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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.












What Is This Book?


Some several years ago I was thinking of writing a novel—which I did, eventually, calling it Time and Again—whose central character would somehow be able to do what I’ve always wanted to do: visit the nineteenth century. Physically, literally, go back in time to a New York of the last century, and walk around seeing the sights. But I wanted him to see a lot more than what all of us know he’d see: more than gaslights and horsecars. I wanted him to see everything I wished I could; as clearly and with the greatest actuality I could manage.


So I began something I called “research,” though really too much fun to entitle me to describe it as soberly as that. I spent a winter, that is, exploring nineteenth-century newspapers, on microfilm. Picked a decade arbitrarily, limiting myself to the 1880s. Got up each day, had breakfast, and spent the rest of the day till mid-afternoon, head in the viewer, reading everything that seemed directly useful, straying into plenty that wasn’t. Day after day I read the New York Times, following the excitements of another time. And the Tribune. And Frank Leslie’s Illustrated (weekly) Newspaper, looking at the pictures (and, with Leslie’s, ranging well beyond and before the eighties). Made notes from the Times on what the produce market was selling, so I’d know something of what people were eating. Read the ads to see something of what they were buying and wearing. Stuck pins in a big wall map of an earlier New York to determine for myself where the people in the crime news lived, and where the rich people lived, and had their fun. Read what they were seeing in the theaters, and attended the opening—through a fine lavish description in the Times—of a glittering new Wallack theater, equipped with a lobby fountain that sprayed perfume. That winter I didn’t envy anyone, and, looking friends in the eye, I told them I was working, too.


Easily the best part of all this was Leslie’s; which, as you may know, was a kind of nineteenth-century Life magazine stuffed with splendid trifles, and bounteously illustrated: if you couldn’t show it, it wasn’t news, seemed to be Frank Leslie’s policy, and some of his old woodcuts are magnificent. I expect it’s a lost art. The best of them have a hard-edged bright clarity that excites the eye, especially those done by his best artists directly from photographs. Every time I turned a page it was with a small thrill of anticipation: What next?
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A look at the Pope’s new private railroad car, maybe; its entire exterior hand-carved by crazed Italians, the miter on its roof tall as a smokestack.
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Or Horace Greeley’s watch and chain. Or a splendid view of the New York City morgue in the days when women wore hoopskirts.
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Or a glimpse of discipline as practiced in the United States Navy … or at justice as dispensed by New York cops before they had to worry about abstractions like civil liberties.
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And a fine double-page spread illustrating a gang battle in the streets of Manhattan, which continued for three days one summer, and which featured street barricades; the positioning of a large cannon to command an entire city block, although it was never fired; and the almost complete absence of the police, until the gangs got tired out and things quieted down.
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Below at the left are the gang leaders: silk hat heads “The Bowery Boys,” the other “The Dead Rabbits.”
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Leslie’s gave me this glimpse of the mysterious parade of the “Belva Lockwood Marching Club,” all men identically dressed in women’s costume.


[image: images]


And of ways that New Yorkers used to have fun: in summer, like this in Central Park; in the winter, like this in upper Manhattan; and in Albany like this, with joker in pith helmet, carrying fan. Where else but Leslie’s for the annual “Ball of the Lunatics” on Blackwell’s Island? Page after page of stuff like that; hundreds and hundreds of that kind of picture. And I was working!
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A fine winter, and when it was over, and I had to quit working and go to work, I missed Leslie’s. And when the novel whose preliminaries had led me to Leslie’s was written; and when some more years had passed; the addict’s hunger had not gone away. I still wanted more Leslie’s, and there were more: thirty-odd years of them yet that I’d never seen. So finally I did what I’d wanted to do ever since my first fix. Arranged with the state library to send me half a dozen bound volumes at a time, beginning with the first issue, in 1856. The real thing this time, not microfilm but tall gilt-stamped old books, covers loose, spines sprung. But the pages inside strong and white, the ink as powerfully black, as in the days when Leslie’s hung from the eaves of vanished New York newsstands. They generally used good material in the century before the world went bad.


Every page—I turned through them all—of every issue of Leslie’s right up to nearly the end of that hustling century, when muddy photographs replaced bright woodcuts. And the artists who’d made them, along with beer gardens, vaudeville, sleighing on Fifth Avenue, and plenty of other things better than television, joined the Great Auk. As I turned Leslie’s pages I made notes on, and later Xeroxed the illustrations for, hundreds of forgotten marvels and glimpses of lost times. Some kind of book was what I had in mind. But vaguely, not sure what kind. I was waiting to see.


Pretty soon I thought it might be a thick book packed with as many as a hundred or more of the kind of thing I was saving, every one illustrated by a woodcut, and amplified, not just a book of old reprints. I’d redo every one of them; nineteenth-century newspaper prose can be deadly. And expand them; make them more complete and informative and interesting in whatever ways ingenuity might suggest. Thus, I mailed a Xerox of a Leslie’s story, very brief but hugely illustrated, describing and picturing what seemed to be a helicopter flying across the low Manhattan cityscape of 1876, to an aircraft designer, Joseph Lippert, Jr. And, both our tongues in cheek a little bit, he replied solemnly that yes indeed, this machine, as illustrated and described, really could have flown across New York a long century ago. And he supplied a drawing showing how similar were the workings of the old machine and today’s helicopters. (This particular item was published on the New York Times Op-Ed page, with Lippert’s drawing included, and brought me some startled mail, and a couple of excited phone calls: one from Life, the other from Reader’s Digest. But I felt obliged to tell them what Mr. Lippert and I had neglected to mention: that while the 1876 machine undoubtedly did fly, as reported in Leslie’s, it was probably only a spring-wound model.)


I dealt with the White House on other items, the Smithsonian, Greenwood Cemetery, and I wrote to the Vatican about the Pope’s railroad car. I wanted photographs of that, especially of the interior. They told me where to get them: from a Roman museum. To which I wrote, first having my letter translated into Italian. And wrote them again … and again … and again, never receiving a reply, so that the Pope’s car never got into the book.


A kind of light, entertaining bedside volume, I thought, to open at random and find something briefly intriguing for eye and mind. Most items no longer than a page, some only half a page. Others might run two or three pages, a few might go half a dozen, and maybe one or two—such as the killing of Dr. Harvey Burdell and the sinking of the steamship Central America, both serious stories with interesting ramifications—might run as long as ten, twelve, or fourteen pages.


One day it occurred to me that probably I should check what other publications of the day had reported about some of my stories; and maybe learn a little bit more I could use. So I went over to the Berkeley campus and its Newspaper Room to check the New York Times coverage on the death of Harvey Burdell. And I mean it truly when I say that what I found appalled me.


Because the Harvey Burdell story turned out to be, not what the few pages of summary in Leslie’s had suggested, but instead what may very well be one of the biggest single stories the Times has ever covered. I don’t know that, and perhaps it is not the case, but there cannot have been many longer-running stories in the Times’s history. I sat there in Berkeley numbly turning past endless columns of fine newsprint on this story, running day after day after day, and wondering what I was supposed to do now.


For a while I thought, urged on by my wife, of finding a job somewhere away from home and typewriter; outdoors, maybe, working with my hands. Instead I decided to buy the microfilmed Times for 1857, and give one month to reading into that mass of material as far as I could in, the time. And then decide whether it yielded up enough more of interest to be worth continuing. I ended up, over far longer than a month, by reading every word of that long coverage; and with over a hundred single-spaced pages of typed notes. And facing a story, one story alone, not of a dozen pages but one which itself could not be told in much less than book length. It was as though I’d come upon a scattering of small stones, and in trying to dig one out had uncovered a kind of Pompeii.


For in the murder of Harvey Burdell I found a forgotten or semiforgotten story of the past so strange and complex, so sensational and endlessly surprising, that it astonishes me yet. It turned out, at least for me, rich in event and character: peopled with as strange a lot, as malevolent, eccentric, and amusing, as any I could ever hope to come across. Reading column after column of directly quoted testimony—hearing, in the old type, these long-ago people speaking, arguing, lying, and shouting in their own words—made them real. And from Leslie’s I had many of their actual portraits, drawn from photographs; and some of the very places they talked about, drawn from life. And came much, much closer now, than in the research I’d done for a novel, to moving back into a lost past.


In the story of the sinking of the Central America I found one more such story: the long detailed account, most of it in its people’s own words, of a story alive with human behavior and the kind of powerful personality peculiar, it seems to me, to the nineteenth century. And my book became, not a hundred light amusing tidbits, but two long—at times almost melodramatic, and sometimes chilling—very serious stories.


Not quite entirely, though. I couldn’t leave out all the others, though maybe I should have: the book is really the two long stories. But I included a few of the others anyway. Between the two principal stories as a kind of breathing spell. And a few more at the end. Their purpose, I’ve told myself and now tell you, is to be a kind of setting for the two main stories. To give you a heightened sense of the remarkable century in which they occurred. This may even be true. It was a wonderful varied time, the last century; and if this book can help you visit it with anything like as much pleasure as it’s held for me, then it was worth the three years I never dreamed it would take me. It was worth it anyway.


Jack Finney
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This is the house I hoped to find still standing at number 31 Bond Street, New York City, when I walked out of the Algonquin Hotel one morning in June a couple of years ago: an unlikely yet not quite impossible hope. I took a bus downtown, camera hung from my neck, a tourist, and found Bond Street where my map said it would be: below Eighth Street between Broadway and the Bowery. From the bus stop I walked back along a fairly busy Broadway, then turned off it, to the right, onto this little two-block-long street: Bond Street today.
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Once this was “a fashionable and reputable part of town,” said the New York Tribune of 1857, although the Times thought Bond “simply genteel.” But today it looked about as I’d expected; there are a lot of obscure lower Manhattan streets like it. Most of its remaining worn-out old houses have been converted long ago into small-business premises, their upper windows blank and dusty, although people still live in some of them.


Not surprisingly, my number 31 was gone. On its site stood a newer 31; it’s there at the right: the one with the fire escape and the arched windows. I didn’t go in, though if my 31 had been there still, it would have taken police to have kept me out of it.


Just as unsurprisingly, since lower Manhattan is filled with relics of earlier New Yorks, even though the old 31 was gone there were still a few houses left that, for well over a century, had survived to the present from this moment of a long-ago February day in 1857 when crowds stood along a tree-lined Bond Street staring up at number 31 in awe and excitement at what had just happened inside it.
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I think the drawing is accurate. It was made by a Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper artist, who then signed it under the tree at lower right; and presently I’ll explain why I think it meticulously represents the way Bond Street looked when Copcutt stood with his pad or notebook where I followed with my camera, standing where he stood, a hundred and twenty years later.


You can see from his drawing that several groups of houses on Bond Street then were identical; people called them “pattern” houses. Now look carefully at 31, the house with the crowd on its stoop: notice that like the other beside it, the two dormer windows have angled roofs … the lintels over the windows are straight … there’s an ornamental arch over the doorway … a keystone at its top, stone insets along its sides.…


Now look at the house at left, number 26 Bond Street, still here today.
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Mentally remove the fire escape and added-on storefront, then compare it with the drawing I’ve repeated beside it of the long-vanished 31 for which I came down here looking; and there number 26 Bond Street still stands, as it stood near midnight, Friday, January 30, 1857, when “Murder!” sounded in the darkness and the night air stank of burning wool and leather.
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And so I did find something left of the street and the night through which one of its prominent residents once walked for the last time. And as I walked the littered, gritty length of the same street, stopping to stand looking up at these relics (number 50, at left, survives, too), I was almost able to understand that the bloody thing that once happened here, and the astonishing events that followed it … really had happened; that a living man, fear tight in his stomach, had once walked here, too, under the vanished trees and gas-lighting toward 31 Bond Street.


This is the man; it is how he really looked: this and other portraits that follow are precise woodcut renditions of actual photographs from professional studios of the day: Meade, Bacon, Fredrick’s, and others.
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He is Dr. Harvey Burdell, well-known dentist and physician, of 31 Bond Street—which he owned and in which he conducted a dental practice, becoming rich in consequence, then as now.


On Sunday afternoon, January 25, 1857, he arrived at Bacon studios and spoke to a friend, Mrs. Ann Benjamin, a photographer there. People who knew Harvey Burdell said he talked very rapidly and with a “sort of twang to his voice,” said a cousin, “a sort of barking.” What he almost surely told Mrs. Benjamin in this odd voice—for by now he was saying it to most everyone—was how frightened he was for his life. And that he wanted his portrait made, right now.


There he sits facing the big wooden camera, Mrs. Benjamin hunched under the black cloth. He is motionless, quite possibly holding his breath, the back of his head held steady by a clamplike device. As he waits for his image to etch the plate for this final portrait of his life he is terrified: this is known. And I think he looks frightened, that it shows in his eyes.


If that is so—if that’s fear staring out at us across a century—this is the woman who put it there: Emma Augusta Cunningham, thirty-six, widow of a Brooklyn distiller; as formidable in fact as she is in appearance: no fear in those eyes.
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They’re gray, her hair dark brown, complexion dark, but it isn’t easy to see in this portrait—another careful woodcut copy, of an ambrotype—what Harvey Burdell saw in Emma Cunningham when first they met. “… we understand she was formerly very prepossessing,” a newspaper reporter said, “[but] she is not at the present moment an extra-ordinarily attractive woman.” Still: cover her antique dress with one hand, obscure the old hairstyle with the other, then picture her smiling, and possibly you’ll see something of the attractiveness Dr. Burdell saw. Or it might have been this: the same reporter said Mrs. Cunningham was “very well preserved, her bust showing considerable fullness,” and Burdell liked women, at least in bed: maybe that explains what this portrait doesn’t.


But do you agree that a determination can be seen in her eyes, a hardness of purpose? Possibly not, maybe I’m straining, but apparently it could be seen in the living face, because a Leslie’s reporter wrote: “… her lips and mouth generally display remarkable determination.” This observation didn’t follow after the fact, either: the world didn’t yet know the unbelievable—I mean literally unbelievable—extent of this remarkable woman’s single-mindedness. One time Harvey Burdell told a cousin, Mary Wilson, as she recalled it, that Emma Cunningham was “ ‘a very dangerous woman. She is always planning, and she told me she had never been thwarted in her life; that whatever plans she attempts she generally carried out.’ ” This turned out to be true; and Mrs. Cunningham-almost literally scared Harvey Burdell to death.


Burdell said they met at “a watering place” in 1854: Saratoga Springs, I expect, because he went there a lot. He thought she was “pleasant, ladylike in her appearance and conduct,” he told another of his many cousins, and for a time all was circumspect: he’d stay at Congress Hall, while she went to a boardinghouse—and school—run by Dr. Luther F. Beecher, cousin to Henry Ward Beecher.


There has been some ridiculous fiction written about people traveling back in time to earlier days, but absurd though such books are, I wish they were true. Because my wife and I are mild fanatics about the Saratoga Springs of the last century, and when the Time Machine is invented we’re going to nineteenth-century Paris and New York City, including a visit to Bond Street; and to Saratoga Springs, a gorgeous place then. Meanwhile we’ve made our pilgrimage to today’s Saratoga to see what’s left. Of course the magnificent old hotels are gone, one of them replaced—a requirement of the twentieth century—by a most ordinary shopping center, with asphalt parking lot, where women once strolled under parasols.


But Congress Hall Park is still marvelously there, many things to be seen in old photos like this, incredibly still there like this.
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So again I was able to follow Harvey Burdell’s steps, this time as he walked the paths of Congress Hall Park with Emma Cunningham. As they strolled—I picture them arm in arm—I believe she was thinking about marriage, because she would presently show in a variety of startling ways that she did desperately want to marry Harvey Burdell. Out of greed, maybe, for it seemed to be common knowledge that he was rich. Or possibly simply as a haven for her widowed self and five children. Or even from love or affection, no one can say otherwise, and he seemed to be attractive to women. I wonder also if for his own purposes Harvey Burdell didn’t at least hint at marriage as they wandered that park and lovely town.


If he did, it’s almost impossible to think he meant it, for some of his acquaintances told a Tribune reporter that “he was a confirmed bachelor. He was frequently in the habit of denouncing the sex in the most bitter terms; it was a favorite maxim of his … that no man who owned real estate ought to marry.” The Trib man reported also that Burdell was a “man of large frame, full habit [which I take to mean good physique], very strong, fond of wine and women, and a frequent visitor at houses of pleasure.”


So we have a rich, forty-five-year-old, man-of-the-world bachelor who, whatever he did or didn’t hint or promise, seems dead set against marriage … walking the shady paths of Congress Hall Park with a smiling, attentive woman almost ferociously determined that he will marry her. The stage is set though there is no script; what now began happening to Harvey Burdell was improvised all the way, generally badly. Whoever was first responsible for thoughts of marriage, Dr. Burdell never dreamed where the pleasant paths of Congress Hall Park were leading him.


Back in New York, Mrs. Cunningham pushed the friendship; came to 31 Bond to have the Doctor fix her teeth; brought teenage daughter Augusta to have her teeth fixed. And presently Harvey Burdell was calling regularly at the house Mrs. Cunningham rented on Twenty-fourth Street between Eighth and Ninth. Living with her were two small sons, Willie (or Willy) and George, nine and ten; another teenage daughter, Helen; and two servants. Augusta was away, I don’t know why. So Emma Cunningham had six people to feed; wages to pay; a boarding-school bill for Georgiana, her youngest daughter; and possibly she had to send money to Augusta. A man and his wife rented rooms in the house.


All this, incidentally, from the New York Times and Tribune, but I’ll stop naming sources now unless there seems a reason to do it, because nearly everything in this account, and every direct quotation, is from one of those two papers or Harper’s Weekly and Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper. When it isn’t, I’ll say so.


To me the reported facts of Mrs. Cunningham’s life just now suggest that her money could have been running low. She’d received five thousand dollars’ insurance at her husband’s death, but that was several years ago. Anyway, she gave up the Twenty-fourth Street house, boarded at a Dr. Willington’s, then, presently, told Dr. Burdell she had to find other quarters. Meanwhile, she’d need a place to stay temporarily.


That was easy. Burdell leased 31 Bond to a Mrs. Margaret Jones, who ran it as a boarding and lodging house, the Doctor continuing to live and conduct his practice there. Could Mrs. Jones accommodate a friend and her family for a few days? Certainly: Mrs. Jones’s livelihood was renting out rooms, and she had several available.


So Emma Cunningham moved into Harvey Burdell’s house, taking three attic rooms: for the boys, herself, and Helen. This arrangement of leasing a portion of one’s house to a landlady sounds strange now but doesn’t seem to have been then. It made sense: Burdell was rich but frugal, even stingy according to his servants, complaining of wasted coal and gas; and the arrangement was convenient and profitable. He collected several hundred dollars’ annual rent; retained two large rooms on the second floor, a bedroom and his dental office; had a bathroom, which other rooms did not; and a dental laboratory, the use of which he also rented out: to other dentists of the neighborhood, Bond Street being a street of dentists and doctors. His bed was made daily, linen changed, clothes washed, rooms cleaned. And now, after only a day or so, Mrs. Cunningham said she was so happy here at 31 Bond that she didn’t want to leave at all.


This was fine with landlady Jones, and so in addition to all the other benefits, Dr. Burdell had Emma Cunningham living snugly here in his own house. He must have thought he had it made.


I think some understanding is due Mrs. Cunningham. Even today it would be tough for a widow in her mid-thirties with five children on her hands. How was it in 1856? Infinitely tougher, I would suppose, and snaring this well-to-do man she’d met at Saratoga Springs may have seemed her last hope of any bearable future. And he’d promised to marry her, she always said. Installing herself under his roof meanwhile could have seemed the way to make sure he did.


It wasn’t. She was under Burdell’s roof, but right up under it: in the attic. While among the half-dozen other lodgers and boarders—and living right down on the Doctor’s own floor, in the only other bedroom there—was his young cousin, a good-looking twenty-three-year-old separated from her husband and about to be divorced, to resume her name of Demis Hubbard. Mrs. Cunningham came to suspect the nature of the cousins’ relationship, and saw Demis as a threat.


So she got herself pregnant, if that’s the way to put it. Became pregnant, anyway, I don’t know when. There’s a lot we won’t know of the queer developments of the next few months: it’s as though we’re seldom allowed inside 31 Bond but must stand waiting outside on the walk. Now and then a window is suddenly raised just long enough to overhear a sentence or two, a few angry words or a fragment of servants’ gossip, before it is slammed shut again. Or the front door opens momentarily, and we see a departure or entrance or catch a glimpse of what’s happening inside.


These holes and gaps could be filled: with imagined scenes, dialogue invented. But you can do that yourself, so I’ll give you fact only and occasionally some surmise. Fact to the extent that I’ve been able to mine it from what has come down to us; if you read that Mrs. Cunningham’s eyes are gray it’s because a contemporary said so, and if I say it snowed it’s because it did. And the surmise either labeled as such or obviously such. And supported; no idle speculation.


So not until Thanksgiving. Day does the white-painted front door of number 31 open for us; and Dr. Burdell walks down the steps, turns east toward the Bowery, and Brooklyn, on an errand of some sort.


Inside the house, we learn from the newly hired cook, Emma Cunningham presently became ill. Helen Cunningham seems to have been out, and if the boys were home they were too young to help. The new cook was Hannah Conlon, described as “a genuine-looking Irish girl, of the most intense kind.” Resting in her attic room, she heard Emma Cunningham call out from hers: “ ‘Oh, Doctor [or ‘Oh, daughter!’], where are you!’ ”


The new girl said nothing. Silence for a time. Then it got dark, when things get worse, and Emma Cunningham appeared at Hannah Conlon’s door. “ ‘My God, are you going to let me die here!’ ” she cried out, as Hannah recalled it: her face was smeared with blood, her nose bleeding, Hannah said. She had fallen against the stove, Mrs. Cunningham told her, and cut herself. Hannah got a basin of water, Mrs. Cunningham washed herself, but by now Hannah seems to have understood what was really the matter. “I ran for a doctor,” she said.


We’re hearing very close to Hannah Conlon’s actual words, I think, because both the Times’s and Tribune’s accounts jibe about as closely as we could expect of two reporters listening to Hannah Conlon as she described that day, getting her words down as accurately as they could.


But their editors had different notions of what was fit for their readers’ eyes. “I ran for a doctor,” Hannah tells us in the Tribune, “and when I came back, [the chambermaid] and myself perceived that she had miscarried. She said the child belonged to the Doctor.” I don’t quite believe “perceived that she had miscarried”; and in the Times Hannah says, which sounds a little more like it to me, “I ran for a doctor, and when I returned the other girl and myself saw that a fetus was in the chamber. She said that the child belonged to the doctor.” Dr. Burdell came home, and—a physician, too—he took over from the doctor Hannah had called in.


So Emma Cunningham had failed, if that pregnancy was planned. But she often failed, usually failed: she simply never gave up. It took a month before she could even come downstairs for meals, Hannah said; but once she was up and around again, she and Harvey Burdell resumed going out together; were seen, for example, at Niblo’s Garden, a theater. And since he didn’t board with Mrs. Jones, taking his meals at a hotel, Emma Cunningham sometimes invited Dr. Burdell here for dinner. Had him there for dinner that Christmas.


But things weren’t really the same, I suspect. I wonder if now, after the miscarriage, Harvey Burdell might have considered himself no longer bound, if he had, in fact, promised marriage. Because—another glimpse inside 31—Mrs. Cunningham now began complaining to landlady Jones that the conversation of some of the Doctor’s patients “was not refined and ladylike; she said she thought they came here to laugh and to joke instead of for professional services.” Some people said that among his patients Dr. Burdell had more than his share of young prostitutes; maybe Emma Cunningham heard more giggling behind the closed doors of his office than is customary in filling teeth.


But she never quit, and now she said she no longer liked her attic room, and arranged—which must mean she’d made a friend of her—to share Demis Hubbard’s room down on the Doctor’s floor. Enabling her, of course, to keep an eye on comings and goings there.


People who persevere often get a break. Mrs. Jones now decided not to renew her lease when it expired in the spring, on May 1, so Emma told Harvey she’d like to take over as landlady. That was okay with him, she signed a year’s lease, and thus, from temporary resident up in the attic … then permanent resident down on the Doctor’s own floor … Mrs. Cunningham now took over the entire house.


Jones left, and: “The Doctor fixed up the house very nicely, and got new carpets,” a friend said. He also took Mrs. Cunningham’s note for the annual rental; began taking his meals at the new landlady’s table; and they continued going out together, the Broadway Theatre being one at which they were seen.


But Demis was still there. And the Doctor had another female cousin, Lucy Ann Williams; how young or good-looking I don’t know, but a widow, and she and Dr. Burdell visited each other often. And then a third threat appeared on the front stoop. The Doctor had just hired the latest of a succession of boys he employed to answer the door for patients, run errands, lay fires, and so on. He was Samuel Ashton, fourteen or fifteen, who had to work, he said, because his father was “out West.” The doorbell rang, young Sam answered it, and opened the door on what must have been a startling sight: a handsomely figured woman with a green head—eyes lost behind green-tinted spectacles, features blurred by a green veil. She’d come to see Dr. Burdell, and Sam led the mysterious lady upstairs, where Harvey Burdell took her into his office, and locked the door.


Mrs. Cunningham knew or learned who this visitor was: Sophronia Stevens, wife of Cyrenius Stevens, given names which I think belong in the same league as Demis. And whenever she came to 31 thereafter, which was often, Mrs. Cunningham set Sam to eavesdropping at the closed door of the Doctor’s office, and reporting to her. He didn’t hear much, but Mrs. Cunningham added Sophronia to the names on her hit list.


And one by one took care of them all. Each in a characteristically nutty way. For along with a determination so unwavering that it would soon astonish the city, the country, and most of Europe, Mrs. Cunningham demonstrated an equally persistent capacity for bungling. She is surely one of the classic screw-ups of all time, and one of the luckiest.


Lucy Ann Williams was first. One day, visiting 31 Bond, she was taken aside by Emma, who told her some disturbing news. They all knew a member of Congress from New Jersey, a Senator Vail; I don’t know how. The Senator—actually a representative, says the Biographical Directory of the U. S. Congress, but they seemed to call him “Senator”—had received an anonymous letter, Emma told Lucy Ann, which said Mrs. Williams was not a lady of good character. Naturally Mrs. Williams went home, and wrote the Senator asking about this letter. He replied that it was true he’d received an anonymous letter saying bad things about her, but the odd thing was that he had never shown it to Mrs. Cunningham or told her what it said.


It didn’t take Lucy Ann long to puzzle that out, and back she came to 31 Bond to accuse Mrs. Cunningham of writing the letter herself. Who denied it, there was a big blowup, and Burdell calmed things down: said he believed Emma Cunningham because she couldn’t have known some of the things mentioned in the letter (which suggests, doesn’t it, that they were factual?). He said he suspected one of his relatives had sent it.


Now, this goofy letter could hardly have fooled anyone, assuming, as I certainly do, that Mrs. Cunningham sent it. Yet it worked: Mrs. Williams “dropped Mrs. Cunningham’s acquaintance,” she said, and kept away from 31 Bond Street.


Demis got it over the Fourth of July. The Fourth came on Friday, Demis went to the country for the long weekend, and when she came back, her former roommate and present landlady simply wouldn’t let her into the house. Standing on the stoop arguing, Demis finally had to turn away, walk back down the stairs, and go look for another place to live.


But these awkward victories seem to have come at a price. When eighteen-year-old Augusta, oldest of the three daughters, returned to New York to join her family at 31 Bond, Dr. Burdell and her mother were no longer getting along well; quarreling often, Augusta said. She didn’t say what about, but it is a fact that Harvey Burdell said he didn’t like the summary ousting of Demis; and it seems impossible that he didn’t understand who had written the poison-pen letter about Lucy Ann.


The front door of 31 Bond opens again for us, and Mrs. Cunningham comes down the steps. Women wore hoopskirts then, or puffed out their skirts with layers of starched petticoats, so we can almost see her. Which way she turned I don’t know, but quite possibly toward Broadway: lawyers often had offices on this main street of the town. Now—persuasion having failed to make her Mrs. Harvey Burdell—Mrs. Cunningham turned to the law.


In the office of an attorney named B. C. Thayer, who would eventually do far more legal work for this client than either now imagined, she instructed him in what she wanted. He was to prepare the papers for a breach of promise suit, for which she had some spicy material.


Thayer listened, then turned over the actual drawing of the affidavit to another lawyer, Levi Chatfield. This affidavit was later lost, but Chat-field remembered what it said. Emma Cunningham swore that “a contract of marriage,” he said, “existed between her and Dr. Burdell sometime in 1855, in the summer or fall, to be performed about the first of June [1856].” What’s more, “soon after the contract between them, Dr. Burdell stated to her that he had some property in real estate in New Jersey … my recollection is Elizabethtown.… That he invited her to go down and see it with him. She went … they were engaged in looking at the premises, as I recollect, until after the train left Elizabethtown … by design on his part, making it necessary for them to remain overnight.… They stopped at the hotel, he came into her room, and … after much resistance she finally yielded to his persuasions.”


Breach of promise suits were taken seriously, and she had the Thanksgiving Day miscarriage to back up her story, but again she bungled. Someone suggested to her that a complaint of seduction by a thirty-five-year-old woman with nearly grown children might not be impressive. So she brought her affidavit back to Chatfield, “and that part of it was stricken out, so as to leave the matter on the face of the paper as being a forcible thing altogether.” She added that Harvey Burdell insisted on examining her as a physician, and that he produced the abortion—not what Hannah Conlon would testify later.


The suit seems to have been an ace in the hole, however, affidavit all signed, a summons on Dr. Burdell, dated September 16, prepared but unserved; she may still have had some lingering hope of marrying Dr. Burdell through persuasion. But now it looks as though possibly he began pressing her for money she couldn’t pay. Because only four days later, on September 20, around seven in the evening, the front door of 31 Bond flew open, and Harvey Burdell ran down the steps and over to Broadway—it was this Broadway, the view here photographed in 1859—to call the cops.


When he returned with some cops he’d found there, Dr. Burdell told them that while he’d been napping, Mrs. Cunningham had sneaked in, taken the key to his safe from “his pantaloons pocket,” one cop quoted him, unlocked the safe, and stolen back her own note for the annual rent of the house.


In the house, the cop said, Mrs. Cunningham came rushing out of the parlor “in a tremendous rage,” telling him not to believe the Doctor, that he had ruined her family and her, and—one of the first threats of violence we know of—that she’d have his “heart’s blood, or something to that effect.” Another cop arrived, and to him Emma Cunningham said “she was [Burdell’s] wife by every tie that could be,” and struck Burdell in the chest. “The Doctor replied,” said the cop, “that she had been seen with men in a house of assignation, she then stated that he had upstairs instruments for producing abortion, he retorted that if he had them there, she had used them.” Then as now in domestic disputes, the cops passed the buck, advising them to settle this between themselves, and got out.
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People who knew Harvey Burdell said that while he was quick to excited anger, it seldom lasted long; and he continued taking his meals at Mrs. Cunningham’s table. What happened about the note I don’t know.


Mrs. Cunningham was tougher. Demis Hubbard showed up again, asking to be allowed back, and Mrs. Cunningham turned her down. As for Sophronia Stevens, one night Emma Cunningham sent a message to Sophronia’s husband saying Dr. Burdell wanted to see him right away, right now. Stevens didn’t believe it. He knew Burdell well, and there was no conceivable reason for such a message. Besides, he was sixty-seven, and wasn’t going anywhere at night; he was afraid of garroters.


These were street robbers who grabbed pedestrians around the neck from behind, holding them half-strangled and helpless—sometimes killing them in the process—while a confederate or confederates robbed them. Our name for them, of course, is muggers; and most people were afraid of them. George Templeton Strong, in his famous diary of his life in New York, says, in 1857: “An epidemic of crime this winter. ‘Garroting’ stories abound.… A man was attacked the other afternoon at his own shop door in the Third Avenue.… Most of my friends are investing in revolvers and carry them about at night, and if I expected to have a great deal of late street-walking off Broadway, I think I should make the like provision.…”


Stevens did go to number 31 the next morning, was brought into the back parlor, by Tom Callahan, I expect—the Doctor’s newest boy-of-all-work—and “I had only just taken my seat,” Stevens said, “when a lady came in, took a seat near me, and called me by name. She said she had sent for me, not Dr. Burdell.” Emma Cunningham then told Stevens that his wife was carrying on with Dr. Burdell, and also accused Mrs. Stevens of “filching money from me, and making use of Dr. Burdell to deposit it in some bank for her. I told her I would think of the matter, and see her again,” but he didn’t. “I thought it was all out of whole cloth, and considered she had great nerve. I thought she wanted to make a tool of me by working up my feelings against Dr. Burdell. I thought her motive was to ruin Dr. Burdell’s character and get possession of his money.”


So he didn’t go back, and: “On the Saturday following a gentleman called and wanted to see me. He said his business was from Mrs. Cunningham; he said she had sent him to ask me to come up and see her. He said he was her counsel. He had got her, he said, out of some pretty serious scrapes. I took a chair, and sat down beside him, and asked him if he knew what her business was with me. He said he did not know particularly. I asked him if he knew nothing about it. He represented that she was a wonderful, persevering, smart woman, and always accomplished all she undertook. He said she had money, and plenty of men around her who never failed her.” This inexplicable nonsense, just as Stevens recalled it, is typical of the weirdness that so often tinged things Emma Cunningham had a hand in. “He said [his name] was Van Dolan,” Stevens continued, “that he was a lawyer, and that his office was at Number 118 Chambers Street.” But when he’d left, Stevens couldn’t find any “Van Dolan” listed in the city directory as “lawyer,” and when he “went down to Chambers Street next day,” he “could not find such a name, or any such office; it appeared to be stores.”


So Stevens didn’t go see Mrs. Cunningham. “I did not know but what some scheme or plot might have been laid for me,” he said. “Such curious things take place in this city, that I am a little cautious.”


A few days later when he went to Harvey Burdell and told him all this, the Doctor replied that nothing had gone on between him and Sophronia; he had only removed a small tumor or obstruction from her eye. Since Cyrenius knew this was why she’d gone to Dr. Burdell—accounting, I expect, for the tinted glasses and veil—he believed him; believed him anyway, as an old friend. So while Sophronia Stevens, like Demis Hubbard and Lucy Ann Williams, quit coming to 31 Bond, Emma Cunningham had actually messed up once more.
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And the Doctor at last quit her table, taking his meals here at the LaFarge House. I can’t date this photograph, but I doubt that it’s as early as 1856. Still, change in the last century came more slowly than now, and possibly Harvey Burdell could have recognized this as the tree-lined Broadway and the hotel, in the old New York of low buildings, to which he now walked three times every day for “breakfast, dinner, and supper,” the proprietor said. The LaFarge advertised its location as on Broadway “directly opposite Bond Street,” so I believe the cross street in the middle distance is Bond, and Burdell’s house, therefore, around its corner to the left, a short walk away.


I think Harvey Burdell deserves some sympathy. He was always alone. Never, said the proprietor of the LaFarge, did he see anyone eating with Dr. Burdell. A friend, Alvah Blaisdell, when also asked whether anyone ever ate with the Doctor, said, “I don’t think he had anybody … he was not the kind of man [to invite a friend to dinner]; he was too close.…” So I see Harvey Burdell now, walking out of his house and over to the LaFarge each day to eat his silent meals, as a lonely man, afraid of marriage to Emma Cunningham or anyone else because afraid for his money; and beginning to be afraid of the strange, persistent woman he’d met at Saratoga Springs, who now had a lease on his house.


Afraid with reason: on October 10 Mrs. Cunningham returned to her lawyer, told him to go ahead and serve the Doctor with the already prepared summons charging rape, abortion, and breach of promise; and to draw up another to go along with it, charging slander in having accused her of stealing his note. On the day she so instructed her attorney, Harvey Burdell sat in his rooms and wrote:


“Cousin Demis: I received your letter two days since. You say you are ready to come to New York whenever I say the word. Mrs. Cunningham is about to take some steps to injure me, I think. Hold yourself in readiness to come to this city at a moment’s warning. Perhaps I may go out after you, but if things go on quietly you had probably better stay where you are.


“… Mrs. C. has slandered you and Lucy of the worst kind.…


“If I do not go to Sackett’s Harbor in a few days I will send you some money. I am, in great haste,


“Yours, &c., Harvey Burdell.”


A few days later he wrote: “Cousin Demis: … The trouble I expected with Mrs. Cunningham may not take place…” but he was wrong. On this same day a deputy sheriff, Hugh Crombie, arrived at 31 Bond, served Emma Cunningham’s double summons, and arrested the Doctor. “Emma Augusta Cunningham vs. Harvey Burdell, Action for Breach of Promise, Order of Arrest and $6000 bond,” the first was headed, and the second summons, for slander, called for another $6,000 to be posted. When he saw what the papers were, Burdell became “very excited,” said Crombie, “and said the suits were to extract money from him. He distinctly repudiated [this is the deputy speaking: everyone seemed more literate then] the idea of making a promise to marry. He said she did steal the note from him.…”


He settled the suits, though. And in a strange way. A friend signed a bail bond for him within an hour or so; and a week later Dr. Burdell signed an agreement with Emma Cunningham so peculiar I can’t believe a lawyer drew it up. I wonder if they didn’t work it out between them, and if he didn’t outtalk her, because it read: “In consideration of settling the two suits now pending between Mrs. E. A. Cunningham and myself, I agree as follows:


“First, I agree to extend to Mrs. E. A. Cunningham and family my friendship through life;


“Second, I agree never to do or act in any manner to the disadvantage of Mrs. E. A. Cunningham;


“Third, in case I remain and occupy the house No. 31 Bond Street I now do, I will rent to Mrs. Cunningham the suites of rooms she now occupies 3rd floor, attic and basement at the rate of $800 a year.”


Those first two provisions are so curious, and unlawyerlike in language, that I wonder—read them again; see what you think—if they may not be Emma Cunningham’s almost pathetic attempt to define and make binding her idea of a husband’s obligations, in the absence of marriage itself. And, third, to hang on to the home she had found. To me the document suggests compromise. If Emma Cunningham and her lawyer really did try to get money from him, this tightfisted man simply wouldn’t give it; and if she’d hoped the threat of suits might force him to marry her, that didn’t work either. But the threat worried him. Crombie said: “He was afraid [the suits] would injure his business reputation if published. The matter seemed to trouble him greatly.” For whatever reason, he signed the agreement. Maybe he thought its strange provisions would be unenforceable.


He was furious, though. When he and Emma Cunningham’s lawyer, Thayer, showed up at the sheriff’s office to notify him that a settlement had been reached and the suits withdrawn: “His tongue was going all the time,” Crombie said, “to the effect that they had tried to extort money from him; that he would not marry any woman; and that he had taken her to houses of assignation, and paid her as he had done with other women.”


That last sounds doubtful, to say the least. A Bond Street friend of his, Dr. W. R. Roberts, said, “When the Doctor was angry with a person, no matter whether he was relative, friend, or foe, he would say anything to injure them; he would be very friendly afterwards.…” And a legal adviser of Burdell’s, F. S. Sanxay (F. S. Sanxay: long gone, absolutely forgotten, until you and I momentarily evoke him again) said, “When the Doctor was angry at a person he was the most vituperative man I ever knew, and he did not hesitate to denounce in the most unmeasured terms any person whom he might imagine had injured him. He was quick-tempered and violent. I have known him to speak in terms of praise for an individual, then denounce him, in a few days afterward, most bitterly, and then praise him again. He was very extravagant when praising or denouncing anyone; I never heard such bitter language used by anybody as he used toward his brother William and his near relatives.” If this explains what Harvey Burdell said about Emma Cunningham to Deputy Crombie, then I think he comes off as a weak man: blustering, fearful, but with a weak man’s stubbornness. Crombie was asked later, “Do you believe he ever thought of marrying her?” and he replied, “Marry her! Why, he’d sooner have committed suicide first.”


When she read over her signed document, Emma Cunningham seems to have thought she’d detected a loophole in the provision by which the Doctor said he’d continue to rent her the rooms she and her family occupied. Maybe there was a loophole intended, because the first dozen words read: “In case I remain and occupy the house No. 31 Bond Street …” But in case he did not remain at 31 Bond, it does sound as though he might then be free of this obligation. For whatever reasons, Emma Cunningham took a pen, and simply crossed out the offending words.


But I don’t see how this document could have seemed much of a victory for her; it says nothing, in actual fact, and it would be hard to think she didn’t see that. If so, she’d failed and knew it: failed to marry Harvey Burdell by persuasion, and now through force, if that was the point of the threatened suits. Doesn’t it seem that there’s nothing else to try? It didn’t to Emma Cunningham. She now devised an extraordinary plan to become Mrs. Harvey Burdell. And the second act, wild and strange, began—with the arrival at 31 Bond Street of a new and sinister figure.
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This is the man: he said he came to 31 Bond in response to an ad saying he “could obtain room and board there.” But I searched the New York Herald through many days preceding his arrival there—most such ads appeared in the Herald, they had virtually a monopoly on them; searched other papers, too, and found no such ad. I found quite a few for Bond Street rentals: at number 6 … number 27 … 47; but none for number 31, and I don’t think I could have missed one. It might have been a blind ad; there were a few such. But I wonder if, in fact, Emma Cunningham never ran any such ad at all.


For Dr. Burdell came to suspect that these two already knew each other; suspected, in fact, that this was the mysterious “Van Dolan” who’d come to the Stevenses’ house on his strange errand for Mrs. Cunningham. And Sophronia Stevens said the Doctor was right.


As so many people were doing in those early days of photography, this new arrival had had his portrait taken: by Meade Brothers. From that photo a Harper’s Weekly artist drew the picture on the previous page. And from the same photo a Leslie’s Newspaper artist drew this, which I include to show how carefully these woodcut artists worked from photographs: two different men, working independently, yet see how closely this resembles the cut from Harper’s. Just behind these old cuts, if you can manage to look through them, lies the actual camera image of the living man who walked up the stone steps of 31 Bond, and pulled the bell. More than one person who knew him described his eyes as peculiar, a shade too close, and I think that can be seen in both these portraits.
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He stands waiting on the stoop: five feet six inches tall and of powerful frame, said someone who’d studied his appearance closely. “His complexion is tawny or bilious, hair light brown, soft and curly. The top of his head is bald.… He is pitted with the small-pox, and wears a heavy beard and mustache.… His eyes are light blue, and his nose has the Hebrew curve.”


The front door was opened by the Doctor’s work-boy, and Mrs. Cunningham summoned. She would then, I expect, have shown the caller through the house, opening the doors of available rooms; and now we get our first direct look inside 31 Bond Street.


This is the room he selected: on the third floor right next to the suite into which Mrs. Cunningham had moved from Demis’s old room. The door there on the left, in fact, leads directly into Mrs. Cunningham’s bedroom.
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John J. Eckel was the new lodger’s name; said to have been a butcher, now a dealer in animal hides and fats; and he moved in with twenty-one caged canaries, a few of which H. W. Copcutt shows in his drawing of Eckel’s room.


The bookcase beside the window in Eckel’s bedroom opened up into a desk like this, and it also turned into a bed at night. John Eckel bought this useful piece soon after moving in, at the Crystal Palace, which stood in Bryant Park just behind the site of today’s main Public Library. It was made of rosewood, a maid who admired it said.


Eckel was thirty-five, at least ten years younger than Harvey Burdell, and when he wanted to make the effort to appear so, he was sometimes described as handsome; except for the eyes. There were people who knew Eckel who said that he occasionally enjoyed disguising himself; and sometimes he dyed his graying whiskers black, and sometimes wore a toupee. When he did, he looked like this, and I wonder if for Emma Cunningham he may not have been a welcome change from the increasingly morose and difficult owner of the house.
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With the arrival of this man the cast at 31 Bond Street is almost complete, and the things that now began to happen concerning Dr. Burdell turned sinister.


Burdell felt it immediately. Eckel moved into 31 in mid-October, and in the same month Harvey Burdell ran into an acquaintance in the Crystal Palace. The two stood chatting. The man, “in the patent-carriage business,” was exhibiting there, the Doctor politely said he’d like to ride in one of the carriages; and then, according to this mere acquaintance, “He said there was some damned cut-throat fellow about the house, and he did not like him.”


When John Eckel had been at 31 Bond about two weeks, living with his twenty-one canaries directly beside Mrs. Cunningham’s bedroom, something extraordinary happened; on October 28. Something downright weird, in fact, remarkable even by Mrs. Cunningham’s standards. That afternoon, Dr. Samuel Parmly, a fifty-year-old dentist who lived across the street from number 31 Bond, glanced out his window and noticed a man dressing in the third-floor front room, he said, of number 31. This was Eckel’s room. Leaving his house some minutes later, Parmly again glanced up at 31, from his own front stoop, and saw the same man, but “his appearance was changed, and the change gave me the impression that he was connected with the theatre, and was dressing himself for the stage.” What especially struck Dr. Parmly, he said, was the man’s greatly altered appearance about the head and face, “as if he had been transformed.”


Somewhat later, between six and seven o’clock, getting dark, the doorbell of 573 Broadway rang; this was the home of Mrs. Sallenbach, a corset-maker, and her daughter, Emily. They didn’t have a retail store but conducted the business on the second floor, living on the floor above. I don’t know what the street floor was; a store, possibly, because the Metropolitan Hotel was directly across the street. Emily ran downstairs to answer the bell; her mother seems not to have been home. She opened the street door—I see it as between two storefronts—and recognized a customer standing there, Mrs. Cunningham. Her daughter Augusta stood with her, and Mrs. Cunningham explained that they’d come to wait upstairs at the Sallenbachs’, for a gentleman.


If this sounds odd, it didn’t seem to appear so to Emily, who was seventeen. Mrs. Cunningham, she explained, “was a very friendly lady and often came to our house on business, and I didn’t take anything bad by it.” Emily took the two ladies upstairs to their “back parlor” on the third floor. It was nearly dark: “she had to light the gas as soon as she came in.”


Mrs. Cunningham sat down, with Augusta, and suggested that Emily “go and do my home business,” Emily said, “or whatever had to be done.” But if this was a hint, Emily didn’t realize it; she thought it would be rude to leave, she said, and declined. There was a piano in the room, and Mrs. Cunningham then asked Emily to play something for them. Which she did: “I sung a piece for her … a ballad.”


For twenty minutes, she thought, Emily played as the two Cunningham women sat there under the flame of the gas jet listening: smiling, I suppose, perhaps nodding politely in time to the beat; you can imagine them softly applauding between pieces. And down on the street, if the heavy iron-wheeled traffic of wagons, carriages, and the little horse-drawn white-painted buses had slackened enough by now, pedestrians of that long-ago Broadway may have heard the sound of that piano and the young voice singing a ballad.


I’d like to have been there, standing down on that Broadway sidewalk, near 573, hearing that piano. If only it were possible to spend even a few minutes at some selected place and moment of the lost past, there are a great many I’d want to visit. But for me this may be the one above all. I’d stand at the curb out of the way, unnoticed in the dark between the dim street lamps. I’d glance out often at that strange Broadway and the clattering traffic, smudged lanterns swinging under the rear axles; I’d look over at the yellow-lighted windows and entrance of the vanished Metropolitan Hotel on the other side; but I’d watch the approaching pedestrians through every moment, their faces moving into and out of the wavering light of the street lamps.


A bearded face is what I’m waiting for, but there are a lot of them passing. I watch them all, then suddenly one of them turns aside toward 573 and I see his face. I finally know who the man coming to join Emma and Augusta really is.… And when I knew that, I would know the entire answer to all the mysterious events that followed.


But when I try to imagine that moment I don’t see the face. He turns out of the pedestrian flow too fast for me, and is standing there at 573, hand on the bellpull, his back to me, before I can glimpse his features. I can’t grab him and swing him around, can’t do that here where I don’t belong at all. The door opens, I see Emily Sallenbach’s young face, politely inquiring; see the man’s hat removed in equal politeness, see the back of his head in the dim light from the curb. Then he steps in, never turning, the door closing, and I hurry over, and from behind the door hear their steps receding up the long staircase.


Emily brought the bearded man upstairs, and when they entered the back parlor Augusta was sitting at the piano, her mother standing beside her. “Good evening, Sir, how do you do,” Mrs. Cunningham said, as Emily recalled it, and the man replied similarly.


But Augusta didn’t stand up and yield her place at the piano; she asked Emily “to get her a glass of water; when I came back with it they were all three talking together intimately, but I did not know what they said.” Emily back in the room, Mrs. Cunningham and the new visitor sitting on the sofa looking at “some papers which were about the size of foolscap,” Emily said, Augusta began to play the piano. “She seemed as if she wanted to occupy my attention,” said Emily, who now stood politely beside Augusta.


Augusta played not ballads but polkas, and rather more loudly than Emily had done, and Emily couldn’t hear much of what was going on behind her on the sofa. But she thought Mrs. Cunningham and the man extremely absorbed in Mrs. Cunningham’s papers, and her young interested ears were able to pick out Mrs. Cunningham’s voice saying she had come from her lawyers. And she heard her ask the man “if they were prepared to go, and she said to him, ‘All things are right now.’ ” For ten minutes, the piano keys plunking under Augusta’s fingers, the two on the sofa sat murmuring. Then Emily’s visitors left.


The man, Emma Cunningham later insisted, was Harvey Burdell, and Augusta said so, too: they were all on their way to a minister’s house where her mother and Dr. Burdell were to be married. Why the stop at the Sallenbachs’? Well, because after leaving 31 Bond, her mother and Dr. Burdell discovered that they’d both forgotten gloves. So Mrs. Cunningham suggested that she and Augusta would wait at the Sallenbachs’ corset shop while Dr. Burdell bought new gloves for them; he would meet them there.


But Emily Sallenbach remembered no gloves; she remembered papers, and murmuring whispered talk. She hadn’t been introduced to the bearded man, nor had he told her his name when she let him in. But some three months later Emily was in the house at 31 Bond Street; she saw John Eckel there and “I recognized him as the person who came to our house.… His whiskers were a good deal darker when he was at [our] house,” she said, but she knew him just the same by his “very peculiar eyes.”


If you think I’m going to tell you what that visit to the Sallenbachs’ was all about, I’ll have to fail you. For if Augusta told the truth, why stop at the Sallenbachs’? Why not all go to the glove store, buy the gloves, and on to the minister’s? On the other hand, if the man was John Eckel about to impersonate Harvey Burdell in a fake marriage to Emma Cunningham, we can ask the same question: Why stop at the Sallenbachs’? And risk being identified later by Emily?


I can’t see a connection between that strange visit and a fake marriage or a real one either. Number 573 Broadway is a short walk from 31 Bond: if the man was Eckel, why not meet at home where, locked in Emma Cunningham’s bedroom, the canaries trilling in Eckel’s adjoining room, they could confer as secretly as they liked, no piano fortissimo needed?


If this were fiction I’d have to omit that inexplicable scene at the Sallenbachs’; or at least push it around a little to make it fit in if I liked it, as I certainly do. But these are real people. They lived in New York City in 1856, and the visit to the Sallenbachs’ happened. So I give you the scene—Emma Cunningham and the bearded mystery man sitting at her corset-maker’s murmuring legalities as daughter Augusta hammered out polkas—as simply pure Emma Cunningham. Maybe you’ll spot something I’ve missed.
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