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  Chapter one

“Another wedding,” Eric muttered under his breath, a wave of melancholy washing over him, “and of course, it’s not mine.” 
The chapel was quaint and unassuming, yet its beauty lay in its elegant simplicity. Morning sunlight streamed through the tall, stained-glass windows, casting vibrant hues of red, blue, and gold across the timeworn wooden pews and the whitewashed walls. Beeswax candles, nestled in ornate brass sconces, flickered gently, imparting a warm, sacred glow to the room. The air carried a medley of scents—aged wood, the smoky sweetness of incense, and the hint of fresh blooms.
Eric sat in the second row, his leather gloves meticulously folded in his lap. The crisp, starched collar of his dress shirt brushed against his chin each time he turned his head to observe the gathering.
The altar was a vision of purity, adorned with an array of white lilies and pale roses, meticulously arranged beneath the imposing crucifix. A fine lace cloth elegantly cascaded over the small communion rail, where the priest, clad in pristine white vestments, murmured a quiet prayer, lips moving in silent supplication. Beside him, the organist—a dignified elderly woman with silver hair elegantly arranged beneath a lace veil—sat poised, her fingers lightly touching the keys, prepared to fill the chapel with the first notes of the ceremony.
To his left, the pews gradually filled with a vibrant array of guests clad in their finest Sunday attire. People removed their hats, tucked their gloves neatly beside them, and gentle murmurs floated through the air out of respect for the occasion. Miles Cooper stood just beyond the polished wooden rail, hands clasped tightly behind his back. His broad shoulders set, yet there was a visible tension in his posture, as if he were holding his breath, bracing for something unseen.
Eric turned his head slightly, casting a glance toward the back of the small, sunlit chapel. The heavy oak doors remained firmly shut, offering no sign of movement.
Albertina hadn’t arrived yet.
Despite the lack of formal announcements or adherence to society’s usual protocols, and even though Albertina had only told him four days ago that she would marry him, the chapel was brimming with people. Guests filled every seat, and the aisles and sides of the chapel were now crowded, just like when people heard about Elliot Shepherd’s wedding. Curiosity, it appeared, once again outpaced the expected decorum.
A voice behind Eric pierced his thoughts. “The chapel is far too small for this many people. Why didn’t they use the main church? You’d think a wealthy family like the Coopers would have planned something more impressive than this cramped little affair.”
Eric clenched his jaw but remained silent. The regret of bringing her settled heavily in his chest.
Laura shifted uncomfortably on the narrow wooden pew, her back protesting against the unyielding surface. “These pews are like sitting on slabs of stone,” she muttered, her voice tinged with frustration. Her litany of grievances flowed like a steady stream beside Eric, who barely registered her words, his thoughts elsewhere.
His gaze settled on Clara—unmoving, unshakable.
Clara moved with deliberate grace along the side aisle, her steps careful yet unsure as she set up the camera on its tripod. The leather satchel at her hip sagged with the weight of glass plates, each one a fragile piece of her craft, reminding her of the job she needed to do. Despite the bustling activity around her, she maintained a calm exterior, though a shadow of doubt flickered across her features. Eric watched as she squinted through the viewfinder, her brow furrowing in concentration before she gave a small, resolute nod, as if steeling herself against her own uncertainties. 
She carried herself with a professional air, yet the internal struggle was evident in her tense shoulders and the hesitance in her gestures. He wondered what thoughts spun through her mind.
Then he noticed a figure leaning toward Miles, whispering something. Miles straightened at once, squared his shoulders, and smiled. 
The organ’s notes swelled and echoed through the high arches of the church as the carved wooden doors slowly swung open. Albertina appeared, her presence luminous beneath a delicate veil of Brussels lace that caught the light like a shimmering halo. Her ivory gown cascaded behind her, a flowing river of fabric that seemed to glide over the polished floor like a gentle mist. Eric, sitting among the guests, couldn’t suppress the smile that spread across his face.
At the altar, Miles stood steadfast, his eyes locked onto Albertina with unwavering attention. His face revealed a tapestry of emotions—hope, admiration, and a tender longing so palpable that Eric felt a pang of emotion constrict his chest.
“Good heavens,” whispered the woman seated next to him, leaning closer with a conspiratorial air. Her voice dripped with a blend of curiosity and criticism. “That gown looks like something from a bygone era, like something my grandmother might have worn. Doesn’t it make her appear rather heavy around the waist?”
Eric remained silent, his lips sealed against the woman’s idle chatter.
To him, the bride was a vision of grace and elegance. He could see it, and more importantly, Miles could see it, his heart undoubtedly swelling with the truth that Albertina was breathtaking.
Eric and Miles had known each other since the day Eric stepped off the train in Philadelphia, eyes bright with determination to establish his own shipping business. They struck up an easy friendship almost instantly, drawn together by their quick humor, shared ambition, and a mutual disregard for the stifling conventions of high society. Over the years, their camaraderie took them through the smoky haze of exclusive clubs, around the green felt of card tables, and across oceans to vibrant cities, from London’s foggy streets to the bustling avenues of New York. Summers often found them lounging in the sun-drenched elegance of Saratoga Springs or the opulent charm of Newport, and on a spontaneous whim, they had even found themselves under the tropical stars of Cuba, savoring cigars and rum.
And yet . . .
Now, Miles stood at the altar, his usually composed demeanor unraveling as he gazed at the woman who had captured his heart not with promises of convenience or wealth, but with the pure, unexpected force of love.
Elliot had done the same recently. Though Eric considered Elliot a friend, he had always been quieter, with a steady presence that was comforting but never demanded attention. Unlike Eric and Miles, Elliot wasn’t one for late-night gambling or spontaneous trips, yet the friendship they shared was genuine, marked by thoughtful conversations and a mutual respect that ran deep.
“She’s far too tall,” the woman beside him sniffed disdainfully, pulling him away from his wandering thoughts. “All limbs and angles. There’s no softness. I truly don’t understand what he sees in her.”
Eric clenched his jaw, feeling his tongue press hard against the inside of his cheek as he fought back the urge to retort. Laura, standing beside him in her form-fitting dress that stressed her petite frame, often complained about her own height, or lack thereof, lamenting how it made her appear stouter than she was. It seemed she possessed a remarkable knack for tearing down others to soothe her own insecurities.
As he watched Laura, her lips curling into a mocking smirk, a wave of clarity washed over him. He realized he didn’t like her. Not just in this fleeting moment, but perhaps he never had. A thought echoed in his mind: Why on earth am I still keeping company with this woman? Her vanity is glaring, her words often cutting, and her shallow nature is impossible to ignore.
He looked once more at Miles, whose hand extended toward his bride with an overwhelming sense of reverence and awe. What must it be like to love someone with such ferocity? To feel your entire universe quake with the mere sight of her approaching, every step she takes igniting a tectonic shift in your very existence?
Eric’s eyes drifted over the crowd gathered in the sunlit chapel as the couple exchanged vows, but they kept returning to Clara. She moved with elegance and purpose between the rows of wooden pews, her camera slung around her neck, capturing each moment with precision. Her fingers deftly adjusted the dials on her light meter, and she bent slightly to reposition her sturdy tripod, ensuring everything was just right. Clara had already photographed Elliot’s new family, her camera clicking quietly amidst the laughter and tears, and she had been the photographer at the wedding just a few weeks earlier. 
Eric remembered approaching her then, but whenever he was near, she always seemed immersed in her work. Memories of her past work flashed through his mind—her poignant photographs of children at the orphanage, their innocent faces beautifully displayed at the charity ball, leaving a lasting impression. Clara was captivating, with shoulder-length curls the color of spun gold tucked beneath a sensible straw hat. Her posture was confident, her frame sturdy, exuding the assurance of someone accustomed to managing herself with ease.
Laura shattered the moment’s magic. “Oh, the thought of the reception dragging on. I have an appointment with my masseuse this afternoon, and I refuse to miss it.”
The congregation rose as the couple sealed their vows with a kiss and began their procession down the aisle, greeted by the soft rustle of lace and murmurs of joy. Outside, a short carriage ride would whisk them away to the Hotel Lafayette, where the reception loomed.
Eric stood, his gaze fixed on the photographer as she darted after the bride and groom, contorting for one last wedding shot before the reception chaos ensued.
“I feel a pounding headache coming on,” Laura sighed dramatically, clutching his arm with a vice-like grip. “Let’s not go to the reception. Take me home instead?” She fixed him with a pleading gaze, one she assumed was impossible to resist.
Eric nodded, more out of ingrained habit than true agreement. He’d been through this charade countless times: Laura’s desperate grasp for attention when it threatened to slip away. But today, he realized, he needed to get rid of her. He looked over towards where Clara was gathering her equipment as the guests were leaving the church. There was something else he wanted more than any pretentious woman with an agenda to marry him because he was rich.
He escorted her home in silence, the rhythmic clatter of the carriage wheels echoing the emptiness between them. His thoughts moved instantly to Clara—how he might approach her without startling her, how he might earn even a few minutes of her attention. 
He didn’t expect miracles. A drink, a brief conversation, or even the simple promise of a future moment together would feel like a gift. One genuine smile from Clara, he realized, was worth more than a dozen afternoons spent with a woman like Laura.
The carriage rolled to a stop before her grand, ivy-covered house. Eric stepped out, the gravel crunching beneath his boots, and opened her door with a practiced grace. He extended a hand, helping her descend, her silk dress rustling softly as it brushed against the seat. Then, he climbed back into the carriage without hesitation.
“Aren’t you coming in?” She asked, her voice playful, as she adjusted the buttons on her gloves.
Eric remained planted firmly in his seat, his hands tightening on the reins with quiet resolve. “No. I’m going back to the reception. And I don’t think we should keep company anymore, Laura. I think we want different things in life.” He hesitated only a moment, not wanting to be cruel but knowing he needed to be honest. “And truthfully, I don’t even like you.”
Laura blinked, her surprise clear in the slight parting of her lips.
As he maneuvered the carriage in reverse, the horses obediently responding to his subtle commands, he caught a last glimpse of her. She stood in the front garden; her figure was outlined against the afternoon sun, hands defiantly planted on her hips, her lips pressed into a thin line as indignation surged through her like an unstoppable tide.
He didn’t care.

      ***Eric headed back toward the reception, relieved to be free of the deadweight he’d been dragging around all day. Good riddance. That woman, good God, what was I thinking?
It was always the same: a pretty face, a practiced laugh, and beneath it all, a glint of calculation. She hadn’t wanted him, not really. She wanted the name, the money, the connections. He could feel it in the way she touched him, like he was a ticket, not a man. Everything about her presence had grated on him, from her constant preening to the way she scowled when someone else got more attention.
She had pursued him, of course. They always did. Perhaps it was habit, boredom, or loneliness. He didn’t know why, but he’d go along with it. But now, the dull ache of disappointment settled in his chest like it always did.
He was tired of the game. Of being tolerated by women who saw him as a stepping stone. What he needed now was something honest. No, what he needed was a drink. 
He stepped into the reception hall at the hotel, pausing just inside the doorway. The space was glowing, lamplight strung in soft arcs across the ceiling, the sound of laughter and music spilling into the air like champagne. Candlelit tables glittered with crystal and silver. The band had just begun a lilting waltz, and couples were already making their way to the dance floor. Everything looked beautiful, effortless.
He scanned the room. He tried not to look for her, or so he told himself, but deep down, he knew exactly who he was looking for. Clara.
Since he met her at the charity event, Eric hadn’t stopped thinking about her either. He didn’t know what he wanted, not exactly. A conversation, a spark, a chance to get to know her, just enough to quiet the unrest inside him. Maybe even enough to, well, to ask if he could court her.
Or marry her. He snorted quietly. Slow down, boy. She’s hardly said ten words to you.
And yet, there she was. She moved with quiet purpose across the edge of the room, her camera in hand, catching moments as they happened. Miles spinning Albertina. Harold and Virginia Cooper laughing mid-dip. Albertina’s parents charming the elite of Philadelphia. Clara didn’t seem to notice anyone watching her. She concentrated intently on her work.
She probably wouldn’t get a dance tonight. Not because no one wanted to ask, but because she was too busy capturing everyone else’s memories. Just like at the charity gala, Robert’s wedding, Elliot’s wedding, and now Miles’ wedding. He’d wanted to ask her then, but she’d been so consumed with angles and light and settings, always the observer, never part of the story.
Well, one thing’s certain. On our wedding day, I’m not letting her take all the pictures. The thought made him smile.
Then he shook his head at himself and muttered, “Maybe if I have a few drinks, I could stop thinking about her.” But he doubted it.






  
  Chapter two

Eric sat at the edge of the portable bar the hotel had set up for the reception, nursing a glass of whiskey, but his eyes weren’t on the glass. They were still on her. 
Clara had set up her camera just across the room from where he was sitting, perfectly positioned to capture the laughter and movement of the dance floor. She moved gracefully, adjusting lenses, kneeling to get a better angle, always alert and attentive to her surroundings. It wasn’t long before families started approaching her: mothers with their children, couples, even groups of laughing teenagers. They asked for portraits, and she never said no.
She is always smiling and always kind. 
But Eric could see it: the weariness in her shoulders, the way she blinked more slowly between photos. She was tired, but still she gave everyone her best.
He wished there was something he could do.
And then it hit him. Maybe there was.
He leaned toward the bartender. “Can you make something non-alcoholic? Cold. Refreshing. Something with fruit.” 
The bartender raised an eyebrow but nodded. “I’ve got just the thing.”
When the drink arrived, it was a tall glass of citrus and mint over crushed ice. Eric suddenly realized what delivering it would require. He would have to bring it to her.
He downed the rest of his whiskey and exhaled slowly. “All right, you run a shipping company, were a naval officer, and even escorted ammunition through enemy waters and delivered intelligence under fire.”
He picked up the glass and stared at it as if it might explode.
“Surely you can hand a drink to a woman.”
Squaring his shoulders, he stood and began walking toward her, each step a little steadier than the last. He crossed the room, careful not to spill the drink, weaving through guests and flower arrangements until he reached her.
Clara was adjusting her tripod, her brow lightly furrowed in concentration. She looked up just as he stopped in front of her.
“For you,” Eric said simply, offering the glass.
She blinked, surprised. “Oh, I . . . thank you.” She took it, her fingers brushing his. “Is this for me?”
He nodded. “You’ve been working nonstop. I thought maybe you could use something cold.”
Clara looked at the drink, then back at him, the faintest flush rising to her cheeks. “That’s really thoughtful of you. Honestly, I didn’t think anyone even noticed.”
“I did.”
She didn’t speak right away. Instead, her shoulders relaxed, and when she finally looked at him, the gratitude was unmistakable. She raised the glass. “You may have just saved my evening.”
But before Eric could reply, a young couple approached, asking for a portrait. Then a mother with her daughter. Clara gave him one last warm and apologetic smile before turning back to her work.
And just like that, she was gone again.
He stood there for a moment, the space between them already widening as more guests lined up for their turn.
He sighed and stepped back.
Still lost to everyone else. Still not mine to keep.
Eric shrugged and made his way back to the bar, hands in his pockets, but a smile still lingered on his lips. At least now she knows I am paying attention.  
Ellis Feverson wandered over and plopped down beside him, acting as though someone had invited him. Eric didn’t mind; after all, he and Ellis were long-time friends.
“Good God, Eric, can you believe it’s another wedding? Robert, Elliott, and now Miles, of all people. I never thought Miles would tie the knot, not before me anyway.”
“I wasn’t aware you were even considering marriage, given how you are with women.”
“Hey, that’s not fair. Just because I enjoy women’s company doesn’t mean I don’t want to settle down someday. I mean, I don’t know. I like women. I like the way they feel, kissing them, making love to them. I enjoy doing many things with them.”
“Alright, Ellis, I don’t need the details.”
“It’s just tough, Eric. I’d love to have a wife, but I’ll tell you this: I can’t imagine marrying any of the women I’ve known over the years, not a single one.”
“Why is that?” Eric asked, though his attention was elsewhere, still fixated on Clara. Ellis, having drunk enough, didn’t notice Eric’s distraction and rambled on, lost in his thoughts, while Eric’s eyes remained on Clara.
“Well, to be honest with you, Eric—and this stays between us, because I trust you as a good friend—I don’t think any of them genuinely like me.”
“Why would you think none of the women liked you?” 
“Well, it’s complicated. I just have this feeling they weren’t really into me. You know, I’m wealthy and handsome, so maybe they were just looking for a fling with someone who has money and looks, or maybe they had other motives, like hoping to get pregnant. I can’t put my finger on it, but I can’t shake the thought that none of them truly liked me.”
“Was there one you thought you liked?”
Ellis paused, swirling his drink thoughtfully. “No, not really. I always enjoyed their company, but I guess I didn’t really like them either.”
“They must’ve liked you if they let you seduce them.”
“Now Eric, that’s a slippery slope. I push no one to do anything they don’t want. It’s all mutual, you know? And I’ll have you know, I’ve never been with an inexperienced woman. If I ever met someone like that, I’d be the perfect gentleman. I wouldn’t cross that line.”
Eric tried to hide his grin, but ended up snorting into his whiskey, all the while keeping an eye on Clara.
“It’s all kind of strange, if you ask me,” Ellis started with a hint of disbelief. “First,  Robert finds that stunning redhead. I mean, Robert, he’s, well, you know, Robert. He’s brilliant, yes, no one’s more brilliant, but he’s still kind of odd. A great guy, but different from most people. I can’t quite wrap my head around it. Maybe that’s what the redhead saw in him. I never imagined he’d get married, especially since he avoided women like they were a plague. I never got it. I asked him once, and he just said, ‘Mind your own business, Ellis,’ so I let it go.”
Eric grinned, the image of the conversation vivid in his mind, yet a part of him wondered if he’d ever truly understood Robert.
“And then there’s Elliot,” Ellis continued, shaking his head slightly. “Elliot the hermit, the man destined to be another solitary Greek scientist, alone with his inventions for life. But he finds this beautiful woman with an amazing boy who’s a miniature Elliot Shepherd. At a park, of all places, during puppet shows. Elliott Shepherd falling in love—I mean, who could have predicted that? And now, Miles. Out of nowhere, this woman shows up for Elliot’s wedding from the Midwest, and a month later, he’s married and genuinely in love. We know Miles, and Miles of all people, who swore never to marry, never to fall in love. Yet here he is, head over heels. I don’t know. What do you think?”
“I hear you,” Eric murmured as he turned the glass in his hand. His eyes lingered on Clara, taking her photographs and portraits. 
Ellis continued, rocking the ice in his glass and watching the liquid slosh against the sides. “Everybody wants love, even rogues like me.” He leaned in closer, lowering his voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “Don’t tell anybody I said that, though. I don’t want the hordes of women in Philadelphia to come banging on my door. That’s the last thing I need.” He chuckled, a hint of mischief in his eyes. “Well, I’ll tell you one thing: if Robert, Elliott, and Miles can find love, so can I, and so can you, too, Mr. Jorgensen. We can do what the other guys did. We can marry whomever the hell we want to, and it has nothing to do with social conventions and family legacies.” He paused, the bravado in his voice faltering for a moment as he glanced down at his empty glass. “They really found love, and I am . . .”
“You are what?” Eric prompted, eyebrows raised in curiosity.
“I’m so jealous I can’t stand it,” Ellis finally admitted, his voice barely above a whisper, eyes scanning the dimly lit room. “I need another drink.” He gestured to the bartender, raising his hand to catch their attention, desperate for a refill.
From his spot near the bar, Eric’s eyes narrowed as he saw Clara freeze, just slightly, in the middle of her shot. Then he saw the reason.
Lydia Sutterfield.
Not her, not again! He should have expected this. Her slinking in like a predatory feline to a place where she had no business being. Her companion, Frank Marston, loomed menacingly a step behind, already positioning his intrusive, bulky camera as if he were waiting to capture someone mid-disaster. Probably him.
The last time Lydia had sullied Eric’s name, she’d insinuated he was “considering a second engagement” with a woman he didn’t even know. The paper had published it without a shred of fact-checking; of course, it was scandalous gossip, not journalism. But the damage was done, costing him a valuable investment, and he hadn’t forgiven or forgotten.
And Frank—always skulking in the shadows, always surveilling. Eric had caught his lurking figure twice outside Jorgensen Shipping and once during a covert meeting at the Stock Exchange. The man had an uncanny knack for appearing where he was least wanted.
Now they were circling Clara like vultures. I’m not letting them humiliate her. Nobody’s touching Clara!
Just then, Eric stood. “Excuse me, Ellis.” He set his glass down hard and crossed the room without a second thought.

      ***The music gradually slowed to a gentle melody, and the dance floor cleared as couples drifted away to their tables. Clara finally took a deep breath, feeling her fingers loosen their grip on the camera strap draped comfortably across her shoulder. For the first time that night, a peaceful lull settled over the room. Her eyes fell on the drink that the kind man had brought her earlier. The glass, filled with a bright yellow liquid that shimmered under the dim lights, sat invitingly on the table, untouched. She picked it up and took a tentative sip; the tangy citrus flavor was still cold and invigorating against her lips. A sense of relaxation washed over her. This is so refreshing even now, she thought, appreciating the man’s thoughtful gesture. With renewed focus, Clara returned to her camera, carefully adjusting the lens. She began snapping candid shots of the guests as they fussed with their elegant hats and gloves. The light in the room was soft and golden, casting a warm glow that was perfect for capturing the evening’s charm.
She was just lining up the next frame when a piercing, contrived laugh shattered the lull of conversation. “Well, if it isn’t Philadelphia’s darling with a camera,” spat the woman in the glaring blue walking suit, her voice dripping with disdain.
Clara froze, her spine rigid. Dread fell over her as if the devil herself had just walked into the room. She didn’t need to turn around to recognize that voice: Lydia Sutterfield, the American Gazette’s society reporter.
Lydia Sutterfield had unfortunately made Clara her personal obsession. The publication of Clara’s photographs in places Lydia longed to be was the beginning. From then on, Lydia had inserted herself into nearly every event Clara covered, armed with barbed comments and a cameraman who lurked like a shadow. Clara didn’t believe in enemies—but Lydia was the closest thing she’d ever had to a nemesis.
“Thought I’d find you here,” Lydia continued, her smile as sharp and thin as a razor blade. “I told Frank not to bother, but he insisted we drop in; he didn’t want you hogging all the glory. We wouldn’t want your little independent venture to overstep its bounds, now would we?”
The man beside her, Frank, her wiry cameraman, smirked silently, his hefty flash camera hanging like a battering ram over his shoulder.
“Imagine,” Lydia taunted with scorn, “a woman gallivanting with a box camera as if she’s forging a career. Must be utterly draining doing it all without the backing of a legitimate publication.”
Clara’s voice remained steady, though her insides churned. “Some of us carve our own paths, Lydia. We don’t need a gossip column to validate us.” She didn’t want this to escalate into a melodramatic teenage spat. She just wished they would vanish, but she knew their barrage of venomous remarks would persist.
The look on Lydia’s face was the same seething resentment. Clara’s work had graced The Post, several journals, and two travel weeklies. Lydia, despite her bravado, still churned out fluff and captions under a man’s byline.
“Don’t worry, dear,” Lydia said with sickly sweet condescension. “We’ll try to stay out of your way. Wouldn’t want to ruin your big moment.”
“You already have,” Clara muttered under her breath.
“Is there a problem here?” The voice rumbled low and steady, yet carried a force that made people instinctively retreat. Lydia spun toward the voice, her complexion turning ashen as Eric Jorgensen approached, towering and inscrutable in his black coat and cravat.
“Mr. Jorgensen,” she stammered, her bravado faltering. “We were just admiring Miss Alcott’s tenacity.”
“Is that what you’re doing?” Eric’s gaze remained fixed, unyielding. “Because from where I stood, it looked a lot like pettiness.”
Frank shifted uneasily beside her, his discomfort palpable.
“Now, if you’re done, I suggest you leave,” Eric commanded, his voice like steel. “Before you embarrass yourselves further.”
Suddenly, Frank found a surge of courage, or recklessness. “This is a public event, Jorgensen. You can’t order us out.” He defiantly brandished his camera, a feeble shield. People never considered Frank wise. He continued, “Let me get a photo of you and your latest paramour.”
“You’re not taking any photos.”
Eric reached out with deliberate calm, seizing the camera. He gripped it as though it were a piece of overripe fruit, and with a simple twist of his hands, crushed it with brutal efficiency. 
Crack.
The wood splintered violently; the lens shot out, and the flashbulb shattered onto the floor.
Frank’s mouth gaped, words lost to shock. Eric returned the mangled remains of the camera to him.
“That was the paper’s camera,” Frank stammered, disbelief etched across his face.
“Tell your boss to come and see me if there’s an issue,” Eric replied, his tone dismissive yet final.
He then turned to the reporter, who recoiled instinctively. Lydia’s face blanched further, her mouth opening and closing as if struggling to summon a protest, yet no sound emerged.
“Now get out.” Eric advanced, his presence an undeniable force. “Before I decide to repay the favor in kind.”
They didn’t dare await a second directive.
Clara remained rooted to the spot, her camera strap clutched with white-knuckled intensity. She had witnessed no one demolish a camera so effortlessly, not even men twice Eric’s size. But what shook her more profoundly was the look in his eyes: not merely anger, but a fierce, unwavering protection. For her. 

      ***Eric turned to Clara, his expression softening the moment his eyes met hers. “Are you all right?” he asked, his voice low and filled with genuine concern.
Clara released a slow breath, feeling the tightness in her shoulders gradually dissolve. “I am now. Thank you. You seem to be my guardian angel tonight.”
He offered a sheepish grin, the corners of his mouth curling upward. “I try.” With a momentary pause, he ventured, “Do you remember me?”
Clara took a closer look at him, her brow arching as recognition dawned. “Yes. You were at the charity ball Robert Van Enger hosted for the orphans of St. Mary’s. And I’ve seen you a few times since then. Your name’s Eric, right?”
His eyes widened, pleasantly surprised and undeniably flattered. “It is. And I have to say, I wasn’t expecting you to remember me.”
“I do,” she said, hesitating before adding, “for a lot of reasons and, of course, you were the only one who never asked me to take a photo of you.”
He chuckled softly at that, a warm sound that resonated between them. “I do not regret that it caused you to remember me.” Just as he was about to ask if she wanted to step outside, maybe take a break, and have that long-overdue drink together—
“Clara!” someone called out, the urgency in their voice cutting through the air. “The bride and groom are leaving!”
“Oh no,” she gasped, quickly slipping the strap of her camera bag over her shoulder. “I’d better get this. Thank you for everything.” With a hurried nod and barely a backward glance, she scooped up her tripod and darted off, weaving through the throng of guests with determined agility.
Eric watched with disappointment as she scurried off. “And she is gone again.” 






  
  Chapter three

Eric stood there, watching her retreating figure with a soft smile playing on his lips. He murmured to himself, “I definitely hadn’t forgotten you either.” 
When Eric returned to the dimly lit bar, he found Ellis still perched on his stool, nursing a drink, his cheeks a shade redder than before. Eric slid onto the adjacent stool and signaled the bartender for another.
“You’ve been eyeing that one for quite a while now, haven’t you, Jorgensen?” Ellis slurred, gesturing with his glass towards where Eric had just come from. “She’s a real looker, but she’s too tall for my taste. I mean, I like them tall, short, thin, and especially a bit on the pudgy side, if you catch my drift,” he continued, resting his elbow heavily on the sticky table and propping his chin in his palm. He drew in a deep breath, the alcohol-laced air stretching his sigh into a near groan. “You’ll probably be the next wedding,” he added with a resigned chuckle, his voice a blend of envy and melancholy.
“I doubt it,” Eric replied, though his heart quickened at the thought, a flicker of hope dancing briefly in his eyes.
“Just remember, Eric,” Ellis said, straightening up and attempting a conspiratorial wink, “if she’s got a sister, don’t forget about your good buddy Ellis.”
Eric chuckled, shaking his head, a grin spreading across his face as he looked back to where Clara had just run away from him again. 

      ***Everyone had cleared out of the hotel, their footsteps echoing in the empty halls as they headed to their next destinations. Clara stood alone in the lobby, surveying the equipment she needed to move: a tripod with metal legs slightly scuffed from use, a wooden case with brass latches, and a leather satchel filled with fragile glass negatives, each one carefully wrapped in tissue paper. She bent down, her fingers curling around the handles as she balanced the awkward weight against her hip, and made her way toward the front steps of the hotel.
“May I assist you with that?” a voice offered from behind, low and familiar, with a slight tremor that hinted at uncertainty.
Clara turned, a smile tugging at her lips as she saw Eric standing there. The long day had creased his coat’s fabric, and his tie hung loosely around his neck. Clara couldn’t quite tell if the warmth of drink or his effort to catch up with her had faintly flushed his cheeks.
“Yes, you certainly are my guardian angel, and I wouldn’t say no to help,” she replied, her eyes filled with subtle amusement as she took in his swaying stance. “Though I wonder if you’re steady enough to carry it.”
“I’d like to try,” he chuckled, his smile crooked and sheepish. He reached for the heaviest case, lifting it with both hands and adjusting it carefully against his side. “Where to?”
“My carriage is just out front,” she said, nodding toward the entrance.
They walked side by side, Eric concentrating on each step as he navigated the uneven flagstones beneath his feet. His gaze remained fixed on Clara, his eyes slightly unfocused but filled with a warmth that made her throat tighten unexpectedly.
At the carriage, Clara unlatched the rear compartment and carefully slid her smaller suitcase inside, its weight a familiar comfort in her hand. Eric, handling the tripod with the delicacy of handling a fragile heirloom, passed it over to her, his fingers lingering as if contemplating their next move. He hesitated before offering the larger case, and Clara received it with a gentle touch, brushing the fine layer of dust from her palms with a practiced swipe.
“You were with a lady at the ceremony,” she remarked with a lightness that concealed the curiosity beneath her words, focusing intently on arranging the cases so as not to meet his gaze. “Is she not here?”
“She developed a headache,” he explained, rubbing the back of his neck as if the memory itself were a burden. “I took her home earlier.”
“Oh, I’m sorry to hear that,” Clara replied, her voice a soothing balm.
“I wasn’t,” he confessed with a chuckle that was a mix of bemusement and weariness. “She spent most of the ceremony picking apart everything—the flowers, the bride, even the hymn choices. When she called Albertina too tall and couldn’t fathom why Miles was smitten with her, well, that was the final straw.”
Clara turned to him, her eyebrows arching in surprise. “That wasn’t very nice of her.”
“I’m suspecting Laura might actually be the devil,” he said, his eyes widening with exaggerated seriousness.
Clara laughed, a spontaneous burst of amusement that surprised even herself. “Well, thank you again,” she said, stepping up onto the driver’s board with nimble grace. “For your help.”
He seemed on the verge of saying more, but merely nodded instead. “Good evening, Clara.”
With a gentle flick of the reins, Clara guided the horses forward. “Good evening, Eric.”
As the carriage rolled forward, the glow of the hotel lights gradually dimming behind her, Clara maintained a composed exterior. Yet inside, her heart pounded like a drum against her ribs. Make your escape fast. That one’s charming, and far too handsome. You’ve paid that price before. She looked back at Eric, glancing at him still standing there. “If that man won just a corner of my heart, there would be no turning back.”

      ***Eric stood on the hotel steps, his coat collar turned up against the chilly night air, watching Clara’s carriage vanish into the darkness. The clatter of hooves faded, leaving him alone with the distant hum of the city.
“Well,” he muttered, swaying slightly as he attempted to steady himself, “that didn’t go as planned.”
He let out a chuckle, a low and dry sound that barely carried in the night air.
The taste of brandy lingered on his tongue, and he shook his head, realizing how it had clouded his thoughts. “Poor woman probably thinks I’m half-mad.”
He had wanted to invite her for a drink, or perhaps dinner, the thought spinning in his mind like the fog of his inebriation. Yet, despite the warmth of the alcohol urging him on, he couldn’t muster the courage. Clara had seemed eager to escape, her eyes darting towards the carriage as if it were a lifeline, and he had let her go, watching the opportunity slip away into the night.
From the curb, two familiar voices called to him: Charles and Raymond waving from their carriage. “Eric! We’re headed to O’Reilly’s. You coming?”
“Absolutely,” he called back. “What I need is more brandy.”

      ***When they arrived at O’Reilly’s, the air was thick with the rich aroma of cigar smoke and punctuated by echoing bursts of boisterous laughter. Plush velvet chairs lined the walls, their deep reds and greens contrasting with the golden glow of overhead chandeliers. Patrons cradled brandy glasses, the clinking of crystal harmonizing with an ever-growing swell of animated conversation that wrapped around Eric like a lively symphony.
Eric barely sipped his drink, a tumbler of amber liquid that remained untouched on the small table beside him. “One thing’s for sure,” he mused to himself, “I made a good contact with her today, better than any of the previous times.”
He reclined on a velvet sofa, one elbow casually draped along its back, his eyes distant and unfocused. The cacophony of the room faded into a dull hum behind him, drowned out by the persistent whirl of thoughts circling endlessly through his mind. Charles and Raymond had already slipped away, enticed by the allure of the card room, leaving him alone with his thoughts. He had no interest in cards or any other distractions tonight.
Two women had approached him, each trying their luck for his attention. The first wore an extravagant feathered hat, her boisterous laughter as sharp and grating as tin scraping metal. The second had eyes that seemed as reflective as glass, mirroring only what she calculated he wanted to see.
Despite their attempts, he found it impossible to muster the energy to pretend.
Across the dimly lit room, Ellis Feverson leaned casually against the edge of the green-felt billiard table, his elbow resting precariously as he gestured with a wide, toothy grin. Eric could see the blur of movement in Ellis’s eyes—a telltale sign he must have noticed something or someone wanting Eric’s interest.
Ellis’s cheeks flushed, and his speech slightly slurred, but he seemed a little more stable than earlier, though Eric was certain the sturdy billiard table was doing most of the work keeping him upright. “Come now, Jorgensen. There’s no shame in a minor distraction,” Ellis said, his voice carrying a hint of mischief. “Half the room’s dying to catch your eye. Take
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