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“But then, there is no satisfaction?”



“No satisfaction whatever, at any time,” she cried passionately.



“There is only a queer divine dissatisfaction, a blessed unrest, that keeps us marching and makes us more alive than the others.”



 

— Martha Graham to Agnes De Mille, quoted in Martha, The Life and Work of Martha Graham, Random House, 1991.*



 

 

 

*Thanks to Jane Ellen, of the Glistening Particles Podcast, for bringing the Martha Graham quote to my attention.




Three

It was the tiny two-foot-tall General Tom Thumb who turned Elanora Travers and her school friend Amelia Jackson from warm acquaintances to the sharers of a secret that Elanora wished she’d never known.

The brilliant star of PT Barnum’s Broadway freak show stole Amelia’s heart during an indulgent afternoon spent trailing through the great showman’s American Museum, being amused by a diorama of Napoleon’s funeral and numerous other curiosities: midgets, giants, albinos, educated dogs and industrious fleas, ventriloquists and automatons.

According to Phineas Barnum these, along with a hundred other eccentricities, were “exceedingly successful” in making his the most popular show in the city.

Elanora might have preferred to stay and watch the fancy glass-blowing, but when Amelia set eyes on General Tom Thumb, working the stage like a lively animated doll, blond hair framing a perfectly round face, swinging his cane and mounting his tiny ‘walnut’ carriage drawn by Shetland ponies, Amelia closed off any further discussion by bursting into tears.

And that’s when it occurred to Elanora that Amelia had been unusually quiet in the hour they’d already spent browsing the exhibit halls. She’d been far too preoccupied by the astounding events of last night in her father’s library to pay her much attention.

She blushed at the memory of Eustace, of his hands, his mouth, and she glanced self-consciously at her left hand. It was bare, the diamond ring hidden in her dresser drawer.

She’d promised Eustace that until he’d cleared their engagement with his father she would not speak of it to anyone, but it was a secret that burned through her skin and she imagined even singed through the bodice of her blue velvet day dress.

Truth was, she felt strangely disconnected from her surroundings, as if her real life as Mrs Eustace Mountfort was already hidden from view, but taking form in the wings. Soon she’d step onto center stage and take up her leading role. Currently she was just a lady-in-waiting.

Amelia snuffled a very unladylike snort into her damp shoulder, and she dropped back down to earth with a thump. “Amelia … Amelia. What is it? Don’t be so upset. There’s nothing to cry about.”

She stroked her friend’s hair consolingly. The General had returned to the stage in country yokel overalls to sing a selection of patriotic songs in a high sweet voice.

Amelia gave a violent shake of her head and hissed back. “You don’t know. You’ve no idea.” Her body shook with suppressed sobbing.

Right. Elanora glanced around her, thankful to see no one in the hundred-strong audience seemed in the least interested in their mini drama. All eyes were riveted on General Tom, their whispers drowned out by thunderous applause.

She made a snap decision. “Let’s find somewhere quiet for you to recover. Come on.” She drew her arm around her friend’s neck and cossetted her out of the gallery, their heads hanging close together like two young women exchanging girlish secrets. The looming arched entryway of St Paul’s chapel beckoned from across the street.

What better place for private confessions than a church? In a few minutes they’d dodged the carriages and crowds that were a perpetual feature of this section of Broadway and were nestled on a back bench in sacred peace of the old church.

“There we are. Now take a deep breath. Dry your eyes and tell me what’s wrong.”

She gave her friend a sympathetic smile and sat back and waited.

“You won’t understand. You’ll think I’m terrible.” Tears welled up in Amelia’s eyes and spilled over to run silently down her cheeks. Her friend’s normally bright expression was slack, her eyes wet and dull.

Elanora took one of her hands and squeezed it. “No, I won’t. We all do silly things sometimes. I’m sure it’s nothing too awful.”

Amelia regarded her in fearful silence. “No one does something this awful.”

“Why did General Tom set you off so? He’s a very successful performer — and they say a very wealthy young man. What’s so sad about that?”

Amelia gave a deep shuddering sigh. “You don’t understand. It’s what he reminds me of … that sweet baby face …”

Elanora’s heart was clutched by a sudden. impossible, icy thought. “Amelia, you’re not … you’re not in the family way, are you?”

She needed no words of confirmation. Amelia covered her face in her hands and talked through her fingers in heaving sobs. Elanora only heard incoherent snatches. “I don’t know … No one to turn to … I can’t believe … this mess.”

Elanora drew a fresh, neatly ironed handkerchief out of her purse and pushed it gently into Amelia’s hands. “It’s not the end of the world. He’ll just have to marry you, that’s all.”

Amelia burst into the loudest wailing yet. “I can’t … I can’t do that. He’s already married.”

“Oh, you poor girl. You poor, poor girl.” She drew her friend to her shoulder and let her sob herself to quiet exhaustion. Then she patted her cheeks dry and stroked her arms. “Come on, Amelia. There must be something we can do. Has he got means?

“The least he can do is ensure you can go somewhere nice and quiet till your confinement. Well, you know what I mean. No, now, don’t start crying again. That won’t get you anything except a blotchy puffed-up face.”

Amelia’s throat caught in a hiccupping laugh. Elanora goaded her friend on. “We couldn’t have that now, could we?” Their wan laughter echoed around the stone chamber. “Shhhsshhh.” The silly admonition — often used by the French teacher at their private girl’s school — set them off in fresh giggles.

“Good. Now you’re feeling better, let’s work out a plan. Firstly, honor bound, tell me who this cad is. I promise I won’t …”

Before the sentence was out, Amelia was shaking her head violently and looking like she’d burst into fresh tears. “Elanora I can’t …”

“Oh, for goodness sakes, of course you can. You didn’t get to this place alone.” Elanora’s voice was bossy and decisive. “He has responsibilities.”

Amelia looked at her speculatively. “You’re not going to like it.”

For a fraction of a second, she thought of Eustace, and then just as instantly realized he wasn’t married. Yet. She let out a long sigh of relief.

“Honestly, Amelia, I have no particular allegiances. Don’t be afraid.”

Amelia gazed at her for a long, considering moment.

“Alright then.”

She glanced around her as if checking for eavesdroppers and then leaned very close to her ear and whispered, “It’s your paramour’s father. William Perrin Mountfort.”


Seven

Elanora gazed blindly out of the carriage that was taking her and Amelia home from Lottie’s, her head so full of Amelia’s chatter she was barely aware of her surroundings. Her father had lost his will to live since her mother’s death. She knew that.

But she’d never considered his illness would harm her marriage prospects. He was comfortably off, a former solicitor who no longer practised his craft but still — she had thought — held a place of respect in New York’s business circles.

She’d taken her family’s place in the upper echelons of New York’s commercial and professional life for granted. They rented a pew in Trinity church. She’d gone to the right private school, attended the favored dancing classes.

She knew what cutlery to use, understood the admonition for a woman to be modest at all times — everything in her upbringing prepared her to expect she’d take her place at the top table. To hear her father dismissed in the way Amelia had, admittedly based on her parent’s hearsay, shocked her.

The carriage came to a sudden jolt in the Broadway traffic, and she realized with a start that they were heading downtown towards Trinity and the wharves, not uptown towards their homes closer to Fifth Avenue. She turned to Amelia in alarm.

“Where are we going? I thought you said we were going home?”

“Oh, we are, but father asked if we could go via the office and pick him up on our way. He said he’d be finishing about the time we were planning to leave, and as we’ve got his carriage …”

At the mention of Amelia’s father, Elanora felt nauseous. The last thing she wanted was to share a ride home with a man who’d so unflinchingly dissected what a poor prospect she was as a rising merchant’s wife.

“But I need to get home. Father will start worrying.”

The tight band across her forehead made her frown. “Really, Amelia. I’m not feeling well.”

“We can’t turn back now. We’re nearly there.”

Sure enough, they were rounding the square closest to Mountfort’s offices — Mountfort and Wollander she didn’t doubt soon — and fleetingly wondered if Wollander had a daughter William was lining up for Eustace.

She clenched her hands in her lap and fought to appear nonchalant as their ride drew to a halt outside.

“I’ll stay here,” Elanora said. “No need for me to come inside.”

“Sure. I’ll only be a minute.”

Amelia’s eyes had a bright anticipatory gleam. The girl was head over heels in love, Elanora saw with a lurching heart. Poor Aunt Coco. Did she have any idea? Did she care?

A tap at the window startled her out of more day dreaming. Eustace stood outside, alert and eager. “Elanora! Amelia said you were outside! Can I have a word?”

She was shaking her head before he’d completed his sentence. “No, Eustace. I’m not feeling well. I’ve got a funny tummy. Not now.”

He opened the door anyway and leaned in. “Dear Elanora, I’ve wanted to see you so much. After that dreadful scene with Father … I’m so sorry …”

He sucked in his cheeks and his eyes darted past her. She’d never seen him so ill at ease.

“It was awful, Eustace. It really was, I can’t pretend otherwise. But this isn’t the time or place.”

“Why not? I want you to know …” He gave her a longing look. “It doesn’t change anything, Ellie. You know, about the way I feel …”

The words she’d secretly been hoping to hear. He’d said them.

But instead of the weight on her heart lightening, instead of the great wave of sadness rolling away, she felt a strange blocked sensation in her ears, as if she’d gone deaf.

The man leaning adoringly over her was nearly twenty-four years old, as she kept reminding herself. He should be a man capable of making his own decisions, of raising his own family. And he was lolling against the doorway spouting nonsense. She licked her lips and waited for the funny silence in her head to disappear, while he gazed at her expectantly. And suddenly her head cleared and she was furious.

“Perhaps you feel the same way, Eustace,” she said with a waspish tone. “But what about your father? That paragon of moral rectitude and politesse?” Have his feelings changed?”

Eustace took a step back, his jaw slack.

“Oh, come on old girl, what’s got into you? That’s not like you …”

“So has your father explained to his son and heir that the Travers blood line isn’t good enough? How a sick old invalid isn’t going to be of any benefit to the firm?”

A guilty, shamed expression skittered across his face, and she knew William had said something exactly like that.

“I can’t believe you would go so far as to … as to …” her voice faltered, and a wave of dizziness washed over her. “Well, as far as giving me that ring the other night. When you knew he will never allow it.” She said the words quietly, emphatically, trying to finally grasp the certainty of her disaster and not let go.

“He will never allow it.”

She looked him straight in the eye. “Why did you do that?”

He stood in shamed silence, his mouth open, lost for words. She thrust up from her seat, stepped through the doorway and pushed past him into the busy late afternoon street. A curse on all the etiquette books that stipulated a lady was never to push past a gentleman.

“Elanora, you can’t … Where are you going?”

“As far away from you as I can Eustace. It doesn’t matter to me where that is, just a very long way away.”

She plunged blindly onto Broadway, grateful to have her misery engulfed in the bright energy of the surging crowds of Christmas shoppers which had become such a thing over the past few years.

Stores stayed open till midnight on the days leading up to Christmas, and the pavements were crowded with visitors, some shopping for toys, fruit, and baubles and treasures of all kinds, others content to window shop the gorgeous succession of storefronts piled high with tempting merchandise.

She followed some boys who were busking Christmas carols with a flute and guitar, collecting dimes from cheery passers-by. They led her into a magical street lined with lit Christmas trees. She was wondering if she should buy one and take it home, and then as quickly realized there was no one at home except her who would appreciate it.

She wandered listlessly, basking in the happiness of those around her, barely aware of her progress until she found herself on a quiet back street. She paused and looked around, an uncomfortable sensation of someone at her back bringing her to sudden alertness. Ten yards or so back up the street a man with lank shoulder length hair loitered, his shifty eyes refusing to make eye contact.

She felt a shiver of discomfort and wheeled around to cross the street and move away from him. But when she glanced back, he was shadowing her progress, hanging back in the shadows but purposefully tailing her.

She castigated herself for her carelessness. There was no one else around, nowhere she could escape, and she was well off the routes where the hack cabs picked up random fares. Most of the premises in this neighborhood faced the street with block fences and locked gates.

She surged on, for the first time feeling a rising panic inside. She was being driven further and further away from the busy thoroughfare, and deeper and deeper into a dangerous unknown.

Then she saw it, up ahead, the glass front of a building that opened onto the street, some sort of merchant’s premises or artist’s studio?

She could hear her stalker’s footsteps closing in; she glanced around wildly and saw he was coming up fast behind her. He was cross-eyed, leering at her through blackened teeth, reaching out an arm to grab her elbow.

In one quick move she got her hand to the one door she’d passed that opened to the street. An overhead bell jangled as she stumbled into a cavernous low-lit room and stood there, waiting for her heart to stop racing and her eyes to adjust to the reduced light.

Along the walls black and white portraits hung, each artfully highlighted, and with a rush of relief she realized she’d chanced upon one of the many daguerreotype studios that had opened on and off Broadway — she’d heard fifteen or more of them in this area alone.

The portraits on the walls were overwhelming in their intense simplicity, and the panicky fear she’d felt moments ago lifted like a weight from across her shoulders as she gazed toward them. The big room was silent, as if wrapped in a blanket of serenity and protection. She hastily glanced to where she’d come in. The door was firmly shut, and no one had followed her.

With a deep sigh of gratitude, she tiptoed across the room and sank onto a leather covered ottoman, clearly placed there for visitors to sit and contemplate the images. She felt as if she’d arrived in a safe harbor, but wasn’t sure if she was permitted to dock. It was like slipping past St Peter to gain entry to heaven. For now, she was just glad to be free of the lout tailing her.

Through a doorway at the back, the dimness was pierced by sparkling pin points of light. A myriad of slender candles, fixed with an array of other twirling red, yellow, blue decorations shone out from the branches of a fresh smelling Christmas tree. The clean pine fragrance reached across the space and dispelled the final threads of jittery panic that had enveloped her.

Her ragged breathing slowed back to normal, and a wave of calm wellbeing flooded in. This was her world. She recognized some of these people — well known burghers and politicians. She thought she even spotted a former US President among them.

She allowed herself to slump with relief into the soft padded leather. She was safe. She was strong. She was unhurt. And her philandering once-upon-a-time father-in-law was not going to destroy her.

 

Rafael Castellanos y Ordonez was putting the finishing touches to a photographic plate in the back room of the Philip Haas Gallery when he heard the street door jangle its warning alert.

The gallery space at the front was elegantly fitted out, but out the back was much more utilitarian. Here were the operating rooms where young boys cleaned and buffed the metal plates, where the cameras were set up, and where trained technicians developed, fixed and framed the images.

Funny. They weren’t expecting their visitors to start arriving for another half hour. His German colleague Haas was a celebrated daguerreotypist with a flair for sales, and tonight they were holding a Christmas reception for key clients and enthusiasts with all the festive trimmings from Haas’s homeland.

There’d be mulled wine, rum balls and roasted chestnuts, musical entertainment and gifts for the children. And, of course, an opportunity for potential customers to admire the latest work and commission portraits of themselves or their loved ones. They had a big night planned — but it wasn’t due to begin for another hour.

He quickly finished the delicate print he was working on and wiped his hands on a towel before ducking his head through the doorway into the main gallery. A young woman rested on one of the gallery ottomans, deeply contemplative, gazing up at the portrait of John Quincy Adams, the sixth president of the United States.

He stepped into the room, and she started at the sound of his boot hitting the floor. “Can I be of assistance, madam?”

She rose, half in alarm, as if she’d been caught eavesdropping or shoplifting.

“No … no, I’m absolutely fine, thank you. Couldn’t be better really.” She laughed in a low musical rush, enjoying, it seemed, a private joke, because he couldn’t see anything amusing.

“I was Christmas window shopping and I got waylaid.” Her face clouded over. “And then I got followed by a worrisome vagrant. Actually, I was semi-lost. And I found safe harbor.” She smiled.

He stepped across the room, his hand outstretched, to greet her formally.

“Rafael Castellanos y Ordonez at your service Miss …”

He took her hand in his and felt the lingering iciness.

“Elanora Travers,” she said. “My father was a lawyer with one of the local import houses down on the wharves until he was invalided.”

“I see. So a born and bred New Yorker?”

“That’s right. And this gallery? Is it your gallery?”

“Oh no, no, I’ve only recently arrived in New York. Philip Haas is a celebrated photographer. One of the pioneers in fact. We met in Paris. We were both fascinated by the new daguerreotype process and had gone there to learn more. You knew it started there?”

She hunched her shoulders forward in a wistful shrug. “I guess … I haven’t had much opportunity to learn about it. But these portraits … They are wonderful. You feel as if the soul is bared … And what it shows sometimes isn’t what the sitter might have been expecting.” She gave another light, tuneful laugh. “I imagine appearances don’t always deceive, at least when Mr Haas is at work. I presume this is his work — or is it yours?”

“Oh no, all his. As I say, I’m just getting started.”

She stepped toward him and offered him her arm. “So you are also a daguerreotypist, Mr Castellanos? Why don’t you show me around the exhibits, and explain the finer points of your art to me.”

He accepted the gesture of friendship with a smile. “Delighted, I’m sure. We have a few minutes before our guests arrive for our Christmas show. And if you don’t have to be somewhere else, I’m sure Philip would be delighted to have you stay for that as well.”

She inclined her head gracefully toward him. “My turn to be delighted, I’m sure. My fairy godmother has given me permission to stay out tonight. After everything that’s happened today, it feels like it was meant to be.”


Nine

They slipped through Trinity Church’s heavy bronze doors into their rented pew — Number 95 — just ahead of the crocodile of white and gold gowned clergy and choir boys lining up for Christmas Eve Midnight Mass. Elanora drew aside the fur-trimmed hood of the mantle that protected her head and shoulders from the lightly falling snowflakes. She was glad for its satin quilted lining because the church was as cold inside as it was in the yard outside.

They always seemed to be late these days. What with her father’s fragile health and the delays with carriages negotiating the icy crowded streets, transporting him around town was increasingly difficult. She wondered how much longer he’d be able to go out and about — and what it would do to his spirits to be stuck at home.

Boston Dowd leaned across and said in a hoarse whisper. “He’s happily settled.” The organ sounded the trumpet-like signal that the officiants were about to start processing, and she replied with a quick smile.

The doughty assistant had once again done the heavy lifting to get Henry’s chair aligned at the end of the row, well out of the way of incense-swinging thurifer who was even now leading the solemn file of priests and musicians to Trinity’s stained-glass jewel of a Gothic altar.

She settled into the wooden pew and took in the familiar panorama: the back-head view of some of the people she knew best in the world, framed by the awe-inspiring pointed Gothic arch at the end of the chancel, its three dazzling layers of glass — Jesus at the center, lined either side by the disciples and saints — Peter, Matthew, Mark, Luke and the apostle Paul — displayed for all to see.

She resisted the way her heart lurched at the sight of the Mountfort pew, a dozen rows in front. William sat half a shoulder taller than Eustace, but there was no sign of Aunt Coco. She felt a pang of concern. Her aunt had not looked well the other night, and she hadn’t been able to call in to see her since. She hoped she was waylaid by something trivial.

On the opposite side of the aisle, halfway between where she sat and the Mountforts, she sought out Amelia and her parents, the three huddled together, the epitome of the happy burgher family. Will and Adelaide flanked their daughter, who radiated beauty in an emerald green dress with a pagoda sleeve. She recognized it as one she often wore, with a nipped bodice that highlighted her tiny waist.

The procession was well past her now; the incense carrier and the boy with an incense box had passed by, followed by the crucifer with a large gold cross held like a battle standard, and then two acolytes carrying lighted candles. And then all the rest — clergy and singers. The whole train paused at a model crib with a baby in it set up at the end of the nave, and the rector William Berrian stepped up to bless the baby Jesus.

Elanora’s eyes flicked to Amelia, who was looking blissfully secure in her emerald green. A shiver ran through her. How she managed to appear so unconcerned, when she was carrying such a ruinous secret — Elanora’s heart chilled at the thought. What if the indiscretion she’d permitted with Eustace had left her in the same condition? She felt sick in her stomach, and immediately worried that thinking it might make it so.

They’d just have to marry if that happened. She chewed her lip as the service got under way, the words from the pulpit washing over her as a faint background chorus as she reflected on her situation. If the impossible, the dreadful, the unlikely happened and she was carrying Eustace’s child, she’d have to tell him. They’d have to marry.

A week ago, that thought would have sent her into ecstasy. Now it was accompanied by a dull ache across the back of her neck. She’d be forever yoked not just to Eustace, but to his father, carrying the knowledge like an incubus her whole life that she was not good enough, that she’d kept Eustace from a union that would advance the family’s fortunes so much better than she could.

Bile rose in her throat even as she contemplated the prospect. And what of Eustace? Did he see things the same way as his father, really? What if she told him about Amelia, told him he should be expecting a half-brother or a half-sister in seven or eight months’ time?

Would he be shocked at his father’s duplicity? A man concerned about fostering an illustrious public face while he was abusing Will and Adelaide’s trust? If she told Eustace about William’s secret life, would it change anything?

She was startled back into the present by the pealing of a pretty musical bell — not the big clappers in the bell tower, but a musical hand bell rung by one of the servers before the choir led the congregation in the Sanctus. “Holy, Holy, Holy Lord … God of Power and Might … Hosanna in the Highest.”

As she stood to join in the chorus, she caught Amelia’s eye. Her friend beamed and looked at her intently, communicating silently across heads bowed over prayer books. Catch you later …

She looked incandescent, eyes sparkling, teeth pearly white and even in a rosebud pink mouth. So what was up now? And poor Aunt Coco. Elanora wasn’t at all sure she wanted to know.

 

“Elanora, you’ve got to understand!”

The gold flecked brown eyes that had always held mystery for him gazed back, uncomprehending. She touched the base of her throat, as if fumbling for a locket or necklace, coming up with empty fingers.

Eustace took her hands gently in his and held them as he gazed down at her. “Please! Listen to me. I love you! I want to marry you!”

Her lips pressed together in a flat, tight line.

“Eustace, I’m sure you believe what you are saying.”

Her voice had taken on the measured, reasoning tone of an adult talking to someone younger.

“But it doesn’t change anything. Your father is opposed to us. Don’t you understand that? And he’s not going to change his mind.” She glanced away despairingly. “He’s decided he wants a merchant house heiress to further the Mountfort empire. And I don’t fit the requirements.” Her voice caught in her throat and her eyes dropped to the floor.

When she looked back up at him her face was set like stone. “I. Don’t. Meet. His requirements.”

They were sitting in the deserted Trinity nave, partially hidden by a choir screen, while the rest of the Christmas Eve congregation chattered and laughed and sipped sherry and ate fruit mince tarts in the downstairs supper room. He’d been desperate to get her to one side and explain the situation, but the conversation was not going as he’d anticipated.

“Mother will sort it out, sweetheart. She always does. Don’t you worry. She always does.”

When he’d uttered such assurances to himself in the past he’d felt warm and full. Tonight, he acknowledged, he was cold and empty inside.

His mother had taken to her bed after the Astor House party. Perhaps she’d got a chill from being too long sitting around on that stone bench.

She’d complained of sharp pains in her lower back, and then she’d developed a fierce fever, which he still couldn’t bring himself to mention to Elanora. He was hoping it would leave as quickly as it had come on, with no lasting harm.

One thing was for sure, in her current state, Connie wasn’t capable of persuading anyone of anything. She was using every ounce of her considerable reserves to hold onto life.

Elanora’s eyes held the question he didn’t want to answer.

“Aunt Coco? How is she? And why isn’t she here tonight? She’s OK, isn’t she?”

“Yes, yes, just a bit under the weather after the Astor House do. Think she stayed out too late and got a bit of a chill.”

She nodded with a distracted air, as if her mind was already somewhere else, and snuggled into the mantle across her shoulders.

“Eustace, can’t you see that your father doesn’t listen to Connie like he used to anyway? He’s changed.” She faltered and looked away again. He sensed there was something else she wanted to say.

“What? What is it?”

“Your father. William … Eustace, he’s got secrets. You’d be shocked to know …” She turned suddenly, and her eyes locked to his, a fierce set to her jaw. “I didn’t want to know, truly. I was an unwilling confidante. But he’s … he’s being unfaithful to Connie.”

Eustace felt the uncertainty that had gripped him at her sudden urgency melt away. “Oh Elanora, sweetheart.” He laughed quietly. “It’s what men of our …” He quickly corrected himself. “His station do. You know that, don’t you? It’s not uncommon to go to the pleasure houses. Wives don’t always have to be available. Some might even prefer it that way …”

He stopped as the color drained from her face. “Not that I’d consider such a thing myself. Never. It’s not like that … But you can’t be too naive about the world’s ways if you’re getting married.” He patted her hand affectionately.

She drew back from him with a jolt. “No, Eustace, you don’t understand. I don’t mean that way. I mean he’s taking advantage of a young girl from our own group. And she’s with child.”

He gave an involuntary gasp and shook his head. “Who told you that? It’s lies … It must be.” A red tide had risen in front of his eyes, and he was squinting, rubbing his eye sockets, trying to make the semi-blindness go away.

“No. I can’t believe it. It’s like that bishop a few years back — what was his name — Oderling or something? He was accused of licentiousness by those women — and it all turned out to be lies to stop him introducing high church stuff. None of our crowd believed them. I bet this is the same sort of thing. Something an enemy has dragged up. It must be.”

Tears were rolling down Elanora’s cheeks, as she shook her head, sobbing. “It isn’t like that Eustace. Not at all. And I wouldn’t be surprised if he wants to broker a good marriage for you before word gets out and ruins your family’s reputation.”

He was on his feet in a flash, stepping back from her, their hands no longer within touching distance. His ears roared.

“Elanora, how could you? I never thought it of you. Never.”

“Never thought what?”

“That you’d repeat such lies to try and get what you want. How many other people have you gossiped about this to?” He shook his head admonishingly. “You’re not a kid any more, Elanora. Don’t you realize what harm you’re doing by repeating such tales?”

She broke down into racking sobs. “They are not tales, Eustace. I’m very sorry, but they are not stories.”

He shook his head. “You didn’t need to do it, Elanora. I would have married you anyway. But being willing to believe such lies about the man who would be your father-in-law … How could you?”

He turned to go, suddenly unwilling to be near her. A final thought struck him as he wheeled on his heel to stride out. “And for goodness sakes, don’t go spouting any of this nonsense to my mother. In her current state of health, she might not survive it.”


Thirteen

Rafael Castellanos alighted from the hack on Bleecker Street and tipped the driver to wait while he crossed the street to the address Elanora had given him, a two-story house with blue shuttered windows in the popular Federal Style. From his left arm hung the leather case containing the daguerreotype images of last week’s photo session.

He surveyed the brick façade. On each floor, four rows of white-silled, double-hung windows faced out onto the street. An archway, which would bear summer roses, straddled the entry, underlining the sense of comfortable prosperity.

He’d made visits to many similar houses in recent times, calling on a portrait subject to present the results of the sitting. He should have been used to it, but this time it felt different. His heart beat faster, his core tingled with a heightened awareness and expectation. Without even being aware of her charm, Elanora Travers had reached out to him in a way that few other women had.

He’d pondered over why that was in the hours he’d spent working on the images he’d taken in his studio more than a week ago. He’d felt restless at not being able to show them to her, but it had been impossible with holiday festivities and Mrs Mountfort’s death.

It was so much more than her physical beauty, though that was breathtaking. It wasn’t just about the way she looked. He thought briefly of that other minxy friend of hers. She was pretty enough, but she left him unmoved.

It was a much deeper sense Elanora carried, of a yearning for bedrock truth — a fearlessness to face whatever came, to not be deceived, that he found arresting. It shone out of her gold-flecked brown eyes, in the erect fluid way she carried herself.

She’d inspired him to produce some of his best work yet. The images captured her gaiety and solemnity all in one sitting. You could sense the seeker beneath the sparkle of youth.

He stepped up the tiled path and paused at the front door. Around a weighty lion head brass door knocker hung a wreath of green olive branches trimmed in black ribbon. He hoped he wasn’t offending any etiquette by calling without an appointment.

 

“Right. Father’s favorite. Charlotte Russe coming up. We need something to cheer us.”

Elanora pushed back from the kitchen table and gazed across at her Aunt Glory, perched on the other side of the kitchen table, watching with her sharp but not unkind eye. In one hand Elanora held a fine willow egg whip, balanced against the edge of a heavy earthenware bowl filled with egg whites and sugar.

She sniffed the air. The mix in the bowl gave off a heavenly vanilla and lemon fragrance. Her exertions had left her feeling pleasantly warm, and locks of blond hair had escaped from their clips and hung over her forehead.

She resisted the temptation to either push them back, or run her damp hands down the fall of the sleeveless black gilet that covered her pale blue dress three quarters of the way to her hem, the long waistcoat her concession to mourning, along with the black and white cockade pinned to her pushed up sleeve.

“Check the oven, would you Glory. We don’t want it getting too hot.”

She resumed vigorously whipping the egg whites and realized with a jolt that this was the happiest she’d felt since her aunt had arrived three days ago.

The icy chill outside had not broken, and Elanora did not feel fully recovered from whatever malady had weakened her over the days of Connie’s funeral. Perhaps it was just the sickness of grief, but neither she nor her aunt had any interest in leaving the house, or receiving visitors.

They’d mutually decided an afternoon baking while Mrs O’Loughlin took the afternoon off to visit her family would be great fun, mimicking times in much earlier years when they’d cooked together in her aunt’s house. They’d make something to please her father, whose one last pleasure in life was the occasional sweet dessert.

 

“Your father will enjoy a touch of elegance.” Glory looked up from the embroidery frame she was quietly stitching into as she chatted. “He hasn’t got too many indulgences left to him, has he? Not that he was ever one who took license.”

The Charlotte Russe was lavish and luscious, and just what they needed to banish the gloom that had descended with Connie’s death.

An elegant and popular frozen banquet cake, it was molded around a palisade of light lady fingers, filled with whipped egg whites, Bavarian cream and thick plum fruit puree. It was an extravagance to cook it for their small household, but Elanora felt like doing something rash. It seemed everyone but her was setting off on some new adventure. She needed to get some fun somehow.

Her thoughts were interrupted by the heavy thud of the brass door knocker. “Would you check on that, Aunt. I can’t leave this — and Boston and father might not hear it.”

Her aunt readily complied, and she set about the tricky business of piping the light sponge mixture onto the baking sheets ready for cooking, humming with quiet satisfaction as she went about her task.


Fourteen

Rafael was stamping his feet to warm up his toes when the door was opened by a stout middle-aged woman with penetrating blue eyes and gray hair covered in a black mantle. She opened her mouth to speak, but before she had a chance to greet him, a man’s barking objection sounded from the hallway behind. She stepped aside as an elderly man in a wheelchair propelled himself to the door.

“Don’t you see the wreath?” he snarled. “The house is in mourning. Visitors — particularly uninvited ones — are not welcome.”

The woman attempted to intervene. “Don’t worry yourself, Henry, I can handle this.”

“Go back to the kitchen, Gloria. This is my home.” She shrugged and backed off. He glared up at Rafael. “So what is your business here? Spit it out.”

Rafael began to explain who he was, and why he was here. He’d hoped to show Miss Elanora Travers some studio daguerreotypes he had taken, but if it was inconvenient he would be happy to return on another occasion.

As he spoke the old man’s expression darkened, but he did not interrupt. When he’d completed his explanation, the old man backed his chair away from the door and gestured towards a doorway off the hall. Rafael stepped into the house and was immediately struck by a homely fragrance of vanilla, lemon and woodsmoke.

“In there,” the old man said.

The woman had gone back down the corridor, and as she opened the door at the end of the hall the smell of vanilla grew stronger. Evidently the kitchen was in there. Rafael reluctantly went ahead into the drawing room. The old man followed and wheeled his chair past him. He gestured irritably to the door handle. “Close it.”

 

When her aunt returned she brushed aside Elanora’s inquiring look. “Someone for your father, I understand. He’s dealing with it.”

She picked up her embroidery and paused before putting her glasses back on. “Elanora, my dear, I’ve been thinking. How would you like to come and spend a few weeks with me in Brooklyn?

“You know I’ve got plenty of room, and Henry will be quite well taken care of here with Boston and Mrs O’Loughlin. Your sister might even put in an appearance if you aren’t here to take care of everything. She is rather inclined to leave it all to you.”

There was just the slightest hint of reproach in her voice. Elanora’s much older sister Henrietta was married with five children and lived on a farm thirty miles up the Hudson River. She rarely visited, saying that New York was far too expensive for a poor country lawyer’s wife.

The seven years that separated them in age was only part of the reason they’d never had much in common. Henrietta had adopted a very strict evangelical view and liked to regularly warn others of their sinful state and their need for salvation.

“Oh Aunt, she is so busy with the children. I understand.”

She felt the hairs on the back of her neck prickle at the very mention. Henrietta was certainly the last person she wanted to meet in her current fragile state.

“But come home with you? I’d love that. Perhaps the simple change of air would do me good. I’ve felt low with what’s been going on. I mean Connie and all.”

Aunt Glory considered her over the top of her embroidery, glasses pushed down on her nose.

“Is Connie’s death all that’s bothering you, Elanora? Nothing else? You know you can always rely on me to keep a secret.”

Elanora felt her cheeks reddening.

“A secret? I’m not sure what you mean, Aunt.” Her breath caught in her throat, and she knew she was blustering. Her aunt would not be fooled either. She snatched up the thick burlap oven cloth and stepped across to the stove to check on the sponge.

“Like what? Well, like that Miss Amelia Taylor. She’s still a Miss, I presume. Tell me. Is she in the family way?”

Elanora had just opened the oven. As the shock of the casual inquiry registered, the oven cloth slipped, and her hand jabbed forward and touched the red-hot sponge tray.

“Ow!” She jumped back. “Ooh, I’ve burnt my hand. Botheration …”

Glory rose and poured a bowl of cold water from a jug on the bench. “Here. Sit down and put it in there to cool. You’re not going to die.” Her words were brusque, but her tone was soothing.

“Let me get the sponge fingers.” She bent down. “They’re looking perfect. Just the right straw color. You’ve done well.” She drew out the heavy metal tray, set it to one side and closed the oven door.

“Sorry to shock you, Elanora, but I’m certain you know the answer to that last question. And I can see things aren’t what they were between you and Eustace. So just what is going on?”

Elanora’s eyes bolted to her Aunt’s kindly face. “Oh no, Aunt, it’s nothing like that. I mean to say … I don’t know what you’re implying.”

Aunt Glory raised one eyebrow and gazed steadily at her without speaking.

She felt the sadness she had been trying to push down rise up in her, forcing its way through her chest, up into her throat, a tidal wave of unhappiness engulfing her.

“Oh, Aunt Glory. It’s not what you’re thinking.” She took a great gulp of air. “It’s much worse than you can imagine …”

 

At first glance, the sitting room was pleasant but not luxurious

An old man’s lair.

Two leather chairs sat either side of a glowing fire, one of them set ajar from the fireplace, with a half-read newspaper spread open on a side table beside it. Rafael selected the other and sat warily, sliding his image case in beside him.

Henry Travers — Rafael surmised the cantankerous old man was Elanora’s father — pulled up his wheelchair alongside the newspaper-covered table and glared.

“So who are you again? Rafael who? And what do you want with my daughter?”

Rafael began his account once again, more slowly this time. He was an experienced portrait photographer, working with one of the most established daguerreotypists in New York, Mr Philip Haas. Mr Haas was the one who took the President’s portrait, and he had some portraits of Miss Elanora Travers to show her.

“Sounds like a lot of nonsense to me,” huffed Travers. He reached out and picked up a pipe from an ashtray buried under the newspaper. He fiddled in his jacket pocket for a match and lit the pipe while Rafael watched on in silence.

He drew a few puffs of smoke and then rested it in his lap and turned rheumy eyes on Rafael.

“I believe there has been some misunderstanding here. My daughter comes from one of the best families in New York. If she has been consorting with some foreigner —” He spat the word and paused for another puff on the pipe — “Spanish did you say?” And continued. “Some photographer, then she should know better. But as her father I can tell you she is not receiving visitors like you, not today nor any other day. Reputation is not something to be squandered, and the Travers family’s reputation is unsurpassed. You can pack up your goods and go.”

Rafael remained erect and gracious in manner. “Forgive me, Mr Travers, the last thing I would want to do is cause offense. I wonder if you are aware that the very best of families are having their portraits done. I don’t know if you have heard of Mathew Brady’s Illustrious Americans?

“He’s taking portraits of the most prominent people. President Andrew Jackson, Judge Joseph Story, Edgar Allan Poe — they’ve all sat for portraits. I myself have had the honor of photographing Mrs Sarah Astor. I believe being seen this way can only enhance Miss Travers’ reputation.”

Henry Travers banged his pipe bowl on the edge of an earthenware ashtray with a force that spilled some of the hot charred contents into the tray.

“Mr Casta … Casanova … whoever you are. No Spanish photographer is going to be associated with any daughter of mine. Have I made myself clear? She has just turned twenty-one. She is about to be betrothed to a young man of very good family. And she will not be consorting with anyone of your ilk. Now kindly leave.” He turned and pointed to the door. “You can let yourself out.”

He glared for a long minute at Rafael, and then pointedly picked up the pipe and rustled the newspaper.

Rafael stood and glanced around the room, where the fruity smell of pipe smoke now mingled with the charcoal smell from the fire. A mantle clock kept strict time, tick tock, tick tock, and the fire randomly sparked. The old man ignored him.

He stepped away to the door, paused in the hallway and looked hopefully towards the closed kitchen door. Then he turned and went back out to his waiting hack.


Fifteen

She was ashamed to admit even to herself that she had opened the black velvet ring box every day since Eustace had given it to her on that birthday night and gazed down at the sparkling gem. Sometimes she put it on her finger before settling it back into the box.

But this morning, after her tearful talk with Aunt Glory in the kitchen yesterday, she had addressed a brown paper envelope to Eustace at the Mountfort mansion on Washington Square and had slipped the black box in it for Boston to deliver when he went on his morning errands for her father. She couldn’t bring herself to include any note; it would be clear enough to Eustace why she was returning it, without her having to say another word.

She hadn’t told Glory the whole story — she was still hoping she’d be spared from having to do that — but she’d told her enough to leave her precious wearied face looking brooding and somber.

“William Mountfort always was a hard man,” she said. “You’ve probably guessed theirs was never a love match. Connie’s father was certain he was setting his daughter up to found a dynasty by joining together her inheritance and William’s drive. And so it’s turned out. The only thing that was missing was love and intimacy. Respect, perhaps. But not much love. I think William regards marrying Constance as one of his business triumphs — and he’ll be obsessed about achieving a similar prize for Eustace.

“With Connie dead, I think you’ll have to surrender any hopes of marrying Eustace my dear. I know William too well.”

She’d been angered but not surprised by Amelia’s state. “Men like William Mountfort can pretty well please themselves,” she said.

“He enjoys the social status, but with the money he’s got, he doesn’t need it. And with the fortune he has, people are happy to act blind to his misbehavior. He might even get sneaking admiration for scoring a young beauty. My guess would be that Amelia will be installed as the new Mrs William Mountfort within the year.”

The next morning Elanora waved Henry farewell and set out for a month-long stay with Glory. She felt hollow inside as she kissed his stubbly cheek and said her farewells, but a sense of relief washed over her as she stepped into the street. At least she wouldn’t have to maintain her careful guard in front of him. She just prayed when she came back home she’d have nothing to hide.


Eighteen

“You don’t understand, Rafael. It’s the American way.” She squinted her eyes against the bright sun and her nose wrinkled so delightfully he wanted to reach out and touch it. “Well, the British way, I suppose, but we’ve made it our own with a vengeance.”

She cleared her throat as if preparing for a public announcement. “The less often a woman is seen in public, the more highly she is esteemed.” She shot him a quick smile and continued in a passable mimicking of a Master of Ceremonies’ deep male voice. “Social rule number one hundred and ten.”

Another wry smile. “According to one of those etiquette guides being consulted by the smart set, anyway. And it seems my father’s read them all.”

When he’d returned to her aunt’s home this morning she’d been all rugged up and ready to step out, saying that her aunt had given her permission to walk with him to the nearest coffee house, as long as they stayed in public view at all times. “You need something to cheer you up,” her Aunt Glory had said.

Her cheeks were glowing from the cold. She was dressed for the weather, in a fur trimmed hooded cape in cherry red cashmere with a matching muff and black elastic-sided kid ankle boots. They had a table near the window in a popular Brooklyn coffee house and though the temperatures were still chilling, a weak late winter sun was breaking through.

He laughed and signaled to the waiter to bring a fresh pot of coffee.

“Your father … You seem very patient with him. Is it difficult?”

The light pink flush he’d seen before when she was discomforted showed in her face. She cleared her throat and hesitated before replying.

“He’s lost his way since my mother died. His health deteriorated so fast in the months after her death — and I think now he’s an invalid shut away at home, he’s losing touch. New York’s changing so fast, and he just isn’t keeping up. Maybe he even guesses that, though he won’t admit it. So it’s hard for him.” She cast him an appeal for understanding.

“Is that a roundabout way of saying he’s difficult?”

“Not difficult. Just stuck in his ways. And now his poor health is overtaking him. One thing’s for sure. He’d never forgive me if he considered I’d shamed the family in any way. He’s extremely sensitive about that. It’s the only thing left that he can hold onto.”

“And showing those portraits — that would shame the family?”

“Well, no one’s really taking studies of women, are they? Plenty of important men, but no women. Father would never want to be a first in anything.”

“Nonsense!” He leaned back in his chair and gave her an indulgent smile.

“All sorts of women are now having their portraits taken. Mrs Sarah Astor for starters, though I admit she hasn’t allowed it to be shown in public. President’s wives, famous singers like Jenny Lind, beautiful young French women — you know the process was developed in Paris don’t you — character studies of older anonymous women proudly displaying their eye glasses. There is nothing disreputable in it at all.” He watched and waited while she sipped her coffee, and when she put the cup back down he leaned toward her.

“Elanora, have you ever asked yourself what you want from life?”

As soon as the question was out he wanted to swallow it back because she stiffened as if she’d been stung. She pulled back imperceptibly from the table, from him, spine rigid against the straight wooden back of her chair. Then she exhaled and seemed to concede something.

“Truth is, Mr Castellanos, there was only one thing I thought I wanted in life, and I’ve discovered I can’t have it.” She glanced at him and hastily looked away, back at the table, at her hands holding the handle of the cup.

“Am I permitted to ask what that one thing was?” He felt like a man venturing out on thin ice, unsure whether it would hold his weight or capsize under him.

She sat still and silent, her shoulders hunched forward, for what seemed like an eternity.

“The one thing I wanted was to marry my childhood sweetheart and live happily ever after. Naive, wasn’t it?”

“Why naive?”

She shook her head. “I accuse my father of not understanding the changing rules, but I was blind to them myself. Everyone knows New Yorkers live and die by the marriage market.

“The merchant class likes to see themselves as self-made men, but take a close look at a roll call of the richest men downtown and you’ll find pretty well all of them either got a start or substantially boosted their capital by marrying well.

“It’s the New York game. And since my father’s illness has incapacitated him to the point where he’s of no economic benefit to an enterprise … Well, you can draw your own conclusions.” Her mouth twisted into a brief bitter line. And then she gave a half laugh behind her hand, covering it.

He reached out and took her hand very gently in his own and held it. Her skin was warm and dry, and he could feel the gentle pulsing of her heart at her wrist.

“You could always elope?”

He wasn’t sure whether he’d intended the remark as a wry defusing of her intensity or if he seriously meant to suggest it as an option. He was aware he was holding his breath as he searched her eyes.

“Elope?” The word came out jerky and sharp. She shook her head and began laughing. “Elope. Well there’s just one problem with that. You need two willing participants.” She glanced up at him and the bitterness had vanished. She was genuinely amused.

He let go of her hand and pushed the hair back out of his face.

“Any man who doesn’t want to elope with you doesn’t deserve you anyway.”

Her merriment brightened further, her mouth falling open, revealing perfect white teeth, eyes sparkling.

“Oh, my dear Mr Castellanos, how very Spanish — how very romantic …”

She’d taken the opportunity to turn the conversation into a joke, to slam the door shut on any further discussion of her life. He wasn’t sure if he felt charmed or disappointed. He couldn’t resist pushing one step further.

“Spanish and romantic? I plead guilty on both charges.” He laughed along with her, and then he sobered. “But just tell me one thing. Say you did elope — what would your father do?”

“My father? He would shut the door on me and never open it again.” The mirth faded from her eyes.

She made to push her chair away from the table. “I think it’s time I went back home. I’m having far too much fun here for it to be good for my health.”

She stood up and reached for the coat that she’d shed on the back of the chair as the room had warmed up.

He stood immediately and held it out for her, noticing as he did the way his heart beat quickened at the sight of her shining blond hair caught up at the back of her head, exposing the lovely vulnerable curve of her neck. He masked a sigh as he escorted her out into the watery sunshine.

Where are you going with this, Rafael Castellanos y Ordonez? Can’t you see she’s way out of your reach? This can only end badly.

Head and heart battled within him as he made the casual stroll up the hill back to Elanora’s home.

As she unlocked the front door she turned to face him. “Oh, sorry, I forgot to mention. Aunt Glory says you are welcome to return for supper later, if you wish. She’d be happy to have a guest. It doesn’t happen very often.”

She gazed up at him with wide expectant eyes.

Yes really, it was no contest. His heart would win.


Nineteen

“My father is in town and would like to meet you.”

Rafael had made no mention of his parents or his past life when he’d been at her aunt’s for supper the previous evening, so the invitation came as a surprise.

“Oh? In town from where?”

“From Washington. He’s a diplomat.”

“Oh? A Spanish diplomat?” She knew she sounded dizzy, but he’d completely blindsided her with his casual revelation.

“That’s right.”

She giggled. “Sorry. I mean what else could he be?”

“Well, my mother is Scottish, so I guess he could have been … a Scottish diplomat?”

His eyes were twinkling with mischief.

“Rafael. You didn’t say!” She held up her hands in a gesture of surrender.

“You didn’t ask.”

“And that’s fair comment. So is he an ambassador?”

He nodded. “He’s actually Spain’s ambassador to Mexico. The war that’s been going on the last few years has caused awful degradation and ruin, but I gather peace is about to be proclaimed. That’s what brings Father to Washington, anyway. And why Mother isn’t with him. She preferred not to travel this time.”

Elanora nodded. “I see. And this meeting. When? And where? And should I be nervous?” It was her turn to tease.

“Dinner at the Rainbow Room.”

Her stomach did a small flip. The last time she’d been there was for her birthday. Everyone who was anyone wanted a table there, and if William and Eustace
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