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For Bill as always.


And for Michael, our forever darling boy, RIP.




[image: Images]


*Until the late 1880s, when it was widened to accommodate the subway, Lexington Avenue was a dirt track above Forty-Seventh Street.





Prologue


November 25, 1864


SUCH A CITY. Tumbling, raucous, never-to-be-forgotten New York.


Royal Lee detested it. He hated the town with almost as much passion as he had loved his wife and his babies and Birchfield, the South Carolina plantation that had been in his family since 1770.


All gone now. Raped, murdered, pillaged. Dead.
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The Southerners met at the intersection of Prince Street and Broadway. Northeast corner, Royal had told them. Look for Niblo’s Pleasure Garden. When they came together they were simply four fashionable gentlemen dressed in pale, slim trousers and black tight-waisted, knee-length coats and shiny black top hats. Royal, however, wore his grays underneath. The uniform added some bulk, hid how the war had ground him down, made him less than he was before. Inside and out.


The hustle and the hawking—newsboys, vendors of everything from pies to parrots—were as he remembered. So too the crowds. Everyone rushed from place to place; on foot or carried by horses and carriages and by omnibuses, known as horsecars, that could take thirty people behind a team of four. The traffic all seemed to go in every direction at the same time, everyone fighting for priority. It was always the same in this town. But these days New York was more than a crowded city; she was the financial engine that fueled Mr. Lincoln’s war.


Royal and his companions kept their Southern tongues in their mouths and walked with the swagger and confidence bred into their class, as if they had every right to be where they were. Consequently, no one paid them any mind. A year before that would not have been the case. Merely looking as they did—like gentlemen—would have been enough to cause howling mobs to scream for their blood. In July of ’63 New Yorkers had sacked their city; turning on themselves, eating their own flesh and gnawing their own bone. To Royal and the other Confederates the reason was obvious: a military draft from which a man could exempt himself if he had three hundred dollars was guaranteed to produce volcanic resistance. How, the South wondered, could the warmongering Union men, who claimed the right to hold those who would peaceably go, not understand so obvious a truth? Royal knew the answer. Because this was the world that had spawned them. Great masses of people and buildings, all crammed together breathing each other’s stink, and nowhere a horizon to rest a man’s eyes, or a whiff of green country to soothe his heart. That was their accustomed reality. Men who lived in such conditions were certain to develop a perverted understanding.


Cities such as New York were a Northern abomination. They invited the world’s rabble to labor in their mills and factories and shops, then packed them into festering slums where violence was a contagion more virulent then lice, and they were left to make their own rules and govern themselves without the civilizing influence of their betters. Then the Union fools wondered at the consequences. It was, Royal knew, in the nature of rats to form packs and hunt prey. No plantation owner in the entire Confederacy would allow such conditions to prevail in his slave quarters, much less his villages and towns.


That moral superiority had not saved the Confederacy. This War of Northern Aggression was all but lost now. Everything the South held dearest, its entire way of life, was coming to an end. Mr. Lincoln’s election to a second term had insured the war would continue until the Confederates were made to heel.


It was well known that the South had no good choices, and that desperate men do desperate things. Royal was aware of the surveillance of the pickets of the Seventh Regiment—once the 23rd Militia and under either name the city’s military elite—who were posted at every intersection. The Union troops did not, however, eye the four with wariness. Apparently they perceived no threat from well-dressed men who wore their privilege with casual and accustomed ease.


Royal and his companions were officers of the Confederacy who had volunteered to do the most dangerous job in the military. They had become sappers, the men sent to harvest hell. Packages of Greek Fire, a mixture of phosphorus and bisulfide of carbon that ignited on contact with the air, were packed into their shiny boots and hidden in the sleeves of their fashionable jackets and stuffed beneath their fine linen shirts.


On the corner of Broadway and Ann Street, near P. T. Barnum’s American Museum, the sappers parted company. Each carried in his head a list of targets. Royal’s knowledge of the town where his wife had been born and raised, where her family still lived, had been particularly useful. He’d mapped out all the major hotels: the Astor House, the St. Nicholas, the Metropolitan, and nine others. He’d specified as well that they should aim to burn as many docks as they could manage, all fronting the Hudson River. Not, he assured himself, because the shipping business of his Devrey in-laws was concentrated on the East River shore. In his experience, he told the others, there was always a good wind blowing on the Hudson side. It would carry the flames up the island and finish the job the draft riots had started. With luck and the help of a just God they would burn New York City to the ground.


Every man for himself, they said. Meet up again across the border in Canada, they said. Royal looked away and murmured something that could be taken for assent.


Would he be doing this if Ceci and his babies were still alive? Royal Lee did not ask himself the question because he did not know the answer.





Book One
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1864–1874






1


THE LAD RAN pell-mell into his office soon after dawn. Zac had slept in his clothes in a makeshift bed in the Devrey Building that housed his shipping business, nothing unusual in that these days. War changed a man’s habits. “It’s him, sir! I’m sure it’s him!” Frankie struggled in the grip of the bigger and older man who had tried to stop his headlong rush.


Zac held up his hand and spoke first to the man, one of his clerks who did double duty as a night watchman. “I know the boy. It’s all right, let him go.”


The man took a step back. Frankie shook himself free, like a puppy let off the leash. He was, however, no puppy. Zac had long since spotted the boy’s rapacious talents and nurtured them. “Who exactly? And why should I care?”


“It’s the reb what you sent me to see those times ’bout a year ago. He’s the one they caught. Got him down by City Hall now. Got a stake fixed and everything. Gonna burn him the way he done the town. Thought you’d want to know.’ ”


Jesus God Almighty.


Zac stood up and pushed past the boy and started running. Through the counting room that occupied the ground floor of the grand white marble building that represented two hundred years of the wealth of nations brought to New York under Devrey sail, and of late, Devrey steam; out to the street, ignoring Frankie chasing after him with hand held out for the coins that were his due for bringing word. He paused only long enough to unhitch the nearest horse. Not his, but that didn’t matter. Not the empty-handed urchin either, though he felt bad about that. Never mind. He’d deal with such things later. They could be fixed with money. If his brother-in-law, who was also his oldest friend, was burned alive by a rampaging mob, that was a thing as admitted no possibility of repair.


The heavens opened while Zac whipped the horse down Broadway, weaving his way between the carriages and the horsecars that moved like sludge, trapped in their own conflicting wakes. Even after such a night as it had been. Even with a riotous crowd baying in the streets. Even with the acrid stench of dozens of major fires still hanging in the air—beaten out mostly in the nick of time, though word was the damage would cost millions—even so. Nothing could tame the New York City traffic.


Worse when the weather turned bad. Always.


Finally, City Hall Park, and Zac hatless and coatless, and uncaring that the cold of the November dawn was made worse by slashing rain. The downpour was a mercy of sorts. Meant they couldn’t burn him. Not that a rope was any less effective. Either way, he’d been too late and Royal was dead, the loss permanent and irreparable.
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The tips of his brother-in-law’s boots were level with his eyes. Motionless now. By Zac’s calculations it was some minutes since the rope around Royal Lee’s neck had snapped taut. Enough time for the tall body clad in Confederate gray to stop swinging.


God damn this war to everlasting hell.


The rain was letting up some, but Zac was already soaked to the skin.


His glance was pulled from the toes of his dead brother-in-law’s boots to a much younger man standing some twenty feet away. Drawn in that direction perhaps because the other man was looking at him. Recognition came all at once, with no doubt, though it had been three years. “Joshua?” Zac spoke aloud, though his half brother was surely too far away to hear.


The pair began maneuvering their way toward each other—Josh, it seemed to Zac, carried by the throng, half stumbling as the two narrowed the space between them.


How thin Josh was. The planes of his face seemed only bone covered by skin, nothing substantial enough to be named flesh. Taller than the boy he’d been when, barely sixteen—headstrong, foolish, and determined—he enlisted in the First Mounted Rifles without asking leave of his parents or anyone else. Uncaring that men of their class were officers, or stayed home to tend the business that paid for war. Joshua Turner went his own way, and even back then the family knew there was no coming between him and what he wanted. Eighteen now. And alive. Thank God Almighty.


“Josh!” The space separating them, filled as it was with strangers, narrowed enough for Zac to know he could be heard. “Josh! It’s you, isn’t it? God be praised. It’s you.”


“It’s me, Zac.”


They were near enough to touch. Zac reached out his hand. A woman abruptly shoved her way between them, ignoring both and looking up at the dangling corpse. She moved in and began hauling on Royal’s left boot. The gesture set off a swirl of similar scavenging. The brothers hesitated for a moment, each knowing there was no hope of stopping this next desecration. They moved aside.


“I didn’t get here in time,” Josh said.


“Nor did I,” Zac said. “But I suspect there was nothing we could have done.”


“If I’d been in time, I might have been able to get him away,” Josh insisted. “Spirited him out of here.”


Zac’s thought as he had thundered south along the Manhattan streets was to use the authority of Devrey Shipping to demand imprisonment, and a judge, and a proper trial. No doubt an insane hope in the face of hatred fed by years of carnage. As absurd as Joshua thinking he could have contrived a secret escape through the city’s narrow alleys and close-packed doorways. Zac shook his head. “Unlikely.”


He opened his mouth to say more, but shock stopped the words. The crowd had fallen sufficiently away for him to see his brother whole. Joshua had marched off to war on two strong legs. He’d come home walking with a stick, and only air below his right knee.
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It was in 1845 that Dr. Nicholas Turner built Sunshine Hill for Carolina Devrey, the love of his life and pregnant with his child, though she was not his wife. In those days what was officially Seventy-First Street and First Avenue was still much as old Peter Minuit had found it some two hundred and fifty years before, when he weaseled Manhattan from the Canarsie Indians: steep hills and rushing streams and heavily wooded glades and glens, and bobcats still to be found prowling the cliffs above the East River. These days over half of the city’s population of nearly a million lived north of Fourteenth Street, and stretched itself as far as the small Fifties. Carolina and Nick had long been married. Respectable enough, so before the war, in his Princeton years, Carolina’s eldest son did not hesitate to bring home his friend Royal Lee from Virginia.


“A slaveholder, Zac,” Carolina, whose abolitionist sympathies were well known, had said with distaste.


“Do not,” Nick cautioned her, “bring into our home the discontent that rules everywhere outside it. All Zac’s friends should be welcome here.”


That Royal might be smitten by Ceci as soon as he saw her was something none of them anticipated. When Ceci wanted to marry him, her mother and her stepfather let their feelings be known, but reconciled themselves to what they couldn’t change.


Life had taught Carolina to be grateful for whatever blessings came her way. That night, when Zac brought home her second son minus one of his legs and the story of Royal Lee’s hanging, Carolina wrapped her arms around both her boys and did not forget to count her blessings, though her heart ached with her daughter’s sadness. Southerner Royal may have been, and entirely wrong on the matter of Negroes, but Ceci had loved him and borne him three children.


They must bring Ceci and her babies home to Sunshine Hill, Carolina told Nick later that night. Get them right away from Virginia and here to New York where they could be looked after.


Nick’s mind was more on the need to look after Josh’s rough wound—done, Nick was sure, by no proper surgeon—and see it healed clean. And on afterward, on how they could insure a future for Josh that would not be diminished by the loss of a leg. It wasn’t that Nick didn’t love his stepdaughter, only that just now she was outside the range of his ability to be of use. He refrained from pointing out that they had not heard from Ceci in many months. Instead he said, “I can’t see how we could bring her here, my dear. Not until after the war.”


“I shall speak to Zac,” Carolina said. “He has kept some lines of communication open, I know. Zac may find a way.”


The notion was never put to the test. Royal’s letter arrived a week later. It was addressed to Zachary, his dear brother-in-law and friend as Royal called him. Sent from Canada by a Confederate comrade. “One of the sappers who was with him, I’d wager,” Zac said, speaking to the entire family gathered in the library at his behest, looking at him now, waiting.


“You think Royal really did help to set those fires?” Nick’s way always to believe the best of everyone. His private explanation for Royal’s presence in the city was something to do with Zac. Carolina was right about Zac having kept some channels open. He and Royal had, Nick knew, occasionally met secretly, looking to lay groundwork for reconciliation at war’s end. “I can’t believe Royal would—”


“He did it.” Zac’s tone was without emotion but allowed for no disagreement. “And he meant the city to burn to the ground.”


“And himself to die in the bargain,” Josh added. “Otherwise he’d never have worn his grays under those civilian clothes.”


“Perhaps for the shame of it,” Carolina murmured. “Not for pride.”


“Neither,” Josh said, moving closer to her side. “I think Royal had taken as much as he could, and didn’t care much about the consequences.”


Carolina drew a sharp inward breath. Her mind was leaping ahead the way it inevitably did. (Too clever for her own good. For any woman’s good. She’d heard that plenty of times.)


Josh took her hand. She gave up the foolish hope that she was wrong. “General Sherman,” she whispered. “I thought . . . According to the newspapers his route didn’t go through southern Virginia. Not through Clarksville or anywhere near Birchfield.”


“There were others,” Josh said quietly. “Rogue bands of blues who went off marauding on their own.”


Nick felt the anger rising in him, the bitterness. “I told them. All those shortsighted Washington men, the generals. Even Mr. Lincoln himself. You can’t involve civilian populations without unleashing the worst inside any man, particularly in wartime.” Sherman’s march, he’d said, the policy of scorched earth, would give them all tacit leave to wreak havoc. No one listened. It was Dr. Turner’s celebrated medical skills the government prized, not his opinions on how to make war.


Zac unfolded the letter and cleared his throat. Josh waited, knowing what was coming because he’d been told. Zac had gone to Josh with the dreadful news first. There were twelve years between the brothers but that moment they’d shared standing beneath Royal’s corpse had made them conspirators of a sort, contriving to make it easier on the others. No matter now.


Nonetheless, the others seemed to know without being actually told. Even young Simon who was sitting at his mother’s feet, leaning against her knees. He was letting her stroke his hair; content for once to be her baby, though he was fourteen. And sixteen-year-old Goldie, perched on the arm of Papa’s chair with her embroidery hoop in her hand. She had not taken a stitch in many minutes.


“My dear brother-in-law and friend,” Zac read. “Much as I hope for the success of our mission to burn New York to the ground, I also pray God that you and yours will somehow survive whatever turmoil we unleash. Not, I assure you, because it gives me any kind of perverse pleasure to tell you the terrible news that I have lost my darling wife and my precious three babies to the bayonets of Union soldiers . . . ”





2


IT WAS THE quality in her coming out through the needle. Each time Auntie Eileen inspected a piece of Mollie’s newly finished embroidery that’s what she said. “And,” she inevitably added, “I know quality when I see it.” Usually by then Eileen Brannigan would have spread the bit of lawn or cambric over her knee in order to inspect the tiny stitches that blossomed into an exquisitely formed flower or bird.


On this occasion, with a log fire crackling brightly in her private sitting room and a winter snowstorm whitening the early December world beyond her windows, it wasn’t needlework Eileen was inspecting. She had her hand beneath her niece’s chin, tipping Mollie’s face to the gaslight so she could see it more clearly. “I know quality,” she said, studying the blue eyes surrounded by tangled dark lashes, and the cheeks that didn’t need pinching to be stained pink. “You’re not a great beauty, Mollie my love,” this while she pushed back a black curl escaped from the ribbon that tied the rest into place. “Your face is a bit too thin and sharp, and the rest of you is far too straight and angled to gain a man’s instant approval. You take some time to appreciate, no denying that. But for any as have eyes to see, the quality in you jumps straight out. She did that much for you, did Brigid Brannigan, for all her foolish willingness to have a bit of fun with never a thought for what would happen next.”


This assessment of her origins was a story Mollie had heard repeatedly. Auntie Eileen had for a brief time been married to Brian Brannigan, the brother of Mollie’s mother. Just long enough, Eileen said, to cross with Brian and Brigid from the Old Country to the New. And for Eileen to be the one who buried them both within a year of stepping onto the pier at Castle Garden.


Brian was taken by the yellowing fever, and his sister by the fever that all too often followed childbirth. Leaving on their own Eileen and the month-old infant Brigid had insisted on naming Mollie, though Eileen would have preferred something a bit more elegant and a bit less Irish. “I could have changed it since you were so young,” Eileen always said, “but it did not seem right. She loved you, Mollie, empty-headed though she was. Poor little fool fell into it on the boat. Put paid to all the grand plans to find her a husband in New York once we got ourselves settled. Though from the way you cooked up there’s never been a doubt in my mind that she spread her legs for one of the gentry. Someone from the first-class cabins on the upper decks most likely. Not,” she invariably added, “that Brigid shared my ability to discern quality. She was simply, on that occasion, lucky.”


Mollie thought it a strange kind of luck, but she never said so. As for her own good fortune, Mollie reckoned it had little to do with her nameless father. It was the fact that Eileen Brannigan had assumed responsibility for the child who was a niece by marriage, not even her own flesh and blood, that first kept Mollie alive, then spared her the horror of growing up in some depraved Five Points rat-infested hovel with the rest of the drunken, brawling, dirt-poor Irish who poured into the city looking for a dream and finding a nightmare.


Eileen released her hold on her niece’s chin. “Put a fresh log on the fire, Mollie, while I pour us another cup of tea. Then we’ll get down to business.”


The pleats of the pink petticoat that showed beneath Mollie’s rose-colored taffeta day dress made a soft rustling sound when she moved, and when she added the log her aunt had requested the fire roared up and filled the room with the rich scent of applewood. Eileen Brannigan would burn nothing cheaper. “Applewood,” she said, “is quality. And for all everyone’s busy switching to heat provided by a coal furnace in the cellar, such a thing will never bring the comfort of a fire.”


Which was not to say that Eileen Brannigan was profligate. She paid rigorous attention to every penny spent or earned, and relied on her niece to record both. The girl’s ability to do quick and perfect mathematics, frequently in her head, had been manifest by the time she was eleven. Eileen promptly put her niece in charge of the financial records. Good bookkeeping, she said, was the very foundation of good business. One reason, Eileen maintained, she owned this elegant three-story brownstone on the corner of University Place and Eleventh Street.


Which, by cleverness and will, and what she called her instinct for quality, she had turned into the best whorehouse in the city.


Eileen never bothered to say parlor house, much less brothel. Quality, according to her, had no need to hide behind euphemisms. Her competition—in as far as she conceded she had any—was simply not in the same league. There were other houses in respectable residential areas, a great many of them, and many that like Mrs. Brannigan’s catered to the finest sorts of gentleman. The so-called Seven Sisters on West Twenty-Fifth Street—threaded between fashionable houses like jewels in a necklace—sent engraved invitations to famous men whose arrival in the city was announced in the press. Their callers were required to wear evening dress, and the ladies who received them were gowned and bejeweled as grandly as any woman in the city. Eileen aspired to nothing so formal. Ostentatious, she called it. What set Brannigan’s apart was that it was truly a home from home.


The most influential and the wealthiest men of New York City came to Mrs. Brannigan’s not simply because they required a place to put their peckers. Though Lord knows such men needed a bit of relief from the cares that weighed so heavily these days, what with the war raging and fortunes to be made if one danced to the right tune. The high-stakes game such men played demanded at the very least relief from the weight between their legs and the burdens on their backs. Eileen was the first to say so. And given that their wives were frequently confined for many months awaiting the birth of a child, or sequestered for many more after the ordeal ended, likely as not they couldn’t get what they needed at home. They could, however, find it on pretty much any city block, and for a tenth the price Eileen Brannigan charged. Even houses deemed expensive, where they offered a variety of experiences—small boys, or women in multicolored assortments, or everything done up to make you believe you were in an Oriental seraglio—even such places as those didn’t command Eileen’s prices.


The fantasy Eileen Brannigan catered to was the one in a man’s most hidden heart: That a woman who looked and sounded and acted like the demure and chaste creature he thought he’d married would, once they were in the bedroom, behave as the willing, even lusty, companion of his most secret imagining. Such a woman was not only capable of making a man believe himself to be a god, she showed herself worthy to make the judgment. That was a pleasure so heady, supplying it meant Eileen Brannigan could name her price and get it.


Add to that the one-client-per-evening rule that prevailed at Brannigan’s, and the house became as desirable for the women who worked there as for the men who patronized it. Eileen blessed the day she had thought up the scheme and found the courage to try it. But however successful, it was not a solution to the problem that faced her just then, with the applewood fire burning brightly and her niece sitting with her sewing on her lap, waiting to hear what her aunt had to say.


“Your birthday is next week, Mollie. You will be eighteen.”


“I know.” While threading a needle and rolling the end into a knot between her thumb and forefinger.


“You are,” Eileen said, “approaching twenty. And twenty is spinsterhood. I do not believe, dear child, that is what you want.”


“It’s not.” A home of her own and babies were what Mollie wanted. Meaning she had to have a husband. Faithful, mind you. Not someone who’d go running off to Brannigan’s or a lesser establishment at the first opportunity. But definitely a husband. “I wish,” Mollie said, “to be married. But only to the right sort of man.”


“Well,” Eileen said, “given the circumstances, that is not a simple thing to find. You must face facts, Mollie. You are a bastard and you’ve been raised in a whorehouse. It was never going to be easy.”


Mollie kept her eyes on her needlework, but her heart rose and sank, then rose again. It didn’t seem likely her aunt would have raised the subject if she didn’t have a prospect in mind. On the other hand, they had circled the topic any number of times in the past year. The issue was never resolved and the dream of herself as a bride and eventually a mother seemed unlikely to be fulfilled.


“I’ve had an offer,” Eileen said. “The question is whether you will entertain the idea.”


Mollie had been about to take a stitch. She stopped with the needle hovering in midair.


“Max Merkel,” Eileen said.


A few seconds went by. Mollie did not speak.


“He’s considerably older than we might have wished,” Eileen conceded. “But his breweries are very successful. And—”


“Mr. Merkel became a widower last year, didn’t he?” Mollie was not particularly interested in her suitor’s breweries. She had a vague notion he had two, possibly three, but that he could afford to visit Brannigan’s as often as twice a week said everything necessary about his financial status. “And his wife had been ill for a long time before that. That’s correct, isn’t it?”


“On death’s door for at least five years,” Eileen said eagerly. She’d been afraid Merkel’s age and his unfashionable black beard and his paunch would put Mollie off. As it was the girl was only raising her usual objection—that she could not see any point in marrying a man who had already proved himself incapable of fidelity. “Possibly six or seven years,” Eileen added. “No man could be expected to live like a monk for all that time, could he?”


Mollie had lapsed back into silence. After a few moments she began to sew.


“Well?” Eileen demanded.


“I will talk to him.”
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The meeting—only herself and Mr. Merkel, Mollie insisted—took place on a Sunday night. Since Brannigan’s was always closed on the Sabbath the downstairs reception rooms were empty, but Mollie refused to discuss Max Merkel’s suit in the rooms where he met his whores. Since it was winter, the postage-stamp garden behind the house was out of the question. Needless to say, her bedroom under the rafters was the least suitable place of all. Eileen’s private sitting room was the only venue possible.


“Very nice in here,” Merkel said, cocking his head to examine the ornate plaster ceiling, and take in the flocked, cream-colored wallpaper. “A lady’s private chamber. Very nice.”


“Where do you live, Mr. Merkel?”


“Please, call me Max. And across the river I live, in Brooklyn. Near my first brewery. Which I opened when I came from Munich. Thirty years ago now. I may call you Mollie?”


“Yes, if you like.” If he’d opened a brewery thirty years ago he had to be closer to fifty than forty as they’d first thought. “Do you have children, Max?”


“Two. Nine and eleven. With their auntie they live. In Boston. For some years now. When my wife became ill her sister took them. They are settled. I am not right away thinking of bringing them home. A new wife first is necessary.”


Well, no bones made about that. Not that she minded. As long as she could have babies of her own she’d be happy enough to mother two others. It wasn’t, after all, unlike what Auntie Eileen had done for her, though she suspected not getting stepchildren in their infancy would make things more difficult. “Yes,” she said, “of course.”


Mollie was in her aunt’s usual place, sitting in an armchair upholstered in crewelwork Mollie had done some years earlier, apples and pears and lots of green leaves. Merkel was on the green-and-white-striped sofa near the fireplace. He patted the place beside him. “Come, Mollie. Sit next to me. Let us get to know each other a little better.”


It was a reasonable request. Mollie got up and sat beside him, though she positioned herself at the opposite end of the sofa and hung on to the arm, rather as if she thought he might try to yank her closer. Merkel chose an entirely different maneuver. He scrambled across the cushions and came to rest with his thick thigh a scant inch away from the voluminous skirt of the dark red frock she had chosen for the occasion.


Max Merkel smelled of beer, but not as strongly as she had feared. She could get used to it, she told herself. And when he leaned over and kissed her cheek she determined she could learn to tolerate the scratchiness of his beard and his mutton-chop sideburns.


The kiss was over very quickly. “You are blushing,” he said when he drew back. “So, in a place like this you grow up and you can still blush. That is good.”


“As you say, Mr. Merkel, I grew up here. I do not work here.”


Merkel roared with laughter. “Spunk,” he said. “I like that in a woman. So, Mollie, shall we be engaged?”


She wasn’t entirely ready. However much she wanted to be. “I am prepared to consider it, Mr. Merkel. That’s all I can say at this time.”
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Mollie spent the next two days thinking not of Max Merkel but of wedding finery. White had become fashionable for brides since Queen Victoria chose white satin when she married Prince Albert in 1840. But white, Mollie thought, did not flatter her. Blush pink perhaps, or even a slightly darker shade. And she could embroider the skirt with roses and pick out their edges in tiny seed pearls. Not real of course, such extravagance was the prerogative of the daughters of millionaires being married from Fifth Avenue mansions.


As for what might happen after the wedding—not in the bedroom, she could hardly avoid knowing all there was to know about that—but in the day-by-day life as the wife of a Brooklyn brewer more than twice her age . . . Mollie could not imagine that it would be anything but rather dull and boring. Never mind that, she told herself. Concentrate on the babies. There were sure to be babies. Because, in the normal way of things, it took considerable effort to prevent them.


She had heard her aunt’s instructions on numerous occasions. They involved inserting various herbal potions before and flushing with warm water after. There were screened areas in each bedroom, and behind the screens basins and pitchers of water and a small tub to squat over while one performed the ablutions. “I’ve made it as easy as I can,” Eileen informed her ladies. “Now it’s up to you to take advantage.” Each woman knew that if she was not scrupulously careful it was the end of working at Brannigan’s.


Mollie was never home when one of them was screaming herself clean of a bastard. On the days such events were scheduled Auntie Eileen inevitably sent Mollie off to shop or do whatever else might amuse her. Though afterward Mollie would know which it had been, because a week later the woman would be gone. “I don’t put one of mine on the street because she was stupid enough or unlucky enough to get in the family way,” Eileen Brannigan always said. “And I will pay to have her done with it, if that’s what she wants. But after that, she no longer shines. She has lost the special something, the quality. And it’s the quality makes a man of stature put down sixty dollars for an evening’s pleasure. I know quality. That’s why they come to me. The women and the men alike.”


The women came as well because Eileen’s rules concerning pregnancy were, for all their strictness, a protection of sorts. These days, with every abortionist in the city hounded by such things as Mr. Comstock’s Society for the Suppression of Vice, it was not a simple matter to arrange the procedure. But Eileen Brannigan always managed. And the abortionists she brought in were competent. Mostly women exercising a skill that had been passed down through generations. Other medical needs were the province of men, proper doctors. Eileen had tamed a few of those to her needs as well.


It went without saying that the women at Mrs. Brannigan’s would not give a man the French disease. “A bath once every three days,” Eileen insisted. “And in the morning when your client leaves, you must wash between your legs with carbolic soap. And do the same every evening before the gentlemen arrive.” But just to be sure, Eileen had a doctor come once a month and inspect each and every employee for signs of infection.


Mollie wasn’t entirely sure what the doctor did because she had never been in the room when he did it; but the physician’s visits to the house had been a regular part of Mollie’s life for as long as she could remember. She was, however, surprised when three days after Max Merkel’s visit her aunt interrupted her reverie about seed pearls and embroidered roses to say that Dr. Steinfeldt would be arriving shortly.


“Is someone ill?” Dr. Steinfeldt lived some ways to the east, in the neighborhood below Fourteenth Street known as Kleindeutschland, and his regular visits to University Place were scheduled for Thursday afternoons, not Wednesday.


“No. He is coming to see you.”


“Me? Heavens, why? I’m perfectly healthy.” Mollie reached up to pinch her cheeks, thinking perhaps the winter cold had drained them of color. “Really, Auntie Eileen, I feel quite well.”


“I know.”


“Then why—”


“Mr. Merkel has requested it.”


Mollie’s mouth opened, but it took a few moments before she said, “He wants me checked over. Like . . . Like a man buying a horse. That’s what you’re saying, isn’t it?”


“No,” Eileen spoke so softly it was hard for Mollie to hear her words. “Not exactly. Mr. Merkel wishes to be assured that you are . . . ”


The very fact that she couldn’t say the words told Mollie what they were. She had heard the phrase virgo intacta from one of the women who, before coming to work for Eileen Brannigan, had been a student at the Female Medical College in Philadelphia. The woman had decided she could not bear the aromas of that profession, and wished for reasons of her own not to return to her parental home, so she had knocked one afternoon on the door of the house on University Place and assured Auntie Eileen she need have no qualms about employing her. “I’m not virgo intacta,” she had said. “My virtue is already compromised. You need have no qualms about that.”


Mr. Merkel apparently did have qualms. “He thinks,” Mollie said, “that I’m . . . compromised.”


“Only that you might be,” Eileen said, adding quickly, “It’s not entirely surprising, Mollie. I mean given all this.” She waved a hand to indicate their entire small and exceptional world.


“But I told him. I said I lived here but I didn’t work here.”


“I told him as well. Of course I did, but he—”


“Mr. Merkel does not believe us,” Mollie said. “That’s what it comes down to. He wants to be my husband, entrust me with the care of his children, but he believes both you and me to be flat-out liars.”


“Yes,” Eileen agreed, knowing from the look on her niece’s face that Merkel’s suit had been decided, and not in his favor. “I suppose that’s not putting too fine a point on it.”


“Tell him,” Mollie said, “not to trouble himself. The matter is no longer his concern.” Then, reaching for a piece of her aunt’s thick-as-cream Tiffany stationery, “Never mind, I shall tell him myself.”


It was one of those moments when Eileen Brannigan was most proud of herself for having mustered the influence required to enroll the girl in Miss Lucy Green’s fashionable Fifth Avenue school, despite the objections of the headmistress to having among her students a child living in a whorehouse. Miss Green’s had not simply taught Mollie to read and write; the school had put the final polish on her. Mollie was a lady.


Eileen wanted a husband for her niece; her plan had never been to offer the girl as an unpaid housekeeper and captive whore. And Mollie was right: Max Merkel had shown himself nowhere near good enough.
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Eileen had small plump hands, and a love for jewelry that made her wear a ring on six of her ten fingers, and five of them fair-size diamonds (which like her writing paper always came from Tiffany’s). A month after what Mollie had come to think of as “the Merkel affair,” she was watching her aunt’s bejeweled fingers smooth a square of gossamer on which Mollie had embroidered—freehand, making it up as she went along—a swan riding the crest of a wave. As usual, though the fabric was exceedingly sheer, there was nowhere a pucker or a stitch out of line. “It’s exquisite, Mollie,” Eileen said. “But what’s it for?”


“I’m not sure. Can Mrs. Mullaney make a wrapper around it?”


Mrs. Mullaney was the new dressmaker. She came once a week to Brannigan’s since Rosie O’Toole, who was Auntie Eileen’s good friend, went off to become manageress of the new fitting and alterations department at Macy’s dry goods store at Sixth Avenue and Eighth Street.


Eileen had no difficulty finding a replacement to come once a week with finished gowns for some of the ladies, and bolts of fabric to drape around others in a revolving chain of lucrative custom. The women sometimes complained at the expense, but Eileen would brook no other arrangement. She had the final say on each and every frock, and no interest in the current trend toward ready-to-wear. Why should she when her way of doing things was a source of additional profit?


Rosie O’Toole had paid Eileen Brannigan ten cents on every dollar the Brannigan’s ladies paid her. When she hired Mrs. Mullaney, Eileen set her commission at twelve. “An essential change,” Eileen had told her niece. “The war,” she’d added with a sigh.


Mollie wasn’t sure how the cost of keeping the South in the Union added to her aunt’s expenses and justified raised rates. Indeed, exactly the opposite seemed to be the case. A thing Mollie knew because she always read the newspapers the gentlemen left behind. Hatty Ellis, who had been Brannigan’s cook from the day the house opened, never threw them on the kitchen fire until after Mollie looked at them. She therefore understood that though New York had come reluctant to the battle—not good for the economy, the men of the city said—once war was handed to her, the city made the most of it.


New York business was booming, and it was inevitable that good business among the wealthiest and most influential men of the city meant better business at Brannigan’s. Now, more than ever, Eileen ruled all things beneath her roof and no detail was too small to escape her notice.


The women were allowed only certain scents—Hungary Water and Jameson’s Attar of Roses were approved, but not Trezise’s Tincture of Devon Violets—and cabbage was banished from the kitchen because the odor lingered after it was cooked. Gowns must never be black—too mournful or too sophisticated depending on the cut—and jewelry kept to a minimum since the men were to think they had come to their own home, not a salon, when they visited Mrs. Brannigan’s. Never a bonnet for the same reason, though a fancy comb was sometimes permitted. No professional musicians ever, though on occasion one of the women might play a piano selection. With such attention to minutiae, no question but what Eileen’s writ ran to the destiny of each piece of needlework done by her niece.


“Not a wrapper, no,” Eileen pronounced, setting aside the gossamer swan. “I shall have a frame made and hang it in my room. Above my bed, with all the other most prized examples of your artistry.”


Mollie did not object. Eileen had long since proven herself devoted to her niece’s well-being.


The childbed fever that carried off Brigid Brannigan when Mollie was a month old had dried up her milk a few days after the child was born. It was Eileen who look the starving infant to Sadie Jones. Sadie was the most fashionable wet nurse in the city; her tits were her fortune. She did not take them out of her dress for free. So, Sadie asked, how was a greenie like Eileen Brannigan, widowed and lumbered with a newborn not even her own, planning to pay for the use of them? “With your twat I expect,” she said before Eileen could answer. “Like most of the rest of your kind. It’s what you Irish are good at. But you’ll have to wear your cunny out if you mean it to support you and this mite both.” Dandling the baby on her knee all the while. And Mollie, as Auntie Eileen told the story, screaming with hunger but not being given a look or a nip at those famous tits.


“I will keep my legs crossed and my purse open, you can be sure of that,” Eileen reported saying. “Now give that poor child suck or I’ll tell everyone in the city you tried and failed and your day is past. Not a drop left and here’s the starving babe to prove it.”


Not just the words undid Sadie’s wrapper in Eileen’s version of the tale. “I put a solid gold five-dollar coin in her hand at the same time. And she took one of those massive pappes out of her gown and you latched on and drank as if you were perishing with hunger, as indeed you were. Poor little love.”


For years Mollie wondered where the gold coin came from, since to hear Auntie Eileen’s stories they were poor as church mice that initial year in New York when first her husband and then her sister-in-law died and Mollie was born.


The older she got the more Mollie puzzled over that small mystery, along with wondering how, by the time she was five, her aunt had been able to buy a house and go into the business that afterward supported them so well. “Tell me the Sadie Jones story, please, Auntie Eileen,” Mollie would frequently say. Her aunt always obliged, but each time the tale ended with the wet nurse capitulating and Mollie being saved from a hungry death. The gold coin was never explained, and on the few occasions Mollie tried to probe, Eileen always looked like thunder and abruptly changed the subject.


She didn’t hear the rest of the story until the winter she was twelve, when Hatty climbed up to Mollie’s attic bedroom before dawn and shook her awake. “You come with me, Miss Mollie. Your auntie needs you.” Hatty brought a still groggy Mollie to stand beside Eileen’s bed and pulled the quilts aside. “You hop right in there, Miss Mollie. And snuggle up.”


“It’s not her concern, Hatty. There’s no cause for Mollie to—”


“Just you hush. And you hang on to that girl so you remember what you’ve done, and what’s important in this world and what is not. Now I’m going to make you both some breakfast, and I expect you to be your spit-and-damn-’em regular self when I bring it.”


At first “hang on” was all Eileen did, wrapping her arms around Mollie and pulling her close, keeping her cheek pressed to Mollie’s hair, but eventually humming a little song under her breath. And soon enough their toes were toasting near the fire Hatty had made in the sitting room, and they were eating eggs and bacon and Hatty’s cornmeal mush, rich with butter and cream, and Eileen was indeed her spit-and-damn-’em regular self.


That was such a remarkable transformation that when her aunt said, “Time to tell you about that five-dollar gold coin, Mollie my love,” Mollie wasn’t entirely surprised to find the old mystery linked to whatever had so troubled her aunt that morning.


“I was an Armagh O’Halloran before I married Brian Brannigan,” Eileen said. “And that was the start of it.”


Armagh, Mollie knew, was a place in Ireland. And O’Halloran was Auntie Eileen’s maiden name. She nibbled a piece of bacon and waited for the rest of the story.


“Armagh,” Eileen said, “is in Ulster, and it’s where St. Patrick began preaching Christianity to the heathen Irish as they were then. It’s also where the O’Hallorans developed their art. And mind you, Mollie, dipping is an art. At least the way the O’Hallorans do it.”


“Dipping?”


“Dipping,” Eileen repeated. “And it doesn’t seem possible to be raised in this house and be as much an innocent as you are. I’m not sure I’ve done you any favors, Mollie. Well, time you learned. Dipping,” she said again, “especially if you’re an Armagh O’Halloran, is removing a person’s property without their ever knowing you’ve done it. Not a hint or a whisper. Never. Done to perfection, or not done by an O’Halloran from Armagh.”


“Picking pockets,” Mollie said, eyes wide as the reality became clear. “That’s what you mean. Like Oliver Twist in Mr. Dickens’s book.”


“Not like Oliver Twist at all,” Eileen corrected, nodding toward the shelves that housed the books and magazines that fed her niece’s imagination. “I learned the art from my parents, and they from theirs, and we didn’t live in any filthy hovel I promise you. We had a grand house in Armagh and went to Dublin or even London for a few weeks every season, and dipped enough to keep us until the next excursion. It was a fine life. But then I met your Uncle Brian, who could dip a bit as well, but never as artfully as I, and we decided to leave the old ways behind and come to New York and make our fortune here. With his little sister, of course, since Brian was Brigid’s only relative and he couldn’t leave her behind.” Eileen leaned over and poured them both another cup of tea. “And you know all that happened after that.”


“I suppose I do now,” Mollie said thoughtfully. “That’s how you got the gold coin, isn’t it? The one you gave Sadie Jones so she’d let me nurse. You dipped it.”


“I did.”


Mollie was beginning to recognize the power of the key she’d been given. “And because you’re an O’Halloran, you dipped enough to buy this house and start the business.”


Eileen nodded. “I did,” she admitted a second time. “But things are seldom as easy as they might be, Mollie. However careful one tries to be about remaining in the good graces of those who matter most.”


A certain stiffness came over Auntie Eileen then. It was the closest she ever came to tears, that way of setting her chin and her shoulders. She took an exquisitely monogrammed handkerchief—embroidered by Mollie two Christmases past—from the pocket of her woolen wrapper and dabbed at her eyes and her cheeks. As if she had been crying, though she had not. “Never forget,” she said, repeating a rule she had pronounced numerous times before, “the authorities must be dealt with. No different in New York than in Dublin or Armagh or even London. I grew up knowing that. I have never begrudged Boss Tweed’s people their fair share, Mollie. You know that.”


She did know it. Seven hundred dollars went to Tammany Hall each month and was entered in the ledger under the heading of charity. “Auntie Eileen, are you saying Boss Tweed should have—”


Eileen raised her hand to forestall the question. “I am a realistic woman, Mollie. I believe in looking after those who can look after you. Don’t be greedy and in the normal way of things you will be permitted to go peacefully about your business.” Eileen was now furiously patting her cheeks with the embroidered handkerchief. “But Theodore Paisley,” her voice began to spiral upward though she did not, of course, shout since shouting was forbidden at Brannigan’s, “is not in the normal way of things. He’s a Protestant Ulsterman from a long line of them in Belfast. As is the horrid Mr. E. L. Godkin. Apparently Boss Tweed can control neither of them.”


The ledgers Mollie kept did not identify the clients by name, only by number, but the women tended to titter about this and that over their late morning breakfasts around the table in Hatty’s kitchen. Over the years Mollie had heard various names bandied about, but neither of those her aunt just mentioned. “Is Mr. Paisley a client, Auntie Eileen?”


“That wretch?” Something between a shout and a whisper, though not normal speech. “Never!”


“Mr. Godkin then?”


“No.” The whisper prevailed. “More’s the pity,” Eileen said. “I would have some influence if he were a client. Mr. Godkin is recently become the editor of a magazine called The Nation. In which he means to advocate for what he calls the correct ordering of society. Laissez-faire must not be threatened. That’s French, Mollie. It means business must do as it likes with no government interference. No tariffs on goods. No unions to make rules about how long a man may work in any day, or how many days in any week. And according to Mr. Godkin, no one should be permitted to vote except educated gentlemen who have been to college.”


Auntie Eileen frequently expressed exactly those points of view. “I thought you agreed with all that.”


“To a point, of course I do.” Eileen was once more dabbing her cheeks with the handkerchief. “How else can men become wealthy enough to indulge such luxuries as we provide here? But in a correctly ordered society, Mollie, spite would not be permitted to overrule common sense.”


“Spite of what sort, Auntie Eileen?”


“The sort that carries a grudge for years and years.” Eileen paused and drew a long breath. “The latest issue of Mr. Godkin’s magazine,” she said in a voice that sounded again as sad and as desperate as it had when Hatty first brought Mollie to her aunt’s bed, “contains an article by the wretched Theodore Paisley. In it he tells all New York about the special skills of the O’Hallorans of Armagh, and identifies me as one of them. As if that were not enough, he talks in detail about our house and says flat out it is located at number fifty-three University Place.”


Mollie started to say something, but Eileen waved her words away. “You’ll have to hear the rest of it, dear child, since it’s your future Teddy Paisley’s ruined along with mine. Every gentleman who comes to Brannigan’s, he says, should be careful to leave his valuables elsewhere, or expect ‘the light-fingered Eileen O’Halloran as was’ to relieve him of them.”


Eileen lost her battle to keep the no-shouting rule. “Light-fingered!” she wailed. “My name and address right there in print for anyone to see. Think of it, Mollie.” Her voice had once more become a hushed whisper. “Eight years work to make this the finest whorehouse in New York and raise you in a respectable manner, and for seven of them I haven’t dipped once, though God knows I’ve been tempted. Now I’m called light-fingered in a magazine read by exactly the sort of men we cater to here at Brannigan’s. We are ruined. I shall fight back of course, but Teddy Paisley has dealt us what I fear may be a mortal wound, may his soul rot in hell.”
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Not, as it turned out, quite so mortal as all that. Boss Tweed’s influence was sufficient to get a guarantee from Mr. Godkin that he would publish no further articles written by his old comrade Mr. Paisley. Friendship was one thing, having every stick of furniture in his office repeatedly busted and broken by Tammany hoodlums was quite another. As for the scandal, it slowed business at Brannigan’s for a few months, but gradually the impression faded and the clients returned.


Things to do with commerce were long since back to normal on that day when Eileen Brannigan held in her bejeweled fingers the latest proof of her eighteen-year-old niece’s skill with a needle, and announced that the gossamer swan would be framed and hung above her bed. Still, Mollie had been a bit down in the mouth since the Merkel affair, and the question of her future remained unresolved. At least from Mollie’s point of view.


Eileen had reached two conclusions.


“First,” she said, “I am raising the price of an evening at Brannigan’s to seventy dollars. The war of course. And each of the ladies will be paid twenty dollars for her night’s engagement rather than eighteen. Always be fair in business, Mollie. It’s the best way.”


Mollie nodded at the admonition she had heard numbers of times before, meanwhile doing the calculation with practiced ease. “That should be a monthly increase of forty dollars a night,” she said. “So presuming the same six-day schedule that will mean . . . an additional twelve thousand five hundred twenty dollars a year.”


“Exactly,” Eileen said, because while she couldn’t do mental arithmetic with the speed of her niece, she had already worked out the numbers using paper and pencil. “And I am going to put it all toward your dowry.”


“You’ve found someone? Perhaps a bit younger than Mr. Merkel and—”


“Not exactly. And I believe we have exhausted our resources here at Brannigan’s. But that doesn’t change the fact that since I am opposed to your being a spinster and you’re too lean and too clever to be a whore, you must be a wife.” Then, leaning forward and cupping her niece’s chin with a gentle hand, “That is still what you want, isn’t it, Mollie? I do not wish to force you into marriage.”


“It is, Auntie Eileen. I want to be a wife and mother, but—”


“Then,” Eileen said firmly, “we must find you the right sort of husband, and you have to want him, not just me. We are agreed on those basic terms, are we not?”


Mollie nodded.


“Excellent. It’s settled. I am sending you away.”


“Away?”


“Not very far. You will live in a boardinghouse for ladies on Twenty-Third Street. And I have secured employment for you. Not, however, as Mollie Brannigan. We must purge the association if we are to improve your chances. You shall be Greek.”


“Greek!”


“Exactly. Mollie Popandropolos. It is a Greek name. I read it in a magazine.”


“But how—”


“For heaven’s sake, Mollie, people from every corner of the world arrive in New York to find their fortune. Why not a young Greek girl? One with a substantial dowry who is in need of a husband, but not about to settle for someone less than equal to her in quality.”


“Popandropolos.” Mollie tried out the strange word, then repeated it. “Popandropolos. I suppose I could be. But I still don’t see where I’m going to find a suitor of the sort—”


“You haven’t been listening to me, Mollie. I have found you a job in a place where everyone in New York turns up sooner or later. You are going to work at Macy’s.”
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THANK GOD FOR the ladies who shopped. They were the drivers of progress.


It was because of them the merchants who made their fortunes in retail took advantage of the latest marvels in construction and stretched their marble and cast-iron palaces wider than had been possible with buildings made of brick. Such advances allowed the aisles of their emporiums to be wide enough for feminine underskirts and overskirts, and all the silk and satin bustled behind. And to make room for all the choices the ladies demanded, the men piled floor on top of floor, these days as high as seven or eight stories; a thing made practical because of Mr. Otis and his steam-driven elevators. Still more important, it was the ladies who pulled the town up the island.


The women of New York were no longer content to live above their husband’s businesses in the pattern handed down from Dutch New Amsterdam two hundred years before. Their menfolk indulged them, since there was much to be gained by separating domestic life from commerce. Besides, good use could be made of the space available once residential life moved uptown and enterprise took over the space left behind. Traders and bankers and manufacturers profited by having ready access to each other. Even Cornelius Vanderbilt, who made a hub for his four railroads in the impressive Grand Central Depot uptown on Forty-Second Street and Fourth Avenue, oversaw his empire from a downtown office.


By that peculiarly cold spring of 1871, six years after Lee surrendered at Appomattox, New York City was humming and thrumming its way to ever-greater profits, and the saloon and the spittoon ruled below Canal Street. The hitching post as well. The old streets on the southern tip of Manhattan were so narrow that carriages and horsecars were almost always hopelessly snarled, and there wasn’t a hope of adding the streetcars of the horse railway that ran along metal rails embedded in the middle of the road. Given such a Babel of traffic, many of the men preferred horseback, since getting about quickly was an advantage in the making of money. Never mind that further uptown a car drawn by four horses could move thirty-five men, each paying a nickel fare, or that the ratio of one beast per man exponentially increased the amount of manure on the streets.


The ladies were not so forgiving. Surely Mr. Constable and Mr. Best and Messrs. Lord and Taylor understood that no woman wanted to drag her skirts and her dainty laced-up boots through all that when she went to shop.


Rowland H. Macy quickly spotted the trend. He moved north, from Eighth to Fourteenth Street on Sixth Avenue, and soon B. Altman’s, Best & Co., and Stern Brothers marched past him and established themselves between Union Square and Twenty-Third Street. The avenue—a broad thoroughfare well served by the streetcars threading the cobbles on their narrow tracks and the free-ranging horsecars either side—overtook Broadway as the spine of retail. It didn’t take long for the stretch to be known as the Ladies’ Mile. Macy did not object to company; he knew neighbors in the same line of business meant high traffic, and that meant more custom. It only mattered that the ladies tried his store first for whatever they wanted. Furnishings, furs, household goods, kitchen utensils, books—all could be had at Macy’s. Departments, he called these separate areas of commerce within his always growing emporium. Other retailers developed different lines, but eventually they too were no longer dry goods stores but department stores. By the time that happened Macy was preparing to best them yet again.


It was common sense, Macy said, that a woman would prefer another women to attend her, particularly now that clothing bought off the rack was taking over the garment trade. All New York was aghast when he made his cousin Margaret Getchell general manager of his store, and instructed her to hire females for the selling floor. “What has happened to the morality of the ladies that they would consider taking from a man the means to support his family,” thundered an editorial in Mr. Godkin’s Nation. The women—who mostly had neither husband nor father to support them and must work or starve—paid him no mind.


Macy’s clerks wore a blue-gray uniform purchased from the store and paid for by a deduction from their twenty-two-dollar weekly wage (fifteen for women). They were forbidden to talk except to their customers, and they regularly worked a twelve-hour day, longer during sales or at Christmas when the store opened at nine and closed an hour before midnight. Employees were required to be at their posts by six a.m. to set out the stock, and remain on duty an hour after closing to put it away. Men who finished these eighteen-hour stints frequently stretched out on the counters to get a few hours sleep before the next day began. Propriety demanded that the women trudge home.


Nonetheless, Mrs. Getchell, who demanded refined speech and superior comportment, had ten female applicants for every opening. Working at Macy’s was a cut above being a domestic, the store was cleaner and pleasanter than a sweatshop, and above all, Macy’s was respectable. Eileen Brannigan always said it was because respectable employment for a woman was so hard to come by that the city was so well-supplied with whores.
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Mollie Popandropolos, as she was known at Macy’s, first saw Josh Turner when he was standing in the doorway of the small work space that was entirely her domain.


She was unused to visitors in the little room tucked into a corner of the third floor. Her hours were less draconian than those of the salesclerks—Mollie started at eight and finished at six—and in the normal way of things she went round the floors as soon as she arrived, picking up the bits of specially ordered embroidery and lacework and the like, then carried them back to her workshop. Finished things were neatly labeled and put in a basket by the door to be picked up by a stock boy, who came after hours when no customers were about. It was rare that anyone disturbed Mollie during the working day. And certainly not a man, his bulk all but filling the open door, hat under his arm so she could see his tousled red hair. “Hello, I take it you’re Mrs. Popandropolos. They told me I’d find you here, hidden deep within the Macy’s maze. I’m Josh Turner.”


“Oh yes, Mr. J. Turner.” She recognized the name and her glance went immediately to his right leg. You couldn’t see a thing different. At least while he was standing still as he was now. The trouser hung perfectly straight, despite covering a thin, strapped-on wooden peg rather than a full-muscled, flesh-and-blood leg.


Josh saw the direction of her stare. “Works perfectly,” he said. “Lining the leg with buckram does the job. I hated having the fabric flapping about as it did. I wanted to come and say thank you before this, but they never told me where you were. Until today when I finally got the gentleman who supplies my cravats to ’fess up. You’re Macy’s big secret, Mrs. Popandropolos. They must be afraid one of their rivals will entice you away.”


“It’s Miss Popandropolos,” Mollie said. “And I’m very pleased that my solution works for you, Mr. Turner.” It had been simple enough once the tailor explained the problem. She was surprised he hadn’t thought of it himself. As it was he had not, and ever since each pair of trousers Mr. Turner purchased was sent to her to have buckram hand-sewn into the right leg below the knee. Four pairs these last two years. And she’d finished a fifth yesterday. It had taken longer than usual for her to get to the job because so many ladies were getting their finery together for the Easter Parade in a few weeks. “I’m sorry you had to wait for the gray gabardines, Mr. Turner. I finished them yesterday. They’re sure to be delivered today.”


It was a secure promise. Wagons blazoned with the name R. H. Macy’s and driven by men wearing the same blue-gray uniform as the salesclerks traversed the city every day but Sunday. “New Yorkers want everything in a flaming hurry,” Mr. Macy said. “And Macy’s never disappoints.”


Joshua waved aside the matter of his new trousers. “I didn’t come for that. Only to say thank you, as I said. You took some finding.” He nodded toward the sprawling selling floor behind him.


Mollie had a sudden vision of what he’d walked through to arrive at her little room: shelves and racks and counters full of ladies’ clothing. Just outside her door were a selection of ladies’ lace-trimmed pantaloons, and immediately beyond that row after row of crinolines and petticoats. Her cheeks colored simply by virtue of the mental image. She set her embroidery aside and went straight to him, boldly taking his left arm since he held a walking stick as well as his hat under his right. “Do let me show you the quickest way out, Mr. Turner. It is a bit of a maze, just as you said.”


“I believe, Miss Popandropolos,” Josh said, his grin widening, “you’re giving me what is known as the bum’s rush.”


“Never, Mr. Turner. Macy’s values your custom far too much for that. I only wish to be helpful.” They were past the crinolines by then, and while Mollie was aware of the stares of a few of the women, most were too busy with their shopping to notice.


Josh paid no attention whatever to the women around them. His attention was absorbed by the one who had attached herself to him in such a determined manner, and managed seemingly without effort to match her gait to his. The top of her dark head came somewhere below his earlobe, and she had a pleasant voice and an accent that seemed naturally cultured, not one of those exaggerated attempts to overlay an immigrant brogue or a shopgirl’s slur. He particularly liked that she turned her face up to his when she spoke, with no trace of practiced artifice in the gesture.


A delightful face he realized, amazed at himself he hadn’t more quickly noticed the large dark blue eyes, or the dimples on either side of her mouth when she smiled. She wasn’t the sort of beauty who knocked you over first thing, but a beauty nonetheless. “Listen,” he said, “it really is Miss Popandropolos, not Mrs.? That’s not some Macy type of tomfoolery for his lady clerks?”


“I am mistress of special sewing, Mr. Turner. Not a salesclerk. And yes, it really is Miss Popandropolos.” Now he knew she was a spinster. Well, so be it. The way things had turned out didn’t suit Auntie Eileen—Mollie living these last four years in a ladies’ boardinghouse and working for her living with still no husband in sight—but now that she’d accepted the fact that she was never to have children of her own, Mollie had found much to like in being independent. Of course it might not be as nice if she had to manage entirely on the seventeen dollars a week Macy’s paid her (the male tailors earned twenty-four), but Auntie Eileen still paid her thirty dollars a month to keep her books, a job Mollie did on Tuesday evenings. All together, things had turned out better than Mollie expected. Including the task of getting Mr. Joshua Turner through the ladies’ intimates department without causing an uproar. Perhaps it was because of the stick and his walk having a slight jerk to it that they were spared open stares. These days everyone assumed such a condition to indicate a soldier injured in the war and turned respectfully away.


In minutes they were at the bank of elevators in the third-floor vestibule. “Here we are, Mr. Turner. Thank you for coming to see me. It was most gracious.”


“You hated it,” he said. “Will Mrs. Getchell give you the rough of her tongue because of me? She manages the store, doesn’t she? I’m told she’s a harridan.”


“Mrs. Getchell believes as we all do, Mr. Turner, that the customer is always correct. So if you wished to see me, Macy’s is happy to oblige.”


Those were the same words he quoted back to her three days after his first visit, on the Thursday afternoon when he again appeared at the door of her sewing room. “The customer’s always correct you said. So I’ve come to bring you these,” holding out a bunch of dark purple violets surrounded by hand-cut paper lace and tied with a pink ribbon, “and you must say, ‘Yes, of course, Joshua. I will be happy to go coaching with you Sunday afternoon.’ I’ve just purchased three new pairs of trousers, so I’m the customer and I insist.”


“Thank you for the posy. It’s charming. But I can’t . . . ” It was not his improbable arrival that tied her tongue. It was the sight of Auntie Eileen’s best friend, Rosie O’Toole, looming over his shoulder. Mollie had no doubt that in a matter of hours Mrs. O’Toole and Eileen Brannigan would be sitting together over a cup of tea, and that Auntie Eileen would be aware that Mollie at last had a suitor. Then, when it didn’t work out as Mollie was quite sure it would not—why should the likes of Mr. J. Turner be seriously interested in a woman well past marrying age?—her aunt would be disappointed, and say Mollie had become too independent. “Thank you again,” she said. “The violets are lovely. But I’m afraid this Sunday is out of the question.” Behind him Rosie O’Toole’s face turned dark with disapproval.


“Why? Are you spoken for?” Joshua demanded.


“No, but—”


“I’ll be happy to ask permission of your father or guardian. I’m perfectly respectable, you know.”


Behind him Rosie O’Toole was nodding her head in vigorous agreement.


“I barely know you, Mr. Turner.”


“Not so,” he said, sounding very grave, “you’ve had your hand up my trouser leg for three years.”


Most females would have blushed. Or been outraged at his familiarity. Mollie giggled. She couldn’t help herself. And when he hoisted that trouser, displayed his peg, and said, “Nothing improper of course, since that leg’s made of wood,” she was undone.


“You take it so well,” she said, his courage suddenly making her insides feel as soft as warm butter. “It must be very difficult. Do you never want to complain?”


“Not much point in it. Now tell me where you live and I’ll collect you at two on Sunday afternoon.”


Mollie hesitated. Nothing would come of it. Auntie Eileen would be disappointed yet again. Rosie O’Toole took a step closer and loudly cleared her throat. Joshua Turner, Mollie noted, did not appear startled. Instead he gave the definite impression he was aware of being watched and was unfazed. It struck Mollie all at once that this was not a usual sort of man. “Miss Hamilton’s,” she said, “Eight East Twenty-Third Street.”


“Miss Hamilton’s,” Joshua repeated. “I’m honored, Miss Mollie Popandropolos. And I very much look forward to seeing you on Sunday.”


[image: Images]


Good thing, Mollie thought, she wasn’t a regular churchgoer. The absence of devotions allowed her to spend three hours Sunday morning deciding what to wear. It was a bit warmer, fortunately. And the sun was shining. She settled on her blue-and-white-striped dress, because she particularly liked the way the flounced skirt bustled behind her—she wore a padded underbustle to emphasize the effect—and made her waist look really tiny, and she could wear over it a blue short cape trimmed with ruched red velvet. The dress had a matching parasol besides, and when she twirled in front of the mirror Mollie decided the effect to be quite charming.


The outfit wasn’t new, but since she’d never been coaching before, or indeed anywhere with Mr. Turner, that hardly mattered. Anyway, her bonnet was new. It was white straw trimmed with blue feathers and she’d bought it at Macy’s two weeks earlier. It had been marked down to a dollar seventy-five from two, and with her employee’s discount—something only Macy’s offered—had cost a dollar and sixty-one cents. Good value, Mollie decided as she surveyed the full effect. And in the afternoon, based on the expression on Mr. Turner’s face when he saw her, Mollie was pleased with her choices.


He drove a small straw-bodied phaeton, open to the elements and pulled by a single bay. “Glad you brought a parasol,” he said when he handed her up with as much ease as might a man with both legs. “Perhaps someday I’ll be rich and proper and take you coaching in an elegant black brougham.”


“I shouldn’t like that half so well, Mr. Turner. After all, one wouldn’t be able to see as much from inside a brougham.”


“Or be seen,” he agreed, giving her another look Mollie thought to be approving. “Which after all is the point. And you must call me Joshua. Josh if you prefer.”


“I must, must I?”


“Absolutely.”


“Why is that?”


He took a moment to reply. “I can’t really say, except that it would please me enormously.”


“Then Josh it will be.”


“And may I call you Mollie? Miss Popandropolos is a bit of a mouthful.”


“Mollie is acceptable.”


Josh grinned and snapped the reins and clucked the horses into action.


[image: Images]


Fifth Avenue’s procession of luxurious mansions had begun marching north from Ninth Street in the 1850s. These days, when he turned the phaeton onto Fifth at Twenty-Third and headed uptown, Josh and Mollie were in the thick of that opulent parade. “That house over there,” he nodded to his left, “is said to have a picture gallery and a private theater, as well as a library and a ballroom. And solid gold banisters throughout.”


“Must be terribly difficult to keep them free of fingerprints.”


He laughed. “Fair enough. What about that one then?” with a nod to his right. “Has its own third-floor chapel with stained glass windows. Plus marble staircases, ebony paneling, and plaster cherubs in the bathing rooms. I’m told there are four of those.”


“Cherubs or bathing rooms?”


“You are impertinent. In a charming way. Bathing rooms I suppose. Men of the type who own such places buy their statuary by the dozen. Or at least their wives do. I take it you are not impressed.”


“Well I am, sort of. But . . . ” But she had seen too much of what the men who built these castles got up to in the time they didn’t spend making money. And all the newspapers had reported the time Mrs. Singer ran into the street from the mansion her husband’s sewing machines built, screaming she’d been beaten enough for one day. “I don’t think grand houses necessarily make people happy.”


“A noble sentiment. Am I to take it that’s the sort of thing young ladies are taught in Greece? Popandropolos is a Greek name, is it not?”


“It is, but I’m afraid I know nothing about the country.” Paying close attention to the need to adjust the hem of her dress. “I was born here in New York.”


“Of Greek parents, I take it.”


“That’s right.” This time it was her parasol that required adjusting.


“Has anyone ever said you look particularly Irish?”


“No,” Mollie answered, turning to him at last and speaking in her firmest tone of voice, “never.”


He shot her a quick and piercing look she wasn’t quite sure how to interpret, but all he said was, “End of the handsome houses. At least for now.”


They had reached the crest of Murray Hill at Thirty-Seventh Street. From there on the brownstone palaces gave way to mostly open fields. Because the paved avenues and cross streets of the grid had been built a bit above grade level to make construction easier, the undeveloped countryside fell off to either side. Driving along Fifth above the Thirties it seemed they looked down into a different world. There was a good deal of rubble left over from laying out the roads, interrupted by an occasional tumbledown shack or a sprawling dwelling that housed hundreds. Rookeries everyone called them, huge barracks-like structures where landlords crammed in as many of the working poor as could pay a few dollars’ rent. And everywhere half-dressed urchins who frequently stopped playing long enough to stare after the phaeton until it was out of sight. Then, at Fifty-First Street, the desolation gave way to a half-built pseudo gothic pile that since 1858 had been promising to become the Roman Catholic Cathedral of St. Patrick.


“Do you think,” Mollie asked, “the city will ever come up this far? Perhaps when the Catholic Church is finished. Will all the grand mansions march up to meet it?”


“I suppose they will, but that’s not what interests me. I’m in real estate as it happens, and I can assure you, what this town needs is not more grand mansions. What’s required is a way to shelter the middle classes who make New York run. There has to be something between a shack, or a rookery for the poorest of the poor, and a castle on Fifth Avenue.”


“But there is,” Mollie said. “Block after block of ordinary brownstones without any nonsense like gold banisters. And more being built everyday.”


“True enough, but one house per family is not going to solve the problem for the future. We’re an island, don’t forget, and there’s only so much filling along our shores we can do. Land is the one thing New York City can’t manufacture.”


“And do you have a solution to this problem?”


“I have ideas, Mollie. Or I should say, one idea with numerous variations.”


She started to ask what exactly the idea was, but they had reached Fifty-Ninth Street and were entering Central Park. Joshua immediately became occupied with making his way into a close-packed string of vehicles, while for her part Mollie was lost in wonder.


Stately broughams and elegant coaches and racy landaus were making their way along a winding thoroughfare lined with trees just beginning to green. There were few coachmen. Almost everyone drove themselves, that being part of the afternoon’s pleasure. A number of the gentlemen took great trouble to show off their skill at handling teams of two or even four, and bettering their rivals as they did so. This involved a lot of side-by-side maneuvering on a roadway planned for single-file traffic in each direction, and you could hear the drivers taunting one another as they managed to bob and weave their way to the front of one carriage, only to be confronted by half a dozen more.
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