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CHAPTER ONE
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The blot of ink stuck to her finger, tacky like drying blood. Leona scrubbed at it with her handkerchief as the clock chimed two hours after midnight. She capped the inkwell, and while the ink dried on her most recent entry, she organized the copies with ribbons. Blue for Daphne and red for Ruth. With shaking hands, she slipped the copies into stiff cardboard folios and tied them closed. Sighing, she set them on the desk in front of her.

The flames in the hearth beckoned. This wasn’t the first night she’d yearned for obliteration. It wouldn’t come if she gave in to the urge to throw her labor into the fire. Only paper and ink would vanish, leaving the memories behind.

Pen and ink or back to the laudanum.

A grim thought, the grimmest of all.

The words had clawed their way out tonight. She’d begun the memoir of her time as a Union soldier months ago with the hope her drowning spirits would revive once the words dropped to the page. Yet the foreboding crept through her and tightened around her throat as the little study filled with familiar shadows. This old terror had become a second skin, like the tattered and dirty uniform she’d once worn.

Over the monotonous chatter of the rain, the clock ticked away the seconds until her husband came home. Leona moved to the window, pushed aside the heavy velvet curtains, and looked out at night-shrouded Cranberry Street. A lamp glowed in a window across the street. Homesickness for Boston, for life before the war, for herself before the war, settled on her. The wind threw a heavy splash of rain against the window, and she jumped back, letting go of the curtain.

Pacing the study, her restless thoughts rushed on without fatigue. To keep the memories inside only fed the persistent mental return to the battlefield, and the outpouring of words somewhat tamed her tormented soul. She stopped and touched the folio. Work would save her: work, family, friendship, and love. Maybe she’d write a story about two clocks. A natural clock which kept good time and a mad clock that twisted time out of true.

The street door below opened and closed. At last Gil, home safe. She couldn’t even bring herself to scold him for being so late. Leona listened for his footsteps as she crossed the room to tuck the folios into her desk drawer and locked it. She closed the gaslight apertures in the study and turned up the flame on the wall sconces in the drafty hallway so he could find his way. In the bedroom, she shed her dressing gown, stepped out of her slippers, and kicked them under the bed. Gil made his clumsy climb up the stairs. When he stumbled into the room, she pulled the covers back. He fell into bed fully clothed beside her, mumbling and fretful, the sharp ripe scent of whiskey lacing his breath.

She laid her hand on his shoulder. Beneath the cloth of his shirt, his skin was cold and damp. “Rest now, go to sleep,” she whispered.

***
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AT FIRST LIGHT, LEONA had dressed in a blue and cream day gown and made her way downstairs for breakfast. The creeping dread of the night before had waned. She rubbed her gritty eyes and yawned again. Mrs. McCarthy poured coffee from the silver pot, the familiar, civilized table a welcome sight. The scent of bacon made her stomach growl.

“Are you well, m’um?”

Leona glanced into the broad face of their cook and housekeeper, a sturdy and mature woman with a comforting Irish burr. She wore her fading blonde hair in a crown around her head.

“I didn’t sleep much.” Leona yawned again behind her fingers.

Gil’s heavy tread on the stairs made them both jump, and Mrs. McCarthy squeaked.

“I’ll bring more breakfast in a jiffy.” She fled through the side door to the kitchen just as Gil ducked through the hall entrance.

Leona rose and smiled at her husband. He’d made a great effort to come down early after returning so late. She accepted his peck on the cheek, poured him coffee and set it between them, wifely mask in place. He glared with bloodshot eyes at the letter in his hand, and her stomach clenched.

“It’s not all bad news, Gil.” She’d read the contents of the letter before leaving it on his desk in his study, as Grandfather had addressed it to both.

He raised his hazel eyes to her. “You recall Henry has absconded with all our funds?” he asked in a sarcastic tone, squinting at the letter, then back at her.

She no longer knew what to say about Gil’s former business partner, Henry Caldwell-Jones. The police were still looking for him. It put the devil in Gil’s eyes to speak of it, so she tried to let it be, not wanting to distress him even more.

“Of course, I remember, Gil. I—”

“And now your grandfather won’t give me a second loan. I’ll have to go back to the bank and ask them again.”

“He only wants to speak with you face to face about our situation,” she said, in her grandfather’s defense. “He’ll help us, Gil. He did offer to speak at the lyceum on his return from Ohio, to help raise funds. It isn’t as if—” Or was it? “We won’t lose the house, will we?”

The muscles in his lean face twitched as Gil fought to hide his disappointment, and her heart broke a little more to witness it. “Your grandfather does not bring in the interest he once did.”

It was true Leona’s grandfather, poet, abolitionist, and Transcendentalist, didn’t bring in the money he used to at readings in New York and Brooklyn, but he didn’t suffer for it.

Gil raked his fingers through his thick, brown hair and opened his mouth. Mrs. McCarthy entered with his breakfast, apparently stopping what he meant to say next. He reached inside the pocket of his trousers and pulled out a small notebook and pencil. Laying them on the table, his frown deepened.

Once Mrs. McCarthy had bustled out again, Leona said, “I could write to Aunt Louisa.” Who was not truly an aunt, but a friend of her mother’s.

He opened the notebook and touched the tip of his tongue to the pencil. “We cannot afford to feed and house a man of Bronson Alcott’s caliber,” he replied with heaviness. He bent his head to the columns of numbers on the pages.

His confidence and spirits were usually high, and it hurt to see him laid so low. She did mean Louisa Alcott herself, not her father Bronson Alcott, as the speaker for the lyceum to draw a crowd. Her novel, Little Women, published two years before, had become hugely popular.

“I’ll sell the lyceum, that should help,” Gil murmured, eyes downcast.

Leona winced. It was where they’d met nearly a year before. At a loss again, she glanced down at her lapel watch—9 o’clock already. She stood and set cups and plates on the tray.

“Let Mrs. McCarthy do that.” His pencil went on calculating their precarious position.

“I don’t mind. I’m off to see Daphne this morning. I won’t be home until the late afternoon.” Taking a deep breath, she dared to ask, not expecting an answer. “How much do we owe?” She blew out her held breath, apprehension biting at her. “Why won’t you tell me how much Henry has stolen?”

“He’s made me a laughingstock.” His handsome lips formed a tight smile, but he didn’t look at her. “Don’t you worry, Leona, leave it to me. This will all be over by Christmas.”

***
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ON THE STREET, SHE began to walk, then turned to observe the window where Gil labored, smoke curling from the chimney. The image stayed with her as she made her way to the newsstand around the corner and waited patiently for her turn to buy a paper. The sunny day, though cold, had driven people outdoors, well wrapped in fur-collared coats and wool scarves. Woodsmoke and the sharp tang of the river mingling with the scent of baking bread drifted on the breeze. She chewed on the frustration that he wouldn’t share their financial details with her. It made her more fearful not to know. Though she kept the memoir and chapter stories a secret from him, this was hardly the same.

Passing the newsstand, an article about the new bridge caught her eye so she bought the latest Brooklyn Eagle. The previous summer, the four of them, Henry, his wife Helen, herself, and Gil, had stood at the end of Noble Street to watch the construction of the giant caissons in the naval yard. Though approval of the bridge was a long-foregone conclusion, the article was typical of the Eagle’s awful anti-consolidation fear mongering. The article repeated the claim linking the boroughs would only bring the dregs of Manhattan’s Lower East Side into Brooklyn’s pure white Heights. The wrongness of such an attitude churned her stomach.

Leona folded the paper and tucked it under her arm with the folio, sighing. Who would save the poor of this world from the hatred of the rich? Her spirits drooped lower.

She breathed deep the November air on familiar, tree-lined Remsen Street, where she’d lived for two years before marrying Gil in August. The red door of the brownstone opened, welcoming her in. Timothy, the butler, took her hat and coat. Before he disappeared with them, his eyes met hers with a familiar blue twinkle.

“I’ll tell her you’re here,” he said.

“Thank you.” She inhaled the sweet smell of hothouse roses set in vases along the long hallway and waited for word of her arrival to reach Daphne and her nurse Audrey.

Audrey approached from the depths of the house. Her eyes, though hooded, were a pure delphinium blue, blonde hair pinned tight to her head. She wore a plain uniform of dark gray with long cuffed sleeves and a white apron.

“Mrs. Van Wyn is in the Lavender Room.” With a curt nod, she turned away.

When they first met, Leona and Audrey had often shared tea and conversation, but of late Leona felt nothing but a wall of smothered animosity between them. They hadn’t argued, as such, though she had an idea where the strained relations came from.

“Is she well?” Leona asked.

For a moment, she didn’t think Audrey would answer, but the woman turned toward her again. “She passed a quiet night. The laudanum helps.”

Leona frowned. Audrey flicked a dismissive hand and went on her way.

The introduction of laudanum in Daphne’s life began not long after Leona moved to Cranberry Street with Gil that summer. The spas and cures Daphne’s grandson Benedict and his wife arranged didn’t seem to help anymore. The family hired Audrey, who administered the laudanum, a common enough panacea. Laudanum’s presence always disturbed Leona, and she had protested to the family, but no one listened. Audrey had become cold after this discussion. Leona believed some of Daphne’s pain came from her daily battle with grief. Leona often feared her own grief and the overuse of laudanum, prescribed by a respected doctor in Boston, had killed the child from her previous marriage to Jack Davenport. Poor dead Jack.

Her grandfather had brought her to Daphne. He’d thrust Leona, then a wan ghost addled by grief, laudanum, and the war, back into life by bringing her here to live. The only one of his grandchildren to return from those bloody battlefields. Daphne’s friendship was healing.

Audrey finally turned away and left Leona alone. Leona entered the Lavender Room; indigo to the palest of mauveine surrounded her and made her smile. Dried lavender scented the air. The familiar priceless art, vivid fabrics, and the heavy furniture glowing with fresh beeswax polish all still held the power to soothe her.

“Hello, lovey,” was Daphne’s affectionate greeting. Her maid had dressed her gray hair in a neat chignon. Pearls lay against her throat and matching earrings dangled from her lobes. She wore only mourning black without exception.

Daphne stood by the tea table pouring steaming tea into patterned cups, violets and gold trim, pastry piled high on a small silver platter. She handed Leona a cup, the rings on her fingers glittering. Leona took the cup, filled a plate, and sat in a comfortable chair near the crackling fire.

Daphne followed, unhampered by the cane in the crowded space. A framed painting hung above the fireplace. A much younger Daphne in a riding habit, tight at the waist but with enormous sleeves, flowing skirts of yellow cloth, and a top hat with a veil. She held a small, pop-eyed dog tucked under one arm and a riding crop under the other. The painter, despite the ridiculous amount of bright, distracting cloth, had caught the lively intensity in Daphne’s brown eyes.

Daphne sat in the armchair across from her. “You look tired, Leona.”

“I don’t sleep well.” Would she ever sleep a full night through again? To steer the subject away from inevitable health questions, she said, “I’ve heard from my grandfather. He’ll be in town next month, on his return from the Ohio tour.” He’d stayed away for more dire reasons, but the last she’d heard from him, he was safe from those who threatened him.

“In time for Christmas? How lovely for you.”

It would be lovely. A small thrill of anticipation for his impending visit tickled through her. She could almost smell the fresh-cut evergreens.

“You must all come for dinner while he is here. I would so enjoy that.” Daphne gave her a direct look, eyebrows arched. “Have you spoken to him about your stories yet? I did promise not to speak to him about them, but you promised you would think about it.”

Leona’s shoulders tensed. “Well, I—no.”

“But your—I mean—Mr. John Barrington’s Ned and Zed adventure stories are very popular. Oh, I so wish you’d let me tell him!”

The corner of the folio dug into her thigh, so she moved it to her lap as she considered her question. She’d been afraid no one would read the stories in the beginning and didn’t want to disappoint him. Leona took the pages from the folio and stood to hand them to Daphne.

Daphne smiled as she accepted the packet. “Thank you, Mr. Barrington. What are your boys up to in this installment, I wonder?”

“The sample sketches are on top,” Leona pointed out, answering Daphne’s smile with her own. “And you know you have to read to find out.”

In her favorite of the illustrations, Little Ned, drummer boy of the Union Army, a brave and cheeky character, had climbed an apple tree and now reached for a plump apple with a grin. His more serious companion, a formerly enslaved boy named Zedekiah, stood on the ground looking up, his eyes wide with worry, hands on his hips as if to scold.

“I’d like your opinion on something else, however. Something bigger.”

Daphne set the packet aside. “And what else do you have for me, I wonder?”

Leona took a deep breath. The moment had come. “There’s a woman who published a book in ‘65, a memoir of her time with the Second Michigan as a soldier during the war.”

Surprise lit her face. “How thrilling. I should love to read such a book. Did you bring me a copy?”

“I’ll bring it next time. But I’m thinking of doing the same, of writing my memoir.”

“Not surprising, my dear.”

“I’ve begun it.”

“Excellent! Have you also written to this authoress?”

Leona shook her head. “I’d love to, but she published anonymously.”

“You must write to the publisher, then. And you must let your grandfather publish yours or find you the absolute right publisher. At the very least, he would want to know his granddaughter has literary ambitions.” Her opinions, always delivered in a comfortable, motherly tone, were a balm for an old, deep wound.

“I’m not ready to even think about who will publish it.” Leona rearranged her pastries with nervous fingers. “It’s only an exercise right now.”

“You’ve shared this memoir with your husband?”

“Well. No. He knows about the essays and the reviews. I haven’t told him about my being a soldier—I don’t think he—would like it very much.” An understatement if she’d ever uttered one. When she disappeared, the family gave out she’d volunteered to nurse the soldiers, like Aunt Louisa. The story had survived into her marriage.

“So, you would publish anonymously, too, then?”

“I’m not worried about the broader public’s reaction. This woman’s memoir is selling very well. But Gil and society here on the Heights....” Gil was an ambitious social climber, fueled by her pedigree married to his charm and ambition. She feared most of all a fall from grace for them both. “They might read it as a novelty, but they would condemn me behind my back. Call me a liar, insane, or worse.” A killer. A monstrous woman. It hurt to imagine the expression on Gil’s face, for him to see her as other than he thought she was. The mother of his future children.

But neither could she bear not to write it. To not bear witness.

“Well, you must do as you think is best for you, my dear. I don’t know Mr. Gladney very well. I cannot imagine what his reaction would be. I’m honored you trust me to read your story. Do you have a title yet?”

“Lady Soldier of the Union Army.” Leona handed her the remainder of the pages in the folio. “I think the title is bold and truthful. Oran fears too much truth will turn readers away. He also wants me to write under the John Barrington pseudonym. As told to, or some such rot. I prefer Anonymous to the pen name, but Oran believes Mr. Barrington would give the story gravitas, since he was a—fictional—captain in the war.”

“I like it. I understand both points of view. Would you read it to me?”

Leona had only hoped to hand the pages over to Daphne. Agonized by the thought of giving voice to her memories, she shook her head, and said between stiff lips, “I can’t.”

“I understand the work is not ready for an editorial eye, not like Ned and Zed.”

“Well, I hoped you might read the beginning part on your own and then give me your opinion.”

Daphne regarded her for a moment. “You don’t want to read it to me?”

“It’s hard to speak of it.” Her throat dry, she swallowed a gulp of tea. “That’s why I write it.”

“You have no one to talk to. No wonder you—well.”

Tears sprang to Leona’s eyes, and the cup clattered into the saucer. “No, you don’t see. It lives in me. When I write about it, my heart pounds, my breath is gone, my body quakes. Even at unexpected times, it will take over, and I feel it all again.”

Daphne’s features softened, her own eyes brightening with tears. “A soldier’s heart, that’s what they call it, my dear. When the battles won’t stop.”

“The writing helps. I feel better, after. It’s a purge, though not a cure.”

“My Freddy wrote about it, in his letters home. About a boy he knew who suffered from it.”

The reminder of Daphne’s sons made Leona shrink inside. “Men say women are too weak to think, never mind fight, too soft, too empty-headed. It’s not true, not for most of us. But I’m wrong, selfish. I don’t want you to read it anymore. You don’t want to know what it was like for your boys.”

Daphne unfolded her reading glasses and cleared her throat. “I will read the first few pages aloud. If we come to a part which neither one of us can bear, we shall stop. Agreed?” She held out her hand.

The tart and sweet memory of sun-ripened cherries flooded Leona’s mouth. They’d devoured them by the handful on their starveling way through the orchards of Pennsylvania on the road to Gettysburg. From the place Daphne’s sons hadn’t returned.

Leona glanced down at the memoir’s pages, her heart skipping in anticipation. Sometimes, she feared, neither had she.
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CHAPTER TWO
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“November, 1863

“The shakes finally stop once I realize the drunken, understaffed doctor is only going to look at my bare hands and feet and check I have enough teeth to rip open powder cartridges. The humiliating discovery of my sex and subsequent banishment never happens.

“Once I am far enough from home, I plan to send a letter to my paternal grandfather. By now he’s heard I’ve run away from the suffocating boarding school where my mother’s mother and her sisters, the Stanbury-Smiths, sent me to learn with proper—as Mr. Holmes coined it in ’61—“Brahmin” misses. Accustomed to the freedom of the commune Halcyon Farm where I spent my summers, the shock of such confining circumstances never wore off. I had attended a private school in Boston, but not like this. How could I have been so stupid as to speak aloud my desire to fight with the Union to free the enslaved to a parasoled cousin? In the continual battle for my own freedom, they ambushed me. Unreasonable and unhappy, I languished, writing desperate letters to my grandfather he never received, begging him to free me.

“This was in 1862, a year into the war, when they sent me to Mayfield Academy for Young Ladies. By 1863, I fled, leaving behind a note, my first written fiction, claiming to have run off with a mysterious beau. I will contact family with my whereabouts when I am ready. I have a piece of my grandfather’s name, Harrison, and a masculine form of my own for the familiarity of it.

“When the drums came around for volunteers in ’61, my cousins joined up with regiments in New Hampshire and Maine, leaving their civilian clothing behind. Their letters home inform me what to expect from army and camp life.

“I cut my hair, donned trousers, shirt, shoes, and socks, and walked to the coast, to Marshfield, Massachusetts, where I read in the newspaper there was a recruiting station. Some of the way I rode in farmers’ carts. It is far enough from home where no one will recognize me. The idea of returning to Mayfield feels a little like death.

“I never carry a parasol to shade my delicate female skin on sunny days like my maternal Brahmin cousins. Nor a fan to flirt with. I wear trousers on camping trips, know which part of a gun is the business end, and gut trout and turkey in the field. I set rabbit traps and thread needles to fix a hem or a bloody knee. My father’s mother taught me to bake and cook. I spent more time with my beloved male cousins than the few females who visited the commune. Tromping through the fields and hiking the old Abenaki paths, observing the boys’ mannerisms, and aping them to make them laugh. Leo is what the boys called me then—

“But never again. None of them returned.

“The train in the station appears ready to launch itself at any moment down the tracks in a cloud of steam and glowing embers. It’s All Saints Day, a true Indian summer, for the first killing frost has come and gone. I try not to scratch under the wool jacket or loosen my collar like the others hanging about. The men and boys here know each other from the fishing towns and farms around the Marshfield recruiting station. The boy beside me trembles but stands steady. Jared is our drummer boy, and he and Luke the fifer are in my charge until the Drum Major can re-join the regiment. I give my age as eighteen, though I am almost seventeen. These boys are younger than this, maybe thirteen or fourteen, but game as hell.

“We take in the sea of blue filling the train platform, family surrounding them. I wonder if I can be the only woman amongst them.

“I am of average height, lean, and broad enough in the shoulders, narrow in the hips. My uniform is too large and hides my bound bosom, smallish though it is. I pull off my kepi and rake my fingers through my short, sweaty hair. A secret pleasure. I’d nearly forgotten my tears when, hacked with a knife, the foot-long plaits fell to the floor. As far as I know, no one sees me otherwise than Private Leo Harrison.

“We all seem to pretend something as we board the train—grit, masculinity, lack of fear.

“The windows are open and men and boys are talking through them to their families and sweethearts on the platform. The air fills with their pleas to stay safe, for God to bring us home again, to write, to remember, to come back. Jared is holding the hand of an elderly woman, telling her he’ll be sending money home soon. She passes him a small packet, and he promises to write when he can. Luke hangs out the window where a similar scene plays out with a young couple surrounded by small children.

“The conductor shouts the final warning. People fall away from the train with reluctance, waving their handkerchiefs and weeping as the train moves out of the station. The car falls silent for three heartbeats—I can almost hear the crack of dawning realization as it falls upon us: This is it. We are going to the war. A cheer breaks out. Luke and Jared play “Dixie” and the whole car joins in singing.

“I like life pretty much right now, riding high on this new adventure. Of course, the higher I go, the more likely to fall, to die, but I love my freedom, camp life, army life, and realizing the dream of fulfilling the dictates of my conscience.”

Daphne stopped reading and glanced away from the pages. After a moment, she set them down on the table at her elbow, her reading glasses folded on top.

Too eager to wait for her to speak, Leona asked, “Is it boring? Too much narrative? Should I start with a battle?”

Daphne shook her head. “I am enjoying your story. It’s quite a good beginning. I feel as if I am standing right beside you.” She sighed. “Those poor children, your musicians. What happened to them?”

Leona, struck to the heart, mutely shook her head.

Daphne put up a hand. “You’re right. Don’t tell me. They live on in the Ned and Zed stories. It’s very hard, but I am committed, my dear. I will help you. It’s important work.”

Leona sat back in her chair. How would they get around not talking about the aspects of the story, with her feelings about it trapped in her body?

“But I also wondered what your parents would have thought of you in the thick of this terrible war.” She tutted, glancing at the wall where portraits of her sons hung, draped in black. “Why must the good people die so young?”

Leona knew Daphne didn’t really expect an answer.

“You are just like your parents, the very best of them.” Daphne smiled, then heaved another gusty sigh of regret. “I adored them both, you know. Your mother had such wit and beauty. Smart as a whip, too. You remind me of your father, intelligent and serious. As they say, still waters run deep.”

She supposed Daphne said the last bit to compensate for her lack of resemblance to her mother, whom she couldn’t believe would have ever passed as a man or boy. Leona took after her father, square-jawed with a high forehead and curly brown hair. She had her mother’s eyes, though, as blue as the deep sea. So, Jack had said.

For a moment, he stood before her, wheat and whiskey curls damp with sweat, his own blue eyes intently gazing across a mist-shrouded field, kepi askew, a streak of blood on his cheek. She mentally shook herself into the present as Daphne continued.

“I remember when your parents first met at a winter ball in Boston, the Cabots were hosting. Now, oh, was it the Cabots?” Daphne tapped a finger against her lips. “Perhaps not winter at all. A midsummer party? Give me a minute, my dear, and I’ll remember.”

“Of course,” Leona murmured, stricken by the change in her friend.

Confusion hovered in Daphne’s eyes as she searched for the memory she’d just touched. Leona knew she had a lot of life to sort through. She’d danced in the ballrooms of the ton in three countries, ridden high in an aerial balloon, survived a tornado, an earthquake, and the sinking of the passenger ship that took the life of her husband. Then the war had taken her sons, Frederick and Albert.

Damn me for bringing this memoir to her. It’s too much.

“No matter.” Daphne tugged an embroidered handkerchief out of her sleeve. 

Melancholy filled the Lavender Room as she dabbed at her eyes. Leona, not unaffected, tried to clear her throat. She had so few memories of her parents. Around the time of her ninth birthday, a stranger arrived with the pouring rain at the Boston house in the middle of the night. Starving and exhausted from his travels, he hammered at the door until the entire house awakened. Her grandparents feared at first the slave hunters had arrived to take back the family of four hiding in the cellar.

Since Leona’s parents had saved the lives of the stranger’s children, he’d sworn to deliver the terrible news to the family on the other side of the world. He’d sailed from India to tell her grandparents their son and his wife had died of cholera. Leona had cried out at the same time her grandparents did. They collapsed against each other like falling trees but somehow remained upright. She was, of course, too young to understand the depth of pain the loss of a child would bring. But she understood it now and suffered the bayonet of grief again.

“I believe it’s time for sherry, not tears,” Daphne said with a muffled attempt to laugh at herself. She wiped at her streaming eyes. From the table beside her, she picked up a small bell and rang it. The butler appeared and a moment later, Audrey.

“Sherry, please,” Daphne said.

Timothy nodded, but Audrey moved quickly to the drinks sideboard, so he turned away and left. When she removed the brown bottle from deep within her pocket and set it beside the glasses, Leona jumped to her feet and crossed the room in a flash to stand at Audrey’s side.

“What are you doing? It’s far too early in the day if she only needs it for sleep.”

“You’ve upset her,” Audrey replied in an angry whisper.

“We were only talking,” Leona said, taken aback by her vehemence. “She knew my parents.”

“Then you must stop and read something pleasant to her and take her mind off the dead.” Her hand shook as she poured the sherry from the decanter. She pulled the stopper from the vial of laudanum.

The bitter smell evoked a powerful desire in Leona but an equally powerful disgust. Before Audrey could measure out the drops, Leona clutched her by the elbow and squeezed. Audrey turned, pain and anger flashing in her narrowed eyes.

“No laudanum,” Leona whispered. “I will change the subject as you ask but leave the laudanum in the bottle. Since when do you give her a dose before luncheon?”

Audrey yanked her arm from Leona’s grip. “Since two weeks ago. You did not come last week so I could not inform you of the change Doctor made. She has more pain, more confusion. In the evenings she grows quite agitated and is difficult to handle.”

Leona could not imagine the scenario the woman attested to, making her all the angrier. “I suppose it’s easier to manage her with laudanum than it is to listen to her,” she snapped. “How much are you giving her?”

Audrey sneered. “I understand you have a fondness for the stuff yourself, Mrs. Gladney. I am trained to care for her.” She stoppered the bottle and put it back in her pocket. “You can take it up with Doctor the next time he comes. Perhaps he will write you a scrip if you ask.”

Audrey handed Leona a full glass and turned away to bring one to Daphne before she left the room. Stung by her words, Leona gulped down the small glass of sherry and poured herself another, wishing the decanter held whiskey.

Leona returned to her seat by the fire.

“What are you arguing with Audrey about?” Daphne asked.

Unwilling to bring it up, but feeling she must, Leona said, “She was going to add laudanum to your sherry. I pointed out it was too early in the day. You know she does not tolerate my interference.”

“She means well, but I concur. It is too early in the day. Though it helps me sleep better at night.” She set the pages back into the folder and tied the ribbon. “I will look at this later. We’ll carry on reading dear Mr. Whitman for now.”

The rest of the afternoon passed in a comfortable haze of sherry and savoring the Brooklyn poet’s lines.

***
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LEONA WALKED BACK TO Cranberry Street. Puffs of silver-bellied clouds occupied the sky. The few late fall leaves clinging to the trees had taken on deeper hues—copper and brass, bronze and wine red. Winter’s promise followed her home. Dread, too, dragged at her heels like a messenger she refused to heed. Unable to shake the feeling an ambush awaited her, her heart beat heavy in her chest. She clutched her reticule close, her gaze on the widening cracks of blue in the sky, finding comfort in the derringer’s heft tucked inside.
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CHAPTER THREE


[image: ]


The unease receded when Leona entered the house, turning to curiosity. Mrs. McCarthy greeted her in a subdued manner, cutting her eyes toward the front parlor. Sobbing came from that direction.

“Helen?” Leona hung up the coat and laid her hat on the foyer table.

“Mrs. Caldwell-Jones came in with Mr. Gladney,” Mrs. McCarthy said, picking up the hat. “Not fifteen minutes ago. But she was looking for you, she said.”

The glow of the sherry still lit her blood, and she’d enjoyed her afternoon with Daphne. Hopefully, it would carry her through the next hour or so.

Leona slid open the pocket doors. Her harried-appearing husband glanced at her with relief. He eased himself away from the weeping woman on the couch, and Leona took his place beside her.

A pretty woman with dark red hair and fine-boned features, Helen wore a striped green and yellow wool day dress, a handkerchief pressed to her brown eyes. The Caldwell-Joneses were New Money, and Gil and Henry were building a land development business. The four of them dined in and out together or went together to parties. Leona didn’t know Helen well, but Helen’s secrets showed in her eyes, her nervous gestures, and the pitch of her voice often too loud. The couple drank and fought too hard, and Leona knew more about their marriage than was polite.

Leona took Helen’s cold hand and patted it. “Has something happened?”

“The police have come to talk to me again,” Helen whispered with a voice hoarse from crying. “Now they think I will leave town to join him.” Sobs shook her again. When she recovered somewhat, she said, “I don’t know which is worse. When I first reported him missing, they said he’d likely abandoned m-me. That it happens all the t-time. They said I should have been a better wife.”

Anger smoldered through Leona for what Helen had suffered at the hands of the police. “Oh, Helen.”

“Since I’ve told the police about the missing money, they must have changed their minds about what happened to him,” Gil said gently. He caught Leona’s eye. “They’re watching her house, hoping they’ll catch her leaving or Henry coming back.”

Helen broke into another storm of weeping, and Leona put her arms around the shaking woman. Pity nearly brought her to tears herself. But Helen pushed her away. “It’s what your husband thinks, too, Leona,” she said sharply.

“Helen. I told you. I don’t think this at all.” Gil held his hands out, placating. “Henry’s gone and the money’s gone, and we’re the ones left behind with his mess.”

Helen continued glaring at Gil, who looked at Leona with a mildly confused expression.

“Why don’t you get us some whiskey?” Leona suggested and made a shooing gesture. Hoping he’d understand Helen was determined to be angry at the nearest man in the room.

He nodded and turned toward the kitchen, then to the foyer. Mrs. McCarthy entered to pour drinks for them just as the front door closed behind her husband with a clap.

“Mr. Gladney said to eat without him,” Mrs. McCarthy said to Leona. 

“There’s plenty, if you’d like to stay?” Leona asked, though reluctance sat heavy on her shoulders.

Helen hiccupped and blew her nose into her overused handkerchief. “I have missed your cooking, Mrs. McCarthy. This has been the longest few weeks of my life.”

“It has been quite terrible for you,” Leona said.

“I just can’t—can’t quite believe it.” She shook her head, closing her eyes for a moment and taking shuddering breaths. “My Henry would never leave me. I know we fight, Leona. But part of me knows he would never—.” Helen swiped at her reddened nose. “But apparently he has.”

“Did he leave you badly off?” Leona hadn’t given much thought to Helen, in this respect, worrying about their own sudden instability. Not a very good friend, after all.

Helen began to cry again, saying, “I don’t know what I’m going to do—" Then she sniffed and wiped her eyes. “I have jewelry to sell. He didn’t take those with him, at least. And a little money I put by of my own. The house is paid for, but I fear Gil will want it to pay back the debt.”

Probably. Leona had seen the calculating pencil adding and subtracting. “He’s going to sell the Lyceum and perhaps some other holdings.” Leona had a small allowance from her grandfather, but if she had to, she’d make sure neither of them lost their home. “I’ll talk to him, never fear. Now, let’s have supper.”

***
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LEONA WAITED UP FOR Gil, in bed with a book when he finally came through the door. She’d done more thinking than reading. He was not as late as the night before, anyway, and far more sober. He kissed her with a distracted air. From his pockets he took his watch and some change, then the little notebook he’d been working in this morning, placing them on top of the dresser.

Leona drew her knees up and put her arms around them. “Gil?”

“Hmm?” He didn’t turn but slipped out of his suspenders. After removing his trousers, he hung them neatly in the closet.

“Will we have to sell the house?” She’d meant to ask something else entirely, but after spending a harrowing evening with Helen and her very real fears, they’d seeped into Leona’s thoughts.

Gil removed his shirt and tossed it into a basket for laundering. She admired his bare torso before he pulled a nightshirt on. Only when he was in bed beside her did he speak again.

“No, not the house. I don’t want you to worry—”

“I’m worrying anyway. I’m the worrying kind. Not knowing is worse, Gil.”

He sighed and turned onto his back, gazing up at the ceiling, hands clasped over his chest. “It’s the business I’m worried about. No one will trust me now, but they’ll see eventually I had nothing to do with Henry’s theft. He took mostly cash, but forged a loan paper with my name, so this needs to be cleared up. There is still income from some of the properties to keep us going. I’m afraid I cannot support your magazine launch now—we’ll put that off until—well.

Her heart sank. She’d feared as much.

“With your allowance from your grandfather—”

“Yes, I want to help.”

“We can keep the house and Mrs. McCarthy—”

“I really can’t cook, so that’s a relief.”

He didn’t smile, disappointing her.

“I’m much better at housework.” He did smile at this. “But how can we help Helen?”

He pushed himself up on his elbows and looked at her. “Helen? Why—what—she’s not our responsibility, Leona.”

“She’s afraid she’s going to lose her home. That you’ll take it away from her to get back at Henry.”

He ran his fingers through his dark hair, pushing it out of his eyes. Leona made a mental note to remind him to make an appointment with his barber. “The house on Cobble Hill would help us, yes. But not to get back at him. He owns it, it’s his property. They’d probably have to find him first or prove abandonment. I’ll look into it, eventually. Leona, I want to sleep, no more questions.” He turned onto his side, his back to her.

Leona couldn’t help but be envious that, with all his burdens, he fell asleep and began to snore. While she lay awake, money on her mind, forcing her to look back on her life, her family. Her first husband, Jack Davenport, had been the youngest child and rejected the family money for the same reason he’d joined the Union Army. Some of the family fortune had come from plantations where enslaved people were worked to death. Leona’s mother, when she married her father, had been cut out of any legacy from the Stanbury-Smith side. So, there was no help there. Leona might be back in good graces with them, as upon her marriage a cousin had begun to send her chatty family letters. But it only made her think about all those battles she’d lost with them—a dead end. Could her grandfather help? She rolled over and sighed. She suspected he didn’t care much for Gil.

If she could complete the memoir, though? Perhaps there would be some money there.

Gil had said it would all be over by Christmas. She hoped he was right.

***
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BY THE TIME SHE ROSE from another sleepless night, Gil had gone, but she recalled with a jolt of pleasure she had guests coming for luncheon. Wednesdays brought Ruth and sometimes her nephew, Theodore. Leona washed from the ice-cold water pitcher and basin in a hurry. As she dressed, she considered omitting the hated bustle. Why had the Bloomer suit died out before she’d reached the age to decide for herself if she wanted to wear it? Leona dressed in the plain day dress and bodice of blue wool with a plaid shawl as, ah, yes, Mrs. McCarthy began the unhappy symphony of pots and pans banging about preparing for visitors.

Mrs. McCarthy had confided in her about living in Manhattan City and enduring Draft Week in ‘63. Five days filled with madness and brutality as rioting mobs of white men attacked with violence men, women, and children of color in the city streets. Even as she’d hidden two women when the riot roared past her own house, the male members of her family were burning the Colored Orphans Asylum to the ground. Ruth in Leona’s house was a reminder of this time for Mrs. McCarthy, shame, and the fear, though Leona had always admired Mrs. McCarthy for her quick action.

But Leona had bad news for Ruth. It followed her down the stairs to the dining room where she ate eggs and ham with gusto, which made Mrs. McCarthy’s mood brighter. After breakfast, she fell into a light sleep on the divan, lulled by the droning rain. Mrs. McCarthy woke her as a knock resounded at the front door. She disappeared again into the kitchen
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