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Chapter 1

1882

The artist’s studio was in Hell’s Kitchen, New York, an area of grubby streets and overburdened houses, where well-to-do men like Wilbur Eaton and Eleanor, the eldest of his three daughters, never usually visited.

It was left to Amy, the middle Eaton sister, to instruct the coachman of the coupe they’d hired on the most efficient route from their brownstone townhouse in the exclusive Silk Stocking District, to the fraying edges of the city, where Mr Justin Jones could just about afford the rent on the tiny attic space in the five-storey walk-up he grandly referred to as his studio. Ordinarily they’d have travelled in their own brougham with a pair of steppers, but Mr Eaton had been reluctant to risk his own carriage and horses in this part of town.

Mr Jones must have heard the progress of their feet on the bare wooden stairs as they made their way up to his attic, because the studio door swung open even before they’d reached the landing, before Amy had caught her breath enough to prepare Eleanor and her father for the artist’s enthusiasm.

‘Good afternoon. I’m delighted to see you all. Come in. Come in.’

He was wearing a yellow waistcoat and plaid trousers, and for once, had gone to the trouble of brushing his hair. He beamed at his guests, his eyes unnaturally bright for the time of day.

‘The portrait is ready for you to inspect.’

The studio smelled of turpentine and damp cloth, of the accumulation of dust and yesterday’s beer. Eleanor lifted the hem of her pink satin skirt to avoid it picking up the grime, curling her lip as she approached the painting, which had been set upon an easel by the window to catch the best of the daylight. ‘So this is what all the fuss is about.’

Reluctant to cross the dirt-scrabbled floor, Mr Eaton raised his chin and squinted at the portrait from his place by the door. ‘He’s caught your likeness, Amy. I’ll say that much.’

Never one to disagree with her father, Eleanor gave a grudging nod. ‘It’s like I’m looking right at you.’

Amy examined the picture of a woman in an oyster grey dress, a lilac wrap draped around her shoulders. Whichever way she looked at it, her own familiar face stared back at her, wearing the half smile she’d presented to Mr Jones during the long hours she’d sat for him. To his credit, he’d replicated the arch of her eyebrows, the curve of her lips, just as they greeted her in the mirror each morning as she pinned her hair and checked her starched collar and cuffs for dirt, but that was all he’d done. For all the hours she’d sat for him in this gloomy little attic, he’d failed to capture a single one of her thoughts. He’d caught every feature, but beyond the surface, the image could have been of anyone.

‘Does it please you, Miss Eaton? I’ve caught your quickness, don’t you think so?’

No, she didn’t think so. Somehow, she had to find it in her heart to break it to him. Despite his best efforts, the portrait was a failure. Her enduring silence, during which she swallowed back a variety of tactless replies, was all the answer he needed.

‘There’s no obligation to purchase the painting, Miss Eaton. We agreed that when I asked you to sit for me.’

It seemed unfair not to buy the picture after he’d gone to so much trouble over it, and yet as far as Amy was concerned, the portrait might as well have been of a stranger. Even if it had pleased her, hanging it on a wall in the family home would have shown a lack of self-awareness on her part, bordering as it did on flattery. At twenty-seven, she’d passed the bloom of youth. Her complexion was no longer as luminous as Mr Jones had painted it. The unease she’d feel every time she looked at it would cause her to avoid the room where it hung. She should never have let him persuade her to sit for him in the first place.

‘What will you do with the painting if I don’t buy it?’

He bowed his head, indicating he was in her favour, that there were no hard feelings. ‘I’m planning a touring exhibition of my work. Your portrait will be the main attraction. When the public sees I’ve painted a famous authoress, they’ll line up for me to paint them too. America is advancing. Men are growing richer by the day. Many of them will want their portraits painted.’ He smiled, bowing his head once again. ‘The fact that you sat for me will draw their attention and help to advance my career.’

‘You make it sound as if she’s doing you a favour by refusing to buy the painting,’ said Mr Eaton, retrieving a silk handkerchief from his pocket and pressing it against his nose to avoid breathing in the dust.

Mr Jones was too polite to give a direct answer. It stood to reason he would rather sell the portrait, but Amy had never agreed to buy it, and had only sat for him after he’d begged her to do so. If it secured his reputation as an up-and-coming society portrait artist, then it would have been a worthwhile use of both of their time.

Bored by the talk of her sister’s portrait, Eleanor scanned the studio, her eyes picking over the unfinished paintings, the pencil sketches scattered across the desk. ‘You’d have been better off painting me rather than Amy. I’m the eldest Miss Eaton.’ She examined herself in the full-length mirror, propped at an awkward angle in the corner of the room because it was the only place it would fit. ‘I’m also the prettier one.’

Having conquered his aversion to the dust, Mr Eaton joined her at the mirror and compared his reflection to his eldest daughter’s. Both were tall and fair-haired, with long-limbs and slender frames, which after years of studied self-improvement, they’d trained to appear elegant rather than clumsy.

‘You were blessed with my good looks, Eleanor. I’ll give you that. No one would guess you were twenty-nine.’ He pulled in his stomach, lifting his chin to improve the profile of his jaw in the mirror. ‘Given the right light, I could pass as your brother.’

Amy was the odd one out, having inherited her mother’s brown eyes and dark hair, her small stature and steady nature. She’d been gone so many years now, Amy would have had difficulty remembering her face if it wasn’t for the miniature she kept on the table beside her bed.

Sensing the opportunity for another commission, Mr Jones adjusted the angle of the easel, allowing Eleanor a clearer view of Amy’s portrait. ‘I asked your sister to sit for me because of her fame as an authoress. I’d be delighted to paint you as well, but I’d require you to pay for the work.’

Eleanor turned from the mirror, fixing him with a frown. ‘Are you saying my portrait wouldn’t be as valuable as my sister’s?’

‘It’s simply that … you’re not famous. No one beyond your family would want to buy it.’

‘But I’m prettier than my sister, admit it.’

‘Beauty is in the eye of the beholder.’ Mr Jones gave a nervous laugh, trying to distract from the unintended insult. ‘Isn’t that what they say?’

‘You value my sister’s image because of her novels and nothing else. I could have written books, if I’d had a mind to do it. It can’t be that difficult. I chose to put my duty to my family first, running the house for my father and taking my mother’s place at the table and in society. You say this isn’t of value?’

Amy placed her hand on her sister’s arm and led her to the door before the discussion could get any more heated. ‘We mustn’t keep the coachman waiting, Eleanor. Thank you for your time, Mr Jones.’

But Eleanor refused to be silenced. ‘When I sit for my portrait, I shall select one of the more celebrated artists. Mr Sargent did a marvellous painting of Rosa Ledyard when she visited Paris last summer. He knows how to flatter a woman. When he comes to America, I shall insist he paints me.’

Red-faced from Eleanor’s barrage, Mr Jones opened the door to see them out. Amy wished him luck with the touring exhibition before summoning her father, who was still admiring himself in the mirror, smoothing his moustache with his fingers and examining the lines around his eyes. Already, his thoughts had moved on from Amy’s portrait to matters of his own reflection.

‘Thank you for sitting for me, Miss Eaton. It’s been a pleasure getting to know you. Your portrait will give my reputation the advancement it needs.’

As far as Amy was concerned, that was still to be seen. Anyone who really knew and understood her would see he’d failed to capture her character. Once again, she called her father to join them, encouraging him to step away from the mirror. Appearances were only skin deep. Surely any fool could see that.




Chapter 2

Mr Eaton was unusually silent during the carriage ride home. Eleanor was complaining so much about Mr Jones’s failure of taste that Amy didn’t think anything of it. It was only after she’d paid the coachman, adding a generous tip to thank him for waiting for them in such a low part of town, that she realised he wasn’t himself, standing on the Dutch stoop in front of the house and staring into the distance.

The street was quiet for the time of day, with barely a curtain-twitch from the row of elegant five-storey brownstones that lined each side of the road just off Fifth Avenue. Sedate was the word used for the area, where old colonial families, Amy’s own included, with plenty of money and time on their hands, had settled decades earlier, a place where advancement and newcomers remained unwelcome.

Still, there were new developments all around that refused to be ignored. Human nature and its desire for progress had seen to that. Since the Civil War, vast fortunes had been made from the building of the railroads and the steamships, from steel production and oil refining and all manner of other things. Whether the self-proclaimed New York aristocracy liked it or not, entrepreneurs were forcing the country through an industrial revolution, modernising and disrupting the old world, the old ways of life with their new ideas and their new money. It was this modern thinking that gave Amy the hope that women would one day be granted the right to vote, even though as things stood, it still seemed a long way off.

It was north along Fifth Avenue, a world removed from the overcrowded tenements of Hell’s Kitchen and Five Points, where the new money now gathered, where vast houses of cream stone, built in the image of grand European palaces, with ballrooms and picture galleries, were steadily growing in number. Yet for all the gilding the newly rich added to their lives, nothing removed the taint of war-profiteering and political bribery that dogged many of them in the eyes of the old New Yorkers.

Along with the industrial progress had come mass immigration and the appalling living conditions brought on by a city unable to cope with its sudden rapid growth. It was a crime that buildings were built without running water or the basic means of sanitation. Nothing had been learned from the repeated epidemics of cholera and yellow fever that had struck the city in recent years, and all the while the rich grew richer, the poor became ever more destitute.

Amy encouraged her father inside the house and removed her bonnet, using it to fan her face. The streets boiled with the late summer heat and she was glad to be out of it. Already Eleanor had stormed off to the drawing room, her parasol abandoned on a nearby chair.

Amy’s eyes followed the lazy movement of her father’s fingers as he pulled off his gloves and removed his hat. ‘Are you all right? Would you like some tea?’

He nodded, his attention drifting to the mirror on the wall, his expression clouding at the thin glaze of perspiration that had added a shine to his face. ‘Bring it to my study. I have to talk to you. Tell Eleanor to join us.’

It was an unusually sombre exchange. Mr Eaton rarely requested Amy’s company and never at this time of day. His afternoons were usually reserved for playing whist and solitaire, for walking in Central Park with Eleanor, or simply doing nothing. He made no secret of the fact that he found Amy’s conversation unbearable. He’d never forgiven her for being like her late mother, for reminding him of the love that had been taken from him so early in life.

It wasn’t only Amy’s resemblance to her mother that continued to be a source of pain to him. Instead of being proud of what she’d achieved as an author in a world dominated by the male pen, he saw only degradation in it. It was a sorry state of affairs when a daughter of his stooped to earning money through her labour and he would never forgive her for it, while the public attention it drew only served to mortify him. It saddened Amy that however hard she tried, she always disappointed him. Eleanor, who was like him in so many ways, was the only daughter he had time for.

Since the death of his wife, Mr Eaton had drifted into the life of an aimless widower. Despite attempts by several women to lure him into a second marriage, he had stubbornly refused to yield. Having already fathered three daughters, the thought of having more was too much of a burden when there was nothing to be done with them beyond marriage, and that in itself was not always a certainty, as both Eleanor and Amy had proven.

Hot tea with lemon was the habit, whatever the weather. In the Eaton household, traditions were upheld, no matter what. Once the tea had been served, Amy sat in an armchair near her father’s desk, her small frame consumed by the red velvet upholstery that had been chosen almost a lifetime ago to match the fringed curtains and the cabbage-rose-patterned carpet.

Nothing in the house had changed since her mother’s death. Her touch, frozen in time, remained on every item in the cluttered space, from the brass gas mantles to the glass-fronted bookcases of calf-bound volumes that no one but Amy ever opened. Every room was scented with patchouli, the walls decorated in crimson or sea-green, the contrasting chintz pouffes and brocaded armchairs filling every corner.

Each table top and cabinet displayed silver gewgaws and jardinières of artificial flowers. Every room boasted a gilded mirror that reflected the chaos back on itself, multiplying the number of paintings by minor French masters that hung on every wall, the varnish on the canvases darkened over the years until the images were nothing but shadows.

There were times, usually after long hours spent working on her latest novel, when Amy felt stifled by so much decoration, as if one more breath of it might suffocate her. Despite her mild suggestions of removing some of the clutter, nothing would ever change. Her father and Eleanor clung to their possessions just as fiercely as they clung to the ways of old New York society.

‘Was there something you wanted to talk to us about?’ Amy smiled at her father, drawing him out of his unusual quietness.

‘It’s the household accounts,’ said Mr Eaton, retrieving a pile of papers from the drawer and placing them on the desk. ‘You’ve been keeping an eye on them, Eleanor?’

Eleanor picked up her embroidery and put it aside again. She’d been working on the same handkerchief for months and never seemed to get any nearer to finishing it. ‘Of course I’ve been keeping an eye on them, just as Mother used to.’

‘Only these demands for unpaid bills are piling up. The fools at the bank have said we’ve run up too many of them and something has to be done.’ He leaned his elbows on the desk, dragging his fingers through his thinning hair, not fair any longer as he liked to pretend, but grey. ‘I’m confounded if I know what to do about it.’

It was the first Amy had heard of these unpaid bills. As the eldest daughter, Eleanor had taken on the management of the household immediately following their mother’s death, with no instruction other than what she’d observed of the general running of the house while growing up. The loss of their mother had been unexpected, and they’d been unprepared for the challenges that lay ahead.

As the years passed, and Eleanor’s hopes of marrying and having her own home faded, it became the one area of her life where she was able to exert independence. Whenever Amy had offered to help, she’d been refused, until she’d finally given up trying, burying the disappointment she felt at the rejection deep and going to great lengths not to show it.

Eleanor had never forgiven Amy for being her mother’s favourite, for sharing the same bookish interests and having the same curious mind. It was their mother who had introduced Amy to the pleasures of reading when her other daughters showed no interest in it, and encouraged her first attempts at writing stories, much to the ridicule of her father and sisters.

Since their mother’s death, Eleanor had gone out of her way to punish Amy for the connection they’d shared, even at the cost of missing out on what could have been a close sisterly relationship. Not only had Amy lost her mother at an early age, but in doing so, she’d also lost her big sister.

It was during her mother’s last days, as Amy sat beside her bed, willing her to fight off the influenza that had claimed the lives of so many New Yorkers, that she promised to take care of her father and her sisters, no matter what, to make sure they were comfortable and always loved. It was the reason Amy put up with their thoughtlessness and their open dislike. Her loyal nature meant that even after all these years, honouring her mother’s deathbed wish was all that mattered, however roughly they treated her.

Eleanor shot Amy an accusing look. ‘It’s a good job you decided not to buy your portrait. Such extravagance will have to stop if we’re not to run up more bills.’

Amy bit back her reply. A trunk had arrived only yesterday from Paris, packed with new dresses, each designed by Worth, the most exclusive couturier in the world, the silks, satins and brocades wrapped in delicate layers of tissue paper. All of them were for Eleanor.

Unlike her sister, Amy covered all her own expenses with the money she earned, and always with an eye to moderation. Rather than looking to Europe for fashion, she bought her dresses in Bloomingdale Brothers, choosing classic styles that lasted for multiple seasons. She wasn’t responsible for their current financial difficulty, and until that moment, she’d known nothing of it.

She cast her eyes over the stack of bills and sighed. ‘Why haven’t you mentioned this before?’

Eleanor shrugged off Amy’s question. ‘They’re not your bills. It’s not your concern.’

‘They can’t be ignored. People have to be paid.’

As their exchange grew more heated, their father vacated his desk, wiping his hands down the front of his trousers as if to rid himself of the problem. ‘It’s none of my doing. Your mother always took care of these things. After her death, I left it to Eleanor. I’ll leave you and your sister to work it out.’

Once her father had left the room, Amy went over to the desk and examined the unpaid bills, her eyes widening at the extravagant spending, not only on dresses for Eleanor, but on shoes and face creams for her father, jewellery and perfumes, the carriage and horses they rarely used. Their mother had always kept a tight control on the household economy, keeping it within their considerable means, but Eleanor had too much of her father’s temperament to be any kind of steadying influence, and both enjoyed spending freely.

‘Did you never think to look at the outgoings and compare them to the incomings?’

‘If we owe people money, they’ll just have to wait until we can pay them.’

‘You can’t expect the people who supply you with luxuries to wait indefinitely for the money you owe them. They rely on it to feed their families and to keep a roof over their heads.’

Eleanor averted her eyes from the stack of unpaid bills. ‘I don’t know what you expect me to do about it.’

‘To begin with, you can return that trunk of dresses to Paris. Then we’ll look at other ways to reduce the household spending until we’ve paid what’s owed.’

‘You won’t make me shop at Bloomingdale Brothers just because you don’t like good clothes. Imagine what people will say if I’m forced to appear in last season’s fashions. I owe it to our family name to maintain a decent position in society.’

‘You owe it to our family name not to leave unpaid bills all over town.’

‘Then you’d better add these to the pile.’ Eleanor retrieved a dozen notes from her sewing basket and threw them onto the desk. ‘I’ve had a run of bad luck playing bridge lately. This is what I owe.’

Amy sifted through the notes and did a quick calculation. It came to a considerable sum, much more than the amount either Eleanor or Amy received as an annual allowance from the family investments. When Amy looked up, Eleanor had already left the room. The message was clear. If the family was to be saved from financial disaster, it was up to her to work out how to do it.




Chapter 3

Amy spent the next few days going through her father’s financial affairs. It wasn’t only the extravagant spending that was to blame for their current difficulty, but his failure to manage the capital he’d inherited. The family fortune was based on real estate, much of which had dropped in value since the Civil War and the economic depression that had dogged the following decade. Having never had an occupation, Mr Eaton had no alternative method of improving their income and it was unthinkable that he should ever consider working for a living.

She paid the most pressing bills using the money she’d saved from the sales of her novels over the past seven years. Her bank account was now almost empty, but the debts to those who could least afford to wait for their money had been settled.

After some hard decision-making, Amy devised a plan that would put their finances back on course within a few years and without any real hardship. Now, she faced the challenge of persuading her family to accept the proposal. She called everyone to a meeting the following afternoon. The sooner they made the changes, the sooner the situation would improve.

Marion was the first to arrive. As the only one of the sisters to have married, she assumed a superior status over both Eleanor and Amy, despite being the youngest of the three. Her husband, Charles Morton, was from an old New York family, whose descendants could be traced back to the earliest European settlers. The fact that they’d come over on the Mayflower was the thing that gave them precedence in their self-aggrandised social circle.

As a wedding present, Charles’s parents had given them a brownstone across the street. Living in such close proximity meant Marion was never far from her father and her sisters. Some days, she called in so often, it was as if she’d never left home at all, leading Amy to conclude that her marriage had been nothing to do with love, and everything to do with achieving a higher status among the New York social elite.

She bundled into the parlour, a tornado of ostrich feathers and lace, her four-year-old son already ahead of her, running around the furniture and making whooping sounds at the top of his voice.

‘I’ve brought Charles Junior with me. When he knew I was visiting his aunt Amy, he insisted on coming along.’

No sooner had Marion spoken, Charles Junior ran up to Amy and threw his arms around her legs, hugging her with all his might. Amy placed her hand gently on the top of his head to steady herself as he knocked her off-balance. For all she adored him, his boundless energy would test the patience of a saint.

‘It’s going to be a grown-up talk. It’ll be rather dull for him, I’m afraid.’

Already Marion had begun picking at the plate of bread and cold chicken Amy had laid out. ‘You’re the only one who can do anything with him. It makes me nauseous just seeing him run around. He’ll sit down and be a good boy for you.’

If only it were true, Amy would have a much better time of it in Charles Junior’s company. She smiled as he made a grab for the slice of blueberry tart she’d put aside for him on his special plate, having guessed Marion would bring him along.

‘Would you like to look at a picture book while I talk to your mama?’

Eleanor entered just in time to hear Amy’s offer. She rolled her eyes in disgust. ‘Don’t give the boy a book, Amy. It’s too weird. You don’t want him to turn out like you.’

She was wearing a china blue silk dress, edged with cream chiffon. Amy recognised it as one of the new dresses that had recently arrived in the trunk from Paris. Tea with the family was hardly the occasion for such an exquisite outfit. It was Eleanor’s way of showing that Amy’s request for her to return the dresses had been ignored.

Since her marriage, Marion had followed the old New York society tradition of dressing in muted tones. She ran her eyes over Eleanor’s hourglass figure and her coveted sixteen-inch waist, which had been created at yet another great expense by the purchase of a new whalebone corset.

‘Goodness, don’t you look fine. Anyone would think you were still trying to catch a husband.’

It was ten years since Eleanor had been disappointed in love. She’d been all set to marry a wealthy distant cousin. There was never an official engagement, but she’d been led to believe there was an understanding between them. She’d already made plans for her wedding dress, and decided on the flowers she’d carry down the aisle, when one day, he stopped calling.

The next time she saw him he was at the opera, sitting in the orchestra stalls with the daughter of a newly rich industrialist who’d made his fortune manufacturing refrigerated carriages to transport fresh foods on the railroads. They were married before the season was out.

It was some years before Eleanor could bring herself to eat lobster or clams again, knowing how the seafood made its way to New York. She managed the public humiliation by cultivating an image of heartless elegance, turning her undeniable beauty as ice cold as the refrigerated carriages that had thwarted her dreams of marriage.

Growing a protective shell over her disappointed heart, much like the seafood she could no longer face, also had the effect of giving her a reputation for being untouchable, and it was this that had prevented her from finding another suitor. Now at the age of twenty-nine, she had long passed the age when any man would consider her as a wife, just as at twenty-seven, Amy had suffered the same fate. It was a cruel fact of their society that women had no value or status beyond their youth and eligibility for marriage, both of which were fleeting and harshly judged.

Knowing what it was like to suffer a broken heart, Amy had tried to infiltrate Eleanor’s protective shell in the years since her disappointment, attempting to become a friend as well as a sister, but despite her well-meaning efforts, the shell remained impenetrable. Her humiliation was too great, her pride too wounded to admit how deeply hurt she felt at being rejected by the man she’d set out to marry.

Eleanor’s reply to Marion’s comment was stalled by the arrival of their father and Mrs Rawle, who rushed over to Amy and put her arms around her, just as her mother would, if only she’d been there.

‘My dear, is everything all right? You’re looking terribly pale.’ She pulled back from the embrace, frowning at Amy’s simple muslin house dress. ‘I’d worry less about you if you gained a little weight.’

As a widow, Mrs Rawle was answerable to no one, and wealthy enough to please herself. Intelligent and astute, she prided herself on being well-read and boasted opinions on many subjects. Although Amy relied on her good sense, many people considered her formidable. Despite the expansion of her figure in recent years, she still dressed in the latest fashions, and took pride in being seen in all the right places. She also missed nothing that went on in their closed New York society.

After the death of Amy’s mother, she took Amy under her wing, offering advice and affection the way no one else in her family ever did. Over the years, Amy had grown into the habit of never making a decision without first asking her opinion. For all she was surrounded by her family, Mrs Rawle was the only one who was ever on her side. Now, Amy had invited her to the gathering, hoping she’d support her suggestions and defend her against the wrath of her father and Eleanor. What she had to say wasn’t going to please them at all.

‘Thank you for coming. We’re very informal this afternoon. Help yourself to the food.’

Before Amy could say anything else, the door flew open and Mrs Canby entered, the housemaid trailing behind her in a fluster, miming her apology for the intrusion she’d had no power to prevent.

‘I’m not late, am I? I came as soon as I received Eleanor’s note. Well, not immediately, because I had to change out of my sage silk into this marvellous satin. It’s quite autumnal, don’t you think? And so very now.’

She ran her hands over her skirt, drawing attention to the oak leaf pattern woven into the delicate fabric in tones of yellow, russet and brown. She’d been widowed for less than a year, and had been quick to cast off her mourning clothes, claiming they were too dowdy for a woman of thirty-five to be expected to wear. Given the forthrightness of her character, nobody had been surprised by her assertion, or dared to question it to her face, although it didn’t stop the subject being raised in whispers whenever her back was turned.

Amy had never understood why Eleanor valued Mrs Canby so much as a friend when their temperaments and interests beyond fashion were so wildly different. She could only suppose it was the energy Mrs Canby created that appealed to Eleanor who was generally so languid.

Once Eleanor had finished fawning over the oak leaf pattern, Amy took her aside. ‘Why did you invite Mrs Canby? This was meant to be a family gathering.’

‘Mrs Rawle isn’t family, and yet you invited her. It’s only fair I have someone on my side too. You can’t expect to have all your own way in whatever it is you’re about to inflict on us.’

It was impossible to argue with Eleanor’s point on principle, even though it wasn’t strictly correct. As godmother to all three sisters, Mrs Rawle had always been considered part of the family, whereas Mrs Canby was a relatively new friend of Eleanor’s, and as far as Amy was concerned, an unsteadying influence.

Eleanor’s defence of her friendship with Mrs Canby, which amounted to no more than the fact that she came from old New York aristocracy, was indisputable, her descendants, like so many others, having come over on the Mayflower. The Frost family had gone on to make its fortune in banking, and her father was now a senator in the United States Congress.

Since becoming a widow, Mrs Canby’s disreputable behaviour had led to her being ostracised by her family and that of her late husband, both of which had cut her off from any inheritance or allowance. She was now reduced to living with her maternal aunt, who had also been good enough to provide Mrs Canby’s two young daughters with a home, as well as giving Mrs Canby a small allowance on which to live, the amount designed to keep her in basic necessities, without leaving her the means to get into trouble.

Despite the reality of her financial situation, Mrs Canby succeeded in presenting herself as a wealthy woman, and no one who didn’t know her would think anything different. At the root of her pretence lay her unshakeable belief that her aunt would one day make her the sole beneficiary of her vast fortune.

Amy kept her voice low, not wishing to cause a scene. ‘Can we trust Mrs Canby to be discreet about our situation?’

Eleanor shrugged. ‘I don’t see why not. It’s not as if our predicament is any worse than hers.’

Resigned to the fact that Mrs Canby wouldn’t be budged, Amy presented her proposal to the gathering.

‘To put it simply, we have to reduce our spending, so we can start to pay off your debts. If we’re sensible, and are prepared to make sacrifices, we can clear what’s owed within a few years.’

Everyone in the room, apart from Charles Junior, who had recently learned to whistle and was determined to demonstrate his newly acquired skill, remained silent as they took in Amy’s words.

Eleanor curled her lip. ‘Sacrifices. What does that mean, exactly?’

‘Sacrifices is perhaps the wrong way of putting it,’ said Amy, already regretting the word. ‘Think of my proposals more as changes, temporary ones.’

‘Years, you said.’ Mr Eaton wagged his finger at Charles Junior to silence his whistling. ‘That doesn’t sound temporary.’

‘It will be temporary in the sense that it won’t be permanent,’ said Amy.

‘At least you’ll be able to see an end to your penury,’ threw in Mrs Canby, ‘which is more than can be said for me.’

Eleanor and Marion began complaining in the background, drowning out Amy’s attempt to explain things in more detail, until Mrs Rawle clapped her hands to silence them.

‘You should listen to what Amy has to say before you criticise. She always speaks sense.’

Once the room had quietened, Amy handed her father two sheets of closely written notepaper. ‘I’ve drawn up a list of unnecessary expenses we can rid ourselves of straight away.’

Mr Eaton bawled as he read the items. ‘Sell the carriage and horses. That’s impossible. Give up gambling and cigars, but I hardly ever …’ He faltered, his eyes focusing on the carpet. There were things on the list he’d taken for granted all his life, things he couldn’t possibly do without.

Eleanor was next to read the list. ‘Stop playing bridge.’ She shot a pleading look at her father, who instantly interjected on her behalf.

‘Steady on, Amy. Society expects a young woman to play bridge.’

‘Only if she can afford to lose the vast sums of money she’s been gambling.’

‘Avoid buying fashion items for the next half dozen seasons.’ Eleanor tore the list in two and tossed the pages to the floor, glancing at Mrs Canby for support. ‘I refuse to look dowdy in society. I’ve already made that clear. I have nothing more to say on the subject.’

‘Don’t look to me for help,’ said Marion, picking up the torn pages before Charles Junior could put them in his mouth and start chewing on them. ‘I can’t ask Charles for anything. His father controls the family capital. We live off his allowance, and will continue to do so until he inherits the estate. Considering the robust health of his father, that could be years away.

‘And then there’s Lucy and Hester,’ she continued. ‘They’re staying with us while Charles’s mother and father are travelling in Europe. They’re likely to be away for the best part of a year, which means we’ve got their expenses on top of everything else. It’s not cheap, having two girls out in society at the same time. I only hope they find suitable husbands soon.’

At twenty-one, Hester was already attached to Conrad Harris, a promising young architect. The fact that he was of the professional class and without a good name or fortune, meant her parents didn’t approve of him and neither did Marion or Charles. For this reason, they liked to pretend he didn’t exist. Amy wished she could do something to help their plight, but the Morton family refused to allow Hester to enter into an engagement with anyone who didn’t match their wealth and social standing. It was a situation Amy understood only too well, having faced the same disappointment herself some years ago, and it broke her heart to see it happening again.

She wrung her hands, waiting until the general grumbling had died down before she raised her final point. It was something she’d considered long and hard.

‘If you don’t want to give up your carriage and horses, Father, and you don’t want to give up your new dresses, Eleanor, there is another way of reducing expenses.’

Eleanor looked at her with suspicion, but Mr Eaton’s face instantly brightened. ‘What is it, Amy? What miracle have you come up with to save us?’

‘Rich husbands for you both,’ barked Mrs Canby. ‘Perhaps you can find one for me as well, while you’re about it.’

‘Not a miracle, a compromise,’ replied Amy, ignoring Mrs Canby’s unhelpful comment. ‘We could let this house for a few years. It’ll save us the cost of running it and bring in extra income. I’ll pay for us to rent somewhere smaller, somewhere away from New York, where you can still keep up a decent standard of living but without so much expense.’

Mr Eaton’s face fell. ‘You want us to give up this house?’

‘Only for a few years. Once your debts are cleared, you can return. Many old New York families are resorting to similar measures. No one need know it’s due to our financial difficulties. We can say we’re doing it by choice, that we’d like a change.’

All this time, Eleanor had remained quiet. Amy placed a gentle hand on her arm. ‘What do you think of the idea?’

Eleanor shrank from her touch. ‘You’ve obviously got it all worked out. Where are you planning on sending us?’

‘Not far away. Newport, Rhode Island. Many of the good families we know spend their summers there. You won’t be completely giving up society.’

‘But you hate it there,’ said Eleanor. ‘You complain whenever we propose a trip.’

Following their mother’s death, Amy had spent the summer at Mrs Rawle’s villa in Newport. Mrs Rawle thought the change would do her good, when all it did was heighten her sense of loss and disorientation, confirming that without her mother, she didn’t belong anywhere or to anyone. For all the sunshine and the sea air, the beautiful landscape and the sunsets, she would forever associate it with the early days of her grief, with foggy mornings and the mournful cry of seabirds.

‘I know how much you and Father like the town. It’s the next best thing I can offer you to New York. That’s why I’m suggesting it.’ Now wasn’t the time for Amy to consider her own feelings. She had to do what was right to rescue the family finances.

‘It’s a splendid idea,’ added Mrs Rawle. ‘As you know, I spend part of every year there myself. We shall see each other often.’

Mr Eaton reached for the torn pages of the list and considered it again. ‘We can still keep up our standard of living if we leave New York, you say? Nobody will know of our difficulty?’

‘No one will see any difference. As long as you moderate your spending and stop gambling. I’ll cover your basic living expenses. We won’t be able to entertain the way we’re used to doing, and we’ll have to make do with one maid. I’ll make it a condition that whoever rents this house also takes on the responsibility of our staff.’ Amy turned to Eleanor, who was forcing another slice of blueberry tart on Charles Junior to distract him from running around the room. ‘What do you say, Eleanor? Do you agree to the terms?’

‘It depends on whether you’re able to let this place first, doesn’t it?’

‘Can I take that answer as a yes?’

Eleanor gave a grudging nod. ‘I suppose Newport isn’t so very bad, and at least I won’t have to cancel my next order with Worth.’

There were no thanks, and Amy had never expected any. No one in the family ever considered her with fondness, in spite of everything she did for them. She was just Amy, the slightly strange middle sister, whom none of them understood nor loved, the outsider, even as she lived in the heart of the family and tried every day to please them.

With everything settled, Marion took Charles Junior home to wash the squashed blueberries off his knickerbockers before he spread them on the sofa. Eleanor and Mrs Canby went to take the air in Central Park and discuss between themselves everything that had passed, while Mr Eaton drifted off to his study, his head full of his own concerns. This left Amy to sit with Mrs Rawle, who was quick to congratulate her as soon as they were alone.

‘Well done, my dear. Your family doesn’t deserve you.’

‘Thank you for supporting my plan. I don’t think they’d have agreed to it if you hadn’t spoken up for me.’

Despite Amy’s words, there was no victory in what she’d achieved, only a determination to bring financial stability back into their lives. Eleanor had no prospect of marriage, and with no way of making her own living, she would depend on the family income for the rest of her life. If nothing else, Amy had to ensure their long-term financial security for this purpose alone.

‘The next challenge is to find a suitable tenant for the house. Someone prepared to put up with its old-fashioned character. Father won’t want any changes. This house is his history, his life. I’ll send a note to his lawyer. He might be able to help us find the right person.’

Mrs Rawle gave her a fond look. ‘Aren’t you glad I persuaded you all those years ago to concentrate on your ambition to become an authoress instead of marrying that young man, who didn’t have a cent to his name? If you hadn’t let me guide you, you’d have been too busy fulfilling your duties as a wife and mother to write those lovely novels that many of us are so proud of.’

Amy’s delight in her achievement had always been tinged with the heartbreak of what it had cost her. Whenever she doubted her choices in life, it was Mrs Rawle she turned to for reassurance.

‘Think how your success and fame as an authoress has enabled you to help your family. The financial rewards you’ve gained are a credit to your talent and your years of hard work.’

Perhaps Amy wouldn’t have written any of those novels if she hadn’t been persuaded to break off her engagement all those years ago. She was admired by readers all across America, but the general adoration had come at the cost of a particular love. She stared at the cold cuts of chicken forgotten on the plate, the tender flesh drying out in the overheated room. There was no comfort in dwelling on what was lost when it could never be regained.

If Amy was to help her family, she had to focus on writing a new novel, one that would sell even more copies than her previous books. With her savings all gone, she needed to start making money if she was to pay off their outstanding debts and cover their living expenses in Newport. She was fortunate to have achieved recognition in a world dominated by the male intellect. She had a voice and would continue to use it for good. Her father and Eleanor were relying on her. This was not the time to consider what alternative life she might have had if she’d ignored Mrs Rawle’s advice and followed her heart. It was time to set to work.




Chapter 4

Rather than seeing the relocation to Newport as giving something up, Eleanor and Mr Eaton decided to view it as gaining a second home. It was nobody’s business why they’d chosen to let their New York house, and with the Eatons being such an old and respected family, nobody would presume to ask the question, and if they speculated on it in private, it was never raised in public.

Marion was horrified that her father and Eleanor would be moving to Newport just as the summer season was ending, and claimed never to be seen dead there when all the fashionable people were returning to New York.

When it came to it, she also refused to be parted from Amy, who was such a great help to her in looking after Charles Junior. Even though she never alluded to it, Amy sensed Marion’s frustration at trying to manage the house with little support from her husband and with Charles Junior in constant need of attention.

Marion professed to be desperate to engage a new nursery maid, but it was proving impossible to find just the right girl. Hiring new staff was such an expensive business these days and if Amy was there to keep an eye on the boy, there’d be no hurry to find a replacement.

And so it was decided that, for the time being, Amy would move across the street and stay with Marion, Charles and Charles Junior, rather than relocating to Newport with Eleanor and her father, where she’d be no use to anyone. As Charles’s sisters, Lucy and Hester, were also visiting, it proved to be a full house.

While Mr Eaton’s lawyer set about the task of finding suitable tenants, Amy went to see Mr Farrand, the editor of Scribe, one of America’s leading literary magazines, who had published one of her previous novels in serialised parts to great success. He didn’t think twice about publishing her next work, agreeing to accept it in monthly instalments, beginning immediately, with payment upfront.

He was so in awe of Amy’s reputation that he accepted her proposal without obliging her to admit that although she was determined to write a novel, and quickly, to help the family’s financial situation, she hadn’t the slightest idea what it would be about.

After she left the magazine office, Amy paused in the street to savour her victory, gripping the cheque for the first instalment, which she would use to pay the first month’s rent on the house in Newport. Having the money in her hand was all that mattered. It was too soon to worry that she’d promised to deliver the first chapters of the unwritten novel within the next few days.

The rattle of the carriage wheels on the busy street was almost deafening after the relative quiet of Mr Farrand’s office, the dust from the road, thrown up by the horses’ hooves, gritty in the air. The sun had finally come out, adding a bright sheen to the sultry heat of the afternoon, and the women of the leisured classes were out to be seen, parading in their open-topped carriages with their lap dogs and their lovers, displaying their finest silk and muslin dresses, their fringed parasols propped against their shoulders at unruly angles.

Despite the heat and the noise, Amy decided to walk home. It was only a few blocks and the exercise would help her mind to focus on an idea for the new novel. Activity inspired her imagination much more than sitting alone in her room staring at a blank page.

It would be a love story; she’d decided that much, but that was all she knew. The prospect of having to come up with a compelling plot so quickly was terrifying. She looked left and right, checking it was clear before preparing to step out into the road, her mind already mulling over the possibilities of a setting, and the kind of challenges her hero and heroine should be made to endure. There could be no satisfying ending to a love story without first testing the lovers with cross-purposes and misunderstandings.

And that was when she saw him. At first, she thought her eyes had deceived her. It wouldn’t be the first time it had happened. For months, years after he’d gone, she’d imagined seeing him repeatedly, not only in her dreams, which were vivid and startling, and real enough to touch, but on the street too as she went about her daily business, or as she sat staring out of the window, when even the power of a good novel couldn’t hold her interest or alleviate her mind from the constant remembering, the regretting.

All those times she’d been mistaken. It had only been her wishful thinking that had conjured him. Now, those wishes were long passed, and yet there he was, on the other side of the street. Frank Wareham.

She barely caught a glimpse of his face, which was shadowed by the brim of his hat, but his gait was unmistakable, his bearing the same as before, the way he angled his shoulders as he crossed the road, politely stepping aside to allow an elderly woman to pass. Her breath caught in her throat as she realised his intention. He must have spotted her before she’d spotted him and he was heading straight towards her.

Before she could fully realise his presence, a presence she’d longed for every day for almost the past eight years, he was standing in front of her. She blinked once, twice to dispel the image of him, of his grey suit, tailored to every familiar contour of his body. Still, she refused to believe it. It had to be her imagination, summoning a vision of the romantic hero she needed for her new novel.

‘Miss Eaton.’

The sound of his voice broke the
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