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 To
Percival Huntington Whaley, who passed me his pen;

to the generations of
gentlemen at the Denver Press Club bar;

and

to the Army Correspondents
and Artists of the Civil War:

“Whose toils cheered the
fireside

educated provinces of rustics into

a bright nation of readers

and gave incentive to narrate

distant wars and explore dark lands.”

 


— War Correspondents
Memorial Arch, built 1896,

on the site of the South
Mountain battlefield

 


“They have shared the
soldiers’ fare; they have ridden and waded, and climbed and
floundered, always trusting in lead pencils and keeping their paper
dry.”

 


— Harper’s Weekly,
June 3, 1865





Every newspaper editor owes
tribute to the devil.

— Jean de la
Fontaine
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THE POLITICAL MADE PERSONAL:
RUMINATIONS ON SECESSION

by P. H. Wentworth III

Executive Editor

 


April 12, 1861

Reader:

Our nation is papered with
newsprint. Every pen has an opinion, each louder than the last:
Secession, Abolition, States’ Rights. Union and Confederacy
saddling up for armed conflict. There is no end of rush judgment,
no end of commentary, and no end to the people who will pay to read
it. Fully half of every paper is news of impending war.

Trusted reporters have been
dispatched to send the latest information by wire, all hoping to be
caught in the thick of a battle and live to tell about it. New York
Associated Press writers and artists are covering Richmond, Kansas,
Charleston, New Orleans, and the front lines wherever they might
be, establishing contacts and couriers and telegraphs, ready to
ride on a moment’s notice to find the best news in the area.

 


Palmer Harrold Wentworth
the Third, Executive Editor of The Philadelphia Daily
Standard, delivered a period at the end of his sentence with
enough force to split the nib of his old quill pen. He sat back and
reached for a new goose feather from the box he kept in his desk
drawer, next to the fountain pens he could not stand. One last
time, he weighed his options and mulled over his reasons and
rearranged all his rationalizations, deciding how he would write
what might become the most important Saturday editorial of his
career.

He could hear, in the
back of his mind, the anxious masses waiting in anticipation as he
dawdled—when he should have been sprinting—toward a deadline he had
set himself. He dropped the broken quill into the wastepaper
basket, and flipped open the lid of the heirloom brass inkwell his
father had given him to mark his graduation from Oxford. He almost
overfilled it from the pint bottle of black ink and used a small
whetstone from his drawer to sharpen his penknife. After tucking
stone and oil into their leather pouch and back into the drawer, he
cut the quill the same way he had since he was twelve and first
allowed to use ink, and twirled it restlessly between his thumb and
finger.

Outside his door, a
round-the-clock, big-city news operation filled three floors of a
two-lot building where Harry had spent more than half of his
working life. He had worked his way up to become the most important
man at the largest newspaper in the city—one of the largest papers
on the East Coast. He had made himself into the man who, with
twenty-two reporters and four sub-editors, decided every day what
information about the world was most important for Philadelphians
to know.

In pursuit of this
sacred duty, the rest of the operation housed thirteen copyeditors,
twelve proofreaders, twenty-three page compositors, four
telegraphers, six copyboys, nineteen men who sold advertising and
private printing, seventeen business staff, one-hundred-twelve
newsboys hawking papers and delivering subscriptions, eight
typefounders who, with a fiery furnace in the basement, cast
letterforms, engravings, and lead printing plates, and forty
pressmen who printed, folded, and stacked twelve pages, fifty
thousand times a day. The sounds of the newsroom through his closed
door blended with the ticking of the clock on his desk and the
thumping of the printing presses two floors below, noises that
lived so deep in his marrow, they registered as silence and
soothed.

Harry wished to high
heaven he were still avoiding this assignment. He had been doing so
for weeks now, months—an argument could even be made for
years—until lunch today, when the other members of the Editorial
Board had given him all but no choice. His Publisher and Managing
Editor, as well as the National, International, and City Editors,
had all been in general agreement for the first time in living
memory: his reticence on the matter must come to an end. Even
though he held more influence, and therefore more votes on
editorial direction, he hadn’t enough sway to refuse to comply with
all of them.

It was enough to make
him dyspeptic.

With his collar
unbuttoned and removed, sleeves rolled up, he sat tapping his right
foot, his knee shaking the desk, the ever-present miasma of his
cigar hanging on him like an overcoat. His top hat rested easily on
the corner of his desk, and his jacket hung on a peg behind the
door.

His clothes were the
fashionable, well-tailored dress of a gentleman, but with scattered
ink stains on his shirt, waistcoat, and cuffs, and more than a few
visible frays and patches. His face was hardened and looked every
day of his advanced years, above a stocky, solid figure, not fleshy
and bloated like so many wealthy intellectuals. His wiry grey hair
was cut short, as was a well-trimmed beard; his always-ink-stained
fingers were as heavy and strong as a stevedore’s. Still, his
bearing and manner bespoke generations of good breeding, which his
attire would confirm, were it in better repair.

Tapping his pen on a
scrap of parchment, leaving minute splashes of India ink on the
desk and his own cuff, Harry stared blankly at the chalkboard where
he tracked assignments, which hung on the wall next to a world map
covered in pins. The rack in the corner where he might have hung
his overcoat was instead a resting place for a dress suit, an extra
shirt, a set of braces, and three different neckties. He could
hardly remember what the southwest corner of his office looked like
without his dinner jacket. When had he begun keeping clothes at
the office?

He tugged at the loose
end of the string tie hanging off his neck and tossed it toward the
coat rack, but missed, the inconsequential thing draping itself
across the back of a chair. Many minutes passed before he finally
sat forward and dipped his pen.

 


Countless broadsheets and
tracts have cropped up declaring for one side or the other, printed
on small presses throughout our broken nation, some on sale for a
half-cent and some given free by fanatics. The dozen editors whose
opinions matter most, whose rhetoric is sharpest and readership
large enough to drive the direction of any conflict, are quoted and
misquoted with abandon. A gruesome clash between North and South is
inevitable—if only because newspapermen are screaming about it.






“Said the newspaperman,
screaming,” he muttered. The newsroom noise outside his door
harmonized with the constant background of dozens of telegraphs in
a room down the hall and six rotary presses that never ceased
without a very good explanation—he could tell by the rhythm in the
floorboards if one fell silent. The back of his hand brushed the
inkstand as he inked his pen, jogging it and splashing yet another
stain across his desk, long past the point of being saved by a
paper blotter. By reflex, he tossed a rag over the spill, without
any further effort toward removing it. There was little point.
Dozens—hundreds—of other such blemishes littered every room Harry
had ever occupied. He spilled ink wherever he went.

 


The
Standard has stayed largely neutral in the conflict
between North and South, in part because the personal opinions of
this writer are the most significant to the editorial decisions of
this paper. As you have seen in these pages, I stand in the center
of this conflict in every aspect of my life, a position sure to
become lonelier—and more critical—as events unfold.

 


The tiny office was no
larger than the domain of any other editor who warranted a door,
and had been furnished with a cheap, factory-made pine desk, two
chairs, and an all-purpose cabinet that held, on top, a small
pitcher and basin, and inside, an unholy mess of anything Harry had
nowhere else to store. The old varnish on the desk, which had
cracked and peeled down the sides, had been worn down to bare wood
on the writing surface, in the shape of his right arm. A shaker of
pounce waited on a paper blotter to dry his ink, sandy grains
trickling across the desktop.

An ancient red ink stain
ran down the front of his desk from under haphazard pages of
newsprint and foolscap. It had pooled years ago, like blood, in a
large blot on the threadbare carpet. Legend had it in the newsroom
that Harry had spilled the ink purposefully as a warning to bad
writers of corrections to come. He knew better than to ruin good
legend with the truth—his usual clumsiness. It was sheer good luck
the ink was red.

A thesaurus lay open to
his right to entries from libertine to ligament. He
flipped pages back and forth, searching for less volatile synonyms
for rebellion. He pulled a small notebook out of the inner
pocket of his jacket; he had them made by the gross in the
newspaper’s bindery and insisted every writer in his employ carry
one. He had carried two, at all times, for more than forty years.
An entire wall of his studio at home was devoted to their
storage.

Running a fingertip
across the shorthand pencil marks and foreshortened phrases, he
crystallized a point he had known he would have to make long before
deciding to announce it publicly. Setting the notebook aside, but
using the box of pounce to prop it open, he tapped it twice as he
reflected one last time on his months of musings. He wafted the end
of the quill across the page a few times to remove some errant
grains of sand or chalk fallen from his cuff, then inked his pen
and started to write again.

 


I was raised, and my family
still resides, in Charleston, South Carolina, heart (perhaps even
soul) of the rebellion being fomented. At the hands of, and
alongside, some of the leading voices in Secession, I was reared to
perpetuate the Southern economy in as grand a fashion as can be
imagined. Instead, I traveled the world until the day I met and
married my wife two decades ago here in Philadelphia, her native
city. I have spent the better part of my adult life with my
helpmate and children here.

But my parents, my sister
and her children, and dozens of aunts, uncles, cousins, and friends
live in Charleston and the surrounding countryside. My family has
lived on the same land for almost two hundred years, generations of
Wentworths at Vista Point Plantation.

 


There were times—right
now being one—Harry could smell the sweet pluff mud of the spartina
grass marshes and the stink of an alligator rising up out of the
water to snap its jaws through some unwary animal. He missed the
huge live oak by the Stono River as though its limbs were his own,
spreading out over the water, rooted in dark, Lowcountry dirt. He
remembered every hour spent climbing that tree, the rough bark and
the scratchy threads of the rope swing hidden among the Spanish
moss. The initials he and his friend Edward had carved, when given
their first pocketknives. Once older, he’d stolen his first kiss
hidden under the sweeping branches with Alexandra Porcher. He
transcribed a line from his notebook he had written more than a
fortnight ago.

 


There is no inch of the
fields and woods where I played growing up that hadn’t been
discovered first by an earlier Wentworth child.

 


The glass in the door
rattled under someone’s fist. His head shot up and feet hit the
floor; he straightened his sleeves and slipped his notes back into
his pocket.

“They did it, Harry!”
his Managing Editor shouted, the pebble glass only slightly
muffling Miles Campton’s voice and the sudden commotion behind him:
two dozen men scrambling for information, tossing facts and
conjecture back and forth across a sea of desks, calling out for
copyboys to do their jobs instead of scuffling like little
boys.

“Enter!” Harry called
out. The door opened, and Miles slipped inside, shutting it behind
him.

“The Rebs fired on Fort
Sumter; just in over the wire. I need your column posthaste.” Miles
had been the one man on the Board to argue that Harry’s commentary
should be left to his own discretion, but had still let himself be
convinced to vote with the others when the time came.

Harry stifled his sigh
and schooled his eyes as he waved Miles to a seat in one of the
ladder-back chairs on the other side of the desk. His voice had
endured a lifetime of cigar smoke, whiskey, and hollering at men,
but there was little he could say, now that the Confederates had
made the piece even more difficult to write.

“I know. I know.
Tomorrow’s paper. You’re giving me indigestion.” Harry shifted to
loosen the button at his waist. “You know what this means.”

“It means war, so
selling papers.”

Miles placed the stacks
of newsprint he had brought with him onto Harry’s desk and clutched
his own notepad, larger than Harry’s, in a hand he draped across
his knee as he sat. Harry reached into his desk drawer for the pint
bottle of Tennessee bourbon and two glasses. “Here’s to selling
newspapers,” he said, by rote and—he knew—without nearly enough
conviction.

They each tossed back
their drinks in a time-honored afternoon ritual, after which Harry
rose from his desk, strode to his assignment board, and took up the
chalk and the damp rag he used to assign and reassign reporters,
stories, deadlines, and column inches.

“Take the print run to
sixty thousand in the morning, and twenty thousand papers on street
corners every night this week,” he said. “No, indefinitely. We’ll
hit a hundred thousand by the end of the month, and that won’t be
the end of it. Hire any good staff you’ve interviewed the past few
months, and order those new presses you’ve been eyeing.”

“A hundred thousand? In
two weeks? We’ve been expanding for months to the numbers we have
now.”

“Mark my words. This war
is at home. No steamship delay on the death notices.” He looked at
Miles with his eyebrows turned down and his lip turned up, and
jabbed the chalk in his general direction. “You knew this was
coming, or you don’t deserve your job.”

With his rag, Harry
wiped away the circulation figures at the bottom of the board,
which had been tallied with revenue and expenses and the cost of
the combined staff—all calculated daily and displayed
strategically.

Miles was the only other
person who had ever seen the blank space filled, on the side of the
chalkboard where Harry made notes as he worked, because it was
Miles’ job to ink Harry’s orders and see them carried out. Now,
Miles took out the pencil he kept perpetually lodged behind his
right ear and started making rapid notes he’d translate into action
within the hour.

Harry’s sleeve moved so
fast it dripped chalk dust onto the carpet. He damped his rag in
the pitcher of water in the basin. “No one is going home tonight,”
he said. “No one.”

“They’re staying,” Miles
said. “They might kill each other for cables. Baker took a black
eye.” He chuckled. “Purely by accident.”

“Good. Let them fight it
out. We have four hours—no, three-and-a-half—and a lot of
information to find. And an evening edition.” Harry turned back to
Miles, chalk raised in his hand. “Two hundred ten minutes. Late
copy gets cut and so does the writer.” He went back to revising
word counts and page space. “Be in touch with Washington. I want
the War Secretary on the other end of a wire inside an hour.
Cameron owes me.”

“Cross is already at the
War Department. I just saw the cable.” Their primary Washington
correspondent had been there nearly as long as Harry had been in
Pennsylvania.

Harry erased Cross’ name
from two other stories and filled both blanks with question marks.
He would have to consider which reporter, or reporters, would
shortly be transferred there for the foreseeable future.

“Assign a man to talk to
the mothers and wives of enlisted men over the next three days,
once the panic sets in.” He wiped one of the question marks away
with his fist and wrote: Baker.

Miles stood. “All right,
Harry. I have an evening edition to fill. And you,” Miles added
pointedly, “have two hundred ten minutes to write an
editorial.”

As Miles closed the
door, Harry called out, “Half again as much advertising this month,
or I start sacking salesmen!”

After the door clicked
shut, Harry made a few more notes to be considered later and
stepped away from the board. Turning back to his desk, he threw the
chalk and the damp rag on a pile of edited copy, smearing his
corrections.

“Damn!” Not a hint of a
reprieve. His editorial had now changed from a restrained
commentary on the political situation to a certain bloody battle in
every corner of his family.

He unrolled, smoothed,
and re-rolled his shirtsleeves in the few steps to his wooden
swivel chair, passing it by to open the window and encourage a
breeze. He looked out over the city streets, but the familiar view
did not inspire. He crossed back to his desk, but once he’d taken
his seat, shifting to accommodate the left-leaning spring, the
annoying squeak reminded him of nothing so much as the squawking he
had endured over luncheon. Given his Board’s infernal interference,
he hoped he could leave them all speechless, because today, it
would be a welcome change.

 


To be clear, my family owns
roughly two hundred slaves. In part by their labors, I was raised a
gentleman and a planter, and I like to think I exemplify the former
(though never the latter), to some extent because I was raised by
the most loving Black hands. I cannot excuse men who treat fellow
human beings with cruelty and brutality, nor can I ignore the
kindness and respect that have most often existed between the races
in my home.

 


He could still taste the
tender spoon bread his Nonny made and still feel the sharp sting of
the switches she’d cut from the birch tree outside the kitchen door
whenever he caused some mischief that couldn’t be explained away.
He recalled many hours wasted in the stables or storehouse, or with
the cooper or blacksmith or carpenter, whenever he could steal away
from his tutor. In his memories, he heard the low songs of the
hands in the fields, the chattering of black children too young to
do heavy work, and the smooth Gullah cadence of old women in the
kitchen.

 


When I imagine the sound of
that first shot on Fort Sumter, I hear a battle brewing on all
sides of my family: muskets trained on my mother, my sister
subjected to soldiers, the screams of my son or my nephews as they
encounter their first battles—in all likelihood, fighting against
each other. I hear the old songs of my homeland turn to dirges. No
place or person I know—North or South—will be impervious to the war
that has been declared, and no matter which position I endorse,
personally or professionally, it will cause pain to someone whom I
love, and anger one faction or the other.

 


“If there were ever an
understatement,” Harry grumbled.

Once he’d published
these thousand words, he might not be allowed up the steps to his
parents’ house, even with grandchildren in tow. And his sister,
Ruthie, and her boys… Ruthie’s husband, Charles, would never allow
them to see Harry once he’d been tarred with even the lightest
Abolitionist brush. He could only imagine what his father would say
if he turned up on the doorstep after twenty-five years as a
Yankee.

Yet, he might not fare
much better here. He always now half-expected to find himself
ejected from the home he’d made with his wife, for she had lost
patience with his divided loyalties months—perhaps years—ago. If
Harry hadn’t been fifty times wealthier than her father, she would
have long since moved back to her childhood home. Yet another
discussion of North and South, especially one he had started in the
newspaper, could not help matters. Harry found himself more and
more in charity with President Lincoln: no one likes a
centrist.

 


I am politically ambivalent
as well. I fully support of the right of the Southern states to
secede and form their own government, and am justifiably suspicious
of central control of power. However, the Southern states have
fallen behind the times, and are subsequently unprepared to carry
this conflict. I find myself deeply—unaccountably—emotional about
my homeland’s likely fate.

Northern industry as an
economic system is superior to the aristocratic Old South; were the
Confederacy to accept this fact, and adopt a similar structure,
human servitude would not be required to maintain the communities
and wealth they have built over the last two centuries. It is with
staggering arrogance the South keeps its boot on the necks of the
Black servants who have raised its children.

Reader, I am not a man
accustomed to shilly-shallying, but on this issue, I have remained
undecided for many months. With great relief, I have left coverage
of this conflict to other members of the editorial and reporting
staff; however, it has come time to declare my position.

 


Harry rocked back and
forth in his wheeled chair, in sympathy with the presses, and
dipped his quill again. But before he could continue writing, the
loose spring in his chair shifted suddenly and his knee hit the
bottom of the desk. When he recovered his balance, a large blot of
ink had dripped below his last sentence.

Once returned to his
writing, rubbing the bruise on his leg, he found his hand and pen
were still endorsing opposite positions, as were his mind and his
heart, so he stopped and watched the shine of a wet pool of ink
turn dull as it soaked into the paper.

This was, without a
doubt, the story of his lifetime. He could no longer maintain his
silence, because the war now begun would be the best—likely
last—big story of his career, and he better placed than any man in
America—no, the world—to write it. He wanted only courage to serve
up his convictions, and he would not be stopped from his sworn duty
by such a paltry deficit.

Tipped back in his
creaking chair, Harry tugged at the whiskers on his chin, staring
vacantly at the chalkboard, shifting in his seat. He sharpened the
quill again and twisted it between his fingers. Finally, he dragged
the tip of his pen through the spilled ink and finished his
thought.

 


Effective four weeks from
today, I will resign as Executive Editor of The Philadelphia Daily
Standard to return to Charleston for the duration of the
conflict.

 


Before sending his
resignation to be set in type and set in motion, he knew he had to
tell Anne the time for considering her opinions had come to an end.
He had to make arrangements for his children and find a way to
appease his wife. Even with all the chaos he’d ordered in the
newsroom and the pandemonium that would ensue as soon as anyone saw
this column, he would have dinner at home, to break the news before
the news broke. Besides, a few hours with his wife and children
would surely leave him cranky and inclined to shout, which would
shut down prying questions the rest of the night.

 


You may be sure, I do not
choose this course out of “sympathy for the Confederacy” or
“disdain for the Union,” nor would the opposite be true if I
remained here. I have proven over a lifetime that it is not my
intent—nor my calling—to promote any entity’s political agenda, but
rather, to gather and present, rationally and fully, the breadth of
available information for my readers’ delectation. Be assured, I
will remain a moderate voice of reason, ever louder and more
peaceable as the volume rises in the public square.

I have been to war, Reader,
ten times on five continents. Though it has been many years, no day
passes without recalling some detail of the soldiers I followed so
I could record their stories. More than twenty years, and they
haunt me yet.

Every soldier I have ever
met reminds me of a truth oft-discounted in the fervor of mortal
combat: a rush to battle leads only to destruction, and humankind
is always better off finding middle ground than firing off shots at
those who oppose us.

 


Harry sanded the paper
and claimed a rare editorial privilege he had dismissed men for
invoking. He was in no mood for an editor, and was the only man in
the building who could safely ignore the need. He set his pen
upright in the inkwell, tipped the pounce back into the box, and
shook loose bits of sand from the paper. With only one brief last
look, he tucked the column into his desk drawer, ready to be
delivered to Composing once it was too late for anyone to do
anything about it.
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Philadelphia,
Pennsylvania

April 12, 1861

 


Harry had timed his
visit home perfectly: his foot hit the threshold at five minutes to
seven, dinner would last one hour, and his after-dinner domestic
dialogue with his wife another thirty minutes. If he could contain
the rancor to a timetable, he would be back at The Standard
by nine. He walked into the dining room just in time to lead his
wife to her seat at the opposite end of a formal dining table that
could sit thirty, and then went back to his own seat at the head of
the mostly empty table. Since Anne hadn’t informed him otherwise,
they would dine tonight en famille: only five at table, plus
the governess, Miss Conroy, since his wife had not yet deemed their
twin daughters, Fleur and Belle, mature enough to eat dinner
unsupervised.

Harry nodded to the
waiting butler and footman to begin serving the first course. “How
delightful of you to have the cook prepare lobster bisque, Anne.”
Harry snapped open his starched white napkin and placed it in his
lap. “I have been craving it all week.”

“Of course, Palmer. You
said so not two days past.” She shot a glance at Fleur and Belle,
who had begun making a giggling, whispering fuss about something
known only to them. “Girls, hush. Your father will not wish to hear
your prattling.”

“Oh, come now, Anne,”
Harry chided. “After a full day of reporters speaking nonsense,
their chatter is not unwelcome.”

Their daughters, Harry
noted privately, always seemed attired for an occasion, this
evening in matching sea green dinner gowns that varied only in
their embellishments: Fleur’s dress was trimmed with lace and
Belle’s with brocaded ribbon. His face relaxed into the gentle
smile he reserved only for them. “You look beautiful, my dears. I
am certain I have never seen your gowns; they must be new.”

Before either girl could
graciously accept the compliment—charm being the most marked of
their many accomplishments—Miss Conroy broke in. “I made certain
they did not exceed their clothing budget, Mr. Wentworth. It was a
close thing, but with a few economies, we managed it.”

Their governess’s
fluttering made Harry’s mind itch; Miss Conroy had been an
annoyance since his wife had first hired her when the girls were
only six. After ten years, he had learned to overlook the woman’s
nervous nature, although—wisely—she had never lost her fear of
him.

“I thank you for your
excellent oversight, Miss Conroy, though I would hardly begrudge my
young ladies a few frills and furbelows.” Indeed, Harry was far
more concerned with his son’s indiscriminate gaming debts, which he
could not address before the ladies. “I am pleased you always see
my daughters so perfectly turned out. They will be a sensation next
year when they debut,” he nodded to Miss Conroy, “in no small
measure to you.” Miss Conroy blushed, as she always did when Harry
said more than three words to her. “Now that they are getting
older, we must see about increasing their accounts at the shops.”
Turning to his wife, he instructed, “See to it, please, Anne.”

Anne fiddled with her
fork as though she had something on her mind she didn’t wish to
say, but finally, she agreed, “Of course, Palmer.”

Fleur and Belle giggled
and began a renewed twittering about the dresses they would now
have made, as well as their gratitude for their Daddy’s largesse.
Harry largely ignored their enthusiasm, but for another indulgent
smile, and turned attention on his errant and profligate son. “Not
at the club tonight, Robert? Have you exceeded my account there so
quickly?”

Robert, trying hard to
ignore both his father and his comment, muttered something into his
soup spoon that sounded like “Meeting my friends later.”

“As always,” said Harry,
not really striving to hide the ire in his tone.

Only just old enough to
appear at the table without his tutor, unlike his sisters, Robert
had never expressed the least gratitude for any of the advantages
his father provided. In fact, more often than not, he exploited
what good nature and patience Harry reserved for managing his son.
It had been a considerable help to this endeavor when Robert began
appearing at home even more rarely than Harry. Finally of an age to
be accepted at the Philadelphia Club, with his father’s
recommendation, he had spent most evenings there since; Harry’s
bill the prior month had tripled, to say nothing of the debt
incurred because he had never been able to teach Robert a passable
poker face.

Harry took a moment to
regard his son, whose pallor might be cause for concern, deciding
after only a moment it was due more to inactivity than any illness.
Robert’s pasty skin looked like floured cod; his paunch was
distended like a blowfish; and his chin sprouted the sparse
whiskers of a crawdad. He had a frame like his mother’s, if she
didn’t diet—somehow both thin and fleshy—no trace of Harry’s hard
muscle from years of side-along soldiering, still-regular weapons
training, and half a lifetime of bar fights in foreign climes.
Harry could still, at fifty-six, lift hundred-pound stacks of
newspapers all day long; Robert, at eighteen, would barely lift a
finger. He had his mother’s pale skin and almost-transparent blue
eyes and his father’s shock of unruly red-brown hair, but managed
neither his mother’s semblance of grace nor his father’s semblance
of polish.

At last, Anne signaled
the footman to take their bowls and prepare to serve the next
course, which proved to be Harry’s favorite dish, pate en
croute. Harry cringed inwardly as he thanked her outwardly:
Anne must want something.

Quite sure he knew what
it was, Harry stalled, eavesdropping on the twins to pick up a
topic of conversation.

“Have you plans to spend
your new dress allowance already, girls?”

“Oh, yes, Daddy,” Belle
said in a rapturous voice. “We found a new lacemaker, but Miss
Conroy said she was too expensive. We would have had to do without
any other trimmings at all.”

“But now we can—”

Cutting Fleur off, Anne
said, “You would do better, young ladies, to think of your sewing
projects for the church and the underprivileged than your
vainglorious obsession with fashion.”

“Yes, Mother,” they
replied in unison, but neither took up those topics until Harry
prompted, “May I offer a donation to your endeavors for the
poor?”

After promising ten
dollars for fabric to sew baby blankets, Harry quietly encouraged
his daughters to speak of whatever silliness occupied their
time—tonight, the meanness of one Caroline Beasley, who thought she
was better than everyone else because her sister was marrying a
Vanderbilt—happy just to listen to their lilting voices as he
considered the weighty conversation yet to come. By the time their
mother put a stop to their complaints, the butler was carving the
leg of lamb and passing the soufflé of asparagus.

Finally, at a lull in
the conversation, Harry straightened himself in his chair and
cleared his throat to recall everyone’s attention. “I have
important news to share with you all,” he announced solemnly.
“While I always wish to defer to my wife in matters of dinner-table
conversation, and it is her preference that politics be left
outside the dining room door, tonight, I’m terribly afraid I must
demur. Today’s news will inevitably involve each of us, one way or
another.”

Anne, who had just
dipped her fork into her soufflé, looked up at her husband. “What
is it, Palmer?”

Harry took a deep
breath. His resignation must be shared with his helpmate first,
surely; it was her right to have private words with him before
either of them spoke to the children. No matter how unpleasant that
interview would prove to be. But as to the rest of the information
he had gathered today, there was nothing for it. If Harry didn’t
tell them now, they would wonder why when they’d heard it
elsewhere.

“I was made aware,
earlier today,” he said finally, “that we cannot expect a peaceful
resolution to the Southern conflict. The Confederates fired on Fort
Sumter early this morning, and the battle is yet raging. We are at
war.”

Anne dropped her fork,
and Belle and Fleur stared with identical paling faces.

Robert was half out of
his chair in a moment. “I knew it!” he shouted, with far more
jubilation than Harry thought seemly at a declaration of war. “I
heard some men at the club talking about it earlier, but they
wouldn’t elaborate.” He narrowed his eyes at Harry as though his
father were responsible for other gentlemen not wishing to share
state secrets with Robert. “Reginald said I was daft, that the
damned Southerners wouldn’t be so stupid as to open fire, but I
told him he was wrong.”

“Robert! Your language!”
Anne said sharply.

Robert’s face assumed a
look of chagrin, but not of apology. “I’ve won twenty dollars on
our wager,” he said smugly.

“You will cease
discussing such inappropriate things, and in such appalling terms,
before your sisters,” Anne said. “Or any other lady of your
acquaintance.”

Robert’s jaw tightened
visibly as he took his seat. “Yes, Mother,” he said.

“Quite right,” said
Harry. “And you will immediately apologize to your mother and
sisters for such blatant discourtesy.”

Robert muttered a
halfhearted apology, followed by something inaudible, then dropped
his head and concentrated on his meal.

Anne, still stunned,
turned her attention back to her husband. “Are you certain, Palmer?
You must be, for who would know the news better than you?”

“Quite. I spoke to
Secretary Cameron at the War Department by wire this afternoon, and
our correspondents have been sending news all day. As yet, we have
no reports of casualties.” Harry didn’t bother to remind his family
that many of the men who had opened fire were, in all likelihood,
his childhood friends.

“But,” Anne sputtered,
“this—this is going to ruin everything!”

It will certainly
ruin dinner, thought Harry.

Having apparently
stockpiled verbal ammunition with his hot-headed friends all day,
Robert began unleashing his opinions with the subtlety of a
cannonade: “Don’t worry, Mother,” he pronounced. “Those
ill-considered malcontents will be nothing but a black mark on the
page of history in a week.”

“You give the Southern
soldier less credit than he’s due,” Harry noted.

“I give the Southern
soldier no credit at all,” Robert retorted.

Before Robert could
anger Harry any further, Fleur asked, “Does this mean the soldiers
will march into Philadelphia, Daddy?”

“Well, not,” Harry
began, “er—it’s a bit too early to—”

“Half the world will be
in uniform,” Robert blurted, cutting Harry off. “There will be
soldiers everywhere. If we are lucky, we’ll get a battle nearby.
I’d love to see a battle, by God.”

“Robert!” Anne almost
yelled. “Do not frighten your sisters with your ridiculous
assertions, and do not take Our Lord’s name in vain.”

“No one we know would go
fight in a war, would they, Daddy?” asked Belle, her voice
trembling.

“I’ll sign on to take
down the Rebel scum,” Robert answered, plastering yet another layer
of fear across both sisters’ faces.

“Robert!” Anne barked,
her increasing anger doing an almost-adequate job, Harry noted, of
masking her own fright. “I will ask you leave this table if you
cannot constrain your conversation to speech appropriate to the
dinner hour.”

“Yes, Mother,” Robert
said again, this time with a brief smirk at Harry.

“Can’t you and Mr.
Seward stop it, Daddy?” asked Belle, her own voice rising in pitch.
“Surely Mr. Lincoln will listen to you.”

“I’m afraid it’s not
that simple,” Harry said.

He had tried repeatedly
to influence the Secretary of State, one of his oldest friends in
the Northern states, toward peaceful resolution. He had even
petitioned President Lincoln during one of their infrequent
meetings, though the president was the least likely man in
Washington to listen to Harry, for their relationship had always
been contentious. But sadly, his girls were not worldly—or
bright—enough to understand the subtleties of political theater. He
couldn’t think how to explain that even their Daddy, and their
friend Fanny’s Papa, could no longer stop the momentum of war.

Harry would have to
consider braving Anne’s wrath by taking up his girls’ knowledge of
political discourse with Miss Conroy. Surely, she should be making
more of an effort, if only to improve her charges’ dinner
conversation. They would, eventually, be required to entertain
gentlemen with superior intellects.

Miss Conroy’s lip
trembled. “My… my brother said he would join the Army if it came to
war.” Her face twisted and she stifled a sob, rising to her feet in
one swift motion. “If you will excuse me…”

Harry stood, eyebrows
raised at Robert until he also rose, and nodded his assent to the
governess, who rushed out.

“The Rebels are an Army
of soft aristocrats,” Robert started again. “Americans have put
down soft aristocrats before, and not so long ago.”

Harry regarded his son
with sad irony as they both reseated themselves. That’s a bit
rich, he thought. Robert was as soft as the soufflé, and would
have been a Tory by temperament alone, if he’d been born a century
ago. Harry sat down again and cut into his lamb, then held up his
hand to forestall Anne’s incipient lecture on appropriate topics of
discussion.

“I beg leave to remind
you we’ve close relations in Charleston, including my mother and
sister, whom I will not hear defamed in my presence, any more than
you would allow a man to insult yours.”

“I need no reminder we
have traitors in the family,” Robert sneered, “Though pray, do not
say so in public, lest it reflect poorly on me.”

Harry glared at Robert
and bit down on his own tongue, but there was no need. Anne’s
retort was sharp enough to leave their son’s pride bleeding, and
Robert retreated. Harry took up the last bite of his meat and
turned to his wife, electing to change the subject before someone
at the table said something he might, or might not, regret.

“Anne, it’s been three
days since the Hutchisons’ party, and you’ve yet to tell me about
it. I apologize again for having to miss it.”

Thankfully, his wife had
long since eaten her fill of the endless conflict between her
husband and son. “It was a lovely party, though you did not miss
much of any interest. Several of the men asked after you. Mr.
Muncie hoped for an appointment, but I told him to speak to Mr.
Campton at The Standard.”

“Yes, thank you. He is
on my calendar later this week.”

“Daddy,” Belle
interjected, “Mrs. Hutchison asked Mother if Fleur and I might be
allowed to attend a birthday party for Amelia at the end of the
month.”

Harry raised a brow at
Anne. Why was he being asked permission, rather than a formal
invitation being issued to his wife?

Anne regarded her
daughter with pursed lips before explaining. “Amelia will reach her
majority and has already been presented, so most of the guests will
be older. Since the girls are not out yet, there was some question
as to their attendance.”

“Please, Daddy?” Fleur
begged. “Everyone we know will be there.”

“And many young men you
don’t,” Harry suggested, shrewdly. Both girls blushed and looked
down at their plates. With another glance at his wife’s expression,
he agreed with her silent pronouncement. “I cannot think it wise.
You will attend adult parties once you have been presented.”

For the first time that
night, Anne smiled. “Your father is quite right; you may wipe the
defiant looks from your faces this instant. And before I forget,
Palmer, Robert told me your girls have been switching hair ribbons
and playing tricks on people again, and it can’t carry on. No one
wants to marry a girl if he thinks he might say vows to her
sister.”

Both girls looked
sideways, Belle to the left, Fleur to the right. Robert snickered,
and twin sets of eyes narrowed and lips turned down identically.
Within days, they would come up with some piece of information to
cause Robert trouble. It had been the way of things in this house
since the day the girls were born.

“Is this true?” Harry
asked.

“Only a few times,”
Belle murmured.

“And not with any boys,”
Fleur added. “Only with our friends, as a joke.”

“I see.”

Both of them picked up
their forks with their right hands and dug into the lamb,
presumably to provide a reason not to explain themselves
further.

“You two are far too
enamored of playing jokes and pranks, and your mother is right; you
will make a name for yourselves as troublemakers, and it will not
do. Gentlemen of distinction do not marry girls who act like
hooligans, no matter how beautiful or well-dowried they may
be.”

This was not entirely
true, for Harry anticipated no problems marrying both girls to men
who wished access to his ear and influence, to say nothing of their
substantial portions and impeccable bloodlines, down to the roots
on both sides of their family tree. But that was no reason to give
them leave to destroy their reputations before they were even out
in Society.

“Should I hear of any
further shenanigans, I will assume you are still too young for a
debut, and postpone it another year. Am I understood?”

“Yes, Daddy,” they said
in unison, listlessly, both still poking at their food.

Anne spooned her soup
and buttered her roll silently, a self-satisfied smile gracing her
lips, a deceptive picture of serene womanhood, Harry noted, in blue
silk and lace. By contrast to his sometimes-well-mannered
daughters, Harry had sought a wife who didn’t feign ignorance of
the issues of the day. If he’d wanted that, he would have chosen a
Charleston girl who wouldn’t be pretending. Anne’s mind was sharp,
and she didn’t mind expressing an opinion.

What he hadn’t bargained
for was that woman with opinions was not the comfort he’d expected,
and Anne took off her placid public face at home. He’d indulged her
whims to alleviate the quarrels, and had ended with a wife who knew
that a screaming fight would usually net her exactly what she
wanted. He was now counting down the minutes to her next
eruption.

It came soon enough,
after dessert had been served with yet another helping of Robert’s
hostility aimed squarely at Harry: “All we needed,” he began, “was
a reason to crush this insurrec—”

Anne’s temper finally
snapped: “Hold your tongue, Robert. It’s hardly a surprise war
broke out. It’s all anyone is talking about, and I find it quite
tedious.” This put a damper on the discussion, as deference to
ladies was a lesson Robert needed frequently reinforced.

While Robert seethed and
sulked, and the girls tried not to attract any attention that might
result in a more serious dressing down by one or both parents,
Harry collected his temper and his arguments for the conversation
that would come as soon as he was alone with Anne. He only needed
to catch her eye once to know she was doing the same.

As soon as Anne finished
the two bites of strawberry cake she allowed herself, she set her
knife and fork parallel on her plate and inched her chair out
minutely from the table. No one else had finished, but neither did
they want to stay at table. Harry and Robert both stood
immediately, and the butler and footman stepped toward Fleur and
Belle, helping them out of their chairs.

In the front foyer,
Robert split from the group immediately, pulling on his navy-blue
surtout, taking his beaver hat from the rack, and pulling a pair of
gloves from the drawer in the hall table. With a kiss on his
mother’s cheek and a sneer for his father—ignoring his sisters
altogether—he departed for his evening’s entertainment, sure to be
debauched and dishonorable, Harry assumed, like most men of his
age, means, and disposition.

Anne waited for Harry,
tapping her toe, as he kissed both of his daughters on their
foreheads and chided, “Finish your lessons before bed; no romantic
novels until you do.”

“Yes, Daddy. Have a good
night at work.”

“We’ll see you at dinner
tomorrow.”

Anne added, “And don’t
bother poor Miss Conroy. Let her have her privacy tonight.”

“We won’t, Mother.”

Once the girls had taken
the stairs to their suite of rooms, Harry held out his arm to his
wife and escorted her into the east parlor of their three-story
Italianate home. There, he helped her to a seat in her usual
ladies’ chair as the butler arranged a tea service on the low table
within arm’s reach of her seat. For his part, Harry made his way to
the drinks cart in the corner, where he poured a tall brandy, as
was his custom, eschewing the tea she was already pouring for him
in the perpetually vain hope he would forgo the spirits.

In a handful of minutes,
he was seated enjoying his digestif while she sipped a cup
of oolong from a teacup he had given her with a full set of china,
his public gift at the party for their twentieth anniversary, six
weeks earlier: gold-trimmed, monogrammed table and tea settings for
fifty, the porcelain so fine one’s fingers could be seen behind
it.

Across the tea table,
Anne presented a pretty picture, as slender as she’d ever been,
more to the side of skinny as she’d aged. Her hands were still soft
and her expression tranquil, but her back remained straight as a
ramrod. Her long, fine hair was slowly turning from bright gold to
bright silver, shimmering in the lamplight, giving her face a false
angelic quality seen most often in ancient oil paintings of
goddesses. As always, Harry experienced a hint of pride in the fine
figure she depicted. This evening, he thought, she looked
especially lovely, her hair in a tatted lace snood, blue silk
evening dress showing the tips of her shoulders and the
still-lovely curve of her throat, accented by the simple sapphire
choker he’d given her privately for their anniversary.

In the relative comfort
of a long silence, she sat embroidering an altar cloth for the
communion table at Christ Church, while Harry fingered the cigars
in his jacket pocket, listening for sounds of tiny feet up and out
of their beds, a deeply ingrained habit that hadn’t fallen away
even as the children had grown into young adults. The saddened blue
of the walls and the abstract curlicue design of the blue-and-gold
carpet were familiar and soothing after more-frequently contentious
dinner conversation. In the twenty years they had lived here, his
wife had redecorated the entire house, room-by-room, three times,
but this room had always been The First-Floor Blue Parlor.

Just as he was a member
of the wealthy Southern planter class—albeit one who now lived in
the North—Anne had been born into a well-to-do, well-connected
Philadelphia family of superlative breeding. Her clothes were the
latest fashions from Paris—always far more neat and tidy than
his—and the face she showed in public was placid and compliant. She
was extremely competent managing his home, his children, and his
servants, ensuring he could use his time to work.

“The cook will be taking
a week soon for her daughter’s confinement,” Anne related, “but of
course, we can’t know when. I’ll have to use the agency in the
interim. I wouldn’t mention it, but Mr. Seward is coming from
Washington next week, and I was hoping you could arrange business
meetings at your club. He’s never been particular en
famille, but I would hate for a substitute chef to make a poor
impression on any other gentlemen.”

“Of course.”

“Mrs. Seward sent a
cable from Auburn. When her husband comes next week, she’ll be
meeting him with Fanny. I know you prefer they stay here with us,
so I wired accordingly. I hope my decision meets with your
approval.”

“Of course.” Upon
reflection, he added, “Please keep the girls on their best
behavior. The last time Fanny was here…. Heaven help us. Give her a
room right next to her mother, or no one will get any sleep. And
put Seward in another wing entirely.”

“Of course. Also, lest I
forget, the Morrisons are having a crush next Saturday. It’s really
an engagement party for Dottie, but they don’t want anyone to know
until she says yes. It’s all quite silly, but the Governor will be
there, and several men of your acquaintance. Shall I accept on our
behalf?”

“Of course. Please make
a note on my calendar and ensure Robert attends, with the
admonition he stay out of any betting games he might encounter. And
while the topic is at hand, he needn’t try to discredit me with my
associates; he hasn’t the trousers for it. I will speak to him if
you’d like, but I know you prefer supervision of the children
remain under your control. And I cannot guarantee any conversation
I initiate won’t end poorly.”

“Of course. Such conduct
is entirely unseemly. I will make a point to speak to him
tomorrow.” She paused and looked up from her needlework. “I do wish
the two of you could make your peace.”

He lit a cigar and
picked up his brandy. “I wish it, too, but I’m afraid I am at a
loss and cannot see a way forward.”

She went back to her
embroidery. “That is such a shame.”

“Indeed,” Harry said,
tongue firmly in his cheek. “I’ll be hosting a few men for supper
next Tuesday, five or six of us. We’ll only need something simple,
so any cook will do, but we will be late in the evening and no fit
company. Perhaps you can entertain yourself and the children
elsewhere until eleven or so? It’s past the girls’ bedtime, but I’d
rather them tired than exposed to gentlemen in their cups.”

“Of course. I appreciate
your prudence. And since you bring them up, Palmer, I’m thinking of
sending the girls to Madame LaPointe in Paris.”

He straightened in his
chair. “Paris? The girls are far too impressionable for Paris.
There must be a school in the countryside. Chartre?
Rambouillet?”

Anne sniffed, “It is not
as though they will be unsupervised.”

“Perhaps you’re right,”
he said, trying to relax back into his comfortable chair.

“Of course I am right,
and even if I weren’t, it is not your place to say. Their education
is my responsibility, not yours.”

“Of course. My
apologies. I’m sure you will make the right choice.” He swirled the
brandy in his snifter and drew on his cigar to keep it burning.
“And what of Robert? He should be off to university, not dodging
debutantes.” If his son had ever been academic, Harry might have
believed what he said.

In a decidedly lower
voice, indicating she might be afraid of his response, she said,
“Robert won’t be pursuing a degree. He’s settled on a wife: Celia
Bromley. He is taking a position in her father’s bank.” She leaned
over and took a skein of green embroidery floss from the basket at
her feet, pulling off an arm’s length and cutting it with a tiny
pair of scissors.

“I knew he was
considering banking, although I didn’t know a marriage was in the
offing. Was he planning to ask my blessing?” He drew on his cigar
and blew a series of smoke rings.

“I think it unlikely.”
Anne tilted her head, but didn’t look at him. “He asked mine.”

“I see.”

“Can you blame him, when
you two can’t be in the same room for ten minutes without an
argument?”

“I suppose you’re right,
but it galls. I am his father.”

“It might be easier if
you didn’t cast such a long shadow.”

“I’m certain it would,
but that is hardly anything I can change at this late stage of my
life.”

“No. Of course not.”

Harry set his cigar in
the ashtray, then stood and went to the drinks cart and brought the
decanter of brandy back to his seat, pouring a larger second
portion and setting both carafe and glass on the occasional table
next to his chair. “It is too bad about the university,” he said,
settling back into his seat. “Robert might have become an
intelligent man, had he made the least effort.”

She tied off the end of
her silk and threaded her needle with the new length of floss.
“Would you like to see the household accounts, Palmer? I updated
them this afternoon.”

“I’d prefer not tonight,
if it’s all the same. If you’ll put the ledger on my desk, I’ll
review it tomorrow at breakfast.”

“Of course.”

In the deep silence of
the lowering lamps, the air turned suddenly colder and heavier,
until the weight of the unspoken question between them permeated
the room. “Palmer,” she said finally, “have you decided what you
will do about reporting the war?”

“I have.”

She dropped the
needlework into her lap.

He had thought
carefully, for weeks, about this conversation. Perhaps, given
enough authority—like her father—he could avoid an argument
altogether. Unlikely at best, but taking the offensive was his best
chance.

“I’ve told you my
thoughts, and welcomed your opinions as to our family’s direction.
I take the responsibility of your security extremely seriously, and
feel strongly I am best suited to make such decisions in our
household.”

Her brows drew closer
together with every syllable he uttered, until it was difficult to
see her eyes for the narrowing. While she was likely still
gathering herself to go for his throat, he took a large sip of his
brandy and added, “Anywhere on this continent might become the next
battlefield, and I cannot ensure your safety, nor spend my days
worrying for you, and still do my job properly.”

The crackling fire sent
a spark up the chimney, and one of the glowing logs split. Harry
stood and went to the hearth to add wood from the brass rack, then
stirred the fire with the poker. “It will be in the paper tomorrow.
I’ve resigned my position.”

“You’ve done what?!”

“I’ve resigned. I will
be moving to South Carolina.”

“You will what?”
Her voice was gaining volume, and her shrill tone presaged a long
fit of temper. “What of the rest of us?”

Harry returned to his
seat, shifting the chair slightly to give her his shoulder; sipping
his drink, he lit a new cigar, simply because it annoyed her when
there were two burning in the ashtray. “I believe I have found a
solution with which you might agree,” he said. The fire in her
glance told him no matter what he said next, agreement was a
delusion.

“You and the children
will remove to Europe. When you send the girls to Madame LaPointe,
you and Robert can simply go with them. You can stay in Paris or
London or anywhere else with a stable government. The girls should
be introduced around the beau monde as Wentworth heiresses
eventually, in any case. Perhaps your daughters might become
duchesses.” He sat back and swirled the brandy in his glass,
turning it slowly in his hands.

Anne stood and the altar
cloth fell to the floor. “My daughters were raised to advance the
society of America, Palmer, not England. And their dowries will not
go to prop up aging manor houses and the roués with titles who own
them.”

A momentary flash of
insight left him strangely weary: which aging English rogue had put
that knife edge in Anne’s voice after her three starry-eyed Seasons
in London? He would bet everything he owned she was not a serial
philanderer. She wasn’t interested enough in carnal pursuits to
sustain an affair; to his mind, it was one of her most worthy
attributes. Besides, she could never hide it in Philadelphia. But
only a man could have left her so bitter. There was no denying,
someone in Europe still unnerved his wife.

“Which America, Anne?
Shall we give one daughter to each side to hedge our bets?”

“There is only one
America, and the Union will prove it in short order. There is no
need to disrupt everything. You cannot uproot our lives so
abruptly!”

“Yes, I can.” Harry
loosed the first real shot of the battle.

“I cannot believe you
just said that!” She stomped her foot, rattling the tea table. He
wished he hadn’t been so indulgent of her histrionics when they
were younger, while he still could have trained her properly.

“I am your husband and
the head of this household. Disruption is the nature of war, my
dear, and the nature of my business, and your continued presence
here merely a casualty. Make yourself comfortable with it, and
begin packing.”

“I will not!”

“You will. South
Carolina is logically where I can best act. And I prefer my wife
and children as far from the combat as I can arrange, while still
maintaining civilized company. This is the best course. I only wish
to keep my family safe.”

“Do not try to cajole
me, Palmer, so that you might do whatever you like without the
slightest consideration for us!”

He stood, so she didn’t
have the advantage of height, but stayed well away from her. “You
knew perfectly well this was the likely outcome, Anne. I have
discussed all the alternatives with you on many occasions. This is
my last war, and it’s going to be fought in my homeland. I need to
go back, and I cannot leave you in harm’s way.”

Her face contorted, red
with rage. Her entire being seemed to swell three sizes. As many
weeks as he had been considering this evening’s discussion, so had
she. She would spring at him any moment with two weeks’ worth—two
months’ worth—of argument she’d been amassing. He should have
known; she’d been much too accommodating of his opinions thus
far.

“Far be it from me to
keep you from suicide, Palmer, for I shall be a very merry widow,
but you cannot expect me to uproot my children over a minor
conflict about which you have a bad feeling. You would have
me leave everything I know to assuage your fears for our safety,
when you refuse to stay and ensure it yourself?! I have family
here, and a home, and two girls to present and marry. There is no
chance the fighting will reach Pennsylvania before the insurrection
is put down, and I’ll not disrupt everything for you, or for this
ridiculous war!”

Instead of backing away,
he stepped forward. “I married you because you read the newspaper,
Anne, and because you do not usually speak drivel. Can you be so
short-sighted? You would refuse to take our children to safety,
simply because it is I who suggest it?” He raised his voice for the
first time since their argument began. “No, Anne! I will not hear
it! I have chosen the safest course for you and the children, and
the only course for myself. Stop screeching about something you
should have expected. I’ve had enough argument from you for one
evening. The decision has been made.”

Her tone lowered from a
shriek to a loud yell as she took a step backward. “I never
believed you could do such an awful thing to your wife and
children! Tearing us away from everything—our whole lives—so
you can stand on some ill-defined principle! It’s inhuman!” She
stomped her foot again, retaking the ground she had lost, shaking
the pictures on the blue silk walls and the curios interspersed
among the bookshelves. An Argentinean mask toppled off a shelf, but
didn’t break on the Persian carpet.

He saw the tears well
up, and hoped sincerely he would ultimately be allowed to soothe
her when he won the disagreement, rather than watch her walk away
from the fight, lock the door to her rooms, and prepare herself for
continued battle until she’d won her point. Unfortunately, Anne’s
tears in such a situation could portend anything—except
surrender.

He was embarrassed at
having made her cry, but in only moments, even more so at being
taken in by it. He had never been the type of man who would try to
overpower his wife, nor would he ever intimate a lady might be
dissembling for advantage. So, he took a fallback position in his
chair, turning it once more to face the fireplace, leaving her
standing behind him with no one to attack.

“I haven’t hidden my
thoughts on the subject,” he said. “I won’t have my family in the
path of an oncoming war.” In a deep tone he usually reserved for
newsmen who had lost a story, he said, “I’m well within my rights
to decide where my family will live.”

“I won’t go! I won’t
leave my parents and my sisters to run away, nor jeopardize my
children’s place in Society by association with a slave-trading
traitor!” At that, a crystal vase flew past his chair, missing his
head by at least three feet, shattering against the wall and
throwing overpriced shrapnel in every direction. Likely just the
first missile to be launched in his direction tonight.

“I am not a slave-trader
nor a traitor, and I’ve had enough of your dramatics. This is my
decision, and the sooner you make peace with it, the better.” He
heard her stomp her foot three times in succession and growl
through her teeth.

As he’d expected, with
no one to assault and no visible reaction from him, she flounced
back to her seat in the armchair, her stare still heated in his
peripheral vision, but she slowed her breathing and brought her
voice back to a more reasonable tone. “I suppose you’ll put us on a
steamship tomorrow.” She picked her embroidery up off the floor,
stabbing at it with the needle like she was pinning him to his
seat, back to glaring at it and not at him.

“No, my resignation
takes effect next month, and I expect you have letters to write
before you decide where you will live. And you will have to decide
on somewhere, for I will be selling this house and the Newport
cottage; you should not think to stay here against my wishes. I
should like your itinerary settled before I leave.”

“You are selling my
homes? Palmer, you have truly lost your mind!”

Pouring another drink,
he explained, “Nothing is so valuable in wartime as liquidity. And
given this conversation, I will not leave you the means to defy me
if I can help it. You will be able to access as much money as you
will ever need. In London. In person.”

“You… are…”

For once, she was
speechless, so he filled in the blanks. “I am familiar with your
scheming, Anne. You will do anything to get your way, as soon as my
back is turned.” She dropped the needlework in her lap again and
kept her eyes trained on her hands. Her silence made the hairs on
the back of his neck prickle.

“Where will you live,
Palmer? With your parents?”

“I would never subject
myself to a steady diet of my father. I still own the rooms near
the docks where I lived after college.”

“You will live like a
penniless sailor? Have you no shame?”

“None at all.” He warmed
the new brandy slowly in his hand. This might yet become a two-vase
fight.

She pursed her lips but
said nothing more for several long minutes. Finally, she sighed and
said, “You are going to get yourself killed, Palmer, and leave your
children fatherless. Have you thought this through at all?”

“I have thought of
nothing but this for at least a half-year. It’s Charleston.” He
waved her objections away with the hand holding his brandy, and it
splashed against the sides of the glass. “Enough people will speak
for me to keep me alive. Surely friends and family who have known
me a lifetime will understand best what is driving me to this
course.”

“Clearly, you’ve had too
much to drink,” she sniped, stabbing at her handiwork again.

Only in
self-defense. “Do you honestly think my mother will let
anything happen to me? The South will hold Charleston if nowhere
else.”

Her eyes slid across the
oil painting on the wall behind him as she offered her first
reasonable compromise, “I will write to your Wentworth cousins, but
I will not necessarily agree to stay in Europe any longer than it
takes to leave the girls at school. And I do not think you can ask
Robert to follow your dictates. He is eighteen now, old enough to
choose his own path.”

He stood and went back
to the fire to feed it another log, and watched the sparks fly up
the chimney. “I can reluctantly agree Robert is beyond my control.
When you write, you will ask Lady Strafford to arrange a town house
for your occupancy though the next Season.”

“Of course, Palmer. But
I have not agreed to live there.”

“No, but I warn you,
Anne. You had better come to terms with it.” Anne willing to
negotiate boded ill, but for the moment, the fight was over, and
he’d come out further ahead than usual.

Ten silent minutes, one
more glass of brandy, and an embroidered lamb and lion later, he
gave her his arm to walk her to her rooms. At nine-seventeen, he
listened to the lock turn on her bedroom door, then went back to
the newsroom for the rest of the night, now cranky enough to keep
two hundred men compliant into the wee hours of the morning—whether
they liked it or not.
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Philadelphia,
Pennsylvania

April 13, 1861

 


Just past first light,
before he’d had enough coffee to account for his three hours of
sleep, Harry hadn’t even made it through half the front page of his
paper, studiously avoiding his own byline. He sat in his writing
studio, proofreading the headlines, too late to matter, finishing
his breakfast tray of fried eggs, Virginia ham, and hot cross buns,
which had been laid out with a silver-and-ivory coffee service,
including cream and sugar he never used. His plate was emptied, but
he hadn’t yet rung for a servant to clear it away.

Without warning, Robert
suddenly appeared in the doorway, breaching all decorum by storming
through Harry’s sitting room and bedroom and into this, his most
private inner sanctum. Harry folded the pages of The
Standard and laid it on his desk. He never allowed his children
into his rooms without an invitation. And he did not invite
them.

Harry ran his hand
across the smooth expanse of the cherrywood partner’s desk where he
handled correspondence and matters of business, which dwarfed the
small clerk’s desk in the corner where he wrote. His other hand
caressed the lapel of the new coat he’d found hanging in his
wardrobe, surely Anne’s doing, and reminded himself to thank his
wife for it. Especially now that he needed a dash of formality to
manage his son, as usual, dressed to the teeth in clothing more
expensive than his mother’s.

Robert advanced into the
room until he was at Harry’s desk. “I’m horrified by your disregard
for my mother and sisters!”

Harry hadn’t had nearly
enough sleep for this encounter.

“Disregard? Providing
them a Grand Tour, a London town house in Mayfair, and the
sponsorship of an earl and countess is hardly disregard, and
sending my children to Europe for school has been planned since you
were infants. I did not expect your mother to go, nor the visit to
become indefinite. But she is my wife, and your sisters are my
children—as are you—and you will all be repairing to London at the
earliest opportunity. It’s not open to further debate.”

Robert’s eyes grew as
round as his face, and his mouth opened and closed like a carp on a
line. He slammed both hands on the desk, and Harry found himself
startled by a boy he thought could no longer surprise him. Storming
in here, implying violence to his father; this was the first time
Harry had ever seen him so disregard the appearance of propriety.
Typically, he showed no emotion but disdain, unless Harry refused
to pay his gambling debts.

His son’s voice rose,
and Anne’s dulcet tones poured forth. “You would tear them away
from everything they know and abandon them? What kind of man are
you, Father?”

As he had with Anne,
Harry tried to remain outwardly calm. His natural hot-headedness
yielded excellent outcomes in his newsroom, but disastrous results
in his home. Still, Robert had overstepped himself, and Harry was
the only adult in the room.

“I am not obligated to
explain myself to you, Robert, but, to set your mind at ease, no
one will be abandoned; your mother has friends and I have family in
London,” he snapped. “Your mother and sisters will be more than
adequately provided for, as will you, should you choose to go.
There is no reason your sisters should not have a Season there
instead of Philadelphia, considering the circumstance. You should
all be introduced at Court as Wentworths, in any case. This is
simply earlier than I intended.”

Robert backed away from
the desk, looking around, shaking slightly, as if only now
realizing he’d stormed this far into his father’s domain. Harry
waited, and Robert slowly regained his composure, but took two more
steps toward the door.

Harry heard the
slightest bit of real concern in Robert’s voice—not nearly
enough—when he said, “They might be put in danger, crossing an
ocean.”

“They might be in danger
anywhere, and more likely here. We are at war, Robert. I prefer
they—and you, incidentally—remain as far from it as possible.”
Harry stood up, staring into Robert’s eyes until the young man
turned away. “And such decision is my right and duty as head of
this household.”

His son’s active dislike
of Harry, and the knowledge he was right, made a battleground of
the expressions on his face.

“This is inconsiderate
and ill-conceived.”

“Yet, it is the decision
I have made.”

Harry expected Robert
would storm out, but he simply stood, apparently trying to decide
what to say next, showing a strong resemblance to his mother when
she was collecting her thoughts for another run at an argument. But
Robert’s mind didn’t move as quickly as Anne’s.

They both stood in a
tense silence until Harry walked around the desk.

Robert backed away, as
he always did, though Harry had never made a physical threat toward
his children, other than the normal switches and spankings of any
childhood. Harry sat on the corner of his desk and absently turned
the globe he’d inherited from his grandfather along with his trust
at the age of fourteen. It was the same position he’d taken when
his son was young and Harry had expected him to confess some
transgression. As always, Robert said nothing, so Harry had to
begin the conversation.

“You may as well sit,
Robert.”

“I’ll stand.”

“By all means.” Harry
gestured his assent to whatever foolish, stiff ceremony the boy
wished to stand upon. What could I have done differently with
him?

With a swift look away
to his left, Robert said, “As you will choose the traitors over
your own blood, I think it only right you release my trust to me
before you go. One never knows what will happen to your assets when
you are tried and executed for treason.”

Harry snorted, and
swallowed his laugh into a cough. “Treason? I think not. You
mistake both my intent and my importance. And you mistake my nature
if you believe you are due a trust from me. The money you believe
to be waiting is dependent on your pursuit of a college degree. As
you do not intend such a course, you may not rely upon a payment.
That has been true since the day you were born.”

“But—with what, pray
tell, do you expect me to start my life?”

“An education.” Harry
picked up a pen and tapped the nib idly against a scrap of
paper.

“I do not feel I am
suited to academic life.”

Harry had to concur,
considering what he’d been asked to finance at Tulane to ensure his
son’s admittance—accepted only because Harry had always been a
generous alumnus. Oxford hadn’t wanted Robert at any price.

“I am not suited to
going back on my word.”

Robert glanced at the
corner of Harry’s desk with the same look as right before a hiding,
years past. It only took a minute for his son to recover himself
from the momentary lapse into childhood, replying primly, “I’d
prefer to begin my career in business.”

Harry went back to his
comfortable leather chair and sat, steepling his fingers. The chair
squeaked and Harry reminded himself to tell Anne to have it oiled.
He needed a new paper blotter, too.

“You’re to be married to
Miss Bromley.”

Robert stepped back
again, white-faced, his mother’s promise to keep the secret written
in the blotchy heat rising in his cheeks.

Harry said nothing, and
Robert sat, finally, in the offered chair, as he always did once
Harry had demonstrated the least bit of superior strength. Harry
stood then and poured coffee for them both, which Robert ignored.
No one liked Harry’s cowboy coffee, even served in an antique
pot.

“Were you planning to
ask my blessing?”

Robert looked at the
door. “I planned to present it as a fait accompli. I’ve
settled it with my intended’s father.” He shifted in his seat.

Harry raised an eyebrow.
“Have you settled it with your intended?”

“Her father has settled
it with her.”

Harry took his seat
behind the desk again, looking at Robert across the well-kept wood.
Robert tried to find a comfortable position, but Harry left him
none.

Robert cleared his
throat and, as he had forever, closed his lips tightly, trying to
keep his father from dragging one more word out of him. It was
Harry’s own fault, he admitted to himself; no newsman’s son would
ever fall for such a simple trick as a lengthy silence.

He was reminded of
Robert as a ten-year-old, refusing to admit to his part in a
childish prank, convincing his sisters, with the help of two other
boys, if the girls added up their age, they would be sixteen—almost
seventeen—more than old enough to ride Harry’s new Thoroughbred.
They did, and were fortunately delivered safely, as were the boys
when the stablemaster caught them all red-handed.

Robert had sat silently
while Harry told everything he knew, everything he’d guessed,
everything he’d heard from the other boys’ parents, and for good
measure, their respective punishments. Robert had grown paler and
paler as every excuse was undercut before he’d made it and every
hiding place was exposed. Harry wished this would be as easy to
handle, but Robert was too old for a thrashing.

“Her father is Dan
Bromley?”

Robert nodded
infinitesimally.

“I’ve done business with
him, though not currently.”

“I naturally hope you
will give business to his bank.” It surely pained Robert to say it,
but he’d never been above saying anything for money. Harry had been
catching him all his life telling lies about his allowance. “I’ve
taken a position there.”

“Banking is the natural
place for a man of means who wishes to control his own money.”

“Yes. I’ll begin in
management. Will does well enough. I’m sure I shall, too.”

“Will Seward, however,
is willing to utilize all of his connections to succeed, and his
are considerably more illustrious than yours.” Robert’s friend,
Seward’s younger son, was also four years older, half again
smarter, and twice as industrious as Robert, and didn’t act as
though his well-connected father were a millstone. “Outside myself,
of course.”

His son swallowed back
whatever he might have said about Harry’s consequence as though it
were acid. “I plan to take up my new position next month.” He sat
up a bit straighter before adding, “Although, I am considering
attaching myself to the cavalry.”

Robert was entirely
unsuited to the rigors of the battlefield—probably the rigors of
banking and management, too.

“Stay out of the war if
you can, son,” he chided, “I’ve been to war ten times on five
continents, and no one wins.”

“I am not a coward!”
Robert snapped.

Harry sighed and
measured his words. “One needn’t be a coward to die. Indeed, on a
battlefield, the bravest fools die first. I would never wish such
an end for my son. Nor anyone’s son, truth be told. But Robert, if
you never heed another word I say, please heed this: stay out of
the war if you can.”

He had wished so much
for his boy, had expected so much from him, and had handled Robert
all wrong from birth. The least he could do was give his son a
fighting chance at a life, however wasted it might be, when this
conflict was over.

But there was little
hope of that, judging by his son’s stiff jaw and squared shoulders.
Robert would be only one of many young men Harry knew to go to war.
Harry expected a rash of enlistment from the staff at The
Standard, and was grateful he wouldn’t have to choose which men
would go as paid reporters and who might quit the business to put
on a uniform. But he would be damned if his soft, spineless son
would see a battlefield, if Harry could help it. Robert wouldn’t
make it through half a skirmish. Cavalry? He pitied the boy’s
horse.

Harry closed a book that
stood open on his desk. “It doesn’t hurt in banking to be known as
a Wentworth. Some have been known to take my advice.” This was a
radical understatement, and they both knew it. It didn’t hurt
anywhere in the world to be known as P. H. Wentworth’s son.

Robert stiffened and
turned his knees entirely away. “I prefer to maintain my
autonomy.”

“That’s clear by your
reticence to use me as a reference with Bromley. I’d like to think
it shows character and independence.”

Harry would like nothing
more than to think that, but he couldn’t help comparing Robert’s
intentions for his life to his own. Harry had worked, and worked
hard, under the most adverse conditions, to build a career and a
name for himself, and not live on his father’s money as a wealthy
wastrel.

No, he had taken his
grandfather’s and father’s trusts, and every minute of education he
had been provided, and used them to build the most meaningful life
he could, augmenting his reporter’s salary so he could write about
anything he wanted, anywhere in the world. But he had also used his
inherited capital wisely, to make personal investments during his
travels, in mining and farming and shipping and manufacturing, even
publishing, and had learned to barter anything anyone might want in
a marketplace, particularly if he could trade his way to better
information. He credited his father with teaching him only one
thing—a keen business sense—and with providing Harry an abundance
of personal resources to indulge it. And now, after all his hard
work, his son was about to lose as much money as Harry was willing
to give him.

“What are your hopes for
a banking career?” Harry asked.

“I hardly think I need
to worry about whether I’ll be a good banker. I know how to
count.”

So rarely was Harry left
speechless, he found himself fidgeting with his cuff. Finally, he
managed, “Many a banker has lost his money by mismanagement.”

“I hardly think that
will happen to me.”

Harry raised a brow.
“Are you prepared to be married, son? You’re still young. Miss
Bromley is older. Three years? Four? She came out in ’56?” He had made time the night before to search
The Standard archives.

Robert admitted
awkwardly, “She’s five years older. Twenty-three.” Harry could hear
the last vestiges of “Sir” in his feeble response.

Movement outside the
window caught Harry’s attention, and he watched, for a long moment,
the mating dance of two robins. The birds squawked and feathers
flew from the branches of the newly budding tree.

“And something of a
bluestocking,” Harry continued at long last. “Didn’t she attend
Mount Holyoke?” He picked up his dry quill pen and rolled it
between his fingers, tapping it against the abandoned
newspaper.

“I believe she did.”
Robert looked away again, focusing his uncomfortable attention on
the globe, Europe the only continent both men could see. “It didn’t
help her catch a husband.”

“Of course not. Did she
have a Grand Tour?”

“I believe she did.
Naturally, we won’t be traveling in wartime, so it’s good she has
such frivolous pursuits out of her system.”

“Of course.” Harry
raised one corner of his lip in a hint of a sardonic smirk. “Wasn’t
she arrested at a suffrage meeting? I edited out the young ladies’
names in the newspaper article, but wasn’t hers one?”

Robert flushed red and
shifted in his chair. “I believe she was. But she was much younger,
and impressionable. She’s come to accept her proper role as a wife
and mother.”

From this angle, his son
looked even more young and impressionable, taking the word of a
suffragist’s father that she would marry him peaceably.

With Robert staring
interminably at the globe, Harry was forcibly reminded of his son
as a child, after the punishment and tears were done. Creeping into
the study to apologize for his transgression and receive his final
lecture, he would stare glumly at the globe, as though he wished to
be anywhere on the planet but here. In the end, he was always
treated to a story on his father’s lap about some faraway place.
Those were some of the warmest memories Harry had with Robert. He
didn’t see any trace of that boy in the man before him.

Harry tempered his
natural inclination to reprimand his son and tried to be kind. “Do
you wonder how you will hold the interest of a woman so accustomed
to academic pursuit?”

“As my wife, she will
accustom herself to me.” Robert sat up straighter and punctuated
his self-importance with a short nod.

Harry laughed aloud,
dropping the pen on the desk. “Admirable, son, but unlikely.”

“I intend to have
control of my household,” Robert snapped, with a quality of
merciless resolve he had never seen in his son’s face before. When
Harry raised his eyebrows, Robert steeled himself and didn’t look
away.

“Yet, you would have me
abdicate control of mine.”

Robert plainly could not
maintain his bold critique of a father much bolder than he, and
turned his face away. “The situations are not comparable.”

“Aren’t they?”

Harry spun his chair to
the side, looking at a fine print of a sailing ship at full mast.
Sitting back, he straightened his legs and crossed them at the
ankles, folding his hands across his chest. The grandfather clock
in the corner chimed six o’clock, and they both looked over at it.
Harry considered, as he did every morning, whether he should go to
the office early to avoid the clamor of the day. He might today,
since he had an evening edition to fill and clearly wasn’t going to
get anything done in his studio.

“But that is neither
here nor there, as your marriage is the one under discussion, not
mine. How well do you know her?”

“I fail to see how
that’s relevant.” Harry stared until, finally, Robert said, “She
requires a husband, and I require a wife.”

Harry took a slow sip of
his coffee, letting the bitter, thick brew roll across his tongue.
“And you require a position at a bank.”

Robert finally grew a
backbone and replied coldly, “Her father has graciously agreed to a
position adequate to the support of his as-yet unmarried
daughter.”

It is certainly time
to go to the office.

“I am shocked you
propose to move my mother and sisters,” Robert continued, “but it
is—as you say—your right. I, however, will not join them, and will
encourage them to remain in Philadelphia under my protection.”

Maybe his son could yet
become a gentleman, but he hoped the women in his family wouldn’t
be so foolish as to place themselves under his protection. “I’d
expect nothing less of my son.” Of course, he didn’t expect his
expectations to be met.

“And regardless of your
intentions for my birthright, my grandfather’s trust is payable
upon marriage.”

Harry sighed. He’d
expected this, too. “It is.”

It was too bad the poor
girl’s life would be ruined merely so Robert could gain access to
money. But it wasn’t as though she would be the first young lady
married to a spendthrift.

“You will make the
arrangements?” Robert pressed.

“I have little choice.
Your grandfather has never been known for his foresight. I daresay
he would be more horrified to give his money into the hands of a
Yankee than you are to take it from a Rebel.”

“I expect I can put it
to good use in the war effort.”

“I expect you think so.”
Harry stood and gestured to the door. “I’ll have my attorney
arrange an appointment.”

 



 [image: tmp_acbc519c9ea3434f1b97cae4158ccfe8_R4esPi_html_m2ebb95e.jpg]



Chapter
Four




[image: tmp_acbc519c9ea3434f1b97cae4158ccfe8_R4esPi_html_7a0b0188.jpg]


 


Philadelphia,
Pennsylvania

April 13, 1861

 


About four in the
afternoon, finally feeling the previous night’s lack of sleep,
Harry barely heard a tentative tap at his newsroom office door,
through the mental noise of his contemplation. He sat back and
rolled his shoulders. When he didn’t immediately respond, the
rapping grew a bit bolder. Yes, he had heard it. And good timing,
too.

“Enter.”

As soon as he saw the
messy, reddish-brown hair above a freckled forehead, Harry forced a
frown and barked, “O’Riordan! Again?”

A slip of a boy slunk
into the room, looking over his shoulder out the door, quickly
shutting it behind him. In a whisper, the boldest and most
troublesome of Harry’s newsboys said, “Mr. Campton didn’t send me
this time. I mean… he didn’t catch me doing anything wrong.”

“And yet,” Harry said,
his eye on the clock, “are you not meant to be on a street corner
right now, selling papers?”

A flush of red in his
cheeks brought out the auburn in Billy O’Riordan’s hair. The boy
managed to squeak out, “I paid one of the others to cover my shift,
Sir. So I could come when I knew you would be here.” He looked over
his shoulder again, as though he could see through the pebbled
glass if he were in trouble.

Harry raised his right
eyebrow, and put down his pen. “Am I given to understand Miles
doesn’t know you have sneaked through his newsroom to interrupt me
without an appointment?”

Billy’s foot scuffed the
carpet. “No, Sir. I hid until he went to the press room.”

“You must have something
important to say, to risk your job like this.” He pulled out a
pocket watch. “I will give you three minutes.”

Billy spoke in a
wavering voice, progressively gaining volume and speed as Harry
kept his eyes on his watch.

“Two of your copyboys
are joining up with the Army now that the war started, and more as
soon as they think about it, and you should hire me to replace
them.”

Harry’s head shot up,
and both eyebrows hit his hairline. “I don’t hire copyboys younger
than sixteen, and you just turned twelve. We have had this
conversation six times, O’Riordan, the last with your mother in
attendance.”

It seemed Billy wasn’t
about to let Harry cut into the three minutes he had been allotted.
“I’m the only newsboy who reads the paper from front to back every
day, even if I don’t understand it all, and your rule about only
hiring copyboys older than sixteen is… arbortary and
completely unfair. By the time I’m sixteen,” Billy argued, “I will
have missed covering the whole war.”

As though a copyboy
would ever be sent to cover a war. Harry swallowed a snort. “The
word is arbitrary.”

“Arbritary, then.
It means you made it up for no good reason.”

Billy pulled a crumpled
note from his English teacher from the pocket of his grubby coat,
and slapped it down on Harry’s desk, confirming he was a good
student with enormous potential and punctuating his demand in a way
no reporter of any age, anywhere in the world, would ever attempt.
Before his three minutes was up, he finished with, “I’ll be the
best copyboy you ever saw, Mr. Wentworth. Easily better than
Paulson and Keller combined, as soon as they leave.”

The boy’s audacity left
Harry speechless, quite possibly the only reason Billy could make
his arguments at all.

But not for long. Harry
regained his tongue to deliver a dressing down heard throughout the
building, for a multitude of crimes, including abandoning the job
he had, not speaking to Miles before interrupting Harry, failing to
make an appointment, maligning two valued staff members who were
older and smarter than Billy, making Harry repeat his policies one
time too many, and generally making a nuisance of himself with the
wrong man at the wrong time for the wrong reasons.

When it was finished,
Harry ushered the white-faced, just-turned-twelve-year-old into the
newsroom and bellowed, “Is there any man here who thinks he can
come into my office and make demands about what job he should do?”
The room fell deadly silent, and Billy stared at the floor. Harry
glared at him with as much severity as he could muster. “You want
to be a reporter, go investigate how you should have applied
for a job in my newsroom, and who you need to talk to if you want
to be paid for it.”

Miles dashed over to
grab Billy by the ear, and Harry said to him, “See how he does in
the newsroom. But keep him away from the foundry and don’t put up
with any nonsense.” He looked at the boy. “One week, O’Riordan. You
just lost the job you had, and you have one week to make Miles want
to keep you in this one.” Harry handed him a broom. “Keep my floor
spotless, and don’t talk at all while you do it.”

It took a full five
minutes back in his office for Harry to exhaust the silent laughter
building up in his chest during the entire encounter. He had, in
fact, mentioned to Miles not a week past, “We really do need to
find a way to bring O’Riordan inside. With limits, of course.”

Limits, indeed. Silence
was a good start for a twelve-year-old in a newsroom. And it might
last an hour or two.

Having made his last
hire for The Standard, barring his own replacement, he put
his attention back on transcribing the shorthand in one of his
notebooks to the chalkboard, where he was organizing his thoughts
for his next—and last—editorial. He scrawled Modesty? and
Archive for 1st Std. col, then cussed out loud when he
noticed he’d left a chalk streak on his shirt. Ah, well, he was
finished with the board anyway.

He took a seat at his
desk, pulled out a fresh sheet of paper, inked his pen, and began
to write, referring, again and again, to the structure and notes he
had developed on the wall, occasionally flipping through earlier
entries in the notebook. He had not even fleshed out half a page
when a hush fell over the newsroom, accentuating the thumping of
the press under his feet, printing the pages he had already
approved. Reluctantly, he turned the clock on the corner of his
desk to read the face.

Still more than an hour
till deadline. What in the name of—?

His half-open door
blocked his view, so he stood and strode to the doorway, stuck his
head out, and bellowed, “You have sixty-four minutes. I want to
hear nothing but news out…” His voice trailed off.

Fleur and Belle—who
shouldn’t be out without an escort, and certainly shouldn’t be in a
room filled with men—were crossing the newsroom to his office. All
his reporters’ heads had turned to watch.

At sixteen, they were
enchanting, charming, perfectly matched miniatures of his wife, and
had only recently been deemed old enough to wear their hair up and
hems down. They were dressed in fashionable coats, exactly the same
but for color: Fleur in sea green and Belle in lemon yellow, to
match their hair ribbons. Harry and Anne had named them in a fit of
mutual whimsy, when he’d said, at first sight, they looked like two
beautiful flowers. Harry had been charmed by the scene of his wife
with his brand-new girls; she had been charmed by the pink hothouse
roses and star sapphires he’d brought.

Now, however, his
beautiful flowers were ten steps into the newsroom, both blushing
identically and trying to keep the men from looking by staring at
their own toes. It only took one hard stare from Harry before every
man present began to examine his own desk.

He rushed out to meet
the girls halfway across the room, where he put an arm around each
in a futile effort to protect them from the gaze of these worldly
men whom he never intended for them to meet. Then he scooted Belle
and Fleur into his office and slammed the door behind him—making
both girls jump—to let the entire building know, in no uncertain
terms, what sort of mood it had put him in to find his little girls
in his newsroom. Eventually, Harry heard the noise of the newsroom
slowly, tentatively, take shape again, certain more than half the
conversation was now devoted to detailing the vile things they
would like to do with his daughters. He would sack any man he heard
make an untoward comment. If he could manage not to shoot him
first.

“This is no place for
you!” Harry yelled, grinding his teeth, trying, far too late, to
keep his anger from frightening them. “What the blazes are you
doing here? Why are you without an escort?” Their governess should
never have let them leave, and his driver would never have prepared
the carriage for them, were they alone. He couldn’t help himself
from shouting louder, “What is your mother thinking, letting you
come here?!”

They both seemed
contrite and quite overwhelmed by the results of whatever plan they
had, but Belle had always been the braver of the two. “Mother
doesn’t know,” she said. “We took the horsecar and brought Peggie
with us. She’s waiting outside.”

“Did you say
horsecar?! And escorted by a twelve-year-old chambermaid?!
Where is Miss Conroy?!” He didn’t care how long the woman had been
looking after his children; she would be out of a job without a
reference by the end of the day. Harry turned toward the map on his
wall, attempting to collect his temper, rolling his shoulders,
fiddling with his cuffs.

Fleur tried to explain.
“It doesn’t matter how we came, Daddy. Please listen. It’s Mother.
She keeps reading your article over and over, and she’s
raving—truly raving. She’s in hysterics, throwing things and
screaming. It’s awful.”

His twins had a habit of
finishing each other’s thoughts, and Belle continued where Fleur
had left off, her hands shaking. “She’s shattered all the china and
crystal. She screamed at everyone to get out, and Miss Conroy won’t
come out of her room. Mother’s not sane, Daddy. She didn’t even
notice we were going.”

Harry turned back
abruptly. “Is she in danger? Should she be sedated?” It didn’t
always require sedation to bring Anne out of a paroxysm of rage,
but it had been known to happen.

Belle begged him with
her eyes for his understanding. “Maybe, Daddy. We don’t know. It’s
never gone on this long before, and no one can find Robert. That’s
why we came.”

Fleur looked at the
floor. “Are you really sending us all away?”

“I’ll be happy to
discuss those arrangements with you shortly, but I think it prudent
to ensure your mother’s safety.”

Even at the expense
of my own.

Harry gathered up the
paperwork, still less than half-finished, and slipped it into a
portfolio he would take with him.

He escorted his girls
from the safety of his office into a sea of surreptitious looks
from young men, none of whom Harry was paying to ogle his
daughters. Harry narrowed his gaze at Belle, who appeared to be
trying to catch the eye of his new crime reporter. His look
extended to the man, who unintentionally glanced at her, but
rapidly, wisely, found a reason to go to the foundry.

Harry poked his head
into Miles’ office. “I’ll be taking the girls home—” He looked over
at his twins and raised his voice slightly, “—as young ladies do
not travel to places of business unescorted.” Both girls were
looking at the floor, bonnets hiding their blushes, and the certain
knowledge that everyone in the room had heard Harry railing at them
the way he’d rail at a reporter if he wanted the rest of the
building to take notice of his foul temper. “I’ll let you know
within the hour when I’ll return.”

On the carriage ride
home, he worried the hem of his waistcoat, trying to explain
himself to his distraught daughters:

“You must understand,
girls, the newsman’s life calls for…er… one is not allowed latitude
about the news stories one must… ahem… there are only so many
opportunities to…”

His half-baked,
half-hearted explanations only made them more anxious, which, in
turn, made his stomach churn.

“But Daddy, we won’t
know anyone,” said Fleur.

“Do they not hate
Americans there?” asked Belle.

“I thought we were only
going to France for a year.”

“We have friends here. I
don’t want to leave my friends.”

“Where will we
live?”

“Will Miss Conroy come
with us?”

“We are not truly
nobles; will they not think us upstarts?”

“It isn’t as though
anyone with a title will want to marry us,”

“Must we go?” they both
cried in unison.

Halfway to the house,
both girls were sobbing, and he was made doubly helpless in the
face of double the feminine distress. All of his resolve to impress
proper behavior on his renegade daughters was nothing against their
vulnerable tears, a far cry from their mother’s crocodile version.
When a button detached itself from his jacket, he only stared at
it, as though it might have a better answer. For the first time
since he’d written his resignation, he considered staying in
Philadelphia. He would do almost anything to make his beautiful
girls stop weeping.

Anything, that is, but
miss a story he had been waiting for all his life.

When the carriage pulled
up to the house, he bustled them into the front hall. “Fleur,
Belle, you will go to your rooms and tell Miss Conroy she will join
you or be dismissed from her position.” They didn’t even stop to
hang their coats and bonnets before rushing to their second-floor
suite of rooms.

The housekeeper peered
through the crack in the door to the receiving room, opening it on
a huge sigh of relief when she saw it was him. She stepped out,
wringing her hands.

“Mr. Wentworth, I am so
sorry. The young misses must have slipped right by me. When I heard
what they’d done… but… well… by then, it was…” she waved a hand at
the broken mirrors and porcelains littering the front foyer.
“Master Robert is in with the doctor. Mrs. Wentworth is… she
seems…”

“Yes, Mrs. Belby, I’m
sure she is. If you could organize the rest of the servants…” The
ones who hadn’t made for the streets, anyway. Harry poked his head
into the dining room, then the parlor. “If you could help create a
bit more… order…” In other words, clear the shattered china, dented
silver, broken glass, and smeared bloodstains wherever they might
be found. “My son is with the doctor where?”

“They are in Mrs.
Wentworth’s rooms, Sir. I sent one of the footmen to find him at
your… er… his… your club, Sir. He and the doctor were able to
convince Mrs. Wentworth to…” she trailed off.

Convinced with the sharp
end of a syringe, no doubt. He nodded his thanks and his orders and
continued to catalog the destruction on the first floor, the worst
of it in the room where they had fought the night before. Harry’s
globe in the Blue Parlor had been stabbed repeatedly with his
letter opener, which was bent, sticking out of Japan, and red and
black ink bottles had been shattered against every wall within
reach. Curios from his travels were in pieces on the floor, along
with almost every book from almost every shelf. He sent up a prayer
to the Ancients he would find his journals in the studio,
undisturbed.

His daughters were
right; he had never seen it this bad before. She might need
protection from herself, and must be kept from harming the children
or their house any further. Harry certainly planned to sleep with
one eye open.

When Harry made it to
his wife’s sitting room to speak to the physician, he was greeted
first by the scent of strong liquor and the doctor’s disapproving
glances. So, Robert had not only been at the club, he had been
drunk as a lord when he was brought home. Anne was, thankfully,
sedated, her cuts superficial and bandaged. Her sleeping face
looked angelic above her white dimity nightgown.

“You’ve been hurt,
Robert,” Harry remarked to his son. Robert’s hand reached up and
touched the cut above his eyebrow, pulling his fingers away covered
in blood. The young man quavered on his feet a bit, so Harry put a
hand out to steady Robert’s elbow. “Let me help you, son.” The
doctor reached out for the other arm.

“Not hurt badly enough
to need help from you,” Robert slurred, falling back onto a sofa
when he yanked his arm away from Harry. Harry sucked in a breath,
unwilling to continue a fight with his son that his wife had begun,
when Robert needed no such excuse to argue.

“Do you need a stitch,
Robert? That is a sizable cut, though you may not be feeling it
now.”

“Don’t need anything
from you,” Robert spat. When Harry raised a brow toward the doctor,
the man shrugged as if to say, “I’ve tried; it is your turn
now.”

“I’m afraid Mrs.
Wentworth was…” the doctor started, but clearly did not wish to
finish.

“She was violent with
our son, which is unlike her. I do hope I can rely upon your
discretion, Doctor.”

“Of course, Mr.
Wentworth. Of course you can. I must say, sir, I have never before
seen it so bad as this. I cannot say I ever imagined Mrs. Wentworth
would do such…”

“Such horrific damage,”
Harry finished, in a remarkable understatement.

“Yes,” the doctor
agreed. “I must suggest, once again… it may be advantageous
to—”

“No. My wife will not be
relegated to the indignity of a madhouse. She is perfectly sane,
but for abundant temper, which I have tested sorely this day.
Should you suggest it again, sir, I will engage a new physician for
this family.”

The doctor looked away,
packing up his bag as quickly as he could, not even, as was his
habit, holding out his hand for payment. “I will send a bill to
your office, if I might, Mr. Wentworth.” The doctor slipped out the
door and down the stairs.

Robert had passed out on
the sofa by the time Harry turned back, so he took the opportunity
to clean his son’s wound with water from the basin, tracing the
path of the gemstone in Anne’s emerald engagement ring. The house
echoed silence, but for the first murmurings of the few servants
coming out of hiding.

Harry went to his wife’s
bedside in the next room and pushed her hair out of her eyes with
one fingertip. “Ah, Anne, my sweet, what will I do with you?” He
brushed his hand across her cheek, and tucked her gauze-covered
right arm back under the blanket. He was not a cruel man, in the
main, but he would certainly have felt more compassion for his wife
over the years had she not forged her temper into an all-but-deadly
weapon. He would have been more inclined to give in to her whims if
she hadn’t used the same tantrum, in varying degrees of intensity,
to get her way for the past twenty years.

When the butler appeared
at the door to Anne’s suite with a footman, to drag Robert to his
own rooms, Harry gave instructions to send a driver to tell Miles
that Harry wouldn’t be returning to The Standard that
evening after all, that senior members were expected an hour early
in the morning, and that the night copyboy should come to Harry’s
house by horsecar at nine to take the work he had yet to finish
back to the newsroom.
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Philadelphia,
Pennsylvania

April 16, 1861

 


Three days of silence
from his wife and son, naught but weeping from his daughters, and
an empty table at mealtimes—the ladies ordering trays sent to their
rooms and Robert racking up Harry’s bills at the Philadelphia
Club—had given Harry plenty of room to make plans. He was not
unaware that even though the doctor claimed Anne had recovered her
faculties, his wife was also plotting God-only-knew-what, and would
unleash her wrath in some heinous, wholly inconvenient way when he
was least expecting it. But the better prepared he was when it
happened, the easier it would be to sidestep her cannonballs.

For the past three days,
each continuing well into the night, he had been producing an extra
paper every day, leaving the house early, coming back late, hoping
to avoid the tense silences living in pockets all about his home
life. He’d begun the process of selling the Philadelphia house and
the cottage at Newport Beach, putting one hundred twenty-four
servants on notice they would be out of work in six weeks’ time,
and had set his estate manager the task of arranging references and
paperwork. He would, tomorrow evening, supervise the packing and
storage of his family’s heirlooms and antiques in a secure
warehouse.

He had signed over
Robert’s trust from Harry’s father, established accounts payable
upon marriage for both of his daughters, and opened an account in
his wife’s name, banking only enough money locally to facilitate
his family’s comfort until they could reach England. The rest of
the proceeds of the sale of the Newport house would be sent ahead
to his bankers in London.

Tonight, at half-past
one in the morning, he sat at his desk in his writing studio and
began a new set of journals, as he had always done at the start of
any new war. On the front of one of his blank notebooks, he inked
Journal of P.H. Wentworth III. He wrote Volume 500,
observing, with more solemnity than he typically offered omens,
that even the journaling system he had designed at sixteen seemed
to recognize that current events marked a turning point. He added
his location and the date, then traded it out with the notebook
currently in his jacket. This, he slipped into place at the end of
a row of similar books on the west wall, the previous year’s notes
closest to hand.

Once he had taken care
of posterity, assisting his likely future biographers by
categorizing his musings, he turned to his last order of business
for the day: updating his will, also a lifetime habit, which he had
accomplished, without fail, before the onset of each new war. This
time, little would change. He would leave all sitting members of
The Standard Editorial Board fifty thousand dollars each,
his financial interest in the paper allotted equally among them,
with the admonition to reinvest in the newspaper. Two hundred fifty
thousand would be bequeathed to his sister, along with most of the
Wentworth family heirlooms he owned. Half the remaining
estate—estimated at three-and-a-half million—was earmarked for his
wife; the other half would be divided equally between his three
children.

He’d been working but a
few minutes on the first draft—My reference books to The
Philadelphia Daily Standard library—when a knock at Harry’s
sitting room door arrested his quill. He could barely hear the
tapping, his writing studio two rooms away from his sitting room,
and wished sincerely he could pretend he had not. But, more than
likely, this was some catastrophe he would have to manage while his
wife was sulking in her room.

“What is it? I’m in the
studio,” he called. He crossed his t’s and dotted the
i’s, set his pen on the flat top of his slanted clerk’s
desk, and swiveled on his stool.

Anne pushed the door
open and came into the room in her nightdress. In the dim light, he
saw in her the young girl he’d married. Her silver-strewn hair
shone gold in the lamplight down the back of her white cotton
nightdress, and the early lines in her face were smoothed away, her
countenance serene, not the tightly drawn scowl he’d come to
expect. Her bare feet were touchingly vulnerable. He remembered,
suddenly, how timid she’d been during her first evening alone with
her much older, world-weary husband.

“Is everything all
right, Anne? Shouldn’t you be sleeping?”
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