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ONE
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New York, 1892

THE DARKNESS HAD become their friend. The deep purple of the late summer nights hid them in its shadows and muffled the rustle of her skirts, the scrape of his shoes on paving stones, and the pounding of their earnest hearts.

She found him in the sympathetic shadows of the arbor at the rear of the garden, waiting among lush cascades of gloriously overripe roses.

“Jeffrey?”

“Prissy … here!”

She located him, then paused to adore him with her eyes. Tall, fair, and undeniably handsome, he was everything a girl’s heart could desire.

“I was afraid you wouldn’t be able to come,” he said in a tense rush, holding out his hands to draw her close.

“Nothing could have kept me from coming to you,” she said, sinking against his shirtfront and sighing as his arms folded around her. “Even if she had locked me up, I still would have found a way.”

“Locked you up?” Jeffrey gasped and pulled her tighter against him. “I wouldn’t put it past her, the old witch. She’s nothing short of a tyrant—ordering you about—forbidding us to—”

She reached up to stop his words with her fingertips. “Let’s not waste precious time on my poor, wretched aunt. What could she possibly know of love? She’s so old and lonely and miserable—she must be thirty years old.…”

“At least,” he muttered.

She ran her hand reverently across his cheek.

“You are my whole world, Jeffrey.”

“You are my moon and my stars, Prissy.” He drew a deep breath to counter the constriction in his chest. She was so lovely. He felt a familiar ache begin deep in his loins and groaned softly. “Oh, if only we could marry, sweetness, and be together.” He pulled her head against his shirt and closed his eyes. “Forever and ever.”

“And ever,” she echoed wistfully, closing her eyes as well.

“I would be able to touch your—hands—whenever I please, and hold you like this …” His more explicit longings were buried in a passionate kiss pressed on her cool, delicate fingers. “We’re like Romeo and Juliet. Forbidden to love.”

“And my parents, who were forbidden to love, too. They found a way.” She lifted her head, her eyes shining. “We’ll find a way, too, Jeffrey.”

“Your parents?” Jeffrey set her back just enough to see her face clearly.

“My grandparents forbade their love, so they eloped and fled to Italy.” Her voice grew warm and impassioned. “My mother said that they lived as free as gypsies at first … on nothing but wine and love.” She pushed back farther in his arms and her eyes lighted. “We could do that.”

“What? Live on wine and love?”

“No. Elope, like my mother and father.”

“Elope?” For a brief moment the possibility was tantalizing. Then a draft of reality blew through his heated senses. “And flee the country?”

“No, we wouldn’t have to do that.” Her face glowed as she envisioned it. “We could … stay with your family until we get a house of our own.”

“With my mother?” He envisioned it and winced in spite of himself. “Mother would never countenance such a thing. I mean, she’s always planned a huge, society wedding for me … it would break her heart if … no, no, it can’t be an elopement.”

“You wouldn’t elope with me?” she asked, surprised by his reluctance.

“There’s the future to think about.” A trace of anxiety crept into his voice. “Elopements are terrible scandals. We have to think of something else.”

“But what?” She made fists around handfuls of his sleeves. “We’ll grow as old and decrepit as Aunt Beatrice if we wait for her to change her mind.” Then she paused, caught by another idea. “Unless we change it for her.”

“Change a Von Furstenberg’s mind?” He snorted. “We’d have better luck jumping off the Brooklyn Bridge and trying to fly. She despises me, Prissy … she acts as if I’m still in short pants. When I asked my father to plead our case with her, she wouldn’t even see him. Now he’s afraid that if he pushes the matter …”

There was no need to describe his father’s fears. They both knew that her aunt and guardian, Beatrice Von Furstenberg, could wield her money and power like a sword and mace.

“If she only knew you as I do … knew how generous and honorable and brilliant you are.” She loosened her grip on his sleeves to caress the arms inside them and lowered her voice. “How manly and brave you can be.” She studied his face in the dimness and felt a surge of defiant passion. “She must be made to see it. Jeffrey, we must show her that you are a man to be reckoned with … that despite your youth, you are a force in the world of men.”

“And how do you propose that we do that?”

She scowled, thinking, and the logic became inescapable. “I suppose … she would have to see you doing something daring or courageous.”

“Courageous? You mean like … fighting a duel or something? Saving you from a burning building? Fending off a band of robbers?”

“Exactly.”

She beamed.

He stiffened.

“Dueling is against the law—not to mention deadly. It takes hook and ladder companies to battle fires. And robbers run in packs and carry guns.”

“Well, if a building were on fire, you would rescue me, wouldn’t you?”

He blinked. “O-Of course.”

“Then that’s what you have to do, ‘rescue’ me.” Then her eyes flew wide with another burst of inspiration. “No! Even better—rescue her!”

“Rescue her?” He was truly horrified. “What would I rescue her from?”

“Jeffrey.” She pulled away and crossed her arms.

“Be reasonable, Prissy. Where is your aunt likely to get caught in a burning building or be held up by a gang of thieves?”

“Well, I don’t know, but …” Mounting frustration caused her to blurt out: “I bet it could be arranged.”

His hands and his jaw both dropped. “Prissy! You want to arrange for your aunt to be set upon by some thieves and cutthroats … so I can rescue her?”

Phrased so bluntly, the idea set Priscilla back for a moment.

“It does sound a little crazy.” Then her inherited determination asserted itself. “But think about it, Jeffrey. If you rescued her from danger, she would owe you a debt. And you know how fanatical she is about debts—paying them as well as collecting them. She would have to let us see each other. And once we’ve begun to court, I’m sure we could convince her to let us marry.”

“But thieves, Prissy …”

Her gaze again swept that mental tableau and her fertile mind began to work again.

“Well, they wouldn’t have to actually be thieves or cutthroats. Surely with all of your knowledge of gaming houses and manly pursuits, you could find some men who would pretend to rob her. We’d only need two or three.”

He stared at her, finally grasping that she was serious. It was a mark of his respect for her quick wits that he actually considered the idea.

“It wouldn’t be real danger, then.” He rubbed his chin, wishing he was as adroit in assessing the potential pitfalls of the scheme as she was in spinning it.

“Of course not.” A gleam appeared in her eye. “But Aunt Beatrice wouldn’t know that. She would think you were the most courageous young man she’s ever met.” She fixed him with a somber look. “And she would never again mention that wretched convent school in France.”

“Convent school? In France?” He pulled her against him and wrapped her in his arms. “But, I couldn’t bear it if she sent you away.”

“I couldn’t bear it either,” she said with a sudden catch in her voice. “I wouldn’t want to go on if I had to be parted from you.”

For a few moments they clung fiercely to each other in the light of the sympathetic moon. Then, when the longing in his chest became too much, he cleared his throat and spoke with reluctant resolve.

“All right, I’ll do it.”

“You will?” She looked up and wiped her wet cheeks.

“If you think it will change her mind about me, I will.” He took a deep breath and gazed off into the distance … glimpsing the start of a plan. “I have a cousin—actually it’s my mother’s cousin—who is Irish. He’s in with all sorts of lowlifes and riffraff. I’ll talk to him. Maybe he can find us a couple of men willing to be ‘thieves’ for a few hours.”

“Oh, Jeffrey, I just know you can do it.” She threw her arms around his neck and beamed. “You’re the bravest, smartest man in the world!”

IN A DARKENED window, far above the tryst in that garden bower, a pair of eyes searched the couple’s dim outline, then darted uncomfortably to a ladies’ brooch watch, held out in the moonlight streaming through the panes. A moment later, the couple broke apart and the girl’s pale figure darted back up the garden path toward the terraces and house.

A heartbeat later, Beatrice Von Furstenberg joined her secretary at the window and squinted over her shoulder at the watch.

“How long this time?” she demanded.

“Just over ten minutes,” Alice Henry replied, closing the watch and allowing the cord to rewind to her shoulder.

“Damn.” Beatrice peered out the darkened window, following her secretary’s pointing finger. “Each time they stretch the bounds of decency and my patience a little more. They think they’re being so clever. I’d march down there and catch them red-handed, if I didn’t think they’d just find a more devious way to meet and satisfy their rampaging urge for romance.”

She kicked the train of her dress around, hiked her skirts, and sailed back down the hall.

“Damned nauseating adolescents. ‘But we’re in lov-v-ve, Aunt Beatrice,’” she muttered in falsetto. “‘But he’s so won-n-nderful, Aunt Beatrice. He’s so smar-r-rt, Aunt Beatrice. So sen-n-nsitive …’”

She paused at the top of the sweeping mahogany staircase of her grand country house, causing Alice to have to stop short to avoid bumping into her.

“He’s a spoiled, overbred, pimple-faced moron,” Beatrice declared hotly. “And eighteen.” She continued on down the stairs, speaking partly to Alice, who hurried along beside her, and partly to her own conscience. “What the hell does he know about anything at eighteen?

“He hasn’t a clue what life is about. Making your way in a tough and daunting world … pitting your wits, nerve, and stamina against the odds and opposition … that’s what it’s about. You have to be prepared to recognize every opportunity and seize every advantage. And perhaps—just perhaps—if you’re very, very lucky, you’ll be able to build something or change something for the better, and make a lasting mark on this world.”

She realized she had paused again and was jabbing a finger at Alice … who was scowling and leaning back to avoid being poked. She reddened, jerked her hand to her side, and continued down the steps, muttering.

“What the devil would an eighteen-year-old boy know about such things?” Halfway down she paused again to clarify her course and justify her actions.

“And what does a sheltered sixteen-year-old girl know of the tests and obstacles life has in store? Or even of the responsibilities that a marriage would thrust upon her? Claiming a place in a large household, forging a place in society, dealing constantly with a husband’s temperament, expectations, and demands. At seventeen, even I found it all—” She bit off the rest.

Crushing. She had found it all damned near obliterating. Even without the ever-present threat of childbed.

“The simple truth is that women have a hard time of it, even in the most affluent of households,” she continued, starting down the steps again. “And they have damned few rights and privileges to compensate. The longer I can postpone the trials of marriage for Priscilla the better. Someday, when she is older and wiser, she will appreciate how I have protected her freedom.”

By the time they reached the floor of the main hall, they could hear Priscilla running from the morning room, which faced the east terrace, into the drawing room. Beatrice planted herself between the drawing-room door and the staircase, folding her arms.

Priscilla entered the main hall gripping her fluttery silk organza skirts with both hands, and stopped dead at the sight of her aunt. Her face grew rosier and her lashes lowered to hide the guilt and resentment in her huge brown eyes.

“And just where have you been, young lady?” Beatrice demanded.

“O-Out for a walk. I wanted to take a bit of fresh air before retiring.” Priscilla tensed, collecting herself behind her excuse.

Beatrice gave a tight smile. “You’ve become quite a devotee of ‘fresh air’ in recent days.”

“‘Fresh air and exercise are good for a young woman’s constitution,’” the girl countered. “Isn’t that what you always say?”

Beatrice considered the rebellion involved in Priscilla quoting her own words to her.

“Night air, however, can be downright dangerous.” Her expression took on a taut, clear warning. “I hear that the air in France is quite healthful.”

Priscilla’s eyes flew wide. “I won’t go. I won’t be shipped off to any old convent school in France. I’ll fling myself in the duck pond first!”

A potent threat indeed. The duck pond was all of three feet deep.

“You will go where I send you, young lady,” Beatrice declared with determined calm. “And you will comport yourself with decency, integrity, and whatever modicum of intelligence you possess.”

“Well, I won’t go to France,” Priscilla declared as crimson edged into her face. “If you send me there, I’ll—I’ll—run away and find my father. He would understand. He would let me marry Jeffrey!”

“Marry? You are only sixteen, Priscilla.” Beatrice was quickly losing what was left of her sense of humor.

“You were sixteen when you were married,” Priscilla said, ignoring the glint in Beatrice’s eyes.

Beatrice stepped closer to her young charge and lowered her voice to its most compelling register.

“I was married on my seventeenth birthday. Not by choice. I will not allow you to destroy your life by handing it over to a randy eighteen-year-old who hasn’t a clue what to do with his own idle, overprivileged existence. I have told you: When you’ve learned who and what you are and have enough experience of the world to judge wisely, then and only then will I sanction a marriage for you.” Her eyes now burned like bright stones. “If, after learning the ways of the world and of men, you still want to marry.”

Some of the high color in Priscilla’s face drained as she finally caught the reined anger in her aunt’s response, and her brashness dissolved into a puddle of adolescent uncertainty. Her chin began to quiver and her voice grew constricted.

“But I love him, Aunt Beatrice.” Tears collected once again in her dark eyes. “I will always love him. With all my heart. Nothing you make me do will ever, e-e-ever change that.” Choking back a sob, she jerked up her skirts and dashed for the stairs.

Beatrice watched her charge fly from her, up the steps. When a far off door slammed, she closed her eyes and tried to scour her niece’s youthful passion from her mind. For an instant, she had glimpsed in Priscilla’s big brown eyes—so very like her beloved sister’s—the pain of longing. Real pain. Real longing. For one moment, Beatrice allowed a part of her pragmatic heart to open to that raw emotion. What if she were wrong? What if this truly were Priscilla’s best chance for happi—

She caught herself and looked up to find Alice watching her with a discerning eye.

“Let me guess,” Alice said. “We’re heading back to the city.”

“Clever woman. Have I given you a raise, lately?”

“Just last month.”

“Well, put yourself down for another.” Beatrice kicked her bustle train out of the way yet again and headed for her library. “And have Williams bring up the trunks straightaway. I have to be back in the city in a few days anyway to review Consolidated’s quarterly report before it goes to press and to attend the suffrage association executive committee meeting. We’ll leave first thing tomorrow morning. I want to be well away from moonlit gardens and back on Fifth Avenue by this time tomorrow night.”

Throwing open the library door, she flicked on the electrical light and went straight to her desk, with its neat piles of documents, stacks of ledgers, and legal folios. Staring down at those reassuring reams and sheaves of paper, her gaze fell on the pamphlet she had been composing for the National American Woman Suffrage Association, and she felt her inner calm returning. This was her realm, her dream, the mark she would someday leave on the world.

“Love,” she muttered as she began to collect and pack the documents. “What has that got to do with anything?”


TWO
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EVERYONE IN NEW York knew that if they wanted to find someone Irish in the city, O’Toole’s was the place to go.

The restaurant, located in the middle of the city’s sprawling Eighteenth Precinct, was one of three places where the burgeoning Irish community and rising political power met. Sooner or later every former resident of County Cork who landed in New York walked through those heavy glass and mahogany doors, stood on that checkered marble floor, and marveled at the polished wooden paneling, the giant gilt-framed mirror over the bar, and the heights to which an Irishman in America could aspire.

Seated around the remains of a hearty dinner that night, at the rear of the dining room, were a half dozen men who by virtue of moxy or muscle had burrowed deep into the marrow of the city … so deep, in fact, that their Irish organization “Tammany Hall” had become synonymous with city hall.

Each man there had worked his way up the ladder of Tammany’s political organization, from “precinct runner” to “ward heeler,” to minor city official to officeholder. And it was that record of achievement that entitled them to be present for the election campaign strategy session now in progress.

“It’s set then, lads,” declared the barrel-chested leader, Richard Croker. The Tammany Hall boss removed the cigar from his mouth and tossed back a healthy draft of brandy. “We’ll have a round of debates with th’ reform party’s ‘willie.’ Murphy and McFadden, here”—he gestured to his two handpicked under-bosses—“will make sure the crowds are proper friendly. And we’ll pass the word to our friends in the papers, suggestin’ they’d be showin’ a bit of foresight if they was to declare our boy the winner early on.” He paused to smile at their youngest member. “Not that you’ll be needin’ much help with the papers, Connor lad. Not a word drips from your lips that isn’t just beggin’ fer print.”

Connor Sullivan Barrow smiled back. It was a bold slash of a grin containing a bit of rakishness, a bundle of charm, and an unmistakable bit of invitation. Its effect on the men seated around him was immediate. Nods and approving winks appeared as the election committee congratulated themselves on their candidate’s appeal.

“I hear the reformers may bring in William Jennings Bryan to campaign for Netherton,” Connor said.

“Doesn’t matter who they bring in.” The boss clamped down on his cigar. “The voters get one look at that sweet Irish mug of yours, my boy and you’ll be sittin’ under a landslide.”

There was a murmur of agreement.

“A pity th’ women ain’t got the vote,” declared a wavery voice from the rear of the table. “We could schweep ever’ ward in th’—”

The political planners turned on the speaker with looks that ranged from mild disgust to out-and-out horror. The well-lubricated alderman pulled in his chin, blinked, and then had the grace to be appalled by what he’d said. After a moment, the others mercifully allowed him to sink back into oblivion.

“Give the women the vote,” Croker muttered in disbelief. That had to be the whiskey talking. No man in his right mind believed in females voting. Not even the reform-minded one-man-one-vote mongers.

Then he turned to under-boss Charles Murphy, on his left. “See to it. Set it up. I’m puttin’ you in charge, Murphy. I’ve got my hands full runnin’ Gilroy’s campaign for mayor.”

“Excuse th’ interruption, Mr. Croker,” a voice inserted, causing all present at the table to turn. “But, the lad here’s been waiting for a spell.” It was one of the Fourth Ward’s burly heelers holding a tense-looking young man by the arm.

“We got business.” Croker turned back to the others. “He’ll have to come by city hall tomorrow mornin’.”

The petitioner wrung his frayed tweed cap and looked a bit frantic as the heeler dismissed him with a jerk of the head.

“Wait.” Connor examined the young man’s weedy frame, thinking that he was much too young to have shoulders so rounded. There were only two things that weighed that heavily on a man: sorrow and responsibility. “What’s your name, my friend?”

“Grady sir. Thomas Grady”

Connor cocked his head to eye the young man at a slant. “Any relation to a fellow named Mick Grady over in Firth Alley?”

“My pa,” the young man said, straightening his spine. “He died Tuesd’y last. That’s how come I need a better job. Ma’s got six little ones still at home an’ my wife …” He looked down and twisted his cap. “She be carryin’ our first.”

He scarcely looked old enough to be married, much less to have been thrust into the role of breadwinner for two households. Sorrow and responsibility. A deadly combination.

“I knew your pa,” Connor said, his voice taking on a bit of a lilt. “A fine, solid block of Cork stone he was. Could lay brick from dawn to dusk and then tell ye stories all the way to sunup.” The pride that mingled with wary hope in the young man’s eyes was wrenching. “A loyal supporter of Tammany, too. I heard he voted for Mayor Grant in the last election … twenty-eight times!”

The others hooted with laughter while the young man reddened and grinned shyly.

“Then by all means, lad, we must see to your problem,” Croker said, wiping his eyes.

Connor sat back and watched with a smile as the young man was given the name of a builder who had just received a sweetheart of a contract for some waterworks.

This was the true business of government. This was the way things truly got done. The people elected the men of Tammany Hall to provide for them and provide they did: public works, public safety, public services, jobs, and sometimes even the bare necessities of life. It was the system within the system, the informal agreements and tacit cooperation that kept the city—the entire state—running like a well-oiled machine. And that was precisely what the muckraking journalists and fiery-eyed reformers called it: machine politics.

Soon they were interrupted by another petitioner, another young man. But, unlike Thomas Grady this one was dressed in the height of fashion: black-tie evening clothes with an ivory silk scarf hanging around his neck.

“Which of you gentlemen is Connor Barrow?” The young fellow’s voice was barely a few years removed from a soprano.

“I am.” Connor turned in his chair to face him. “Who is asking?”

“Your cousin, sir. I am the son of Alicia Barrow Granton … Jeffrey Granton.”

Connor straightened. The boy clearly expected the name to work some sort of magic and it did. The sound of it, pronounced in those aristocratic tones—Baaarrrow—was enough to capture Connor’s undivided attention. No Barrow had claimed him as kin or contacted him in ten years; not since his wealthy grandfather disowned and disinherited him. Since then, he’d been a Sullivan in all but legal surname, and even that residual bit of “Barrow” was omitted on occasion, depending on his audience.

Now the Barrow side was reaching out to him in the person of this green kid, who was at the moment sizing him up with what Connor recognized as the fabled Barrow squint. That expression, perfected by his iron-willed grandfather, was seen by the rest of the world as evidence of great sagacity and superiority, when in fact, it was simply the result of the Barrows’ dogged refusal to wear spectacles, no matter how poor their eyesight.

“What can I do for you?” Connor asked.

“I would like a few minutes of your time,” Jeffrey Granton said, looking defensively at the others. “In private.”

Connor very nearly told him to get lost. Curiosity, however, got the better of him. He rose and waved the young man over to an unoccupied table in the corner.

As they settled into chairs opposite each other, he realized the boy was younger than he had first supposed. There was a fine blond fuzz on his upper lip.

“Something to drink?” Connor asked, beckoning to an apron-clad waiter.

“No … thank you.”

Apparently Jeffrey wasn’t a shaving man or a drinking man.

“How is your mother? I haven’t seen her in—oh—ten years at least.”

“She is fine.” The youth tugged at his collar as if the mention of his mother had somehow made it contract. “Busy. Her charities, you know.” Connor didn’t know, but it made sense. All women of social standing had charities. “She’s taking my sister on a tour of the capitals this fall. London in September, Paris in October, and November in Venice, of course.”

Connor smiled. It had been years since anyone from society’s vaunted Four Hundred had “of coursed” him. The kid was buttering him up.

“What can I do for you, Jeffrey Granton?”

“I’ve come to ask … to see if you can put me in touch with some people who might be willing to … um … work for me.”

“Work?” Connor frowned. “You’re in business?”

“Well, it’s not so much work as it is”—Jeffrey squirmed—“a job.”

“A job,” Connor mused, taking in the boy’s guilty flush. “And you’ve come to me because …”

“You know people. And I need a certain sort of man for this job. Someone with experience … and …”

“Muscle,” Connor offered.

The youth wilted slightly. “Yes. And a bit of …”

“Daring?”

“Exactly.”

Connor stiffened. It was now clear why the kid had sought out the Barrows’ black sheep. He needed help with something dangerous, disreputable, or at the very least, distasteful. He was tempted to tell Precious Jeffrey what he could do with his dirty little “job.” But curiosity again got the better of him.

“What kind of trouble are you in?” he demanded. “Gambling debts? An insult that cannot go unanswered? A servant girl in the family way?”

“Nothing like that!” Jeffrey’s voice cracked. “It’s just … a romantic matter.”

“Romantic?” Connor nearly choked on the word. It was so improbable it just might be true.

“The young lady and I wish to marry, but there is some interference.” Jeffrey lowered his voice. “I simply wish to … to …” He paused as if gathering the courage to say it.

“Elope.”

Jeffrey’s eyes widened then, after a moment, he nodded again.

“Yes, that’s it. I have to elope.”

Connor studied him, deciding that the situation must be desperate indeed for the youth to risk approaching a scapegrace of a cousin he’d never laid eyes on.

“There must be at least a dozen ways to arrange an elopement, none of which involve burly henchmen.” Unless the “delicate situation” involved more than just the garden variety of parental disapproval, he realized. “Who is this young lady you have your heart set on?”

Jeffrey looked away. “Someone from a wealthy and powerful family.”

“Your family is wealthy and powerful,” Connor observed.

“Yes, but … she is young.”

“How young?”

“Sixteen.”

Connor drew a deep breath and contained his urge to bolt from the chair. Sixteen. What the devil was he doing listening to this? He was running for the United States Congress, for God’s sake. But the blend of longing and desperation in the boy’s expression took on a strangely poignant appeal, and he couldn’t seem to raise himself out of the seat.

“You can’t be much older than that.”

“Old enough.” Jeffrey sat straighter and squared his shoulders. When Connor narrowed his eyes, the boy declared: “Eighteen is plenty old enough.” With a stroke of defiance, he added: “Irish marry at eighteen all the time.”

Unbidden, the memory of Thomas Grady materialized in Connor’s mind. The young Irish lad was scarcely older than Jeffrey here, and was already a father-to-be and a breadwinner burdened with eight hungry mouths to feed. Precious Jeffrey had no idea what responsibility was. Well, it might do him good to find out, starting with this marriage he was so dead set on plunging into.

“Is she that special?” Connor asked. Instantly, the youth grew so earnest and impassioned that Connor felt a surprising pang of guilt.

“She is the moon and the stars to me. She is so lovely and bright—if they send her to that convent school in France my life is over.”

“I see.” And against his better judgment, Connor remembered as well. It had been years since he had felt such fervent and all-possessing … That twinge in his chest, he realized irritably, was some part envy. “I take it she reciprocates.”

Jeffrey’s manly resolve dissolved.

“I am her moon, too.”

It was all Connor could do to keep from groaning aloud.

“Then, by all means, we must do what we can to get your blessed ‘moons’ together.”

“You mean it? You’ll help me?”

“I’d be pleased to help a fellow ‘romantic’ achieve the goal of his heart.” Connor looked to the tavern side and down the long, polished bar, where men with drink-reddened faces and arms too big for their sleeves were playing darts.

“Well”—Jeffrey sat forward—“I have a plan that—”

“No, no.” Connor raised a restraining hand. “Don’t tell me. It’s not wise for too many people to be privy to such a plan.” Much less, people who are running for national office. “I’ll put you in touch with some fellows and you take it from there.” He again scrutinized the men at the far end of the bar. “What you need is somebody with plenty of muscle and a dearth of ideas.” His mouth quirked up. “Too much thinking can ruin a perfectly good elopement.”

He spotted, in a far corner of the tavern side, two men who seldom showed their faces in O’Toole’s. They generally frequented places where the lighting was as bad as the whiskey and a man could go largely unrecognized. Dipper Muldoon and Shorty O’Shea weren’t bad fellows; just a bit too fond of drink and too unlucky at dice.

“I’ll put you in touch with two fellows. The rest is up to you.”

It was very simple, really, Connor thought as he sent Jeffrey out the side door to wait for Dipper and Shorty. Sooner or later everybody had a need they couldn’t fill for themselves, even society’s almighty Four Hundred. It was then that they turned to government. To the well-oiled machine of Tammany Hall. To him.

His famously effective grin reappeared as he sent a waiter to fetch Dipper and Shorty to his table.

It was always a pleasure to be of service to the people.


THREE
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ONE WEEK AFTER her arrival in the city, Beatrice Von Furstenberg was again hurrying … this time down the stairs from an upper-level meeting room at the venerable Osterman Hall. Around her the members of the Executive Committee of the National American Woman Suffrage Association were arguing in muted, ladylike voices and fierce whispers, carrying the heated discussion of their recently adjourned meeting down the steps and out into the street.

Once again the women of the organization had refused to acknowledge a simple political reality: that securing the vote for women meant moving men to action. And motivating men with the power to make things happen would require that suffragists use the same tools as men: money, coercion, and compromise. When Beatrice pointed this out, the reaction had been heated.

In the ensuing chaos, the NAWSA’s leaders, Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony, declared that they would never stoop to “unsavory male practices of persuasion.” Deal-making and vote-buying would reduce them to little more than “men in skirts.”

As Beatrice donned her gloves and manteau and exited the first-floor cloakroom, Lacey Waterman, a liberal-minded socialite and Beatrice’s longtime friend, fell in beside her with a grim expression.

“You tried, Beatrice. God knows you tried,” Lacey said, jerking on her gloves. “They’re determined to march into obscurity with their heads held high.”

“Hell-bent on being rational and noble minded and utterly doomed to failure,” Beatrice responded as they stepped out onto the pavement in front of the meeting hall.

“I still say we should publish the names of their light-skirts in the newspapers,” said wiry, frizzy-haired Frannie Excelsior, the resident civil agitator on the committee. “Or chain ourselves to their office doors until they agree to vote for suffrage. Or march arm in arm—buck, naked—down Fifth Avenue!”

Beatrice couldn’t help a wry laugh. As she gave Frannie a one-armed hug, she caught sight of the graying, rail-thin Susan Anthony behind them, descending the stairs amidst a covey of matronly activists.

“Most of the committee don’t have a clue what they’re up against,” she said with frustration. “But, you’d think Susan would know. After all these years, she has to know.”

After all these years. As Beatrice climbed into her coach and settled back into the seat, the words haunted her. It had been over forty years since the convention at Seneca Falls, and what did women’s rights advocates have to show for all their hard work? Mostly fatigue, tears, and broken promises. It was a wonder that the older campaigners like Susan Anthony and Elizabeth Cady Stanton had the will to keep going after so many disappointments.

She was right, Beatrice told herself. The leadership just didn’t want to face it. Truth be told, who could blame them? Who would welcome the difficult conclusion that all men had their price and were motivated primarily by self-interest. She certainly hadn’t wanted to believe it.

Married off to the wealthy Mercer Von Furstenberg at such a young age, she hadn’t known what to think of men, even her own father. She had been raised by a governess and then disposed of as a family asset before she had a chance to form opinions on much of anything.

Seventeen years old on her wedding day, she had been little more than a curiosity in her husband’s house for the first year. She was largely ignored by her aging husband, who had no idea what to do with a nubile young wife once he acquired one. And she was superfluous to a household that ran like a well-tended clock. The staff weren’t intentionally thoughtless or cruel; they simply didn’t think of her as someone who needed to be considered. In that, they merely followed the lead of their employer, who treated her as a lovely thing that provided him a primarily aesthetic pleasure whenever he thought to take it down from the shelf.

What engrossed her husband, she soon discovered, was his businesses. Acquisitions, mergers, closing deals, putting one over on the competition, finagling a bit of legislation … those were the things that made his aging heart race. It was only when she began to show interest in his businesses that he began, with wry surprise, to take more than a dim and confusing carnal interest in her.

She had gradually become more a pupil than a wife to him. And it wasn’t until she turned her first thousand in profit from a stock transaction that he began to regularly take meals with her and to introduce her to his skeptical peers.

Over the seven years of their marriage, she acquired quite an education in both business and men. She came to understand their motives, their thinking, and even—she winced to admit—many of their attitudes toward women. She had also come to understand that unless the women of the suffrage movement were content to wait another fifty or seventy-five years for access to the ballot box, they were going to have to change their tactics.

What the movement needed were a few politicians in its pocket: men who could be persuaded by a satisfying “exchange of interest” to support women’s suffrage. And what the executive committee needed was a demonstration of the practical acquisition of influence and power.

She burrowed back into the seat as a light appeared in her eyes.

They needed a politician in their pocket.

Well, why didn’t she just buy them one?

BEATRICE WAS SO absorbed in her thoughts that it took her a few moments to realize that the carriage had come to a halt. Looking at the window, she saw nothing but darkness outside. That in itself was not unusual. Many of the main thoroughfares were undergoing electrification, and there were frequent interruptions of lighting during the changeover.

There was a thud outside and the coach swayed heavily, as if Rukart, her German-born driver, had just climbed down from his seat. After a moment, she heard voices outside and tried to make out what was being said. Nothing in the short bursts of verbiage seemed to resonate with Rukart’s rich Teutonic bass. She pressed her forehead against the glass of the window to see what was happening.

Two dark shapes hovered near the horses, but she couldn’t hear what was being said. She sat back for a moment, frowning. What was happening?

Accustomed to taking situations in hand, she seized the brass handle and pushed open the door. Two startled male faces drew back to avoid the swinging door. Their gasp of surprise equaled hers.

“What’s going on?” She looked the men over in a glance, finding them to be thickset and roughly clad … nothing remarkable or worrisome.

“Nothin,’ ma’am.” When the one who spoke received an elbow in the ribs, he muttered, “Well—he ain’t here yet.”

“Where is my driver?”

“Ummm …”

“Well … he’s … he’s …”

The pair glanced anxiously at each another.

When she grabbed the edge of the door and ducked out onto the step, she spotted Rukart sprawled against a nearby wall with his chin on his chest.

“What on earth?” She looked back at the pair with a dawning awareness of peril. She called to Rukart over their heads, but he didn’t respond. “What have you done to him?”

“He ain’t hurt bad,” one said, pulling his chin back and glowering at her.

“Hand over yer val-u-ables, ma’am,” the other demanded, extending his hand and lowering his voice mid-threat. “An’ you won’t get hurt neither.”

“Get away from me,” she ordered, her anxiety rising as she tried to step down from the coach and found the way blocked. She froze. Her coach had been waylaid, her driver rendered senseless … and she was being held up !

“We said, ‘give us yer val-u-ables’ an’ … an’ …”

“We mean it,” the other one finished for him, glancing nervously at the end of the alley, where increased light from the main street warned of increased traffic and the threat of discovery. “You best hand ’em over, ma’am.”

“Never!” Someone else seemed to be in control of her as she clasped her purse to her breast with both hands … bringing it straight into their view.

“Don’t make us get ugly,” one warned, bringing a club from behind him.

“I think someone’s already beaten me to that,” she blurted out, dismayed by her own defiance.

One of them grabbed for her purse, growling “Gimme that.” She jerked it back, lost her footing on the narrow step and fell … straight into the hands of the other one.

“No! Let me go—” She twisted and shoved, trying to steady and then free herself. But, between the two robbers, she was soon overwhelmed. She panicked at the feel of their hands on her and did something she had never done in her entire life … gasped for air and screamed for all she was worth.

The earsplitting sound galvanized the pair of thieves. One cinched both arms around her, pinning her arms to her sides while the other clamped a hand tight across her mouth, and both began to shush her like a pair of steam boilers that had sprung leaks.

“Shhhhh! Don’t scream—”

“Shhhh—hush lady—we ain’t gonna hurt ye none—honest!”

Above the scuffling and muffled screams, there came the clear, piercing sound of a whistle in the distance. Her attackers froze and looked at each other in horror. The whistle sounded again. Louder.

“Coppers!”

They panicked, dragging her first one way and then another.

“This way—over here!” one rasped out, pointing behind the coach.

“No—no—they’ll see us over there—this way!”

The one with his arms around her dragged her farther down the alley, while the one covering her mouth scrambled to keep up. They spotted a small footpath between two buildings and headed for it, glancing over their shoulders. When her resistance slowed them down, one took out a handkerchief and stuffed it in her mouth … not, however, before she got out a “He-elp—help me!”

The pair hesitated, listening. Heavy footsteps echoed down the brick-lined alley toward the carriage and then halted, followed by several shrill blasts from a police whistle.

“Dipper, they found th’ coach an’ driver.”

Beatrice stilled for a moment, trying to hear above the sound of their panting and of her blood rushing in her ears. She focused desperately on the end of the narrow passage between buildings, praying for a glimpse of a dome-shaped policeman’s hat.

“Aghhh!” gasped the one holding her, as the sound of footsteps and voices grew louder. “They’re comin’ this way!”

She was suddenly frantic to make noise—anything that would draw notice. She began to stomp her feet on the pavement and to try to call out through the cloth in her mouth.

“Hush, woman”—one slapped his hand over her mouth again and whispered frantically—“we won’t hurt you!” In the next instant, she was being hauled by shoulders and feet, like an uncooperative hammock, back through the foot alley and into a niche in the brickwork.

The sounds coming from behind them suggested the police were hot on their trail, and the pair began to panic. Between puffs and stifled groans, they hauled her back out into the alley, retreating from one darkened doorway to another, pausing only to listen and then lurch, wide-eyed, into desperate flight again. It was during one of those stops that the one carrying the majority of her weight ordered the other to take off his belt and bind her hands. She fought as best she could, but breathless, frantic, and disoriented, she soon found her hands bound in front of her. A moment later she was slung, bottom up, over a brawny shoulder.

The pause had cost her abductors dearly. Fatigue and the sounds of pursuit both closed in on them. “We gotta run for it!” the one in charge ordered. They hadn’t gone a dozen jarring strides when the one carrying her stopped abruptly.

“My pants!” he gasped out and she managed, through the red flooding her gaze to realized that his trousers had slid enough to bare a decrepit expanse of underwear.

“Damnation!” The other one rushed back to jerk up his partner’s pants and then drag him around a bit of wooden fence. As they panted for breath and peered around the fence, checking their pursuers’ progress, the leader declared, “We got to get rid o’ her.”

The one carrying her made to shift her from his shoulders, but was stopped. “No, ye ninny—we got to stash ’er somewheres—till we can get ’er rescued. We’ll never get paid if she ain’t ‘rescued.’”

“Where, Dipper?” Shorty O’Shea whispered, straining under her weight.

Dipper Muldoon, the brains of the pair, rubbed the wheat-colored stubble that covered his chin. If only their fancy employer had put in his “heroic” appearance like he was supposed to … He stuck his head around the corner, pulled it back, then stuck it out again to stare at something he glimpsed at the end of the alley. His face lit with inspiration.

“I know where we’ll stash ’er. Come on.” He dragged his partner by the arm toward the end of the alley and a well-paved street in the more fashionable part of Manhattan. They paused in the shadows, staring at the glow coming from a grand-looking house across the way and at the well-dressed men coming and going from it.

“That’s the only place in th’ city where another woman screamin’ won’t matter!”

SOON DIPPER AND Shorty were in the Barrel & Shamrock, a tavern on the Lower East Side, bracing themselves with shots of whiskey chased with pints of dark ale as they tried to figure out what their next move should be.

They didn’t have the name or address of their employer, had no idea who they had just abducted, and were only now realizing that at this rate, they might never get paid for the job. Things took another drastic turn for the worse when Shorty looked up and saw a face that made the blood freeze in his veins. He elbowed Dipper and pointed. Dipper’s throat closed mid-swallow.

Across the smoky, gas-lit tavern stood Black Terrence Hoolihan … so called for the black armband he habitually wore, a reminder of the wives he’d sent into mourning during his career as a cardsharp, bet maker, and high-risk financier. Gaunt, narrow-eyed Terrence and his pair of beefy escorts stood blocking the door, surveying the evening’s crowd for delinquent debtors. And chief on his list of blokes due for a bit of anatomical rearrangement were Dipper Muldoon and Shorty O’Shea.

Fortunately, they had spotted him first and were already headed for the alley door when one of his henchmen noticed them.

“Hey you—Muldoon! It’s Muldoon and O’Shea!”

Dipper and Shorty lunged for the door and burst out the back of the Barrel & Shamrock just seconds ahead of Black Terrence’s men. As they ran pell-mell down the alley, Shorty was frantically invoking every Irish saint on the books and one of them must have responded. A beer wagon came rumbling into the alley between them and their pursuers. While Hoolihan’s men cursed and resorted to climbing over the wagon, Dipper and Shorty made it to the end of the alley and took off across a narrow square teeming with sailors on leave and women and barkers touting fleshly wares.

“We gotta lay low!” Dipper yelled as he ran.

“But wot about ’er?” Shorty panted, trying desperately to keep up. “An’ wot about our money?”

Dipper cast a frantic look over his shoulder and spotted Hoolihan’s bone breakers emerging from the alley and searching through the crowd behind them. Now was no time to worry about the pesky details of a make-believe robbery gone wrong!

“She’ll just ’ave to fend fer herself!”


FOUR
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JEFFREY GRANTON ARRIVED half an hour late and one alley off target for his date with heroism. Alarmed by the empty pavement, he charged back out to the street and caught the sound of voices coming from the next alley. He sucked a deep breath and rushed to the rescue. But instead of a quivering woman being menaced by two burly “thieves,” he found an empty coach and groggy driver who was being questioned earnestly by a pair of uniformed policemen.

Police!

“Dear God,” he breathed, jerking back around the corner and shutting his eyes as if hoping to erase the sight. But when he turned to look again, the coach was still empty and one of the policemen spotted him peering down the alley.

“Hey—you!”

In the moment it took for Jeffrey to decide whether or not to flee, the policeman had covered much of the distance between them and running would have done him no good. He managed to exhibit a bit of composure and demanded to know what was happening. A woman had been abducted, he was informed. A Mrs. Von Furstenberg. His shock was so obvious that the officer glowered and asked him what was wrong.

“I—I know Mrs. Von Furstenberg,” he responded, with genuine horror.

The minute they dismissed him, he headed straight for Fifth Avenue and the kitchen door of the Von Furstenberg mansion.

With the help of a kitchen maid who had assisted their clandestine meetings before, he sent word to Priscilla to meet him in the butler’s pantry. She arrived flushed with excitement.

“Your aunt”—he grabbed her by the shoulders—“she’s gone!”

“You mean she’s late coming home from her meeting. You should know, silly. You—”

“No, I mean she’s gone!” His fingers dug into her upper arms.

“What do you mean ‘gone’? What happened? Wasn’t she there?” Even in the dimness of the pantry she could see that he was pale and his eyes had a feverish quality.

“It all went wrong—everything. I was a little late getting there and when I arrived—”

“You were late?”

“I couldn’t help it.” He released her and turned aside, stewing in humiliation and guilt. “My mother caught me on the way out the door and made me sit down and … have a sherry with … her dinner guests.”

“Your mother?” She shook her head in disbelief. “You mean you just sat there with your mother’s guests while you were supposed to be … while my poor aunt was being …”

“Abducted,” he said hoarsely. “When I got there she was gone. Rukart had been knocked senseless, and the police were there. They questioned me!”

“The police? You didn’t tell them any—” Her eyes widened as the full impact of what he’d said registered. “Abducted? You mean those men took her somewhere? Jeffrey, you have to go and get her back—right now!”

“I can’t.”

“But you have to!” She tried to shove him toward the door.

“I don’t know where she is,” he blurted out. “I don’t have a clue where they might be—I barely even know their names.”

She stared at him, praying that he would burst out laughing and tell her he was joking. When he didn’t, she began to tremble. They had taken her… he didn’t know where she was…

“She’s been kidnapped,” she whispered, horror mounting. “Jeffrey—you have to do something.”

“Yes, but what?”

“You have to find her … get her back!”

“But I told you—I haven’t a clue where they might be.”

“Well, there has to be some way you can locate them. Where did you find these awful men in the first place?”

“My cousin put me on to them,” he said miserably. “I should have known that no good would come from getting involved with him and his Irish mob.”

“Then that’s where you have to go. Your cousin—he must know how to find them—maybe even where they’ve taken Aunt Beatrice.” She pushed him toward the door. “Go and see your wretched old cousin. He arranged the entire thing—he’s the one responsible for this mess. Make him find my poor aunt!”

CONNOR KNEW THE minute he saw Jeffrey Granton standing in the entry of O’Toole’s, that something had gone wrong.

He had just concluded a strategy session over dinner with underboss Charles Murphy and the boys from Tammany Hall. He had been looking forward to calling it an evening and heading home. But there was no avoiding his red-faced cousin.

“Cousin Connor!” Jeffrey called out, hurrying toward him.

Connor rose quickly and steered the youth through a draped rear door. Once in the hallway, out of sight of prying eyes, Jeffrey turned and grabbed his sleeve.

“You’ve got to help me. It’s all gone wrong—she’s missing—and I’ve got to find those two lunkheads you hooked me up with before it’s too—”

“Slow down. What do you mean? Your bride is missing?”

Jeffrey winced. “Not my bride. Her aunt.”

“Her aunt? Dipper and Shorty brought you the wrong bride?”

“No—they were supposed to rob her and I was supposed to happen along—only my mother made me have a sherry with her whist club and I was late. When I got there the carriage was empty and the police were there—and I’ve got to get her back before—”

“Police? Your bride’s family sent police after you?” Connor scowled.

“I don’t have a bride,” Jeffrey blurted out. “I’m not eloping—I never was eloping.”

“You weren’t?” Connor braced, seeing in Jeffrey’s anguish something far more serious than mere matrimonial passion run amok. “Dammit!” He’d had a bad feeling about this mess at the beginning and had overridden his own good sense to help the kid—no, if truth be told, to teach him a lesson. “Then just what the bloody hell were you doing?”

Jeffrey looked down. He was having trouble swallowing. Red crept into his ears.

“Pro-o-o”—his voice cracked and he had to clear his throat—“proving how grown up and capable I am.”

Connor bit his lip to keep back an involuntary hoot of laughter.

“And how does hiring two thugs to—” He sobered abruptly. “Just what the hell were they supposed to do?”

“Pretend to rob my fiancée’s stubborn old aunt.” Jeffrey couldn’t meet his cousin’s incredulous stare. “I was supposed to happen along and … rescue her … to show her how brave and manly …”

“Of all the stupid … the same stubborn old aunt who disapproves of you romancing her niece, I assume,” Connor said, recalling the reason Jeffrey had given for taking such drastic action in the first place. The girl’s family was wealthy and powerful. The turmoil in his stomach began spreading to his chest. “Whatever possessed you to come up with such a harebrained scheme?”

“I didn’t!” Jeffrey protested. “It was Priscilla—she made me do it.”

Connor ran a hand through his hair. He was embroiled in a plot hatched by a love-struck sixteen-year-old chit and bungled by an eighteen-year-old clot who tripped over his own ballocks and was just too gullible to live.

“Who is she—this ‘Priscilla,’ who beguiled you out of every shred of your common sense?” When the boy drew back and looked uncertain whether he should divulge
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