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BOOK ONE



 

 

By Jenny Wheeler




 

“For here the men danced as they did everything else, with all their might.”—J. Borthwick, Three Years in California, (1851‒1854).



 

“Even while you sleep among the campfires, the wings of my dove are sheathed with silver, its feathers with shining gold.”—Psalm 68:13.




One

Saturday, June 27, 1868

San Francisco

 

Hector de Vile leered at Graysie Travers Castellanos over his wineglass with the confidence of a man who owned half of San Francisco’s Montgomery Street, and let his eyes rest on her cleavage a few seconds longer than good manners permitted.

Graysie—she’d inherited the family name from her long-dead mother, Elanora Grayson Travers Castellanos—was glad the turquoise gown she’d worn for tonight’s show was, like all her stage costumes, modestly cut, but she tensed at the devilishly handsome financier’s blatant appraisal.

“Your ‘Uncle’ Eustace has set you up for a big fall if you swallow his stories. The Ophir is no great shakes. He just didn’t want to admit it.”

He swirled the red wine in the glass, spinning the crimson liquid right up to the rim without spilling a drop, then bent, sniffed the bouquet, and sipped. He ran his tongue slowly along his upper lip after he swallowed.

As an acting display, it ranked up there with Edwin Booth, she thought, and it provoked the desired result. She was a mouse being toyed with by a feral cat as he eyed her, tapping his glass with long manicured fingers.

“You may be young and beautiful, but I don’t think you’re a fool.”

They were seated in her performer’s sitting room at Maguire’s Opera House on Washington Street. Her glass of soda sat at her elbow beside the riotous oranges and pinks of the ‘last night’ bouquet on a low coffee table. The final curtain had fallen on a great run of full houses; she the popular chanteuse, sharing the spotlight with a French magician who pulled rabbits from hats.

She’d plopped into a backstage armchair with a grateful sigh when the stage manager announced de Vile’s uninvited arrival.

His cheek astounded her; she’d never met him before, but he was a well-known benefactor of the arts and she knew she owed it to theater owner Tom Maguire to play the welcoming hostess.

She took a slow sip of her soda. “So, you knew Eustace?” She made it sound like a casual inquiry, but she could barely suppress a groan at the needling stab of uncertainty that twisted inside her at the mention of her ‘uncle’s’ name.

Bachelor Eustace Mountfort was no blood relation but an old family friend of her mother’s. She couldn’t honestly recall if she’d ever met him.

Life had turned to chaos after her mother died when she was nearly five years old, and she’d never seen or thought of the man until three months ago, when a Sacramento solicitor advised her Eustace had bequeathed her some shares in an old partly worked out gold mine in the Sierra Nevada mountains.

The solicitor had explained that the mine had closed a year ago. She’d no idea whether the shares were worth anything, and she didn’t know anyone she could trust to advise her, so she’d done precisely nothing but lock them away in a safe deposit box. Nor did she have a clue why Eustace had got it into his head to leave her anything, particularly a shutdown mine.

“Eustace?” He settled back in his chair. “I handled some cargoes for him when I was still at sea. He partnered up with Sir John Russell, as you probably know, but he didn’t have the killer instinct for deals. It was the romance of it all that got him fired up.”

“Really? I don’t know about the romance, but the lawyer indicated Eustace had high hopes for the Ophir.”

“My point exactly. The Ophir closed down a year ago because it wasn’t paying its way and he couldn’t afford to keep working it. Does that sound like a great proposition?”

He cleared his throat and frowned. “It’s of passing interest to someone like me, who already has machinery and men to work it. But to anyone else…? Too much expense with a low chance of a good pay-out.”

Graysie felt like a fragment of rock being flushed downhill under a hydraulic flux. She was calculating whether she could resist the momentum or if she should go with the flow when she heard a child’s wail outside the dressing room door.

She was on her feet in alarm as the nanny burst in without knocking, Graysie’s four-year-old adopted daughter on her hip.

When she saw de Vile, the middle-aged woman hesitated nervously, then she plunged on into the room regardless, carrying the red-faced, screaming child like a hot coal she couldn’t wait to drop.

Graysie turned to de Vile and, with as much authority as she could muster, shouted over the noise, “Mr. de Vile, a domestic emergency, I’m afraid. We will have to continue this conversation later.”

De Vile pursed his mouth in irritation; he plainly hadn’t expected to be cut short. “Later? Well, sure. It’s not convenient now, I get it.” He paused, the interruption temporarily robbing him of momentum.

Then, as if remembering his status as a respected businessman, he pulled his shoulders back. “I must advise you, Miss Castellanos, my offer isn’t open-ended… I need a response within a week. It affects my plans for how many men to keep on…”

He shouted to make himself heard over the child’s cries. Graysie gazed at the tousle-headed toddler who was slowing slipping out of the nanny’s grasp. Her nose and eyes were running; her cheeks flushed in an angry heat rash.

“I apologize…” Graysie began, then stopped herself. He wasn’t here by her invitation. He’d have to accept he’d come at an inopportune time.

De Vile hesitated as if he was going to say something else, but thought better of it. Taking up his hat, he strode out.

The air quivered in the vacuum he left behind him, and then the nanny said defiantly: “I’m quitting, ma’am. I can’t take another minute of this baby girl’s tears. And I want somewhere proper to live. Not another hotel.”

Her heart dropped. Not again! She was the third nanny to come and then go in the four months she’d been Minette’s guardian. She took the wriggling bundle into her arms, and the child’s cries faded almost immediately.

Graysie draped the feverish little body over her shoulder, nestling Minette’s damp curls against her neck and making comforting shushing noises as she stroked her back. “There, there, baby girl, you’ll be fine. It’s only a nasty dream. A horrible dream… It will go away soon…”

She looked inquiringly at the nanny, who nodded. “She woke up and wanted to know when her mother was coming back. I didn’t know what to say…”

When Minette began having bad dreams, three months after her mother had died in a gambling hall blaze, the doctor had warned Graysie that four-year-olds didn’t understand that death was irreversible.

Minette might expect her mother was coming back, or think it was her fault she’d gone away.

Once, she’d wandered off looking for Francine, convinced she was nearby. All she could do, the doctor said, was keep Minette’s routines as regular as possible. Surround her in a secure circle of familiarity, he’d said.

And what had she done? Well, been forced to do? They’d been touring with the show, staying in different hotels, in different towns, all over the state, with Minette in the care of different nannies when she was on stage—always at night when the child needed to be settled to sleep.

She must recognize it. Life on the road wasn’t working for either of them.

She sank back down into the armchair she’d recently vacated, Minette’s cries dying away to quiet little snuffling sounds. She was still stroking her back and the top of her head and crooning softly, “There, there little one, you can sleep now.”

The room fell quiet except for Minette’s intermittent, breathy little sobs. As the child fell into a light sleep, Graysie sipped the now flat soda and sank into a familiar daydream. Imagine it. Her own little house on a hillside, with flowers and fruit trees in the garden and enough grass for a pony.

She could stay there forever with Minette; they’d never have to worry about another curtain call or fend off another pushy man. Goodness knew if the old mine was worth a dime, but she would not accept de Vile’s assessment without question.

Maybe, if she was exceptionally lucky, it could be the doorway to the life she craved—one of peace and loving stability for Minette. She’d promised Francine she’d give Minette a good life, and she didn’t intend to renege on the promise.

Maybe she could sell the shares at their true value—she bet it was twice what de Vile was offering—or even find investors to help re-open it.

She shuddered as she recalled de Vile’s phrase: “You’re young and beautiful, but I don’t think you’re a fool.” Errgh! Was she supposed to be flattered?

Well, she’d finished this run. She’d purposefully put off making any new commitments, and she’d stockpiled a small savings fund, so they could live for a few months without her having to sing for their supper.

Now was the time to take a break from the stage and call de Vile’s bluff. He’d claimed he was doing her a favor by offering to buy the shares, but nothing he said rang true.

She needed to find out whether the mine was going to be a blessing or a curse. To discover if it could provide the stable home she so desperately needed. And if she was playing by de Vile’s rules, she’d got one week to do it.


*****




Australian adventurer Nathan Riley Russell stole a look around the popular Cliff House dining room and smiled in disbelief. For the first time since the death of his father in Hong Kong eighteen years ago, he and his two older half-brothers were in the same room. And not only in the same room, but eating at the same long table.

At its head sat the eldest of the clan, China Pacific trader Sir John Russell, one of California’s most prominent merchants. Next to him, in the right-hand place of honor, sat real estate magnate and mine owner Hector de Vile, who Nathan had heard had a keen eye for a good deal.

Beside him, two empty seats awaited late-arriving guests. He wondered fleetingly whether they’d beat de Vile in social standing.

Three sons from his twice-widowed empire-builder father’s three wives, one English, one American and the last—his mother—Australian. He’d been closest to Seb, the American, who was bumping elbows next to him.

Nathan wasn’t even born when John had left at age eight to attend an English boarding school, but after his eldest brother had returned to join the family business at fourteen, the three half-brothers had shared five momentous years in a rambling Queen’s Road house with Nathan’s mother Arabella presiding at head of table when Sir Robert was away on frequent business.

They’d hiked islands and mountains, rallied the neighborhood kids into impromptu athletics and football—John the win-at-all-costs born leader, Sebastian the cheerful loner, and him.

All he’d wanted was to win the older ones’ approval. They were lucky they had their first cousin, Ollie, the son of Sir Robert’s comprador, as mediator. But the curtains had come down on that world when their father died.

Chung Ting Hon — the high-ranking Chinese merchant who’d been Sir Robert’s entrée to China—governed the Hong Kong business like the Mandarin he was, while the Russell boys had dispersed to two continents.

As the youngest, aged ten, Nathan had returned to Australia with his mother because, without his Taipan father, there wasn’t any reason for Arabella to stay in Asia.

At nineteen, John was being groomed to set up Russell & Chung Trading in California. His father’s death had sped up that plan, and he’d moved to San Francisco around the same time as Nathan had gone to Sydney.

Sebastian, the engineer and middle brother, had been twelve when their father died, a boy who’d only ever known Hong Kong until he’d gone to live with an uncle in Boston, and then come west after the Civil War.

It was hard to believe Seb was now thirty, a Union veteran of Gettysburg. And still a loner. At thirty-seven, ‘Sir’ John—he’d inherited his father’s title gained for heroism during the first Opium War—had lost none of his drive to win and ran an enterprise that included mines, real estate, and railroad investments, as well as his China interests.

Cousin Ollie—their Aunt Amelia’s son from her liaison with the charismatic Ting Hon, now headed the Chinese side of the business, though his father was always on hand for advice if needed.

As for himself? Once a carefree adventurer, at twenty-eight Nathan was struggling to recover from the deaths of his wife and baby son and desperate to save his stepfather’s bankrupt estate from dissolution.

A sharp dig in his ribs cut short his reverie. With a lurch, he hauled his thoughts back to the present, where Seb was saying, “I was telling Ollie about your mining adventures.”

“An alchemist,” Nathan chimed in. A hollowness clutched at his insides. He hoped his desperation didn’t show in his smile as he turned to them. “That’s really what I’m looking for. Don’t tell anyone. Or maybe we could incorporate my Sydney export house into Russell and Chung and turn it into a Pacific-Asian force,” he joked.

On any normal Sunday, Cliff House, perched on a Pacific Coast headland a fast carriage ride from town, would overflow with the city’s fashionable set—the silver barons, railway millionaires and real estate kings who frequented the place for lively lunches that lasted till sunset.

Today it hummed with the Russell family and John’s invited guests, mainly business associates—the merchants, politicians, mine owners, and developers hoping to get wind of a share tip or real estate deal that would make them their next fortune.

Typical of John to turn a family reunion into a business opportunity filled with people like me, Nathan mused. People who are desperate for their next big deal. His stomach cramped. Life would be so much easier if his mother and two teenage stepsisters were secure; if they weren’t threatened with losing their home unless he paid up the loan within the next year.

As the waiting staff served platters of tasty hors d’oeuvre, he turned back to Seb. “Old John certainly knows how to put on a show.”

Sebastian gave him a slow smile that lit up his tanned, round face. “Yeah. So he should—he’s an old man. He should have married long ago.” His eyes glinted with mischief, and they both laughed.

It had been a standing joke. They’d always had to defer to John because he was older.

“But he always knew how to impress.” Seb’s admiration was grudging.

Wait staff plied them with tasters of tiny, savory meatballs, creamy French cheese, Hickory-cured ham, and celery and dill pickles, but they were getting restless for the next course when the lively conversation suddenly hushed.

Nathan’s fellow diners had turned to stare at the door, where a handsome woman in a red-and-black feathered hat was making a dramatic entrance. Behind her strode a tallish man, obscured from view by the lady and her remarkable plumage.

Sir John stood and made his way towards them, hand outstretched in greeting. “Ah, Mrs. Hayes. And Martens, old chap. Welcome.”

Following his brother’s lead, Nathan had also stood as a mark of courtesy, but at the mention of the man’s name, his heart plummeted. He’d known a Willoughby Martens in Sydney. His stepfather had dismissed that Martens for fraud, and his activities had played a big part in the family’s subsequent financial collapse.

He watched and saw the shocked instant when Martens recognized him. His face was still sun-bronzed, his upper body strong and well-muscled, but there was a wariness about his glance, a darting slipperiness that hadn’t been there when Nathan had seen him last. As their eyes locked, Martens froze mid-stride, and the woman at his side hesitated.

“Are you alright, Mr. Martens?” Her voice was a pleasing blend of flowing Californian phrasing and clipped Antipodean vowels. Another Australian? Martens looked past her to Nathan, an uneasy rictus smile frozen across his face.

“Well, well, you’re a long way from home.” He seemed to exaggerate his Australian drawl as they sized each other up like circling dogs.

John cut in. “Of course, I should have thought, Willoughby—you know my brother Nathan, then? I guess Sydney’s a small town when it comes to business. I gather you’ve already met? That’s good.”

He turned to Nathan. “I’m working on something with Willoughby that might bring us both a very nice profit.”

Nathan saw his brother’s eyes narrow at the word profit. They’d be hoping to make a killing if he knew Martens. And they’d probably not be too fussy about the business ethics, either.

John turned to the room and clapped his hands for attention. “Everyone, please welcome an Australian business friend, Willoughby Martens, and the New Zealand opera star Mrs. Pania Hayes—I’m sure Mrs. Hayes won’t need any introduction for those of you who patronize the theater.”

He drew the newcomers to the two empty places near him, and Nathan saw Martens greet de Vile like they were old friends.

The rest of the Cliff House lunch passed in a blur. Nathan had set all his hopes on this trip providing him with an opportunity to get on top of the family’s mountain of debt. He didn’t know how he would face his mother and half-sisters if he failed them.

But Martens being there? And already in a cozy, trusted business relationship not only with Hector de Vile but with Nathan’s brother as well—two of California’s most influential businessmen?

He suspected unless old John had changed a lot in the last seventeen years, if it came to choosing between family loyalty or a winning deal, he’d take the win every time.
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By Jenny Wheeler




 

“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.




One

December 6, 1847

 

“To the belle of the ball — Elanora! Happy birthday, my dear daughter!” Her father’s normally embittered face carried a faint, benign smile that she’d seldom seen since her mother’s death two years ago. He reached for his lemonade glass and raised it in a toast.

“May the coming years bring you all the happiness you deserve.”

She glanced from her father’s wheelchair to the man standing an arm’s length away. If she reached out, she could take his hand in hers. She resisted the impulse.

The happiness her father wished for her, that she hoped for, all rested in his lithe, muscular form, with the quicksilver mobile face that responded to everything around him, the startling aquamarine eyes and long-fingered expressive hands that were seldom at rest. An artist’s hands, out of place juggling import and export files.

Eustace Reverdy Mountfort, twenty-three, the man she’d been secretly hoping would “pop the question” on this milestone night of her twenty-first birthday. They’d been whispering of it for months, and she’d been certain he’d recognize the significance of the occasion tonight, would take the opportunity to ask her to be his wife. As of tonight, didn’t she step into some degree of autonomy, as well as a comfortable inheritance from her maternal grandfather?

She caught his eye, and he shot her a look of longing that made her heart bang against her ribs. She moved her hand surreptitiously to rest under her breasts, holding herself in check, calming her restless hope. It certainly wouldn’t do to let anyone see how she felt. Rather, she made a deferent bob of her head towards Henry Travers. “Thank you, Father.”

Henry inclined his head toward Eustace. “Obviously I am not capable of taking up the honor of dancing with my daughter on this Coming-Of-Age occasion, more’s the pity. Eustace, can I ask you to stand in for me?”

Eustace smiled and bowed — a semi-mocking, good-natured swoop from the waist. “With great pleasure.” His voice rumbled within her chest cavity, setting off another wave of trembling as he stepped towards her and offered her his arm. “Elanora Grayson Travers, would you do me the honor of the first post-dinner dance?”

Twenty-five of the Travers’ family’s closest friends and relatives had gathered for this St Nicholas night birthday celebration in Broadway’s luxurious Rainbow Restaurant, famous for welcoming ladies through its doors when many other establishments still only permitted men to dine.

They’d supped on smoked salmon and crème brulee on gold plates which reflected sparkling light from walls lined with gilded mirrors. With the marble floors, elaborate ceiling scroll work and richly upholstered seats, visitors were put in mind of the excesses of Versailles, and the Rainbow had been a sensation ever since opening.

At one end of the restaurant was a dancefloor equipped with a ten-piece orchestra, so guests could end the night with a waltz. Eustace and Elanora had made one circuit of the floor when she felt a tap on her shoulder, and Eustace’s warm reassuring arm at her waist tensed into rigid constraint.

“I’m sure my son is happy to allow fleeting youth to accede to wisdom.” The words were jocular, but the tone was determined and humorless. William Mountfort’s six-foot-four frame loomed over them as his son shuffled aside.

“Of course, Father.” The hooded pleading of the sea green eyes didn’t need translation: Humor him. Please.

Eustace’s father had bestowed upon his son his virile good looks and military bearing, but the younger’s winsome charm was completely lacking in the senior. The barrel chest, the iron-willed stance of his tree-trunk thighs, and the bulldog dewlaps that hung either side of his chin, all communicated at a glance William Perrin Mountfort’s drive to dominate at any cost.

He grasped Elanora tightly and expertly propelled her into a dizzying series of twirling spins which left her feeling slightly nauseous.

He settled back into a more sedate rhythm and gave her a slow self-satisfied smile, happy to have stamped his control. “You’re looking particularly ravishing tonight, young Elanora.” He raised a strong arching brow in a query. “Not for anyone’s particular benefit, I hope?”

She flushed at his ham-fisted insensitivity. William Mountfort was famous for his indifference to other people’s feelings, especially those of his long-suffering wife Connie, her beloved Aunt Coco.

Although she should have been fully prepared for his bumptious nosiness, she felt a hot temper rising. “I’m really not sure what you mean, Mr Mountfort. I think it’s generally recognized a girl wants to look her best on her twenty-first birthday. Wouldn’t you agree?”

“Of course, my dear, of course.” He slowed his dance steps and drew her more closely to him. She could smell the after-dinner cognac on his breath and suppressed a shudder.

“However, I wouldn’t like a beautiful young woman like you to have her heart broken.” His steel gray eyes slid over her, cool assessment rather than concern clearly mirrored there.

“Now you really are talking in riddles.” Her voice was over bright and too sharp to sound casual. She gave a throaty laugh. “And at twenty-one, I really am too old for guessing games.”

She gave her best display of amused bewilderment. “Why don’t you just come right out and tell me what’s concerning you. I’m sure I’ll be able to set your worries to rest.”

There. The challenge had been issued. And didn’t she know better than to challenge William Mountfort on anything? The way she’d seen him treat Connie, who’d been nothing but a dedicated compassionate wife over many years, should have taught her that.

William Mountfort stopped dancing. He was a technically expert dancer, so the sudden arresting of his fluid movement brought them to an abrupt stop. He gazed down at her with a look far removed from fatherly concern and offered her his arm with a decisiveness which could not be defied.

“It’s rather warm in here with all those gas heaters at floor level. Let’s take a turn along the pergola.”

As she hesitated, he hooked her right arm over his and strolled towards the doors onto the enclosed terrace that adjoined the restaurant. The promenade lights accentuated the sinuous lines of grape branches that entwined the pillars — bare now in December, but promising green fruitfulness in late summer.

As they walked, he spoke in a low measured tone, pitched exactly for her ears alone. “What I’m about to say is very much for your own good, Miss Travers. A father’s heart, and all that.” He glanced down at her with his cold assessing eyes.

“Let’s just say I would be concerned if you had any thoughts of setting your very lovely blond head in my son’s direction.” He glanced down at her again, as she fought to continue the nonchalant strolling, while inside she locked up in shock.

“If that were the case, I have to warn you, you’ll be waiting a very long time. Eustace is ill-prepared for any commitments other than learning the family business right now, and he understands that very well.”

He gave her another calculating look. “There is a great deal he needs to learn before he will be ready to take over the reins of Mountfort Imports, and I’m sure you understand that must be his first priority.” He paused and turned to face her. “I just didn’t want there to be any misunderstandings about his situation.”

Her tongue felt as locked down as the rest of her, but she knew she had to speak. She licked her lips, cleared her throat and flashed him her best fake smile.

“A father’s heart. I do so appreciate your concern, Mr Mountfort.” She was practically purring.

“I’m just not sure why you don’t consider Eustace capable of working in the business as well as maintaining a family life. After all, I believe that’s exactly what you did at his age, is it not? Aunt Coco has often talked about those early years when you were establishing the business and Eustace was just a baby.”

She smiled again. “Not that I have any ‘intentions’ as you so delicately put it. Eustace and I have been good friends for a long time, as you know. But that’s the beginning and end of it.”

She met his implacable stare with one of bland surprise and held his gaze until he looked away and resumed the stroll.

They walked in silence for a minute or longer, and then Mountfort spoke again. “Thank you Elanora. I find your response reassuring, I really do, because it’s my intention to broaden Eustace’s commercial experience by sending him to the West Indies for a couple of years.

“He understands he needs to get away from his mother’s indulgence and learn a few lessons in the school of hard knocks. It will make a man of him. And I don’t consider the West Indies any place for a wife.”

She stopped walking, withdrawing her arm from his as she halted. “I’m not sure why the Indies is ‘no place for a wife’. I imagine myriads of women raise families there. But let me assure you, it’s not on the top of my list of places to visit.”

She drew herself up to her full five-foot-four height and glared up at him. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I really had better get back to the rest of my guests.”

As she turned to stride away, she got a fleeting glimpse of the gloating satisfaction that crossed his face as he said, “Of course. Don’t let me detain you any longer.”

 

His father was such an ass. Eustace Reverdy Mountfort sighed and glanced around the room for the umpteenth time to check if Elanora and William had returned. It was so typical of his father to ride roughshod over everyone else to get what he wanted. And he had a niggling sense of dread about his father’s intentions.

The glass door from the terrace to the reception room gusted open and Elanora stood in the entry, backlit by the terrace lights, like an angel, in a frothy pink lace-trimmed dress that sat breathtakingly low on her shoulders.

She glanced around the room and her eyes flashed as they settled on him. He knew that look. She was furious. She stood like a queen on the boundary of her realm, awaiting her retainers, and he braced himself as he stalked toward her.

When he got closer he saw that below her fury she was deeply hurt. He melted inside. If there was one thing he hated more than any other, it was seeing her upset.

“What is it?” He spoke softly as he stood before her. She hated public displays, he knew that, but he sensed that whatever it was that was eating at her couldn’t wait.

She drew him to one side out of the doorway, and they sank onto a bench seat backing onto the wall. “When were you going to tell me you’re going to the West Indies for years? Is that something you just happened to overlook?”

She was fingering a lace handkerchief and her hands were trembling. When she looked up her eyes were narrowed with pain.

“Do I mean so little to you that you forgot to mention it?”

Her lower lip trembled but she held her head high.

“Oh, my darling. It’s something he’s just got a bee in his bonnet about. And I’ve been hoping either Mother or I could change his mind …” His voice trailed off into silence. He sounded so weak and indecisive, but it was so hard to stand up to William Mountfort.

He glanced around the room, then reached out and took her hand in his. It felt like a little bird, small and fragile. “Elanora, we need a chance to talk in private. Not here. It’s important. I’ll explain —”

He let go of her hand and glanced around the room again. He could see Elanora’s father, his mother, even her Aunt Glory, looking their way; they were starting to notice her absence. Heads were turning.

“We can’t talk now. But we have to do it later tonight. Promise me.”


Two

The tip of his nose was icy as he took her in his arms and buried his face in her hair, but the rest of him was warm, so warm. She relaxed and let herself enjoy the closeness, the slightly stuffy smell of his worsted jacket and carbolic soap.

It was the smell of Eustace, going right back to their school days, when they’d attended different schools suited to their education — him as one born to rule, her as one to reign at home — and they’d only been able to see one another during school holidays when their families met.

With a pang she wondered if this would be one of the last days she’d be able to lean close and breathe in the tangible memory of him. He couldn’t really be going away for years, could he?

She pulled back and patted his hair, which was damp with snowflakes. “Come into the library. It’s still warm in there. I’ve built the fire up again.”

For the last hour of her party, she’d been barely aware of what was happening around her while playing at being the courteous, pliable birthday girl, an heiress with a modest legacy and uncertain prospects. Only a couple of hours later, and it already seemed like the party had been for someone else.

Eustace had kept his promise and had waited down the street until the house lights dimmed and it was clear her father had been put to bed and the servants retired. Then he’d tapped softly on the library window as arranged and she’d let him in.

She proudly gestured to the hot chocolate she’d brewed that sat cooling on a tray; if a woman’s job was to create a nurturing home, she was showing him she could excel at it.

They’d barely sunken into the armchairs either side of the fire before she whispered urgently to him, “So tell me. What’s happening? You’re not really going away for years, are you?”

The joy in his face drained away. The desperation of a hunted quarry took its place.

“Elanora, I don’t know. I don’t want to go. Mother definitely doesn’t want me to go — she is totally opposed to the idea. But my father seems set on it. You know what he’s like. When he gets fixed on something he won’t let it go.”

“So what will you do then? If he is determined on it?”

He gazed into her eyes. The fire hissed and spat. The mantle clock chimed two. He shook his head. “I don’t know, Ellie. I just don’t know. This is what I’m born to do. To inherit the family business. I’ve never considered doing anything else. I don’t know that I’m suited to do anything else …”

He picked nervously at a loose thread on his jacket, his eyes pleading for understanding.

“You know I want to be able to provide well for my family — our family — and going into business with Father is undoubtedly the best way to do that.”

Her heart lurched at the mention of the future they may not now be able to share.

“Do you really think we can be apart for two — maybe three — years and still make it all work out?”

The words were barely a whisper. She knew she wanted him to assure her that of course they could. And she knew in her heart of hearts she’d be a fool to believe him.

He set his hot chocolate down and slid across to nestle on the arm of her chair. He put his arm around her neck and drew her to him, slipping in beside her as he did and drawing her onto his lap, so she was completely encircled in his arms.

“Ellie, you are all I want. I would wait till the Last Days for you.” His voice was raw and tender. He breathed in her ear and nibbled around the lobe. “I love you to China and back. The Indies? I think we can handle that.”

His eyes were fervent as he gazed into her face, and then he leaned in and kissed her, gently at first and then with a building passion.

“Will you marry me, Elanora Travers?” He cupped her face in his hands and kissed her eyelids. “Marry me, please … I will have no other.” He blew gently on her face. “No other, do you hear?”

He slipped his hand into his jacket pocket and drew out a black velour-covered jeweler’s box, which he slowly opened before her. A gorgeous antique diamond ring sparkled in the firelight. “And to prove it …”

He drew the ring from the nest of blue tissue paper and held it up for her to see. She stretched out her left hand, and he slid the precious circle onto her ring finger, caressing her palm as he did.

When it was set in place, he took the hand tenderly between his own, turned it over and peppered the delicate skin with butterfly kisses, progressing up her arm, feathering it with his warm lips. Before she recognized what was happening, he had his hand under her skirts, and she didn’t object.

Her dream had come true. Eustace had asked her to marry him. They were betrothed on her twenty-first birthday as she’d dreamed they would be. That meant everything was going to be just fine from now on, didn’t it?

When she slipped to the door an hour later to send Eustace home before the household awoke, she told herself she was Mrs Eustace Mountfort in everything but name. She clung to him momentarily as he drew her close and gave her one, two, three passionate farewell kisses. How cruel that they had to be separated for even a few hours. Soon though, they would be together forever.

As she watched Eustace’s back disappearing into the faintly purple dawn light, his head ringed with vapor clouds from his hot breath in the icy air, she shot a desperate arrow prayer heavenwards.

Please God, help Connie make William understand.

She and Eustace were to be together ‘till death do us part’. And as far as she was concerned, their wedding couldn’t come soon enough.


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.”


Four

His mother did not look well. Constanza sat at one end of the gleaming walnut dining table in a burnt orange gown which drained the color from her sallow complexion and left her looking tired and depleted. The mesh of fine wrinkles that hugged her eyes did not look like laughter lines — although when she was in good spirits, Connie laughed a lot.

Eustace fiddled with the silver knife at his elbow and restrained himself from glancing to the door, where he anticipated at any minute Elanora would be ushered in, pushing her father ahead of her.

His heart beat a tattoo in his chest whenever he allowed himself to savor the thought, the taste, of her and of the passionate connection they’d shared two nights ago. He adored her, desired her body, soul and spirit.

And although he’d given her his troth, he had no idea how he was going to keep it, how he was going to circumvent his father’s determination to send him off to Purgatory. Otherwise known as Barbados.

That’s why his mother’s downcast mood rattled him more than usual. Connie had always been his protector against his father’s unbending will. Many a time she had stepped in and mediated William’s harsh excesses, placated his insistence that the hard way was the only way.

However, since his twenty-first birthday nearly three years ago, Connie’s moderating influence had waned. William had stopped taking notice of her, and he sensed his father was not going to be swayed from his determination to put him on the next boat out of New York, no matter how strongly his mother opposed the idea.

A fresh gust of chilled air whooshed into the stuffy overheated room, and his eyes went instantly to the door, where Elanora was entering, bending over, solicitous to her father, an angelic vision in a shimmering pale apricot gown which highlighted the light gold translucence of her skin.

She moved with grace, head bent towards her father to catch his words, then rising to her full height, all supple grace and smiles, a young beauty in full bloom.

She glanced across the room as if her spirit was irresistibly drawn to his, and her cheeks flushed a faintly deeper gold as their eyes locked. They held that gaze, unaware of anyone else in the room for long seconds, and then with what he sensed was a steely control, she turned to his mother.

“Aunt Coco … We are so delighted to be here.”

Their families had been friends since long before he and Elanora were born, and Connie — though no relation of blood in any way — had comforted Elanora with a mother’s heart in the years since her own mother had died.

From a tiny tot Ellie had called Constanza ‘Aunt Coco’. Connie would like nothing better than to weave her into their family as her daughter-in-law.

The two women shared a brief hug, and then Elanora parked her father in his chair alongside their hostess — the seat she always insisted be reserved for him — and shook hands with William before progressing down the table to take her place beside his fifteen-year-old sister Alycia.

Elanora patted her on the shoulder and leaned in and kissed her cheek. “Alycia, you are getting more grown up every day. In no time at all you’ll be the belle of the ball!” He sensed his serious-minded young sister stiffening a little at the compliment.

She flashed Elanora a wry grin. “But I don’t want to be belle of the ball!”

Elanora patted her arm affectionately. “Of course you do. Any girl of fifteen does.” She turned to greet the diner on her left and missed the annoyance that flashed across Alycia’s face.

Constanza cleared her throat and nodded — Eustace’s cue to act as heir apparent and welcome the guests to the table. He got to his feet, looking to William as he rose.

“Father,” a nod of deference, “Mother,” another pause, “and all our very welcome guests. We’re gathered here together, as you know, to celebrate another very successful year for Mountfort Imports. Thanks to my father’s astute direction, we have enjoyed our best year ever and look forward to an exciting new alliance in the year to come.”

He turned to the white-haired man seated on his right and to the younger man with the same patrician profile who sat next to him. “We’re delighted to have Mr James Wollander and his son Bartholomew with us tonight. Let me introduce you to the guests you haven’t yet met.”

He gestured to Elanora and Henry. “I think you know everyone here except Mr Henry Travers and his daughter Elanora, who are very close friends of our family.”

Elanora bestowed a winning smile on the newcomers. “Delighted to meet you, I am sure. Forgive our late arrival.” She glanced to her father’s wheelchair. “Unavoidable sometimes, I’m afraid.”

James Wollander’s eyebrows rose in appreciation. “I’m sure your father is delighted to have such a devoted daughter, Miss Travers. So glad to make your acquaintance.”

He glanced down at Eustace and back to Elanora. “We’re very strong in the sugar trade in the Indies, and Eustace and William have excellent sales networks here and elsewhere. I can see us all working together very well.”

He smiled around the table and the other guests: Will Jackson, the company lawyer, and his wife Adelaide, and Mountfort accountant Sam Chambers and his spinster daughter Cassandra — visibly relaxed and looking expectantly to their plates. Eustace noticed for the first time this evening that Will and Adelaide Jackson’s daughter Amelia, who often accompanied her parents to these functions, was absent.

“Thank you, Eustace. Formalities almost over. Time for grace!” William Mountfort chimed a teaspoon against a wine glass to get attention, recited a perfunctory prayer and black-aproned servants trailed in with first course: tureens of pea soup and platters of cold tongue.

“So, Elanora, my dear girl, what have you been doing with yourself since your wonderful birthday party?” Connie had put on gold-rimmed glasses and looked over them fondly.

Elanora paused with a spoonful of soup halfway to her mouth. “Oh, not a lot Aunt Coco. I went to Barnum’s with Amelia the other day and we saw General Tom! That was an experience!”

Elanora flashed a smile at Amelia’s mother. “Amelia isn’t with us tonight — is she quite well?”

Adelaide nodded. “Perfectly well, thank you. Just needed to rest. She’s been so busy lately.”

Elanora glanced back to Connie. “General Tom’s a remarkable little fellow — have you ever seen him?”

Constanza shook her head. “Oh no, dear, I’m far too busy.” There was a satisfied silence as the guests cleaned up their plates ready for the next course, then William’s voice chimed in, loud and intrusive.

“Looking after all the paupers in the municipality, aren’t you, Constanza? Or as you like to call them the ‘deserving poor’.” The corner of William’s mouth turned up in a sneer.

Eustace saw his mother’s shoulders stiffen, but when she turned to answer him, her expression was composed.

“I know we don’t see eye to eye on everything, William, but I’m sure there’s room for more than one opinion in the most successful of marriages. That’s what keeps them interesting, isn’t it? However, our guests don’t want to hear about it over dinner.”

She fixed her calm gaze on him for a few more seconds and then smiled fleetingly at Elanora. “Now what were you just saying my dear? Barnum’s circus is still drawing the crowds, then?”

“It certainly is.”

Eustace sensed that beneath the gay rejoinder, something was troubling Elanora. And when he glanced back at his father, he could see he had not taken his wife’s mild reprimand well. His face above his black beard was brick red, his jawline rigid.

 

As the main course rolled on — roast turkey, oyster pie, baked sweet potatoes, celery and squash — it became clear Mr James Wollander was much enamored with Miss Elanora Travers, and he exercised every gambit at his command to engage her in conversation, while his son sat mute beside him.

Which human curiosities had she enjoyed most at Barnum’s? Where would she and her esteemed father be spending Christmas Day? And had she ever been to the West Indies?

“No, I have not, Mr Wollander. I haven’t traveled any farther than Saratoga, although one day I certainly would like to visit foreign climes.”

She smiled encouragingly over her wine glass. “Have you been living in Bridgetown long? I suppose it’s very hot most of the time? And I suppose there’s lots of palm trees?”

“It is hot, Miss Travers, most assuredly. But you get used to it. And there are lots of palms, for sure. Barbados is known for them.”

“Elanora won’t need any palm trees. She’s not going anywhere. It’s Eustace who’s going.”

William had hardly spoken during the meal, and even Eustace was shocked by the surly undertone in his father’s casual remark.

Wollander’s neck flushed red above his collar.

“Oh, of course, Mr Mountfort. A silly remark. I meant nothing by it.”

William dismissed the protest. “Not your fault, James. Not at all. It’s just young people sometimes get silly ideas.” He looked at Wollander junior, who seemed to shrink into his chair under his cool gaze.

“Possibly your young chap Bartholomew is the exception. But I was just wanting to make our arrangement quite clear. Eustace goes to work with you in your order and dispatch department, while Bartholomew comes to New York and learns our end of the business. When we agree the time is right we will discuss a merger of Mountfort and Wollander. Or Wollander and Mountfort.”

He threaded his fingers and placed his hands in a satisfied gesture in front of his mounded belly.

“That’s the only way the arrangement will work. And Eustace doesn’t need any encumbrances to distract him from his work.”

An awkward silence fell over the table. Eustace ventured a glance toward Elanora. She sat bolt upright, but head down, staring at the empty space where her plate had been, gripped by an icy composure. And she chewed her lip. A sure sign she was upset.

Constanza grasped the silver hand bell next to her wine glass and rang it vigorously. “Time for dessert, I think, and then the gentlemen can disperse for their cigars and liquor while we ladies enjoy a coffee.” She looked to the door as it swung open at the butler’s hand. “Oh, there you are, Mr O’Malley. We’re ready for our Chancellor’s Pudding with brandy sauce. Please serve it at once.”

Eustace turned to Bartholomew Wollander, who looked nearly as mortified as Elanora. “You’ll find New York rather different after Bridgetown. Have you spent much time here before?”

Bartholomew grasped at the thread gratefully. “No, not really. I did some of my schooling at Albany, but that was a while ago. And New York changes so fast. They reckon that even if you grow up here, move away for five years and you won’t recognize the place when you get back.”

He flashed an uncertain grin. “You might find that yourself. Not that you’re going to be away five years of course. But you never know. You might get to really like the place.”

Eustace glanced uneasily across the table to Elanora. She had lifted her head and was staring directly at him, her eyes wounded. She thrust up from her chair suddenly. “Aunt Coco, I’m so sorry, but I do seem to be developing a headache. Could I retire to the parlor and rest? I don’t want to spoil the fun.”

Constanza looked concerned. “You’re not going to faint, dear girl? It wasn’t those oysters?”

“No, no, I’m fine. Just got a nasty headache, that’s all. Father, just call when you’re ready to go home. No need to rush.”

She turned toward the door, a stricken sheen on her cheeks. Eustace rose to follow. “Let me accompany you, Elanora. We wouldn’t want you to fall.”

Before he could escape from his chair, his father’s lumberjack’s hand thumped the table. “Leave the girl be, Eustace. Can’t you see she wants some privacy? And you’ve got guests to entertain.”

The Wollanders were silent. Will and Adelaide, and Sam and Cassandra were trying hard to not notice anything was amiss, chatting lightly among themselves, but Eustace knew the score.

His father had very publicly declared Elanora had no place in his future as the heir to the Mountfort Wollander enterprise. And unless he found some freakish way to escape, that commercial union was going to supercede any hope he had for personal nuptials with his beloved Ellie.


Five

Elanora slept with the little black box under her pillow that night, but it did nothing to ward off the crushing headache that throbbed at her temples when she woke in the early hours of the morning and lay staring into the dark dawn. Well, she’d learned one thing. An engagement ring in the little black box didn’t have magic powers to make everything alright again.

So just how did she pick herself up and go on from here? She had been imagining herself sharing her life with Eustace since she was sixteen. She’d had only eyes for him since she’d had a nanny in the nursery. And she’d avoided seeing the thing that now stuck out more clearly than any other.

Eustace would never stand up to his father and be his own man. His comfortable life as merchant-man-about-town depended on him obeying his father’s every wish. This week it was the demand that he goes to the Indies. This time next year it would be something else.

She rested her hand on her stomach and recalled their love making. All done on impulse, but on the assumption they were soon to be man and wife. She rolled over in bed, suddenly feeling hot and sweaty even though the snow still lay several feet deep on the ground outside. She drew her knees up to her chest and keened silently, rocking from side to side, a sharp stabbing pain in her chest.

She put her hands to her eyes and pressed them down so hard she saw little shards of light behind her fingers. How could she have been so naive? Didn’t they say “Like father, like son?” She really should have known better, and nothing would ever be the same again.

Even with Aunt Coco. She pictured Coco’s kind, careworn face, one she now knew better even than her own mother’s. Things wouldn’t be the same there either. Firstly, she knew William’s awful secret.

How could she look Coco in the eye and not have something of what she knew leak out of her? And secondly, Coco’s first loyalty would always have to be to her son. She, Elanora, was no longer in the first circle of family. She’d just been banished.

What to do? Who to talk to? She couldn’t imagine that her life would not be scarred forever by what had unfolded last night.

Unbelievably, she dropped off into the welcome oblivion of an exhausted sleep, and the light had fully broken when she was woken hours later by an urgent rapping on her bedroom door. She struggled up from the pillow and the hammering in her head resumed the second she opened her eyes. A bitterness burned in her mouth.

She recognized the Irish brogue of their housekeeper, Dana O’Loughlin; a doughty woman Aunt Coco had rescued from a Five Points tenement house and helped set back on her feet.
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