. This was the stuff of the sentimental novels that my sister read. Surely I was overreacting; it had been a long time since I’d had any kind of connection with a man. Except, if I were honest with myself, this was different. I felt him in my bones. And it scared me.

The men I met as Vera Garland treated me like a bonbon or an arm ornament, and they were not interested in talking about politics or social reform with a woman. And I couldn’t trust the men I met as Vee Swann. Although I had more in common with other reporters and may have had some interest there, as a result, they instinctively always looked for the story, and I had secrets to protect. I never wanted to give any of them the opportunity to ferret out my true identity. That would be the end of my career, and I didn’t want that.

“I’m sorry, but this one is still a tiny bit tight,” my sister said to Mr. Asher as she took off the left earring.

Mr. Asher took it from her, made another adjustment, and handed it back.

She tried it again and announced it was perfect. “And now can we see the Hope?”

Mr. Cartier smiled. “Of course,” he said, and turned to Mr. Asher. “Would you bring it out along with the bib?”

“The bib?” I asked.

“Because of the bad luck associated with the Hope Diamond,” Mr. Cartier explained, “Mr. Asher created a metal bib for clients to wear. The necklace sits on that so the stone never comes in contact with your clothes or skin.”

“But surely that’s all the stuff of legend,” I said. “Neither of you actually believes a jewel can bring bad luck.” I looked from Mr. Cartier to Mr. Asher.

“The legends go back hundreds of years. It’s my responsibility to take all precautions and protect my clients,” Mr. Cartier said with the utmost seriousness.

“And you, Mr. Asher?”

That slight smile appeared on Mr. Asher’s lips again. “Since I can’t prove there isn’t bad luck, I find myself left to believe it,” he said, and then went off to retrieve the legendary stone.

“Let’s go into the viewing room,” Mr. Cartier said to Letty and me, escorting us out of the main showroom and into a smaller room decorated in the same colors and style but more intimate. He offered us seats at a French Louis XV desk and then turned to pull the drapes, casting us in shadow. Then he sniffed.

“It’s a bit stuffy in here,” he said. Opening a drawer, he pulled out a leather-covered wooden box. From inside, he took out a stick of incense, which he lit and set to burn in a crystal ashtray. The scent of sandalwood and frankincense began to permeate the room—a mixture that at once brought to mind the mystery of a place of worship in a foreign and unknown land.

“The diamond has had quite a storied past,” he said as the thin wisp of smoke filled the shadows, setting his stage. “And quite a legend has sprung up around it. Imagine, if you will, an ancient temple deep in the heart of India, where men and women had been going for years to pray and make sacrifices to their Hindu god. The year is 1668. A rather well-known merchant, by the name of Jean-Baptiste Tavernier, has traveled the Orient in search of rare and precious gems. Following rumors about a great diamond in the head of a Indian temple god, Tavernier finds the temple. This is an ancient and fantastical place. Entering, Tavernier sees only darkness, but he smells a heavenly incense not unlike the one filling this room now. Tavernier’s senses open like a flower. The hairs on the back of his neck tingle. His eyes begin to adjust. And as they do, he can make out priests in attendance, tending to the shrine. They welcome him into the shadows and give him a tallow with which to gaze upon their treasure. He looks at the great carved figure of their god. He takes in the head and arms and torso, and then… then his gaze rests on the stone in the god’s forehead, between his eyes. The statue’s third eye is a giant diamond. He can’t look away.”

Mr. Cartier paused for a moment. My brother-in-law had been right; he was not just a salesman but a showman, and this was a great performance.

“The diamond was most likely from the Kollur mine in Golconda, India. Tavernier stares at the crudely cut, somewhat triangular shape and is mesmerized by its beautiful violet color. He knows why the cut is so rough. The Indians put great faith in gemstones having protective powers against evil influences. And so when they cut a stone, they try to keep as much surface and depth as they can. They believe stones are like a Pandora’s box. They absorb negative energy and keep it contained. So of course, the largest stones are the most revered and valuable.

“Tavernier can’t take his eyes off the gem. He knows that no matter how long it takes, no matter what he has to do, he must have this diamond to bring back to Paris with him. This is something King Louis XIV, the extravagant Sun King of France, will reward him for.”

I glanced at Letty, who was as enthralled as I was by the tale the jeweler was spinning in his delightful accent.

“The story of how Tavernier steals the diamond is quite violent. First, he pays off a guard, who lets him into the temple deep in the night when the monks take their rest. Oddly, he has no trouble plucking out the stone. The diamond just sits in a crevice in the statue. The monks were certain no one would ever tempt fate and try to steal a gem with such power, lest they be struck down and destroyed. The stories about the diamond’s power had protected it for centuries. Until that very night.

“Tavernier runs out through the temple doors and into the black-as-pitch night, a pack of wild dogs chasing him back to his lodging, biting at his legs, rearing up and nipping at his hands. He barely survives the attack.

“The bad luck has begun.

“Tavernier returns to France with his treasure—a great violet-blue diamond weighing, we guess based on drawings, more than one hundred carats. The maharajas of India prefer their diamonds very large rather than brilliant, but King Louis is more interested in symmetry and brilliance than size. So Louis orders the diamond to be recut by his jeweler, Jean Pittan, who cuts the facets into several star shapes, sets the gem in gold, and mounts it on a stick made of precious metal.

“When he holds it against a gold sheet, a golden sun appears at the diamond’s center, symbolizing the king’s power and glory.

“Louis XV inherits the diamond from his father, and in 1749 has the diamond reset in an insignia piece for the Royal Order of the Golden Fleece, which he wears often and, it is said, with great pride. As an honor, for an appearance at court, the king allows a man close to him, Nicolas Fouquet, to wear it. Not long after, the king finds him stealing from the treasury and charges him with life imprisonment. Fouquet spends the next fourteen years of his life entombed in the fortress of Pignerol. The bad luck has followed the stone to France.

“Louis XV’s grandson, King Louis XVI, is the next owner of the French Blue; his infamous wife Marie Antoinette’s love of diamonds not only adds to her extravagant reputation but leads to her and her husband’s unfortunate demise.

“In 1792, during the French Revolution, all the crown jewels, including the French Blue, are stolen from the royal treasury. We do not know precisely what happened to the diamond after that, but we believe it was smuggled out of France. There are stories that the English King George IV might have owned the stone for a time, since he was known to have an appetite for large gemstones. But we do know for sure that the diamond next surfaces in 1839, when it appears in the collection catalog of Henry Philip Hope, a prominent London banker and diamond collector. It is from him the diamond receives its current name. Although Monsieur Hope includes no record of this diamond’s pedigree in his catalog, there is one stone of such distinct size and color it could only have been cut from the French Blue.”

Mr. Cartier paused. My sister and I waited for him to continue. He had us in his thrall.

“I cannot, of course, vouch that Tavernier stole the gem from a Hindu idol or that he was cursed and chased by dogs or, as the story goes, torn apart by savage beasts on his next trip to India. But from all the research I have been able to conduct, the diamond has brought bad luck to those who have owned it and in many cases some who did no more than touch it.

“Let’s look at what happened. First to Louis XIV, who died a horrible death from gangrene. And we all know about the knife blade that sliced through Louis XVI’s and Marie Antoinette’s throats. In the early 1800s, a Dutch jeweler named Wilhelm Fals recut the diamond, which was then stolen by his son. Fals committed suicide or died of grief over the theft in 1830. His son eventually killed himself. King George, also an owner, died penniless. Lord Hope’s grandnephew and heir to the diamond had plenty of troubles. He was in a terrible accident, had his leg amputated. His wife eloped with Captain Strong. Hope also went bankrupt and had to sell the stone in 1902. One story claims an eastern European prince bought it for a Folies Bergère dancer and later shot her. A Greek tycoon bought it, and shortly afterward, he and his family were all killed in an automobile accident. The Turkish sultan Abdul-Hamid II had owned the diamond for only months when an army revolt cost him the Ottoman Empire.”

With this, Cartier opened the leather-bound scrapbook I had noticed on the table. Each page contained a newspaper or magazine headline about the famous gem’s history. Some were illustrated, others not. We perused the book while we waited for Mr. Asher to bring in the necklace.

From the London Times, Friday, June 25, 1909, dateline Paris. Like most other famous stones, its story is largely blended with tragedy. Its possession is the story of a long series of tragedies—murder, suicide, madness and various other misfortunes.

And from the Washington Post, January 19, 1908: Remarkable Jewel a Hoodoo—Hope Diamond Has Brought Trouble to All Who Have Owned It.  Deep behind the double locked doors hides the Hope Diamond. Snug and secure behind time locked bolt, it rests in its cotton wool nest under many wrappings, in the great vault of the House of Frankel. Yet not all the locks and bolts and doors ever made by man can ward off its baleful power or screen from its venom those against whom its malign force may be directed.

Every gem has its own power for good or evil and this power never dies though it may wax or wane under the circumstances, may lie dormant for centuries only to reappear with redoubled energy when terrestrial and celestial conditions combine to bring into play the mysterious force beneath its glittering surface.

I guessed Mr. Cartier had every bit of this presentation staged, because just as we reached the end of that paragraph, he spoke: “I myself believe that superstitions of this ilk are baseless. Yet one must admit, they are amusing, and to use an old saying, it is better to be safe than sorry.”

And with that, there was a soft knock on the door.

Mr. Cartier murmured, “Entrez,” and Mr. Asher stepped in, right on cue. Cartier’s storytelling had been quite well done. I’d very much felt I was at the theater, and now the moment of the grand denouement had arrived.

Mr. Asher had donned a pair of white gloves and in his hands held a leather box that he placed on the table before us. I caught his eye, and he gave me the trace of a smile in return.

With a flourish befitting the theatrics, Mr. Cartier opened the box. “And here… is… the Hope Diamond.”

Letty and I gazed down at the gem.

Indeed, the color was astonishing—not a sky blue but a dark, steely one. A true blue-violet stunner.

“Mr. Asher, please tell these charming ladies a bit about the gemography of the stone.”

“A diamond starts out life as a piece of coal and transforms over millennia into a gem-quality stone. Its ultimate value depends on its size, quality, clarity, and color.”

The Hope, partly because of its piercing color, did resemble an eye, and I imagined it in the Hindu idol. What mystery must have surrounded the stone when Tavernier first saw it in that holy place? I looked deep into its surface and in its facets imagined I could see the ages.

“What is so unusual about this diamond, if I may, is not only its size but its color,” Mr. Asher said. “It has the depth and hue of a sapphire but also possesses the brilliance and perfection only seen in diamonds.”

Letty reached out her hand toward the necklace.

“No, please, Madame Briggs.” Cartier held out his hand to prevent my sister from touching the stone. “Please do not touch it. I wouldn’t want to be responsible for anything untoward happening to you.”

I looked at Letty and raised my eyebrows. The theatrics of Mr. Cartier’s warning were a bit over the top. But I could tell my sister was already invested in the idea that ill will followed the gem’s owners and those who came in close contact with it.

Like my father, I didn’t believe in the idea of bad luck any more than I believed in the power of prayer or a God on high looking down on all of us and making decisions about who would live or die, get sick or be well.

While the two of us shared our lack of faith, we mostly kept our conversations to ourselves, since Mother and Letty and my grandparents were all devout Presbyterians. Father agreed to attend church with my mother only when it was an occasion and even then refused to pray, much to my mother’s consternation.

“Would you like to try it on?” Mr. Cartier asked Letty.

“I’m not sure. What about the bad luck?”

“That’s what the bib is for.” He turned to Mr. Asher, who pulled a flat metal necklace from his smock pocket. It was the same shape as the Hope but extended the stone’s dimensions by at least a quarter of an inch on every side.

“This is a precaution,” Mr. Cartier said as he gestured to the undernecklace. “It is made of platinum and acts as a shield between the Hope and your body without ruining the effect of being able to see yourself wearing the gem. I don’t really believe it is at all necessary, but if there is such a thing as a curse attached to the Hope, it will protect you from having any physical contact with the diamond.”

I wanted to laugh, but Mr. Cartier was taking this all quite seriously, as was my sister. Mr. Asher was fastening the bib around her neck, which prevented me from seeing his face or gauging his reaction. So I held my tongue as the jeweler closed the protective necklace’s clasp and then turned back to the table.

Mr. Asher lifted the Hope Diamond out of its box and unhooked its catch. As he did, the necklace swung in the air. For one brief moment, I saw the blue diamond make contact with the strip of Mr. Asher’s skin between the glove and his sleeve. He hadn’t seemed to notice. But I had.

I looked over at Mr. Cartier. He’d noticed, too, and was frowning. Maybe he believed in the curse more than he’d let on. Or perhaps he was just pretending.

With care, Mr. Asher affixed the Hope Diamond necklace around my sister’s neck and then positioned the mirror so she could see herself.

Letty was mesmerized by her image. She tilted her head this way and that as Mr. Cartier murmured words of admiration.

“The color,” Mr. Cartier exclaimed with delight, “works so well with the color of your eyes. I wish the stone didn’t have such a history of ill luck, or I would suggest to Monsieur Briggs that this would be a most perfect gift for you.”

I stole a glance at Mr. Asher, who was studying the empty jewel box. Suddenly, he looked up. Like the diamond whose depths I could not read but found mysterious, his eyes were full of secrets, too. And as my sister knew, secrets were my downfall. I was pulled to them, fascinated by them. I often thought that yearning to know people’s secrets was what drew me to being a reporter, not the other way around. What people kept protected and hidden inside them, what they were ashamed of, or what they felt was too sacred to share, gave you insight that nothing else did. I’d always felt it was only worth getting to know people if they had secrets, because only in the sharing could you discover someone’s soul.

“There’s been quite a lot of interest in the stone since we purchased it,” Mr. Cartier was saying. “But it’s not going to be easy to sell. How many women are there who would dare wear something so fraught with danger?”

“Vera?” Letty asked.

“Yes, dear?”

“What do you think? Would you be afraid of the bad luck? Would I be crazy to even think of buying this?”

“I don’t believe in bad luck,” I said, glancing over at Mr. Asher again, but he was looking past me. I focused on my sister again. “But that doesn’t mean I don’t recognize danger when I see it.”






CHAPTER 3

Back at the penthouse, alone again, I opened a bottle of my father’s best burgundy. I filled a crystal glass and took it into the greenhouse. I settled into my favorite rattan armchair, took a sip of wine, and looked up at the skylight. The colors were slowly shifting from sunset ambers to evening roses and violets. The color made me think about the Hope, but neither the diamond nor its bad luck held my attention anymore. The morning would bring my brother-in-law to help me begin the process of packing up my father’s clothes and personal items.

That left the apartment intact for just one more night.

If I was good at pretending, I could have decided my father was simply away on a buying trip. But he wasn’t. He was well and truly gone.

Over the last few months, my mother’s most constant criticism of me was that by putting off the inevitable purging of his personal items, I was prolonging my mourning to a point that was unhealthy.

“Why,” she had asked at our last family dinner, “aren’t you more receptive when it comes to my suggestions? I have never wanted anything but the best for you. By waiting so many months to clean out that apartment, you are just delaying the inevitable acceptance of your father’s passing. It’s morbid, Vera. You are settling into becoming an old maid. Is this how you want to live your life?”

She was partly right, though I was never going to admit it. So in response I offered, “When will you stop despairing for my marital state and accept me for who I am?”

When I was younger, it used to take me a long time to give up hope. But I’d since accepted that my mother would never change her mind about me. To her and my sister, I was a traitor to my heritage and breeding. I was not fulfilling the role of a Garland Girl. Not following in the footsteps I’d been expected to follow in since birth.

But damn my heritage and breeding. I was an idealist—or at least, I had been until recently—and I wanted to change the world. I enjoyed my freedom, cared about my career, and vowed not to ever be subservient to any man.

My father had never argued with me about my life choices. Instead, he had given me all the support and extra love he could to make up for what my mother withheld.

Except then, in his own way, he abandoned me, too, and now, at age thirty-two, I was truly left all on my own, left with my idealism in shreds and my father’s secrets to unravel even if I didn’t yet know it.

They always say that bad things come in threes, don’t they? But who are they? And where do these superstitions come from? I don’t believe in superstitions, old wives’ tales, or, as I had told Mr. Cartier as we looked at the Hope, I didn’t believe in luck—good or bad—or anything really that I couldn’t touch, taste, hear, or smell.

Like my father, I believed in logic. “Reason,” he always said, “will never disappoint you.”

Except that in succession, starting in September 1909, I had suffered three tragedies and with them a total loss of confidence and hope that reason would win out.
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