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  Commend Me to Lily Bart


Unmarried ladies weren’t supposed to be alone with men, but she’d been to the Benedict to see Lawrence before. This time, she was risking his reputation instead of her own. 
The state of the letters she carried depended on his response to her. She’d either leave them in his fire or carry-on to see Bertha. It all depended on if he’d open his door to her.
So many of her old friends were cutting her lately. That’s why she took a moment to gather her courage before she knocked on his door.
He had a man who cleaned his apartment but couldn’t afford a servant to open the door for him, so he came to open it himself. “Lily, what are you doing out so late?”
He’d seen her play cards late at night at the ladies’ house parties. Yet, he’d never seen her travel in the neighborhood at such an hour.
“I needed to see you.” She gushed out.
He opened the door further to let her into the apartment. She saw the fire and the fireplace. Her hand clutched at the pocket that contained the packet of letters. He’d written them to Bertha Dorset, Mrs. Bertha Dorset.
She walked to the fire is if she meant to warm herself. “Let me get you a glass of whiskey. It looks like you need to be warmed inside and out.”
She nodded yes to this proposal. Perhaps the whiskey would give her liquid courage to carry out her plan? She couldn’t bring herself to throw the letters into the fire. Nor did she have the nastiness to threaten Bertha with exposure.
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  I wish there was someone I could talk to about this. Someone who wouldn’t get so shocked that they wouldn’t hear me out first. 
I’m wishing I was as nasty as Bertha Dorset if it’d help me get what I want. Lily clutched the package of torn letters in her hand, unsure what to do. Should she destroy the letters or not? She knew what Lawrence would want her to do. He’d want her to be above blackmail, but wasn’t that a conflict of interest on his part? The leverage she had against Bertha Dorset was his letters to her.
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  I need an objective third party. 
It can’t be Gertie Farish though, she’s Sheldon’s cousin and would be in a conflict of interest too.
The only other person willing to talk to her now was Mrs. Carry Fisher. She wished to reach out to Carry before she made a final decision about the letters. However, she accepted the whiskey and said goodnight to Lawrence.


      [image: ]Carry lived in a home more modest than either of their friends would choose for themselves. Yet, it was better than the little room Lily had at the boarding house. It was a small house entirely for herself and her daughter.
The maid gasped at this sight of the ragged creature on the doorstep. She almost shut the door in Lily’s face, thinking it was an unfortunate at her employer’s doorstep. However, Carry was in the room and said, “Lily? Is that you? What have you done to yourself? You look like a shopgirl who’s fallen on hard times.”
Lily gave her friend a smile that had dazzled the room in her glory days. “That’s pretty much what I am now. Do you mind if I talk to you? There’s something I want to discuss.”
“First things first.” Carry turned to the maid. “Bring some tea and food for brunch. My friend Lily Bart needs nourishment.”
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  They didn’t speak to each other until they brought the tea and food in to the parlor. It was more food than Lily had seen in a while. She spent more of her money on the medicine than on food, and it showed on her figure. Her thinness had been sylphlike before, but now she was bony. 
“Eat and drink up.” Carry placed extra honey in the tea to make sure her friend had as much nourishment as possible. It was oversweet, but Lily accepted her hostess’s hospitality.
“I wish you’d come to me earlier. I hate seeing you like this. It’s the reason I don’t believe the rumors you took money from Gus. He takes better care of his women than this.” She gestured to Lily in her ragged condition.
The word “women” made Lily blush. Technically, he only had one woman in Judy, his wife. Society would not approve of him taking care of more than one woman with his money. She sobbed.
“Lily, what’s wrong? Carry asked her.
The words came out before could she stop herself. “I asked Gus for his help to manage the money my family gave me. I didn’t know he wanted to make me one of his ‘women’ when I accepted money from him. He made investments with my family's money. Now I owe him almost $10, 000.”
“Did you sign any papers?” Carry asked her.
Lily was so confused that she stopped crying. “What do you mean did I sign any papers? There’s no way I could sign a marriage license with him when he’s already married to Judy.”
“He did you a service in managing money for you. Was there any sort of written agreement between you two that he would do this?” Carry asked her.
“He rendered me the favor any gentleman renders a lady.”
Carry raised a brow at this. Lily feared she’d shocked her. Instead, Carry said, “And let me guess he expected you to pay him back with favors?”
Lily gasped at such a crude summation of her arrangement with Gus, but she didn’t deny it. “It would be dishonorable not to pay back what I owe him.”
“Gus’s convinced you you owe him a debt of honor. Yet, he has nothing to prove that you owe him this money. There is no written document saying that he would do this for you and no invoices to show how much you owe him. A good lawyer could always claim that you do not owe him for any gifts he gave you.”
“As if I could afford a talented lawyer. I can barely make my rent.” Lily laughed.
“You could always convince a man to represent you.”
Lily thought of Lawrence. “No gentlemen would want anything to do with me if he knew how I came to owe Gus this money. And he’d be even more shocked to find out I want to use deception to get out of paying this debt.”
“That’s why I’ve always had a fondness for businessmen myself. They’re often more useful than gentlemen to me. Simon Rosedale would do this for you. Rosedale’s a sharp businessman, but likes you and appreciates your finer qualities. If you let him, he would treat you like a prized possession. He’s even willing to marry you and not just be your protector.”
Lily’s hands shook. “I wish I appreciated Simon as much as he appreciates me. Because the man that I prefer is not as strong as he is.”
Lily looked around herself. At the private residence that was only humble by society’s standards. It was full of amenities and comforts that were unobtrusive. Yet they were more luxurious than a shopgirl could afford. “How do you do it?” She couldn’t help but ask.
“Do what?” Carry asked.
“Get enough money to survive with dignity?” Lily shook her head. “I did not know how small my inheritance was. Not until I had to live on it without being supplemented by my aunt’s and friends’ hospitality. It used to be pin money to me, but now it’s consumed by necessities.”
Carry’s eyes narrowed as she studied Lily’s frail frame. “It looks like it hasn’t been covering your necessities, if I can be honest.”
Carry shook her head. “There’s no shame in seeking a better administrator of your trust fund. Though you shouldn’t have expected Gus or any man to do it for free.”
Lily shuddered at this. “Are you saying I should’ve paid him in the coin he wanted?”
“He shouldn’t have expected you to trade favors. No man should. However, it’s customary to pay an administrator fee to whomever manages your investments. It takes a lot of skill and intelligence to manage investments. The only one who would do that kind of work for free for you is a husband or a male relative.”
She laughed. “Even then, you can’t always trust a male relative to see to your best interests with money. I already had money from my family when I married Fisher, He was mismanaging it. Treating my money as his personal bank account and not even using it for our household. I had to divorce him to get my money back.”
Lily closed and opened her mouth. Finding herself too overwhelmed to assert herself. She glanced at Carry, who was so much more sophisticated and risqué than she was. Yet Carry was still considered a lady by society. “Was your husband spending the money on other women?”
She sighed. “There are men who approach investing like it’s a casino. They can’t resist investing on the latest hot tip. No matter the tip’s source.”
Lily laughed, thinking she found a weakness in Carry’s wall of hard words. “Isn’t that what Gus Trenor does?”
Carry said, “Gus knows what actually is a hot tip, and who’s worth listening to. Fisher had no skill for investment. Yet, he insisted on managing the family portfolio, which contained my money. I was better off getting my money back with a divorce rather than letting him have access to my funds. I had to divorce him to get back control of my funds and even then I didn’t get back as much as my original dowry. He would’ve impoverished me and my daughter if I stayed with him.”
Lily flushed. “Oh dear.”
“You can let a man talk of love to you without blushing, but find talking about money is vulgar? No wonder why you were defenseless with Gus,” Carry said while flinging her head.
“I don’t know how you can stand to think and talk about such things without getting a headache.” Lilly massaged her temples with her hands.
“It’s not your fault your parents taught you to be a lady. Though it was ridiculous to do so if they didn’t have the means to maintain your position. People don’t choose to ‘live like pigs’ on purpose, Lily. It takes more than good taste to live in New York.”
“All the mamas and eligible suitors live in fear of you. You’ve only got your looks to offer a prospective husband.” Carry took a drag of her cigarette as she said this.
Lily flushed red. “Are you calling me a fortune hunter?”
“Not on purpose, but you’re stuck being that by default if you don’t learn to take care of yourself. You should’ve opened George’s eyes to Bertha’s infidelity. Even if you didn’t want to marry him yourself.
It would’ve only been self-defense. Instead, she blamed you for being out late to cover for the fact she was with Ned Silverton at Nice.”
Lily swallowed her tea. “I could still do that.”
“It’d be your word against hers. Hers carries more weight than yours now that your reputation is ruined.”
Lily winced at such verbal brutality, but Carry was right. She needed to give up her ladylike hesitancies and scruples. She reached inside her coat to pull out the thin parcel of letters. “What if I had proof to back up my words? Would people believe me then?”
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