





[image: Cover: Unruly Human Hearts, A Novel by Barbara Southard ]













Praise forUNRULY HUMAN HEARTS










“In Unruly Human Hearts, Barbara Southard has created a delightful and poignant novel about the Beecher-Tilton scandal in the Reconstruction Era. Focusing on Elizabeth’s internal struggle to cope with her husband’s public support for women’s rights while maintaining the double standard in private, this story will inspire readers to ask themselves how women should confront similar challenges today. Perfect for fans of well-researched and engaging historical fiction!”


—JACQUELINE FRIEDLAND, author of The Stockwell Letters and Trouble the Water







“The strength of Elizabeth’s character is at the novel’s core. There are moments of eroticism in which she exercises power and agency, refuting her husband’s claims that she was stupid and naive to fall for Henry’s seduction. Elizabeth is also the only one of the three to take responsibility for her actions. . . . She also reminds herself of the good within Henry and Theo, who are both willing to sacrifice Elizabeth to save their own reputations. Her penchant for forgiveness and understanding is conveyed as not a weakness but a strength. . . . The riveting novel Unruly Human Hearts is sensitive in following a strong woman as she overcomes adversity.”


—FOREWORD CLARION REVIEWS







“In Unruly Human Hearts, Barbara Southard uncovers the remarkable voice of Elizabeth in elegant, flowing prose. She paints a strong woman who knows her own heart and fights to defend herself and her loved ones from ruin.”


—ELENA LAWTON TORRUELLA, English Department, Universidad del Sagrado Corazón







“This is not just a story of a woman who tried to be a good Christian wife while passionately in love with her pastor, it’s a revelation of her anguish as she struggled to protect herself, her children, and the two men she loved from the toll of escalating public scandal.”


—LINDA ULLESEIT, author of The River Remembers and Innocents at Home







“‘Free love?’ Elizabeth Tilton wasn’t counting on the two well-known men she loved at the same time to attack each other so vehemently, shattering her life, but neither were they expecting her to finally admit her own truth so openly. In this complex portrait of power, lies, and sexual attraction, Barbara Southard conveys foibles not too removed from the present, yet peppered with the intricacies of nineteenth-century characters and situations that engross readers. I couldn’t put this novel down.”


—MARÍA SOLEDAD RODRÍGUEZ, English Department, University of Puerto Rico
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For Elizabeth—


the woman named in the scandalous Beecher-Tilton adultery trial of the 1870s, whose voice was barely heard in her own time.













I heard a fly buzz when I died;


The stillness round my form


Was like the stillness in the air


Between the heaves of storm.


— EMILY DICKINSON
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Brooklyn, April 1897


Elizabeth Tilton lay still, a small figure on a large four-poster bed. The curtains were drawn, and the soft light of late afternoon illumined her deeply lined face and white hair spread out over the pillow. Her daughter Florence opened the door.


“Mother, dear, Aunt Annie’s here.”


Elizabeth did not respond. Her gaze was fixed on the bedroom window, which framed a great sycamore tree. She could barely see the outline of the branches, but she remembered that Flory had told her that there were already tiny buds heralding the spring.


How strange, she thought. My sight is all hazy after that trouble with my eyes, but God has granted my wish to see the past clearly. Just a moment ago, I saw my little Paul all dressed in white. The blue sky was not marred by a single cloud, and the birds that nested in the tree in front of the house were chirping, while my child lay dead. I could see my husband, Theodore, dry-eyed with a stunned expression, and Reverend Beecher comforting us all.


“Are you awake, Elizabeth?” Annie approached her bed.


Elizabeth smiled at her sister-in-law. Annie was tall and slender, like her older brother, Theodore, but her eyes were not as penetrating.


“Auntie, you sit here in the rocker; I’ll get the tea things ready while you chat with Mother.” Florence started down the stairs.


“Flory takes good care of me,” Elizabeth told Annie.


“She is so competent, running a household, teaching music.”


“Yes, the eldest has to grow up quickly.”


Elizabeth slumped against the pillow, worn out from the short conversation. Annie took over and gave her sister-in-law the latest news of friends and family. Elizabeth had trouble understanding all the details, but Annie’s voice and presence were warm and comforting.


After a pause, Annie opened a small package. “I brought you the new anthology of Theodore’s poems.”


Elizabeth reached out her hand. “Oh, Annie, I have always loved to read his writings.”


Annie got up and gave her the book. A tremor passed over Elizabeth’s body and her face twisted in a grimace. The book dropped from her hand with a loud thud.


Annie retrieved it and said, “Sorry, I didn’t mean to distress you.”


Elizabeth raised her head. The muscles of her throat worked, but no sound came. When she finally spoke, each word was articulated with vehemence. “I loved Theodore deeply and I hurt him; he loved me and he hurt me. There is no escaping the terrible wounds that we inflicted. I am dying, Annie, and I now see things clearly—God is giving me new vision.”


Annie stared at her sister-in-law. In all those years since her brother had accused his wife of adultery with the Reverend Henry Ward Beecher, the two women had never spoken of the scandal, the church investigation, or the public trial. The sick woman’s breathing was labored. Had she unwittingly brought on a crisis? To her relief, Elizabeth smiled.


“Annie, please read me a poem. Pick out a favorite of yours. A romantic one.”




Then, to the rock-bound main,


Along the billow-beaten strand,


Amid the flying spray,


He led her by her tiny hand;—


And, just above the water’s reach,


They sat together on the beach,


And piled the shells and sand


Into a palace grand.




Elizabeth listened. What a lovely rendition of the first stirrings of young love. Her eyes closed as the words penetrated deeper into her consciousness. She could no longer distinguish Annie’s voice. The bed, the coverlet, the bay window framing the branches of the sycamore all disappeared.


Theodore himself was talking. He had waited for her to finish putting the children to bed so that the two of them could sit together by the fire in the parlor of their home on Livingston Street. It was not poetry, but a political statement he wanted to read to her.








Brooklyn, October 1866


“Dear, I have finally put it into words. I have been smoldering with indignation for a week, unable to reply to that cowardly letter written for the Cleveland Convention by your pastor.”


Theodore is looking at me. I’m not going to react to the emphasis on your.


His voice rises. “Your pastor, my friend and associate in the antislavery movement now wants to capitulate to the South, leave the Negro to the tender mercies of those who beat and tortured their slaves, raped their wives. I will not be silent even if Henry Ward Beecher, the greatest preacher in this country, advises that we treat the South with brotherly love.”


He’s waving a manuscript in my face. We are both sitting in large easy chairs, drawn closer to the fireplace for warmth. Although it is early fall, the weather has turned cold.


“But that cannot be his intention,” I exclaim. “Henry has always been a true friend of the Negro. And he is as much your pastor,” I feel my face flushing, “as mine.”


“True friend of the Negro, indeed!” he replies, almost shouting. “Henry is more concerned with brotherly love for the slaveholders who dragged us all through four years of horrendous war.”


Theo is sitting erect in the easy chair, his body refusing to conform to the contours of the soft cushions. “Here, this is my reply to such sentimental drivel.” He drops his eyes, releasing mine from the grip of his gaze, and reads, “Mr. Beecher has united with the party of Andrew Johnson, and if we do not raise our voice in protest to roundly condemn his action, we become accomplices in his guilt.”


“Theo, I don’t think that Henry supports President Johnson, he would never do that.”


“What does it matter if he does not openly support that traitor? He wants the troops to leave the South, let the former rebels run for office so they can once again control this country as though the war never happened.”


“But . . .”


“But what? Speak up.”


“Our pastor is not a politician. Henry is a man of religion who looks at every situation as a Christian.”


“That is just the sort of sentimental mush that is ruining this country.” Theodore has risen from his seat and is pacing back and forth as though neither his long limbs nor his excitement can be contained in the chair. “If you treat those Southern planters in a spirit of Christian charity, they will turn around and use force to keep the freedmen down. Can’t you see that?”


My body feels very small, perched on the large easy chair. The embers of a dying fire still glow in the brick fireplace, but a chill pervades the parlor. I look past Theodore through the window toward the street and notice that the wind has picked up. Swirls of leaves are being blown hither and thither in the waning light of early evening.


“But, Theo, how can we expect the Southerner to treat the Negro with love if we in the North treat Southerners with hatred and contempt?”


Theodore sighs. “Lib, dear, you are a woman. You are not exposed to the hard realities of politics.” He smiles at me, as though to excuse a woman’s weakness. “But what of Henry? He knows how the world works. What kind of leadership is he giving us?”


“Theo, Henry is our friend. Just think how he will feel when he wakes up in the morning and reads your reply in the newspaper attacking him.”


“Are you suggesting I shouldn’t publish it?”


Theo must know that publishing it will endanger the friendship. “I’m not sure, dear. I just thought that perhaps you could put something in to say our friend’s heart is in the right place.”


Theo resumes his seat and mumbles something about being grateful that Henry was instrumental in getting him the job of editor of the Independent. “But if he is a true friend, surely he would not hold it against me that I speak my own mind and follow my conscience.”


“He has been a father to us and a spiritual guide.”


“Yes, yes, that goes without saying.” Theodore brushes aside my comment with a wave. Has he forgotten that it was Henry who united us in marriage and has been looking out for us ever since? Henry has been like a mentor to Theo, guiding his journalistic career at every step. For years they were comrades in arms in the antislavery movement, spending hours and hours at our home discussing strategies to strengthen the cause.


Aloud I say, “My dear, Henry is your best friend.”


Theo nods. “True, but I can no longer respect his judgment as I once did. You know people are still talking about him. Rumors are going around about Reverend Beecher.”


“If it was something told you in confidence, I will not ask.”


Theo gets up and pokes idly at the fire. The embers glow slightly, and then die down. He turns toward me and says in low tones, “You know I believe in honesty between men and women. I don’t believe that men should keep women in the dark.”


I look hastily toward the dining room and through to the kitchen to see that no one is about. Our ward, Bessie, who is fast becoming a young lady, has gone upstairs to read bedtime stories to the children. “What is it? Tell me.”


“There are rumors that our friend seduced Mr. Bowen’s wife.


She was his parishioner. It’s said she confessed on her deathbed.”


“I don’t believe it! It is a foul lie.”


Theodore looks at me, and I realize that I am shouting.


I lower my voice. “Even the best people have enemies. There are always people who are envious and spread vile rumors.”


“Why are you so upset?”


I lean back against the chair to keep my body from shaking. “A man should be considered innocent until proven guilty. And even if the rumor were true, and it is not, we must hate the sin, not the sinner.”


“Ah, but you don’t understand, I’m not blaming our friend. It would be perfectly natural under the circumstances. The man must be considered a saint if for nothing else but living with Eunice Beecher.”


Theodore has never gotten along with Henry’s wife. He considers her narrow-minded, but she’s still the wife of a dear friend. “She may not be a pleasant woman, but she has borne his children.”


“That’s not sufficient reason to stay in a loveless marriage.”


“But the welfare of the children . . .” I protest.


Theodore shakes his head. “I don’t agree. Marriage is meaningless if people are forced to stay together when they no longer love one another.”


He puts the manuscript down and takes up a book. The conversation is over, and I make no attempt to revive it. It must be Theo’s dislike for Eunice that is making him talk so strangely.


Theodore lights the lamps. A yell resounds from upstairs, followed by a thud. What is going on? I should be helping Bessie to put the children to bed. Inside the house, it is already dark, though the twilight lingers outside. I take a lighted candle to illuminate the stairway.


Bessie already has everything under control. She is so good with the children. When we accepted responsibility for her as our ward, she was just a child herself. Abandoned by her parents, she had been passed from family to family. She used to be very naughty when she first came to us, but now she helps me encourage good behavior in my little ones.


Little Carroll assures me that he said his prayers. I sing his favorite lullaby, kiss him good night, and softly close the door. Flory and Alice, being older, have permission to stay up with Bessie for a while.


By the time I come back downstairs, Theodore has rekindled the fire. A portrait of the two of us is propped up in the center of the mantelpiece. Although it was painted eleven years ago, not too long after our wedding, it is still a very good likeness of Theo. The wavy sandy locks are a bit thicker in the picture, but the lofty brow, the sharp nose, finely chiseled mouth, and keen blue eyes are the same. The fine long fingers of one hand seem poised for movement, hinting at the restless energy of the subject. The artist made me sit on a high stool while Theo, who ordinarily towers above me, was placed in an ordinary chair.


On both sides of our portrait, there are crayon drawings of the children in natural poses. I did not want the children to sit in a rigid position for hours, and the artist agreed that it would be better to watch the children go about naturally and capture the spirit of each. On the right wall is a lovely painting of a flowering tree that Henry gave us when he returned from England.


I pick up the book I am reading. The clock strikes eight.


Theodore puts his book down and stretches his long limbs, frowning slightly.


“My dear, can I interrupt you for just a moment?”


Why is he talking with such exaggerated politeness? He must be angry because I defended Henry. “Yes, darling?”


“I am terribly worried. Why do we need such expensive curtains and cuts of meat? And is it necessary to serve oysters? I am making more money now that I am editor, but where is it going?”


“I am trying, but furnishing a new house is so . . .”


“It’s your job to hold down expenses. Don’t you understand that I cannot be worried with managing the house? I need your cooperation to concentrate on my writing-otherwise, we are all ruined. We each have to do our part.” Theodore’s voice rises to an angry shout. “I hate it when you make excuses.”


My back stiffens. Ever since we moved to our new home he has been critical of my housekeeping.


“That is so unfair! You know perfectly well that I wanted to buy cheaper curtains, but you said no, it was about time we had decent things like other people. If I buy cheap curtains, you say I have horrible taste like my mother!”


“You are still making excuses. I am talking about a serious matter, the possible financial ruin of this family, and all you can think about is who is to blame.”


“That’s not true, you are the one pinning the blame on me. If I don’t spend money, I am a woman of no taste, no imagination, no sense of fashion. If I do spend money . . .”


A timid voice breaks in. “Ma’am, excuse me, but Alice won’t go to sleep. She says that you promised to tell her a story.” It’s Bessie. I rise to go upstairs, but Theo’s voice stops me.


“Don’t go, my dear. She is too old to need a goodnight story. That child is becoming very spoiled.”


A loud wail sounds from above. Alice really sounds distraught and soon she will wake up little Carroll.


“Oh, go ahead, Elizabeth. She is already so spoiled one more time will make no difference. Bessie, sit here beside me and I will read you something. A young lady like you must take off a little time from household chores and develop her mind.”


Alice calms down when I put my arms around her. I start to tell her a story, but she falls asleep after only a few sentences. Poor little lamb, what a tiring day you have had! I take off my shoes and lie down close beside her on the bed for a long while. Her body is warm and comforting and my thoughts begin to drift.


Theodore calls me to come to bed. I rouse myself and walk slowly toward our bedroom, my bare feet chilled by the cold wooden floor. I shiver as I change into my nightclothes.


“Come, darling, snuggle up with me. I am sorry I was so sharp about the curtains. I am just so worried about all our bills.” Theodore holds me tight for a moment, kissing my eyes, my mouth.




He pulls up my nightgown and I can feel the night chill on my bare skin. He covers my breasts and neck with kisses. I am open, moist, pliant to his touch, but I do not feel that quickening in the most secret place of my body. He enters my inmost being easily, shuddering slightly before starting the familiar motion. Theo calls out my name, but I am not with him. I float outside our bodies, hearing his groans of pleasure.


Theo rolls over onto his back. “Elizabeth, you seem far away.”


I am silent, trying hard not to cry aloud.


Theodore reaches for my hand. “I keep thinking about our conversation. I know I am right. The Southern planters must not be allowed to re-enslave the Negro, but sometimes I wish that I could see it as you and Henry do.”


Still too close to crying to trust myself to speak, I stroke Theo’s arm.


He draws me to him and tells me, “Oh, if only I could have your belief in the healing power of love and forgiveness.” Theo assures me that tomorrow he will look at the article again to see whether he can work in something about Henry’s heart being in the right place.


“Oh, darling Dory, I love you so much. I know you understand more about politics.”


I snuggle next to him with my head cradled in his armpit. I long for him to touch me again in all those soft and sensitive places, a longing so strong that it is almost an ache. Theodore is fast asleep.










April 1897


Elizabeth, sensing someone smoothing her hair back from her forehead, opened her eyes. Flory was lifting her head up so that she could drink a glass of water. She drank slowly.


“Mother, I made you chicken soup. Can you try to eat some for me?”


When Flory returned from the kitchen, she fluffed the pillows to give her mother more support. Elizabeth’s right arm and leg had been partially paralyzed since the stroke, making it difficult for her to sit up without help. She didn’t feel hungry, but she swallowed a spoonful or two of soup.


“I always gave your father chicken soup when he was ill. Whenever he said, ‘No more chicken soup,’ I knew the worst was over. It was time for beefsteak.”


Flory smiled. “Shall I cook something solid for you?”


Elizabeth shook her head. “I can barely swallow the soup, but thank you, dear. I was dreaming about your father. He was reading me a letter he had written for the press defending the rights of the freed slaves.”


Flory, who had risen from her chair, sat back down again. “Father was a leading abolitionist, wasn’t he? And unlike some others, he remained a powerful voice for the rights of the freedmen.”


Elizabeth nodded. She wanted to tell Flory how her father and Reverend Beecher had worked together for the abolition of slavery. As editor of the Independent, Theo’s scathing revelations about the evils of slavery whipped up public enthusiasm for the abolitionist cause. Henry backed him up from the pulpit at Plymouth Church with eloquent sermons about how the love of God is best expressed by fighting against cruel injustice to our fellow men. And he had been instrumental in making the church a transfer point for the Underground Railroad, helping slaves escape. It was only after the Civil War that their views on Reconstruction parted ways. But it wouldn’t be appropriate to talk about all this with her daughter.


She smiled and said softly, “Yes, dear, your father always spoke out against injustice.”


Flory leaned forward to catch her mother’s words, waiting expectantly to hear more.


The doorbell rang.


“That must be my pupil come for her piano lesson.” Flory took the soup bowl. “Are you sure you don’t need anything, Mother?”


“No, dearest. But after the class, play a few pieces for me. I love to hear you.”


Flory smiled in assent and left the door ajar.








July 1867


Someone is practicing the piano far away, but then the sound comes closer. It is bright daylight, a warm summer day, and little Flory is practicing her lesson in the next room.


“How beautifully she plays for one so young. How do you get her to practice?”


It is Henry Beecher speaking. He sits easily on the larger of two great easy chairs in the parlor, his portly figure solid and substantial, his voice resonant and melodious. Henry has become a regular visitor. At first, he talked mainly with Theodore about their collaboration in the antislavery movement and various journalistic endeavors, but now he is equally at home talking to me. It is always a pleasure for me to abandon my domestic chores when he stops by.


“I don’t have to urge Flory. She loves the piano,” I reply.


Henry shakes his head. “I remember my stepmother forcing my sisters to practice. How they hated it.”


“What a shame. Children should never be forced. I always played and sang to Flory from when she was a baby, and soon she was begging me to learn. I try to pick out songs that are not too hard for her, songs that she knows and loves, to encourage her. My youngest daughter, Alice, on the other hand, usually doesn’t want to practice the piano, but she loves to draw. Sometimes, I tell her I will get the crayons and paper out for her if she finishes her lesson.”


“What an excellent way of teaching!”


Henry understands the world of children so well. Such a dear man! He is a famous preacher, yet here he sits, listening with such interest to the details of my home life.


“Each child is different,” I tell him. “We have to find the key to each one’s nature.”


“How right you are! I always imagined that my real mother, if she had lived, would have been a woman just like you, gentle with children.”


“What were you like as a child, dear friend?”


“I was the sort of child that needed encouragement. Sometimes I was rebellious against discipline, but if someone spoke a kind word and appealed to my better nature, all rebellion would disappear. My stepmother, God bless her soul, was a good woman who always did her duty, but she was completely lacking in imagination. I am happy to see mothers like you who do things differently. God is inspiring you, my friend.”


Henry pauses, and at that moment, a robin’s melodious song bursts forth. The bird is perched in the poplar tree just outside the window, his head tilted back and his beak wide open.


“Well,” says Henry, “all God’s creatures are singing today. Your Flory has been challenged by a feathered friend.”


Henry smiles at me, the corners of his eyes crinkling. I am seated on the middle cushion of the sofa, but I move over and put my hand on the armrest that is nearest to his chair. “You know what I am remembering at this moment? The sermon you gave a few months ago about the power of the love of God. You talked about how a mother tries to lead her children on the right path through love, not fear of punishment.”


Henry nods. “Yes, I remember that sermon well. It is because of you, and people like you, Elizabeth, that I go on with my ministry. Sometimes, I feel discouraged—but when I talk with you, my dear friend, I know that my words have reached some hearts.”


“Your sermons reach many hearts, my friend, including mine.”


“I have been admiring the portrait of you and Theodore,” says Henry, gesturing toward the mantelpiece. “Talking about hearts, those dark beautiful eyes of yours must have reached many hearts indeed. The likeness of you, my dear friend, is quite extraordinary. The sweet seriousness of your expression! If the eyes are the window to the soul, yours tell of depths of feeling and of faith.”


A warm flush moves upward from my neck to my forehead. Henry takes my hand and presses it.


“You have the loveliest soul. I feel that your faith is greater than mine, that you are so much closer to God than I can ever be.”


“No, I am not. My spiritual progress is slow, but I often feel God helping me.”


We fall silent. He releases my hand.


I tell him, “You know what worries me is Theodore’s spiritual progress.”


“Have you heard from him?”


“Yes, I had a letter. He will be home next week.”


“Elizabeth, Theodore talked to me about his religious doubts, but I don’t think that I was much help.”


“He never goes to church, even if I beg him to give an example to the children. My friend, could you tell him that you miss him at church? He would surely listen to you.”


“Well, I am not sure . . .” Henry pauses and looks away. “Theodore is a grown man, with his own ideas, and how would it look for me to ask him to come back to the church where I am pastor? Better you talk to him. He often tells me how he respects your purity, your capacity for faith.”


“Oh, I wish I had such influence over Theo, but it is not me he talks to, but all these people in the vanguard of social progress who talk about women’s right to vote and a new type of marriage. I am nothing compared to them; I feel stupid among all those people.” There is a tremor in my voice.


“Elizabeth, I love you and Theodore dearly; you are my closest friends. The suffragists make a lot of noise about changing the world, but progress is more likely to be achieved by people like you who quietly and with humility raise their children with love. Believe in yourself, my dear friend.”


“Oh, Henry, in my darkest hour I can always count on your friendship. You give me strength.”


I grasp his large hand in my two small ones. The fingers are thick and blunt, almost like those of a farmer who works the land.


“Elizabeth, what can I say? It is I who am sustained by your spiritual insight. Whenever I feel those dark moods of uncertainty, a visit to you and the children lifts me up.”


He lifts my hands to his lips and kisses my fingers lightly, first on one hand, then the other. My eyes close for an instant. His lips are warm.


The piano has stopped playing. I quickly withdraw my hand and Henry takes up a book from the side table. Flory comes bouncing in.


“Mother, I think I practiced enough. Oh, Mr. Beecher, did you like my playing?”


“Beautiful. You play almost as well as your mother. I wish I were musical, but God has not given me that gift.”


Flory smiles shyly, pleased with the compliment. Her sister, Alice, calls to her from the kitchen, and she runs off. Henry puts down the book, and asks me whether I have a few minutes to spare to talk about his novel Norwood.


He says that he is suffering from the withdrawal symptoms of an author who has finished his creation and now feels a strange void without the weekly chapter to complete. The writing of Norwood has given him great pleasure. He wanted to say something about the God-fearing character of country people and prove that ordinary folk can become heroes when tried by the crisis of war. But he is unsure that his skill as a novelist is sufficient to get his message across.


Now it’s my turn to tell Henry to believe in himself. I reassure him that his message is clear and the emotions of the characters are convincing. “Your readers won’t be able to put the book down. Last night I reread one of my favorite scenes before going to sleep.”


“My dear, you are only talking about what you like about the book. An author about to publish needs encouragement, but he also needs to hear about what is wrong with the book. Was there any scene that did not ring quite true to your ear?”


I hesitate. “Yes, there is one scene that bothers me. When Rose receives the news of her brother’s death.”


“In what way did it bother you?”


I explain that the reaction of Rose and her father, Dr. Wentworth, to the news of the death of Arthur in the war seems too idealistic to be real. “The doctor and his daughter are spiritually advanced, but even for the most devout Christian, there must be a period of horrible despair after a loved one dies, of questioning the goodness of God, of rejection of what seems like His cruelty. My friend, you and I have both lost a child.”


Henry replies gently, “I know what you mean, but I wanted to give my readers the tools to help them overcome despair when tragedy strikes. Did you like the way the mourners dressed in white to celebrate the purity of Arthur rather than the black of mourning?”


“Yes, very much. But Rose wouldn’t talk to her father right away about how Arthur’s death inspired her to volunteer as a nurse to care for the wounded. She would first talk about her distress, how she passed through several days in which everything felt like a void of despair.”


Henry nods. He praises my discernment as a reader and thanks me for my honest advice. “But let’s talk of something else, my friend. This conversation is making you sad. Let’s rejoice in life. It’s a beautiful sunny day and our feathered friend is still singing.”


Flory appears and announces, “Mother, Bessie is going to show me and Alice how to make gingerbread cookies. She has a question for you. Come quick.”


I rise and turn to Henry. “I think I should go and find them the recipe. The last time Bessie did not get the proportions right, the dough was too soft, and the cookies ran together. Will you excuse me just a moment?”


“I will excuse you both if Flory promises to save a cookie for me. No, make that two cookies.”


“I’ll just be a minute,” I assure him.


“I never feel in a hurry when I visit your home, my friend, because it is like a sanctuary against cares and tribulations, a place that heals the spirit.”


I smile at Henry and follow Flory into the kitchen. The sunlight is coming through the latticed window, creating a dappled pattern on the white porcelain sink. The girls are working at a wooden table in the middle of the room. Behind them, the gleam of well-scrubbed copper pots hanging on the wall casts a rosy glow. A summer breeze ruffles Alice’s fair hair as she watches Bessie and Flory busily measuring the ingredients. How beautiful everything looks!


If only my little Mattie, the baby of the house, named for my best friend, were here with us making cookies, her chestnut curls bobbing between her sisters’ heads, but I cannot let sad thoughts destroy my joy in my living children.


I talk cheerfully with the girls about how to make cookies, thinking all the while about Henry waiting for me.








April 1897


Flory’s voice roused her. “Mother, are you sleeping, did you hear? I played ‘Moonlight Sonata,’ your favorite.”


“It was lovely.” Elizabeth wanted to tell her daughter that she had been confused, unable to distinguish the present from the past, thinking Flory was still a little girl and remembering how Henry had admired her piano playing. But she must not talk of Henry.


“Your father loved to hear you play,” she told Flory. “He is so proud that you and your sister are both artists, you a musician and . . .”


Flory smiled and finished the sentence. “And Alice a well-known painter.”


“Yes, your father always wanted his daughters to be women of accomplishment.”


The effort of speaking left Elizabeth exhausted and spent. Florence said she was expecting the doctor to visit tomorrow morning and expressed confidence that he would find her mother much improved. Elizabeth felt no such confidence, but she said nothing, just pressed her daughter’s hand. After Flory kissed her and went downstairs, Elizabeth let her eyes close and concentrated on recapturing memories of that summer long ago.


When taking his leave, Henry had said he was sorry to go but looked forward to seeing her and the children on Sunday. How she had loved Plymouth Church! It was a brick building, unpretentious but welcoming to the faithful. There was a plaque commemorating where Abraham Lincoln had attended a sermon that she often pointed out to the children. Elizabeth had liked to get there early and take a seat near the front. The semicircles of pews and the immense gallery above would still be empty, waiting for people to arrive and fill the church so there was standing room only. She would always reserve a pew for Mattie and her family. Mattie said she didn’t understand how Elizabeth got her children to church so early, but it was simple. She didn’t urge them to wear fancy clothes. Dressing simply didn’t take much time.


The preacher’s pulpit was on a platform decorated with fresh flowers. When Henry entered, he always greeted the faithful with an earnest, penetrating look that would break into a smile if he should lock eyes with a child. Then he would glance at the gallery above the pulpit where the organist was seated. How Elizabeth had loved the deep tones of the organ. Sometimes little Flory fidgeted during the sermon, but she was always perfectly quiet when the organ played.


Henry’s sermons had always been a revelation. He talked of love in all its manifestations as the road to salvation. One human soul, infused with God’s love, has the power to influence and uplift another human soul. True love is a power that carries its object upward toward nobility. He emphasized the prodigious power of personal influence, particularly the influence of parents on their children by educating them through love rather than punishment.


Elizabeth remembered kneeling to pray, conscious of being surrounded by friends, people of like mind dedicating themselves to discovering truth and unlocking the goodness in their hearts. Gradually, that warm feeling of community would give way to a profound stillness, a feeling of oneness with God.


And then there was the singing. Surely there was no other congregation with so many rich voices, from mezzo-soprano to bass, melting into one another. And Henry would always join in. Even Theo’s deep voice could be heard when he accompanied her and the children. How happy she had been on those rare days when he yielded to her entreaties to go with her to church.


That summer when Henry visited often, she had been in perfect health, except for a bit of morning sickness now and then. Had he noticed that she was expecting? Probably not. Men are not observant. Even Theo was surprised when she broke the news.


After giving birth to Paul in the dead of winter, she had become very ill. The difficult birth had left her almost as weak as she felt now. But she was young then and the desire to live and care for her baby was strong. God had answered her prayers. For over a week she had been confined to bed, but then her strength began to return. The nurse helped her stand and walk slowly around the bedroom.


It was another week before the nurse had allowed Elizabeth to join her husband downstairs in the parlor during the evening. Theodore had placed her rocking chair close to the fire and sat beside her. After the initial talk about the progress of her recovery, he said very little, giving only brief answers to her inquiries about his work. Elizabeth took up some knitting begun weeks before and watched the red glow of the embers in the fireplace, still giving off enough heat to warm her fingers. Theodore suggested she retire to bed early so as not to risk a relapse. She started to protest that she wasn’t tired, but thought better of it and rose from her chair.








January 1868


My steps feel light as I climb the stairs after bidding Theo good night. How good it is to feel a renewal of energy, my body once more returning to health. It is very cold upstairs, but I linger for a minute at the window. There is snow on the sill and the pane feels like ice to my fingers. Outside the half-moon has broken through the clouds, illuminating the wintry landscape. The limbs of the dark trees are etched with glimmering white snow clinging to their branches. The neighbor’s windows still glow with a soft light, but I leave the candle next to my bed unlit so as to better enjoy the beauty of the night God has created. Mrs. Mitchell, the nurse, enters with my little Paul all bundled up.


“What are you doing up and about in such cold?” she scolds me. “Please put on something warmer and climb under the covers before you have a relapse, my lady.” Holding Paul with one arm, she expertly lights the candle on the nightstand with the other hand. “There, that’s much better.”


Obediently, after draping a heavy robe over my shoulders, I lie down and she hands me Paul to nurse. The baby and I snuggle together, warming up under the thick patchwork quilt. I look down at his small face so intent on eating. Such a healthy little chap! He already seems to be gaining weight. I doze while the baby sucks rhythmically. Mrs. Mitchell, who is leaning over the night table, asks whether she should snuff out the candle. Theodore’s tall, lanky figure is silhouetted in the doorway. Now fully awake I say, “No, leave it lit.” The nurse straightens up and retrieves the baby from my side. Murmuring good night to us, she quickly retires, taking the baby to her own room to sleep.


“Theo, dear, I feel so much better, and Mrs. Mitchell is such a conscientious nurse, she takes such prodigious good care of me. The baby is so healthy, and it is wonderful that you can stay home for a while. I feel a woman blessed.”


Theodore sits down on the bed next to me, caresses my hair, and gives me a peremptory peck of a kiss. “It’s good to see you feeling better,” he says, but does not look directly at me. After a moment he rises from the bed and begins to pace the room, his head almost touching the beams of the low ceiling. In the dim candlelight, his face can be seen only intermittently, but his stride tells me of his agitation. I sit up in bed. He was so happy when the baby was born, but now he is sinking once again into one of his despairing moods.


“Theo, what is it? Is something wrong?”


Theo stops pacing and walks toward me, his shadow looming larger and larger until it covers the wall and half the ceiling. Abruptly, he crouches before me, reaching for my two hands.


“Everything is wrong. Oh, Lib, I am not the man you think. I strive to be unselfish, to love you and the children with a pure love, to defend what is honest and right.” His voice rises to a higher pitch. “My life is a lie. I am living one giant falsehood. I am not true to myself or to you.”


“But, darling, we all make mistakes—we are human, we can only try our best.” I stroke back the lock of hair that has fallen forward on his forehead.


He recoils from my touch. “Don’t give me platitudes about how God loves us in spite of our sins. I hate that sort of talk.”


It’s hard for me when he talks this way. Theo could be moody even in the early days of our marriage, but now the darkness comes welling up out of nowhere.


“Theo, darling, tell me what is bothering you.” My voice sounds high-pitched and far away, the voice of a little girl.


He finally looks me full in the face. “I have been unfaithful. I have not kept my marriage vow.”


I say nothing. He stands up, looking down at me, waiting for my reaction. My face is averted, my eyes focused not on him but on his shadow once again looming large against the far wall. My only thought is to get out of the room. I try to swing my feet onto the floor, but my legs are wound up in the quilt. When my legs get untangled, they buckle beneath me and I have to clutch the headboard of the bed to keep from falling. My body sinks back onto the bed.


“Elizabeth, say something,” Theodore implores, but I cannot look at him, I am numb, no words come to me.


He resumes pacing. “It happened because there is no longer any real bond between us.”


“What?”


“There is no longer any spiritual affinity.”


“I don’t understand.”


“That’s just it. You don’t understand my work or my beliefs.”


How unfair he is! How can I be expected to follow him in all his intellectual wanderings when I have three children, now four with the baby?


“It’s your mother that drove us apart,” Theo continues. “Always criticizing me and my ideas.”


“I know Mother can be difficult.”


“Difficult? She is poisonous, trying to destroy our marriage so she can have her daughter all to herself.”


Mother did interfere too much when we lived with her to save money, but Theo remembers only the bad times, not the times when she treated him with affection and helped us through the illnesses of the children.


“But, Theo, that’s why we moved to our own house, to have privacy.”


“She’s always coming over.”


“To help me with the children.”


“I don’t want to deprive them of their grandmother, but I hate it when she interferes. Why are my friends her business? She hates everyone in the movement for women’s right to vote, wants to keep her precious daughter limited to the Plymouth Church people. That’s why we’ve grown apart.”


“Theo, are you saying our marriage is a sham?”


“Not exactly a sham, no. But, Elizabeth, you seem far away and I am very alone. Sometimes I want to find you, but you are not there.”


He says that I seem far away, but he’s the one who has become a stranger. His mood swings are more violent than ever. I tell him that all marriages have ups and downs. Neither of us should expect that we will always have the same blissful contentment of the early years.


Theodore shakes his head. “Lib, you don’t understand. I don’t want halfway love.”


As the meaning of his words sinks in, the void in the center of my stomach deepens and expands. Theo goes on, telling me how one of the new friends he met on lecture tour became something more. He does not use the words sex or lovemaking, but a vision of his carnal relations with the woman is clear in my eye. The treasured memory of my own first kiss, in the early days of our courtship, when Theo, with a frightened look on his face, crouched low so that his face came level with mine, and just barely brushed my lips, is obliterated by a mental image of my husband passionately joined in embrace with another woman, hungrily seeking her lips, her tongue.


The picture fades, leaving me drained and trembling, adrift in an alien room with unfamiliar furnishings. The flickering candle looks hazy through the film of my tears. I hear cries, but it is a moment before I realize that the sounds are from my own lips. Convulsive sobbing is shaking my whole body with a force beyond my control.


“Elizabeth, for God’s sake, stop! Oh my God, what have I done to you? Darling, control yourself. You are hysterical. I am sorry, please, please, think of the children. Tell me what to do. I will do anything you want.” He holds me, caresses me, but I thrust him from me.


There is a knock on the door and Theodore opens it. My sobs continue as though they have a life of their own, my whole body trembling, unresponsive to my will. He talks to the nurse, who assures him that everything will be all right. New mothers are very prone to emotional upsets. He should go and leave me to her capable hands. She tells him to reassure Bessie, who is very worried, and check that the children have not wakened. Theodore protests that he cannot leave me like this, but he goes.


My sobbing gradually lessens under the nurse’s gentle ministrations. Now that the gasping for breath has ceased, she encourages me to go ahead and cry, telling me that it is all right, all of us need to weep at times. The sobs become quieter and farther apart, exhaustion overcomes me, and I enter a deep and dreamless sleep.


When I awaken in the morning, for a moment I do not recognize my surroundings, thinking I am back in my childhood home. With a rush the memory of last night’s revelations and the ache in the pit of my stomach comes back. The children are up and about, and the nurse brings me the baby to nurse. There is no help for it. I must get up and go about the household routine.


At the breakfast table, Theodore urges me to eat, but when I reply that I don’t feel hungry just yet, he says no more, burying himself in the morning newspaper. Shortly after breakfast, he leaves for the office of the Independent. I accompany him to the door as always. He steals a glance at me before giving me the customary goodbye kiss, and then says that he will be late because he has a political meeting to attend after he finishes work at the office.


After Theo leaves, I go to my room and try to form the words of prayer. Dear God, help me to understand, to meet this crisis with love rather than hatred. I cannot pray for long. Images of Theo with the other woman cloud my mind.


As the afternoon shadows lengthen and the winter chill in the house deepens, I begin to pace in the parlor. Flory passes by and looks at me curiously. I must not break down. I have to remember to maintain normality for the sake of the children. Theodore does not return for supper. The children, absorbed in their own games occasionally interrupted by little spats, do not notice his absence.


After they are all safely tucked into bed, Mrs. Mitchell brings me the baby to nurse in the parlor. She urges me to get some sleep, but I insist on my wifely duty to wait for my husband’s return, telling her to go ahead and retire.


When Theo strides in the door, I meet him and kiss him full on the mouth. He holds me close for a moment and then releases me.


“Elizabeth, I did not expect you to wait for me so late.”


“Why would you not expect me to wait for you? Haven’t I waited for you every time you were late ever since our marriage?”


“Lib, darling, I thought you needed to be alone, that my presence was unwelcome to you. I was even thinking of not coming back tonight, of moving out of the house. Of course, I will continue to support you and the children.”


The casual way he talks of supporting us, as though the issue were money, not betrayal, sticks in my gut. My voice rises to a scream. “You say you didn’t come home because you wanted to give me a chance to be alone. I don’t believe you. You don’t care about my feelings. You were hoping I would already be in bed. Coward! You can’t face me.”


Theodore flinches. “Lib, I’m sorry. I did not think. I wasn’t trying to hurt you.”


I notice that he is still in his overcoat and take it from him. We collide as I move past him to hang the coat in the foyer, and the touch of his arm on mine feels electric; my senses are suddenly all alive. We sit and talk. He tells me about the meeting he attended.


Later, in the bedroom, I ask him another question about his work. He answers me and we fall silent. While sitting at the night table, brushing out my hair, I furtively watch him putting on his nightclothes. The hair on his arms is sandy-colored and fine, but the hair on his chest is darker and curlier, setting off the pallor of his skin. His collarbone catches the light of the candle for a moment as he twists to get on his nightshirt. I imagine tracing his collarbone with my finger, touching the curly hair on his chest, but when we lie down in the bed, Theo carefully keeps to his side, our bodies not touching.


“Theo, please hold me.”


My voice is unsteady. Theo takes me in his arms, but it is not an intimate embrace. He holds me as though I were a porcelain doll. I hold his head in my hands and trace the aquiline nose with my fingers, kissing his eyes, his lips, his throat, but his body remains rigid.


“Lib, we have to be careful. You’ve been very ill,” he whispers.


I mutter something about the doctor saying I’m fully recovered. The only thing that exists is my need for him. I am a woman possessed. Gradually he responds to my kisses, and his excitement rises in response to mine. He calls out my pet name as I dissolve in shuddering waves. He starts to pull away but I cling to him, pulling him close. The awful void inside me is still there. The waves possess me once again, so intense that I cry out, over and over again, until my body collapses against his, exhausted, and I weep.


In a muffled tone, his voice almost inaudible, Theo asks, “Lib, does this mean you forgive me?”


“I love you.”


Theo strokes my hair and we lie together for a long time without speaking. Then he opens his soul to me and we lie half the night talking. He says it was horribly selfish of him to confess to me. In order to assuage the burden of a guilty conscience, he had inflicted needless suffering on me.


Theo reassures me that the love affair is over, that he broke it off earlier this winter, feeling that he was being unfair to me and leading on a young woman who should be looking for a husband to create a family of her own. She deserves better than an editor in his late thirties with a wife and three, no four, children. I cringe inwardly, for his words are beginning to sketch a real person. When he tells me how well-read she is, how understanding about his doubts of the existence of God, I feel all my own doubts and insecurities returning, even as I lie embraced in Theo’s arms.


“Do you feel that your soul has a special affinity to hers?” I ask.


“There was a time when I thought so. Last winter, I was in an almost suicidal state, and the conversations with her—nothing else was going on then—saved me. But now I think it was an infatuation, born of loneliness and desperation. Elizabeth, I have never felt so close to anyone as to you. You are the loveliest and most forgiving of women.”










April 1897


The voice that spoke those loving words with such fervor faded. With her eyes closed, Elizabeth could still imagine reaching out and touching him, but instead found herself alone on a bed in a darkened room. Theo was far away, across the ocean in Paris, where he had taken up residence many years before.


All their idealistic discussions of friendship and love came back to her. Theo had expounded his views on the importance of keeping mind and heart open for the occasional contact with a truly superior soul that has the power to uplift us and provide us new insight into our own nature. The marital bond should not be a constricting tie that prevents us from forming other deep friendships. Elizabeth had agreed but pointed out that there is a difference between friendship and the sacred love between man and wife.


Other conversations flooded her memory. At one point, in order to convince Theo that she understood his philosophy, she had told him that she never resented his friendship with the suffragist leaders, Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony, because they gave him something of value that she could not. Of course, she was not telling the whole truth. When Theo stayed up long hours talking and playing chess with Mrs. Stanton, she felt resentment, even jealousy. Mrs. Stanton was friendly enough. It was the way Theodore ignored his wife in the great lady’s presence that wounded her.


Unable to sort out this tangle, she had spoken to Theo of her own friendships, with Mattie Bradshaw, godmother of their little daughter Mattie, and with Henry. Her love for them was not the same as her feelings for her husband. Theo had assured her that he understood, although he said with a slight laugh, “I think Henry loves you better than me.”


Elizabeth had protested that Henry loved them both, and the love and esteem that the two men shared had deeper roots. She reminded Theo how often he had given credit to Henry for setting him on the right track in life. And Henry had proclaimed that the younger man was his source of inspiration.


I’ve only become close to Henry recently, she had told her husband, because you are always on lecturing tours. Henry became accustomed to visiting our house for sympathy and inspiration, and in your absence, he found a poor substitute in me. But you are his true soulmate, Theo.


How well she remembered Henry’s almost daily visits to their home to talk with Theo during the war and the way he had embraced Theo so warmly upon leaving. The reverend had spent hours and hours at Theo’s side. The visits usually started with a long session of planning editorial strategy for the Independent, but as the afternoon wore on, they exchanged opinions about everything that mattered, from raising children to faulting President Lincoln for being indecisive about ending slavery. Then the story-telling began. Elizabeth remembered one afternoon in particular. She was in the kitchen preparing to serve refreshments. Theo was laughing about Henry’s reminiscences of toppling off a horse while riding to deliver a sermon in a church in Indiana. He had almost been refused entrance when he arrived at the church looking like a muddy madman. Elizabeth had served tea and apple fritters. Henry looked up and said thank you. But when she came back half an hour later, the teacups were still full, and neither of the men had touched the fritters.


Elizabeth wondered whether Theo had been joking or serious when he said Henry loved her more. Were the two men still soulmates then? By the time Henry had come to occupy a central rather than a peripheral place in her own heart, the men were growing apart.


Her mind jumped to the time when she went walking with Henry in the early fall about a month after little Paul’s death. Elizabeth had been lying down upstairs, feeling paralyzed by one of those waves of grief that suddenly overwhelmed her.








September 1868


Bessie knocks and enters my bedroom to tell me that Reverend Beecher is downstairs waiting to see me. Wearily, I explain that I am in no condition to receive him.


“Tell him I’m sorry, but could he come back another day?”


Bessie shakes her head and starts to leave the room, but at the door she turns back and pleads with me to please rouse myself. The reverend has come all the way, knowing I am despondent, to take me for a walk. It will do me good, she says.


After forcing myself to get up, I consider whether it is necessary to change my dress, but decide not. I smooth down my hair with one hand while Bessie fetches my bonnet.


When I approach the landing, there is Henry, waiting at the foot of the stairs, expectant, looking up at me. Our eyes meet and he breaks into that familiar smile that leaves crinkles at the corners of his eyes.


He greets me with two hands outstretched. “Oh, Elizabeth, I am so glad to see you. I was about to come to see you two days ago, but I was not sure, I did not want to intrude, I thought I must give you time.”


He urges me to come take a walk in the fine fall weather. As we walk out onto the sidewalk, I feel assaulted by the brightness of the sun. Since Paul’s death, I seldom leave the house and my eyes are accustomed to the dim light of indoors.


Henry is giving me the latest church news and requesting my advice on the problems of a widowed parishioner left with small children. I listen and make brief replies, wondering why we talk of another’s suffering rather than my own. Doesn’t he understand my need to talk about Paul?


I interrupt the talk of church affairs to thank him for presiding over the funeral. “Thank you, dear friend, for making that day a beautiful day, for making Paul’s death ceremony as beautiful as his short life.” In response, Henry talks of how he had chosen white oleander, the symbol of purity, as the most appropriate flower for the beauty of Paul’s soul.


“Yes,” I reply. “I can see him clearly all dressed in white with those beautiful flowers, but I could not understand why he was so still. It seemed that at any moment he should wake up, smile up at me. Oh, Henry, he was the healthiest of all my babies. There was no trouble with my milk, we never had to look for a wet nurse, and he had such an appetite. Even after the illness, his little arms were still chubby. How could he die?”


The tears begin to flow. Henry takes my arm and gently guides me. He tells me that it is hard for us to understand and accept God’s will. He himself can only guess at God’s purpose, but he feels that Paul was a special child and that God called his soul to him early to spare him the suffering that is the lot of all humankind. Henry remembers that Paul was a happy child who brought joy to all around him.


“Yes, he never fretted and almost never cried after he was a month old. Why take him from us? He loved us, he wanted to stay with us, and he brought us all joy. He made us forget all our problems and look upon life anew. Theodore and I have never been as happy as during those months right after his birth. Now I cannot understand why he had to die.”


I explain to Henry that I am very worried about Theo. When baby Mattie died, it was I who was completely prostrated by grief. Theo was the stronger one, who comforted me and was patient through all those long months when I could scarcely get out of bed and attend to him and the children. Now, it is the reverse. Theo is in a daze. He goes back and forth from home to work like a man sleepwalking. I cannot talk to him about Paul. Our grief should bring us closer together, but I feel that he is far away. Sometimes he becomes animated when friends drop by and the conversation turns to Grant’s campaign for president or the movement for women’s suffrage, but once they have gone he is silent and remote.


“Grief cannot be bottled up inside,” says Henry.


“You know when I talk to you about Paul, I can see him clearly, that special smile of delight he had for me or for his brother, Carroll, when he approached the crib and twirled his musical toy. How the brothers loved one another, and what wonderful comrades they would have been!” I pause, struggling to regain control.


Henry recalls how he used to toss Paul gently and how the baby’s merry laugh lifted every heart within earshot.


I smile briefly. “You know,” I tell Henry, “sometimes I feel only despair.”


I go on to describe what tortures me most. “Until that last day of his life, my little one, even when crying and in pain, would smile whenever I came near. He was always comforted by my presence. But toward the end, my friend, I am not sure that he even knew that I was there. I am his mother, but I could do nothing for him. In those last hours, God did not grant me the power to comfort my child, to help him face pain, to make his last journey easier.”


Henry gently persuades me that Paul knew I was there and felt my love. “The little fellow was too weak to give you any outward sign, Elizabeth, but his inner self was absorbing your love, which fortified his soul in those last hours.” Henry earnestly urges me to believe in the goodness of God.


I thank him for the comfort he brings me. “Today was one of those black days when I was so caught up in my own misery that I could not even be a mother to my other children. I am so glad that you persuaded me to come out walking. Suffering can be selfish, and I must strive to overcome it.”


Henry nods but says that grief should not be suppressed, for we must let it run its natural course.


I explain that my misery is not constant. “There are times when I feel that I communicate with Paul. I feel a sense of light and peace and my son seems very close to me, trying to guide me. I hear his voice, his gurgling tones, and if I close my eyes, I feel his presence, his baby smell.”


“You know, Elizabeth, there are many mysteries of the spirit that we cannot understand.” Henry pauses deep in thought. “It would not surprise me if you were granted a vision by God because your soul is pure and loving. I think that Paul was ready to go to God, but even though he has passed on to that better world, he knows that you were not ready to lose him, and he comes back to comfort you.”


“Do you really think so? The happiest moments of my life now are when those visions of Paul come to me. They are always unexpected. I know not what triggers them.”


Tears are welling in my eyes once more. Henry takes my arm. We enter a small park and he guides me over to a bench. We sit watching a squirrel scurrying about, collecting food to be stored for the long winter.


It is one of those clear and crisp days of early fall that make Brooklyn beautiful. The leaves on the nearest tree are just beginning to turn yellow, and they look lovely against the intense blue of the sky. Paul’s funeral was on a brilliant day just like this. The sky was the same deep blue. It was the balmy weather of August, and summer greenery was still lush. I explain to Henry that the bounties of nature on that occasion only made me feel more bereft. He listens intently, without suggesting that I should feel differently or that it is already time to let go of my sorrow.


The tears are coursing down my cheeks as I speak. Henry reaches out, and with one finger he slowly traces the path of each tear. I close my eyes for a moment and all that exists are those soft caresses. Henry kisses my eyelids, over and over again.


“Elizabeth, dearest friend, I love you. If only my kisses could wipe out your sorrows, I would kiss your dear face forever.”


As always he calls me dearest friend, but now the words sound different to me. I lean toward him, he cups my chin in his hands, and I kiss him lightly on the mouth.


We quickly move apart, glancing anxiously around the park. The squirrel is sitting upright watching us, but the two girls playing hopscotch on the far sidewalk are completely absorbed in their game. Their nanny looks the other way.


The brightness of the day fades momentarily as a large billowing cumulus cloud floats over the sun. A brisk breeze strips leaves from a nearby oak tree. I watch the leaves float to the ground. The limbs will soon be bare. The sudden coolness makes me shiver, and I wonder what I am doing. My place is not in the park but at home alone in my bedroom with the memory of my baby for company.


“Henry, dear, it was so good of you to take me walking, but the children need me at home.”


Henry quickly rises and escorts me. We are shy of each other, and on the walk back to the house I do not meet his eyes.










April 1897


“Mother, the doctor has come,” said Flory, opening the curtains to let the light into Elizabeth’s room.


A short man of ruddy complexion entered, carrying the black bag of his trade. While performing a brief physical examination, the doctor asked whether Elizabeth was alert during the day. Florence replied that the patient often seemed to be asleep or absorbed in her own thoughts. She then excused herself for a moment to check on something in the kitchen.


Elizabeth turned her head and said, “I spend most of my time remembering my past life. My eyes see the present only dimly, but the past is crystal clear to me.”


The doctor, who was already packing his instruments, looked her in the eye for the first time.


“Doctor, don’t tell my daughter, but I do not believe that I am destined to recover from this illness.”


“Do not lose hope. You are still in your sixties. You should still have many years to enjoy your grandchildren. Give modern medicine a chance.”


The doctor looked very young and confident to Elizabeth. She wondered whether he would have known how to save Paul.


“My son died before his first birthday of infant cholera,” she said. “No doubt modern medicine could have saved him.”


“It is hard to say. It all depends whether it was ordinary infant cholera or the more virulent kind.”


The doctor bid Elizabeth good-bye, saying that he would leave the instructions regarding additional medications with her daughter.


Left alone, Elizabeth wondered whether her life would have taken a different course if little Paul had not died. That afternoon long ago in the park, she had entreated Henry to take her home, because she could not bear the confusion of emotions. He left her at the door, pressing her hand with no word spoken, but they both knew a powerful bond had been forged between them.


When Elizabeth closed her eyes, she could remember clearly how she had waited one morning about a month later for Henry to visit. He had promised to come by in the morning to take her to see portraits done by an artist friend. Little Carroll had been spending a few days at her mother’s house, and that morning Alice and Flory wanted Elizabeth to take them over to their grandmother’s house, too. Since Elizabeth had a prior engagement with Henry, she sent Bessie with the girls, telling them all to have lunch with Grandma.
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