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	May 1863

	Lost in thought, Miss Elizabeth Bennet gazed out over green fields and towering trees, knowing the Potomac River and Maryland lay just beyond. The spectacular vista laid out before her from the veranda of the once-stately, pristine manor house belied the brick façade now riddled with rifle bullet holes. She sighed. His home lie over there—in the north, not Dixie.

	Smoke rose in the far distance, and she wondered if it was the smoldering remnants of battle. Accustomed to the sight, she had grown almost immune to the horrors and scars from the ravages of war. Virginia had seen its share of skirmishes on private lands, but she never lost hope that this war would end, restoring families and the nation.

	What made her so different from her father, mother, and four sisters? They were all vehemently convinced that Abraham Lincoln—the Illinois Baboon—was the devil himself, and the south would never surrender. She felt otherwise. The man she loved believed the president a man of honor. Elizabeth chose to side with love—and hope—for a beautiful future with the only man she would ever care for, which had been promised through a kiss.

	Touching her lips, she recalled with vivid alacrity meeting Captain Fitzwilliam Darcy two long years ago, when tensions rose and the nation’s accord appeared impossible. They had met in sixty-one before war broke out, dividing one nation into two. Captain Darcy had yet to take up arms as a Union officer within the Sixth Cavalry Regiment against the Confederate States of America, the new government of the southern states, which included her beloved home Virginia. But, tragically, with the firing of a single shot shortly after their meeting, the captain became her enemy, not by decided choice but by mere geography. Although the physical Mason-Dixon Line lie further north, Maryland was divided in its loyalties. 

	Now, on this beautiful, sunny afternoon, her heart squeezed as she contemplated the contrast of actions where the sharing of a single kiss had shot straight to her heart, making him her sweetheart by deliberate choice, not by unfortunate compromise. They chose each other over ideology and propriety.

	Unlike the heated memory of their searing kiss, the ruthless sun burned her face. She wore no bonnet, nor held aloft any parasol to protect her fair complexion from the freckles sure to come. She glanced down at her brown day dress, once lovely, now faded and stained. A soiled apron covered her bodice and skirt but even that could not prevent the blood of wounded soldiers from seeping through.

	Since the onset of battle the previous December, she had been volunteering as a nurse believing it a Christian duty and moral obligation before God to care for all men, not just southern men.  Caring for the Yanks was a risk she had taken, accepting that it could mean imprisonment if discovered by those loyal to the Confederacy. For five months, she had taken the risk for him alone. As far as her family knew, she volunteered daily with the ladies of Fredericksburg at the tobacco factory “hospital” attending to their boys.

	Only two miles from this Union hospital headquartered at Chatham Manor, the Johnny Rebs defeated the Yanks at Fredericksburg and now they fought at Chancellorsville. She had heard from some of the boys in the ward that the Sixth—the captain’s regiment—fought in both. Perhaps he would need her; perhaps he would come through the doors. 

	Every day, more wounded arrived at the hospital, and every day for six hours, she assisted the surgeon, extracting bullets, cleansing and stitching wounds, changing dressings, and writing letters home for the damaged men.

	At present, she was thankful for the respite the back veranda offered. The masking scent of honeysuckle growing against the brick filled her lungs. For as lovely the porch was at the front of the manor, with its sweeping view of Fredericksburg and the Rappahannock River, it was marred by the artillery along the ridge and the putrid smell of the ever-growing heap of amputated limbs discarded from the hospital. Up here, away from the groans and coughing, she could imagine how the gardens once were and daydream about him: his smile and deep, strong voice, confident and proud.

	“I shall think of pleasant things. I must breathe and remind myself, yet again, that I shall endure this for him. He could be one of these broken bodies—broken souls out there—somewhere.” She stifled back a cry and again, touched her parched lips, imagining the sensation of his soft mouth pressed against hers.

	Pricked by the sweltering heat, she recalled the sweetness of the unforgettable night of their meeting, dismissing the recollection of embarrassment by her mother’s shrill voice and boastful manner. She had no difficulty pushing into the recesses of her mind the immature and flirtatious behaviors of Lydia and Kitty. Even Mary’s vapid personality and Jane’s radiant beauty were lost to the exquisite memory of meeting Captain Darcy.

	 

	Mr. Charles Bingley’s ball at Netherfield Plantation in Annapolis, Maryland promised to be a grand affair. 

	Gifted by Aunt Gardiner, her ivory silk gown was more elegant and expensive than any she had ever worn. Why, its opulent hoop skirt was fashioned from nearly six yards of fabric. With every swish through the massive foyer and each rare attempt to sit, she fought back a giggle. She dearly loved to laugh, and the large crinoline cage below her skirt bordered on the ridiculous.

	Within the din of the ballroom, landowners and politicians laughed and argued, provoked and debated with varying levels of civility, and in much of the same manner, so had she and Captain Darcy. She could not deny her heart or the immediate attraction when spark met tinder and fuse begot flame. Over the course of two hours, their conversation moved beyond the mere courteous civilities of discussing the virtues of a southern woman’s accomplishments, venturing into banter that bordered challenging and approached confrontational. Yet, she found it engagingly stimulating. Although often of opposing mindsets on many issues, their mutual love of books and music crossed the barriers of pride and prejudice, finding common ground. 

	That night she was most definitely not Frances Bennet’s favorite daughter. Emboldened by this would-be suitor, she felt immune to the chastising scowls from her mother for her oft-spoken brash opinion, so decidedly given, beyond her proper place in society. From the onset, she made it clear to Captain Darcy she was not so delicate a flower, nor too genteel to state even her political opinion. Throughout their conversation, he conveyed himself the perfect gentleman, allowing her voice—even encouraging it. Judging from his expression, he appeared to revel in her forthright and outspoken manner. That had never happened with any man before.

	Her calm opposition and bold argument against her parents’ belief that slavery was ordained by the Almighty and upheld in Holy Scripture set the captain back.

	Amazed, he asked with a pleased lilt to his voice. “Miss Bennet, do you mean to convey that you are an abolitionist?” His lovely smile following the inquiry elicited in her an unabashed fixation with the curve of his bottom lip.

	She chortled, recalling his astonished expression when she replied.

	 

	“Indeed, sir. That particular institution and oppression of every sort is my abhorrence.” Leaning toward him, her fan concealed the secret she imparted. “‘Uncle Tom’s Cabin’ is secreted in my sewing box.” 

	Sadly, that proved not to be the best hiding location as it was discovered three months later by her mother. She sighed again, gazing out at the rising smoke, her thoughts turning to their turn around the ballroom.

	 

	Their dance was sublime. The invigorating Virginia Reel elicited the most endearing rosy flush to his cheeks, setting her heart aflame. His blue eyes sparkled as they danced down the aisle with hands clasped. His joyful exuberance entranced her. Those beautiful lips below a fine-looking, chestnut mustache spellbound her. Although he didn’t speak much while dancing, they were perfectly suited, but later, when taking in some air on the balcony overlooking the rose garden, he made his intentions and feelings known. He expressed to her his burgeoning hope.

	The word “courtship” when spoken into the fragrant air settled upon her heart and mind. His tender expression of admiration made her feel like a woman. She had never felt more attractive. Her pulse quickened; perspiration grew on her palm below her lace glove. Never had she imagined that love could blossom so quickly, but it had, and she would not deny its existence. She was sure a life with Fitzwilliam Darcy would be everything she dreamed a marriage should be. He was a God-fearing, good-principled man, elegant and genteel in manners. He was suited to her in every way.

	Below the romantic, full moon, they agreed to a courtship. At first, he expressed his delight with his gentle kiss to her hand, but that proved to be not enough for either of them. She yearned to feel his lips against hers, even if propriety condemned the act. He gazed up at her after depositing a kiss to her hand; the barely visible dimple of his smile caused her heart to flutter. 

	In the shadow of the balcony, Captain Darcy’s perfect mouth brazenly captured hers. At first, the kiss was tentative and tender. And since it was her very first kiss, she was filled with uncertainty, puckering ever so slightly. No one had taught her how to kiss! Her heart beat furiously in response to his soft mouth communicating a tantalizing invitation for more and she responded, mimicking his actions. 

	With the deepening of his kiss and his mouth molding to hers, she experienced blissful intoxication from the union as sweet as sugar cane. He sought and took, consuming her breath with his intensity. He wrapped his arm around her waist, pulling her into him. She could feel the heat emanating from his strong body. Nearly swooning from his closeness, the butterflies inside her took flight. The unexpected sensation of his tongue gently seeking hers startled her, but within seconds, its caress was wantonly welcomed, ushering in new feelings and pleasures that a young, southern gentlewoman of respectability should never know outside of holy wedlock, let alone within only two hours of meeting! She hardly knew what she was about when her own tongue, eager and filled with curiosity, met the gentle caresses of his. That kiss of impassioned tasting and exploring was the forbidden fruit of succulent, inviting temptation. Their tongues dueled like the sword hanging at his side; only theirs were unsheathed, alternating between wild abandon and slow dallying strokes. 

	Oh, that kiss, that one searing, unforgettable kiss, branded her as his … forever. He had made her his the second his scorching lips of fire met her yielding, unblemished, innocent pink flesh.

	He spoke passionately into her ear; the warmth of his breath tickled her when he said, “I am in love with you, Miss Bennet … Elizabeth.”

	Her heart burst. Her reply unexpectedly and brazenly betrayed her proper upbringing. “Your kiss told me so. And I am in love with you, Captain Darcy … Fitzwilliam.”

	Two days later the first shot fired on Fort Sumter, South Carolina, beginning what Father deemed the “War of Northern Arrogance.” Captain Fitzwilliam Darcy was not arrogant, but she never heard from him again. Not a single letter came. How could they? They were declared enemies by the actions of others. Correspondence was treasonous.

	**

	She had dallied too long in bittersweet recollection. Hearing cries from the wounded on the first floor, she brushed away the errant tear upon her cheek, once again pushing aside her longing and worry. With a swish of skirt, she entered the manor house to continue caring for the Billy Yanks so far from their loved ones.

	 From the top of the grand staircase, she stared down at the sea of new arrivals lying on stretchers in the expansive foyer. Her nose curled at the foul air hanging heavy in the oppressive southern heat, but she would not be deterred. Descending into the somber infirmary, she surveyed the soldiers laid side-by-side beneath the neglected crystal chandelier. Such a contrast. Battered and bloodied nameless faces cried out for help. Some of whom may well have fought alongside the one man she sought. Raising her handkerchief to her nose, she tried to block the noxious smell of dysentery. Deep, wet pneumonia coughs mixed with pained cries.

	“Nurse, I need you,” the regimental surgeon attending a patient near the entrance door called to her.

	With barely room to navigate between the stretchers, she lifted her skirt, stepping sideways, assessing the haphazard battlefield dressings and the gangrene of the men at her feet. Disease and death’s unmistakable pallor had overtaken many of them. 

	The doctor’s orders bordered on brusque disrespect, but she knew his way was not because she was southern and he from the north. The overwhelming responsibilities set before him dictated his manner. 

	Bloodied hands handed the suture kit to her. “Stitch this wound, and give him a hefty dose of whiskey for the pain.”

	“Yes, Doctor.” Thankful she had forwent her constricting corset, she knelt beside a young man whose shoulder badly needed mending. He drifted in and out of consciousness, but she managed to give him the prescribed whiskey from the small flask she kept in her apron pocket, then tended the wound with careful stitching. With each pierce of the needle, her fingers grew to resemble the doctor’s: saturated by the red stain of battle.

	“Mama. Where are you, Mama?” another boy groaned, grabbing the back of her skirt.

	“I’m here, son. You are going to be just fine. The doctor is coming.” She took his hand in hers, but he passed. For the sixth time that day, she’d witnessed a soldier’s spirit seemingly exit his head.

	Such was the scene every day, and she lifted a prayer for his soul.

	With a heavy heart she stood, stretched her back, and scanned the entrance hall at the broken men surrounding her. There are too many. Too many sons who won’t go home. Today, she didn’t feel strong enough to finish the day and was on the verge of tears.

	Until …

	Her gaze settled at the archway leading to the parlor on the opposite side of the foyer. One man caught her attention. The curl of his chestnut mustache, the cleft of his chin, and the masculine strength of his hand covering his eyes, showed her the man below the beaten, bloodied soldier. 

	It was him.

	Her tears came in a hot rush, bursting like her heart as she frantically ran between the men to Captain Darcy.

	“It’s him. I know it’s him,” she buoyed herself, for she had been let down so many times before.

	 Finally reaching the soldier, she knelt beside his wounded body. Wrapped with a makeshift tourniquet, his wounded leg was saturated with old and fresh blood. 

	Gently, she removed his hand from his eyes, clasping it within her hers, cradling it against her breast.

	“Captain Darcy? Fitzwilliam Darcy?” she breathlessly asked, blubbering. “It’s me, Elizabeth Bennet!” Her heart thundered in her ears; her tears rolled unabated.

	**

	The gentle, southern lilt of Elizabeth’s voice, the sweet cadence of which he had religiously held in his heart to carry him through the horror, called him from misery.

	He snapped his eyes open, drinking in the angelic vision before him. The curve of her face, the moist swell of tears in her bright green eyes, and the pinkness of those luscious lips he had dreamed about every night made him smile through the pain.

	“Dearest, loveliest Elizabeth. Is it you or am I dead? Surely, you cannot be real, for I was just recalling our kiss so long ago.”

	She bent toward him and whispered. “I am here, and as sure as my unwavering affection and faithfulness, I, too, was just recalling our kiss.” 

	With the sweetness of hope and renewed promise, her lips touched his in reverent embrace. His response to their softness and all the love they conveyed was as powerful as the first kiss they had shared that magical moonlit night on the balcony at the Netherfield ball.

	[image: Image]

	






The Sound of Christmas

	A Pride & Prejudice-Inspired Jazz Age Christmas
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	Kensington, Brooklyn

	Bennet’s Talking Machines

	Thursday, December 7, 1922—closing time

	Gazing out the storefront display window between the Victrola horn and the Victor Records New Release of the Month advertisement, Elizabeth Bennet secretly rejoiced at the first snowfall hitting the intersection of Gravesend and Church Avenue. Illuminated by the glowing street lamps, snowflakes danced in joyful display heralding the arrival of Christmas—and she dearly loved Christmas. She imagined the crisp breeze on her cheek and the Bloomingdale’s Department Store Santa Claus laughing “ho-ho-ho,” but the clanking of the steam radiator behind the cash register counter reminded her that snow was bad for business, even if Christmas wasn’t. 

	Very few things stood in the way of a person’s acquisition of the newest music for sale at Bennet’s Talking Machines store—well, apart from a blizzard and their competitor. Sterling Piano Corporation. But motor cars and fresh snow on the avenue, especially in the evening, were a bad combination for people and business. Weather permitting, there would always be a busy tomorrow at the music store because, just like O’Malley Haberdashery two doors down, people came to Bennet’s from all five boroughs so long as the subway ran. They sold the latest recordings, newest phonographs, and even the revolutionary crystal radio receivers coming off Crosley’s assembly line. In her opinion, they were an exciting gateway to the possibilities of tomorrow! A veritable plot device from the likes of HG Wells or Jules Verne!

	Her father, Thomas, wasn’t keen on radios for that very reason. He loved science fiction too much to believe advances in technology could be used for good. He believed radios a made-up-gimmick, but she was sure its popularity―grounded in absolutes and proved in its validity―would continue to climb until every household had one. Tying a big red bow around the RCA Radiola receiver and amplifier cabinet, she shrugged. What did she know about the future of radio? As maligned by her mother, she was just a twenty-year-old shop girl. Maybe so, but she knew most of the shop girls at Sterling and their store had yet to expand into wireless sets. That, fiction or non-fiction, was an opportunity for Bennet’s. In fact, she was so optimistic about radio―and Bennet’s Talking Machine’s success―she planned on speaking to her father about taking an extension course in wireless when they started up next year. If they were going to sell receivers in earnest, they needed a ploy over Sterling: a radio broadcasting license exclusive to dealers!

	“Papá, it’s still snowing,” she called to him in the back office.

	“Then, we ought to close. No one will come out tonight.”

	“It’s early yet. I’ll stay another hour if you like, then lock up.”

	“If you wish.”

	“Now that the Columbia Christmas sales material package arrived, I’ll work on the window display.”

	“Then, you better get on.”

	“Tell Mummy I’ll come up at five o’clock for supper.”

	“You best not be late.”

	He knew her propensity to get lost in dressing the window and had grown accustomed to her mother’s propensity for the vapors at the slightest inconvenience. 

	The lights in the back of the store dimmed, but he left the showroom light and two of the four windowed listening salons on should a customer venture in by design or chance to escape the weather. From behind her, his British accent grumbled to himself as he tugged the steamer trunk of Christmas decorations up the center aisle. “You will need to purchase evergreen boughs and a holly wreath from Conti’s on Second Street,” he reminded. “Take a dollar from the till and go tomorrow.”

	“I know just what to display. You’ll see!—this year’s Christmas sales will be the best yet!”

	“That would be a turn up for the books. Some of the Red Seal Victor discs are as high as three dollars. Customers just may hang their hat on the blasted wireless for entertainment.”

	“After they buy them from us! I bet you a pound to a penny I can sell a few as well as a Brunswick phonograph to make up for the record price increase,” she said, opening the trunk. 

	He smiled that endearing quirk he only gave to her. They had a special bond since she was the only agreeable one of his five daughters to work in the shop beside him when the eldest sibling, Tommy, left for the Army, Boxing Day ’17. She was only fifteen at the time, but in many ways, she took the place of the son who didn’t come home; she was the child her mother undoubtedly wished had taken his place. She sighed, then buoyed herself. Such were the way of things, the way of life … and death … sorrow and joy … fathers and daughters … and mothers and sons. Long ago, she had reconciled never being as perfect as her elder, beautiful sister Jane or as intellectual and religious as her sister Mary or even as popular and spirited as her youngest sister Lydia. As for their second youngest sister, Kitty, the sweet, oftentimes silly, girl had yet to establish what or who she wanted to be. Worse than her, poor Kitty blended into the background of everyone else, and on many days could be found fiddling around in the kitchen beside their housekeeper, Mrs. Hill. Each daughter was as different as chalk and cheese, but their mother considered all a commodity for trade to the first man of means to ask for a hand.

	Climbing onto the display window, she held a long strand of silver tinsel and vowed to help Kitty find her place in the shop. By example, she’d instill in her sister a joy in enticing music lovers to the family’s corner of melodies imported from around the world. Opened when her father arrived in America in 1895, the music shop was his legacy to leave to his daughters and their families, changing with the times and popular music trends. Opportunities abounded for women now, and Kitty could take her place and make her mark—just as she hoped to by focusing on radio. Maybe her sister would become the premier saleswoman for the innovative electricity-powered phonograph just rolling off Victor’s line. 

	Outside, two passing motor cars swerved into one another, stopping the trolly short at the intersection. It was getting dangerous out there. A doozy of a storm was blanketing the city, but she would wait until her father went upstairs before tuning the wireless to see if any station broadcast the weather report.

	A bundled-up man stopped at the window, frowned up at her, then abruptly turned, opening the shop door. A whistle of wind, a car horn, and a trailing swirl of snow floated behind him when he entered.

	“Good afternoon! Welcome to Bennet’s,” she said.

	He didn’t reply, just tipped his hat. 

	“Are you seeking respite?” she asked referring to the snow.

	His blank stare briefly met her smiling face, then he promptly diverted his attention, removing and clearing the snow from his overcoat. 

	“You must be quite a music enthusiast to shop on a night such as tonight. Are you looking for something in particular?”

	Scanning the shop, he quietly said, “Yes,” but did not meet her gaze.

	“Wonderful.” Grinning, she climbed down from the window. “My name is Elizabeth Bennet. What may I help you find?”

	Distracted, the man of about twenty-eight impolitely grunted, then stepped into the showroom. If she had just come from outside, she’d be a grouch too. Ignoring her, he removed his gloves and walked the carpet.

	“The Long Island Farmers Service radio program on W.H.N. forecasts a snowy December,” she said, trying to make conversation. Most people perked up when anyone mentioned “radio,” but he didn’t.

	Scurrying to the display counter and the record filing shelves, she tilted her head, seeking his attention. “We have all the latest recordings and just replenished our stock of Tungs-Tone Victor needles.”

	His avoidance of her was beyond curmudgeon. Upon inspection of his fine wool overcoat and fur felt hat, she classified him as simply another wealthy snob who disregarded her class.  She’d dealt with his type before: ill-mannered, arrogant uptowners slumming in Brooklyn for their musical obsession. One day, when Bennet’s Talking Machines made it big, she would convince her father to open a second location right next to Carnegie Hall!

	Making a studied examination of the two Brunswick talking machines on the opposite side of the shop, he picked up the tone arm of the upright model.

	“Critical music lovers prefer Brunswick’s clarity, and this year there are twenty-one models suited to everyone’s budget. My personal favorite is the York at only one hundred fifty dollars,” she regurgitated from the latest issue of The Delineator. “Are you in the market for a new phonograph?” 

	“No,” he groused, placing the arm back in the cradle.

	Walking to her he said, “I have a gramophone, thank you.”

	“You’re English! My father was born in a small hamlet in Hertfordshire,” she effused, which fell on deaf ears. “Where is your ho—?”

	“I am in need of a disc,” he curtly cut.

	Cold and unfriendly, he clearly wasn’t schooled in the nuances of polite conversation.

	“Of course. Do you know the name of the song or the category?”

	He shook his head.

	“Well, we have new releases in Classical, Dance Music, Gems from Opera, or … maybe you’re looking for something more suited to your personality … a Comic Talking Record, perhaps.”

	That smart aleck response got his attention, and his quizzical brow met hers. Rudy Valentino step aside—the customer was an absolute sheik. Definitely not a dandy, he was tall and distinguished, and his piercing blue eyes held hers. There was something in them—not an eyelash or anything—but dare she assume a spark of humor or soulfulness? His chilled cheeks were flushed red, and she imagined she saw his nice lips twitch at her joke. But she was probably mistaken about that, too. On any given day, she would laugh at this peculiar situation, but there was nothing humorous or humored about the man. Perhaps he should purchase a copy of Emily Post’s Etiquette book. 

	Finally, he removed his hat, placing it on the display counter.

	No slick Brilliantine hairstyle; he had clean, dark waves. She twisted her fingers to keep from reaching up to touch them.

	Flashing her best smile, she pointed to the store-length record wall lined by ten-inch shellacs. “We have something for everyone on these shelves.” And what they didn’t have she could order from the Victor or Columbia record catalogues in time for Christmas, but she’d wait to tell him that. It was all about timing in the sales business.

	The man appeared to stare right through her, brow knit. Turning to see what garnered his attention, she softly spoke regarding the convex glass military portrait decorated with Old Glory and Union Jack flags in the middle of the record shelves. “Ah, that’s my brother Tommy just before he left for France.”

	Shaking his head as though dislodging his words, he finally got down to business. “Contralto Paula Ayers, if you please.”

	“Oh dear. I’ve not filed a record for her in some time, but that doesn’t mean I can’t get you one of her older records, even if it’s an Edison. Is there a particular song you’re looking for?”

	Drawing his lips into a taut line, he shook his head and looked away. She could see he was unhappy by the way he gripped the brim of his hat, as though life and death hinged on her procurement of Miss Ayers’s singing voice. “Any song.”

	She opened the 1922 record catalog to the “Sentimental Parlor Music” section. “Let’s not give up so soon. If she has a new Victor or Columbia release that I overlooked, Bennet’s will have it mailed directly to your home. Mail order records in other establishments are a dollar twenty-five but we only charge seventy-five cents, and, if you return for another purchase, we’ll refund it back to you.”

	“I was misled, misinformed you would have whatever I sought in your stock. Tonight.”

	“I’m sorry, sir, but I could get it for you by Christmas. If she is now recording on an English record label, my father has several contacts in London, and it could arrive as soon as February.”

	“This simply will not do.”

	“Is there another operatic singer who might interest you? Perhaps soprano, Lucy Marsh.” she moved to the “M” section on the wall, then looked at the frowning man. “She is a celebrated vocalist, and her ‘Song of Love’ is a beautiful melody, which I would be more than happy to play for you on a Brunswick.”

	Furrowing his brow, he shook his head.

	Frustrated by his ill-manners she offered, “Well then, how about Fanny Brice, ‘The Shiek of Avenue B’?” She moved to the “B.”

	“No!” He barked, twisting the brim of his hat with both hands, eyes glued to Tommy’s photo. Checking himself he closed his eyes, released a ragged breath, then looked her straight on. Restoring the notorious British stiff upper lip, he spoke in measured contrition. “I beg your pardon. It must be Miss Ayers. Tonight.”

	“I understand.” She could find no humor in the man’s plight. It was more problematic than even she could handle. Her father always said she had a gift for pacifying difficult-to-please customers, and under normal circumstances, she could exercise her bansuri flute to calm the most obnoxious, but there was something else going on here.

	“How about ‘The Magic Flute’?” she asked with a compassionate smile. “Classical music always calms the household when my mother is apoplectic.”

	Music has charms to soothe a savage breast.

	Before she could offer the man a comfortable seat in a listening salon and a cuppa tea—or some homemade tipple from her father’s illegal stash in the office—which the man clearly needed—he mumbled. “My apologies.” Fixing his hat upon his head, he walked to the door.

	“Please call again … Merry Ch …”

	He left, leaving a swirling wake of snowflakes in his place. 

	“ristmas.”

	Through the store window she watched him turn up his collar and burrow into his coat against the barrage of snow.

	Suddenly, he stopped, turned back to the window, then tightly smiled, whether at her or the display she couldn’t be sure.

	**

	Friday, December 8

	Sisterly traditions should never be broken was an unspoken rule in the Bennet home. No matter how different the girls were from one another, breakfast without their father or mother was one of the most important traditions to keep. Because their lives separated down five different avenues once Hill cleared the table, it was important—for fostering sisterly affection—to tittle-tattle and talk about the many happenings in and around their corner of the world in Kensington. And on this morning, boy did Elizabeth have a story to share.

	“I had an interesting encounter with a customer yesterday afternoon before closing,” Elizabeth said to her sister Jane over breakfast the next morning.

	“Do tell,” Jane said, serenely spreading curd on a barely bite-sized piece of toast in exacting symmetry—a personality trait she employed in almost everything, particularly her manner of dress. Of all the sisters, the eldest was the only one who hobnobbed with Best Society’s opera patrons and worked diligently to “fit in” as a fashionable young lady. Their aunt and uncle Gardiner saw to her cultural enrichment and—for lack of a better word—“grooming” for the right husband with the right connections and wealth. With aspirations of her own, their mother banked on Jane’s success to secure a true fortune beyond just a reputable and prosperous living.

	“I was surprised but elated that someone came in, but the gentleman was in desperate need,” she continued.

	“For music? In the middle of a blizzard? Not even I would go to such lengths.”

	“Nor I,” Mary added, spooning out her poached egg.

	“Indeed. Are either of you familiar with the operatic singer Paula Ayers?”

	“Oh yes. Last winter, Aunt Gardiner took me to see Maytime at the Majestic Theater. Miss Ayers was one of the principal cast members in the company’s New York City performances,” Jane said.

	“Has she any new records?”

	 “I can’t be sure. After she returned from Europe, maybe it was England, she was all over The Chat theater guide but not so much this year. It’s quite a shame because she is a talented contralto.”

	Of course, Jane would know. The girl lived and breathed theatre and entertainment news in The Etude, Theater Magazine, and the entertainment section of Brooklyn’s local newspapers, The Chat being one of them. 

	“Hmm. England, you say? The customer was English and insisted on any record of hers, which I couldn’t immediately accommodate.”

	“That is unusual.” Jane sipped her tea, holding the saucer in her hand.

	“Gosh, I was embarrassed. Can you recommend someone similar, another contralto?”

	“Oh yes! Carmela Ponselle.”

	“Rosa Ponselle with the Metropolitan Opera?”

	“No, Rosa is a soprano. Carmela her sister is a contralto. She used to sing in vaudeville, but recently released a lovely melody, ‘Oh, Promise Me’.”

	“We may have the song in stock—cheese and crust, Jane. Would you please put the saucer on the table you’re making me nervous?” she teased.

	“I am practicing proper etiquette. Sipping tea whilst standing is an art form, Lizzy.”

	“So is circus aerial performing, but you don’t see me hanging from the chandelier.”

	Always cheerful, Jane demurely smiled. “Yes, darling, but Auntie’s circle of friends would never attend the circus.”

	“Half of them should be in the circus.” She grinned. “Tell me more about Miss Ayers. Was she touring in England?”

	“Gosh, it was so long ago, but an article in the Brooklyn Standard mentioned her travel with a troupe from the Y.M.C.A. during the war.”

	“Yes! I recall her and that article,” Mary said. “She joined the Over There Theatre League.”

	“Interesting. I hope the customer comes back.” She flashed a saucy smile. “Once you look past his scowl, he’s very handsome.”

	“Was he a rich sheik?” Lydia asked with a mouthful of shredded wheat biscuit.

	“Lydia! Don’t talk with food in your mouth.” Jane admonished. “And sit up straight before Mummy sees you.”

	“Yes, that was my first opinion, an absolute sheik, but he’s more Jane’s type of fella. Lord knows, she can put up with the most disagreeable man so long as he enjoys the opera and can carry a tune.”

	“You’re too harsh, Lizzy,” Mary interjected. “Surely there must have been a reason for his discourtesy. Why, First Corinthians reminds us that the Lord will bring to light what is hidden in darkness and will expose the motives of the heart.” 

	“I don’t think scripture applies to this situation, Mary,” she said.

	“Of course it does. Scripture applies to every situation in life. You’ll see. I’m sure he’s troubled. So many are at this time of year—just like Papá.”

	“Perhaps the man is a Londoner. They are notorious for their indifference to everything outside their personal concern,” Jane said in rare criticism of anyone, but she was still smarting after parting ways with the agreeable yet callow Mr. Bingley of London’s Mayfair. The affluent man—well, masquerading as a man, in her opinion—was a socially-inept, highly susceptible nitwit who cared nothing for the arts—only for horse racing, clubland gambling, and conquering Jane’s delicate nature. Good-bye, good riddance! At the time, Jane didn’t see it that way, interpreting his sudden departure as her fault, something her mother lamented on more than one occasion. At any rate, she was glad to hear Jane recognizing Mr. Bingley’s lack of merit and sense.  

	Just then Frances, their permanently vexed mother, breezed into the kitchen, on a war path. “Girls, stop this idle conversation and finish breakfast. You need to assist Hill today in readying the house for your father’s second cousin.”

	“Do we even know this person?” Lydia asked. “Because I’m not giving up my bed for just anyone.”

	“No, but he’s your father’s relation and that’s all we need to know.” Standing at the sink, Mummy looked out the window at the tenement building on the opposite side of the snow-covered courtyard. She gripped the basin, sighed, then talked to herself. “Boiled potatoes … I must make boiled potatoes. Yes, he’ll think them an exemplary vegetable.” 

	“I can help you and Mrs. Hill in the kitchen, Mummy,” Kitty offered.

	“No. No. You’ll bungle the meal I have planned. Everything must go swimmingly tonight, and if it does, one of you three will have a new home back in England as the wife of a well-situated parson!”

	Kitty looked crestfallen at the dismissal, and Mary beamed at the prospect of marrying the clergyman: Mr. William Collins of Kent.

	“Kitty, come with me to the shop today,” she placated. “I’m almost finished with the window display, but I need to trudge over to Conti’s on Second Avenue this morning. It’s likely to be busy in the store.”

	“Are you sure I won’t get in the way?”

	“I would welcome your company and help. Due to the snow, Papá has several home sale visits to make this afternoon, so I’ll be alone to manage the crowds.” She smiled, then motioned for her to eat fast. She whispered. “Perhaps Hill can spare some mince pies for the listening salon customers.”

	“Oh, Lizzy! That’s a wonderful idea.” Kitty beamed. “May I take care of the customers in the salons?”

	“Of course! You can even decorate the rooms for Christmas if you like. Papá will be so relieved, Kitty.”

	“Mummy … may I help in the store?”

	“Only after you wash the loo.”

	**

	Lizzy’s heart swelled after a day of continued traffic on Church Avenue and in the store despite the six inches of snow outside. Records flew off the shelves, and she even sold the Radiola set in the window for thirty-three dollars to a—former—Sterling customer vowing never to step foot in the overpriced establishment again. Apparently, the department store had commercialized Christmas so much that the customer felt pressured. Instead, she praised the homey feeling offered in Bennet’s private listening salons, thanks to Kitty’s decorating and attention to detail. She could barely contain her excitement over the prospect of one day having a dedicated listening room for the radio receiver and Bennet’s broadcasting license displayed for all to see! 

	Having always possessed an innate sense about things, like her optimistic outlook regarding radio, Mr. Bingley’s foppishness, and Kitty’s happiness in the shop, she was sure the surly customer from the night before would return—and, truth be told, she welcomed the opportunity to turn his frown upside down. As such, she wore one of her favorite frocks, a navy wool serge with embroidered white collar and sleeves, and she styled her curly bob on her forehead, just like actress Betty Compson in the film The Bonded Woman. A hint of Jane’s lipstick and opal earrings finished the look. Of course, only Jane noticed her sudden fashion sense, but said nothing beyond, “Well, aren’t you a pretty picture today.”

	Still, the man had not shown, and the store neared closing time. Today, she could not dilly-dally before dinner.

	“… and you have a wonderful Christmas, Mrs. Lucas. Please give Charlotte and her new husband my very best for the season.”

	“Thank you, dear Lizzy,” the woman said, sliding the paper parcel from the counter.

	She looked back down to pencil the transaction in the sales ledger.

	“Pardon me, Miss Bennet,” the familiar English voice said.

	Glancing up, the sullen customer’s mouth twitched, then he tipped his hat. 

	“Good afternoon,” she greeted with a genuine smile.

	“I … I came back to apologize for my ill-manners last evening.”

	Well, this, she hadn’t predicted, but what a soothing, deep voice he had when filled with contrition and sincerity. He looked so much more appealing when baring a contrite smile.

	“Think nothing of it. I understand your disappointment. We simply failed to deliver your expectation, especially at Christmastime.”

	Coming around the counter, she motioned to Kitty to attend the last customer waiting at the cash register.

	“I’m glad you returned because … I may have something for you, after all,” she said.

	“Miss Ayers?”

	“Unfortunately, no, but another contralto with an equally expressive voice.”

	He furrowed his brow and shook his head.

	“Won’t you at least allow me the opportunity to introduce you to Miss Carmela Ponselle? You might be pleasantly surprised and … it would give me a chance to salvage the Bennet reputation.”

	He glanced up at Tommy’s portrait for awkward silent seconds, until quietly speaking. “I beg your pardon for the intrusion, but … your brother? I trust he is in good health?”

	Taken aback that a) he spoke so plainly and intimately to a stranger of her station, b) he spoke at all, and c) taking leave of his senses, he just tossed propriety out the window, she furrowed her brow. “Tommy was killed on the fifth of June in ’18, near Château-Thierry on the Marne.”

	“The second battle of the Aisne,” he whispered more to himself than to her. His softened gaze held hers and he raised his hat. “My sincerest sympathy, Miss Bennet.”

	She surmised he served his country, too, but she would maintain decorum and not ask—as impertinent as her inclination. He was a potential customer, after all, and she would never cross the informal boundary assuming familiarity. Jane had taught her that much! “Thank you, sir.” Brightly, she changed the subject. “Now, let’s find you some music until Miss Ayers makes another disc.”

	Walking back behind the counter, she removed from underneath the three records she had set aside for his return. “If you would follow me, we can listen to Miss Ponselle and Miss Weaver in a private salon.

	He didn’t say anything but followed through the nearly empty showroom, passing the Columbia salon’s open door. From within, Al Jolson’s up-tempo “Toot, Toot, Tootsie” filled the hallway. Glancing over her shoulder, she noted the distressed look on the man’s face, so she closed the door. Arriving at the Victor room decorated that morning with evergreens, dried orange slices, Christmas roses, elderberries, and red satin bows, she breathed deeply, happy Kitty’s attention for detail made the room feel like home on Christmas Eve. The only thing missing was a decorated tree. The smell of fresh pine filled her lungs. “I hope you don’t mind listening on a Victor, but I just changed the needles for the best clarity. The Brunswick salon has been in use all day.”

	A warm sense of satisfaction and pride overcame her, observing how his lips formed a slight smile when taking in the festive decor.

	Removing his hat, he turned to face her. “Miss Bennet, is your enthusiasm and diligence to detail customary in the shop year-round?”

	“It is. My sister and father also provide an extraordinary level of customer service to rival exclusive music stores, even Wanamaker’s ‘Salon of Music’. We pride ourselves on providing a musical experience you won’t find anywhere else.”

	He nodded, gaze switching to the Etude and Victor catalogs on the coffee table.

	“Please, make yourself at home.”

	Bearing a confused brow, the customer looked at the settee, then to her, then back to the settee, waiting for her to sit.

	“Oh! I’ll remain standing beside the phonograph. Besides, we don’t stand on ceremony at Bennet’s.” 

	Within seconds Kitty entered with tea service, placing it on the coffee table. “Sir, would you care for lemon or cream in your tea?” Kitty asked, enjoying her hostess experience. She smiled shyly, unable to take her eyes off the handsome man even as she poured.

	“Lemon, thank you.”

	Resting his hat on the settee beside him, he took the filled cup and saucer from her hand, then leaned back.

	“Thank you, Kitty. Please close the door behind you. I have had my share of ‘Toot, Toot, Tootsie’ today,” she chuckled, taking her place beside the Victor upright.

	She barely had the first record removed from the sleeve when Kitty reappeared with a plate bearing a small pie.

	“For you, sir.”

	“A mince pie?”

	“Yes, sir, baked just this morning.”

	Quietly he said, “It smells wonderful. It has been … some time since I had a taste of home. Thank you.”

	Before Kitty left the room, she stopped at the phonograph and whispered. “He’s here, Lizzy.”

	“Who?”

	“Cousin William.”

	“In the store?”

	“Yes. He wants to meet you.”

	“Tell Papá.”

	“I can’t. He’s trapped in the RCA salon with Mrs. Morgan.”

	“I don’t envy him that. Then our cousin will have to be patient. I’ll be out shortly but tell him I’m with a very important customer.”

	The nerve!

	She placed the record on the turntable, then turned the hand crank. “Sir, this dual-sided Columbia disc features contralto Carmela Ponselle. I think you will enjoy her rendition of ‘O Promise Me.’”

	The needle skated across the groove-less wax before the song came to life. Jane was correct, the older Ponselle sister had a beautiful singing voice and judging from the look on the customer’s face, he thought so, too. The lyrics washed over her as the most romantic she had heard in a long time, and she

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	Manhattan, NYC

	Saturday, December 9—mid-morning

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	Sunday, December 10—noontime

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	Tuesday, December 12—closing time.

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	Wednesday, December 13

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	Sunday, December 17—afternoon
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