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“But then, there is no satisfaction?”



“No satisfaction whatever, at any time,” she cried passionately.



“There is only a queer divine dissatisfaction, a blessed unrest, that keeps us marching and makes us more alive than the others.”





— Martha Graham to Agnes De Mille, quoted in Martha, The Life and Work of Martha Graham, Random House, 1991.*









*Thanks to Jane Ellen, of the Glistening Particles Podcast, for bringing the Martha Graham quote to my attention.




One

December 6, 1847



“To the belle of the ball — Elanora! Happy birthday, my dear daughter!” Her father’s normally embittered face carried a faint, benign smile that she’d seldom seen since her mother’s death two years ago. He reached for his lemonade glass and raised it in a toast.

“May the coming years bring you all the happiness you deserve.”

She glanced from her father’s wheelchair to the man standing an arm’s length away. If she reached out, she could take his hand in hers. She resisted the impulse.

The happiness her father wished for her, that she hoped for, all rested in his lithe, muscular form, with the quicksilver mobile face that responded to everything around him, the startling aquamarine eyes and long-fingered expressive hands that were seldom at rest. An artist’s hands, out of place juggling import and export files.

Eustace Reverdy Mountfort, twenty-three, the man she’d been secretly hoping would “pop the question” on this milestone night of her twenty-first birthday. They’d been whispering of it for months, and she’d been certain he’d recognize the significance of the occasion tonight, would take the opportunity to ask her to be his wife. As of tonight, didn’t she step into some degree of autonomy, as well as a comfortable inheritance from her maternal grandfather?

She caught his eye, and he shot her a look of longing that made her heart bang against her ribs. She moved her hand surreptitiously to rest under her breasts, holding herself in check, calming her restless hope. It certainly wouldn’t do to let anyone see how she felt. Rather, she made a deferent bob of her head towards Henry Travers. “Thank you, Father.”

Henry inclined his head toward Eustace. “Obviously I am not capable of taking up the honor of dancing with my daughter on this Coming-Of-Age occasion, more’s the pity. Eustace, can I ask you to stand in for me?”

Eustace smiled and bowed — a semi-mocking, good-natured swoop from the waist. “With great pleasure.” His voice rumbled within her chest cavity, setting off another wave of trembling as he stepped towards her and offered her his arm. “Elanora Grayson Travers, would you do me the honor of the first post-dinner dance?”

Twenty-five of the Travers’ family’s closest friends and relatives had gathered for this St Nicholas night birthday celebration in Broadway’s luxurious Rainbow Restaurant, famous for welcoming ladies through its doors when many other establishments still only permitted men to dine.

They’d supped on smoked salmon and crème brulee on gold plates which reflected sparkling light from walls lined with gilded mirrors. With the marble floors, elaborate ceiling scroll work and richly upholstered seats, visitors were put in mind of the excesses of Versailles, and the Rainbow had been a sensation ever since opening.

At one end of the restaurant was a dancefloor equipped with a ten-piece orchestra, so guests could end the night with a waltz. Eustace and Elanora had made one circuit of the floor when she felt a tap on her shoulder, and Eustace’s warm reassuring arm at her waist tensed into rigid constraint.

“I’m sure my son is happy to allow fleeting youth to accede to wisdom.” The words were jocular, but the tone was determined and humorless. William Mountfort’s six-foot-four frame loomed over them as his son shuffled aside.

“Of course, Father.” The hooded pleading of the sea green eyes didn’t need translation: Humor him. Please.

Eustace’s father had bestowed upon his son his virile good looks and military bearing, but the younger’s winsome charm was completely lacking in the senior. The barrel chest, the iron-willed stance of his tree-trunk thighs, and the bulldog dewlaps that hung either side of his chin, all communicated at a glance William Perrin Mountfort’s drive to dominate at any cost.

He grasped Elanora tightly and expertly propelled her into a dizzying series of twirling spins which left her feeling slightly nauseous.

He settled back into a more sedate rhythm and gave her a slow self-satisfied smile, happy to have stamped his control. “You’re looking particularly ravishing tonight, young Elanora.” He raised a strong arching brow in a query. “Not for anyone’s particular benefit, I hope?”

She flushed at his ham-fisted insensitivity. William Mountfort was famous for his indifference to other people’s feelings, especially those of his long-suffering wife Connie, her beloved Aunt Coco.

Although she should have been fully prepared for his bumptious nosiness, she felt a hot temper rising. “I’m really not sure what you mean, Mr Mountfort. I think it’s generally recognized a girl wants to look her best on her twenty-first birthday. Wouldn’t you agree?”

“Of course, my dear, of course.” He slowed his dance steps and drew her more closely to him. She could smell the after-dinner cognac on his breath and suppressed a shudder.

“However, I wouldn’t like a beautiful young woman like you to have her heart broken.” His steel gray eyes slid over her, cool assessment rather than concern clearly mirrored there.

“Now you really are talking in riddles.” Her voice was over bright and too sharp to sound casual. She gave a throaty laugh. “And at twenty-one, I really am too old for guessing games.”

She gave her best display of amused bewilderment. “Why don’t you just come right out and tell me what’s concerning you. I’m sure I’ll be able to set your worries to rest.”

There. The challenge had been issued. And didn’t she know better than to challenge William Mountfort on anything? The way she’d seen him treat Connie, who’d been nothing but a dedicated compassionate wife over many years, should have taught her that.

William Mountfort stopped dancing. He was a technically expert dancer, so the sudden arresting of his fluid movement brought them to an abrupt stop. He gazed down at her with a look far removed from fatherly concern and offered her his arm with a decisiveness which could not be defied.

“It’s rather warm in here with all those gas heaters at floor level. Let’s take a turn along the pergola.”

As she hesitated, he hooked her right arm over his and strolled towards the doors onto the enclosed terrace that adjoined the restaurant. The promenade lights accentuated the sinuous lines of grape branches that entwined the pillars — bare now in December, but promising green fruitfulness in late summer.

As they walked, he spoke in a low measured tone, pitched exactly for her ears alone. “What I’m about to say is very much for your own good, Miss Travers. A father’s heart, and all that.” He glanced down at her with his cold assessing eyes.

“Let’s just say I would be concerned if you had any thoughts of setting your very lovely blond head in my son’s direction.” He glanced down at her again, as she fought to continue the nonchalant strolling, while inside she locked up in shock.

“If that were the case, I have to warn you, you’ll be waiting a very long time. Eustace is ill-prepared for any commitments other than learning the family business right now, and he understands that very well.”

He gave her another calculating look. “There is a great deal he needs to learn before he will be ready to take over the reins of Mountfort Imports, and I’m sure you understand that must be his first priority.” He paused and turned to face her. “I just didn’t want there to be any misunderstandings about his situation.”

Her tongue felt as locked down as the rest of her, but she knew she had to speak. She licked her lips, cleared her throat and flashed him her best fake smile.

“A father’s heart. I do so appreciate your concern, Mr Mountfort.” She was practically purring.

“I’m just not sure why you don’t consider Eustace capable of working in the business as well as maintaining a family life. After all, I believe that’s exactly what you did at his age, is it not? Aunt Coco has often talked about those early years when you were establishing the business and Eustace was just a baby.”

She smiled again. “Not that I have any ‘intentions’ as you so delicately put it. Eustace and I have been good friends for a long time, as you know. But that’s the beginning and end of it.”

She met his implacable stare with one of bland surprise and held his gaze until he looked away and resumed the stroll.

They walked in silence for a minute or longer, and then Mountfort spoke again. “Thank you Elanora. I find your response reassuring, I really do, because it’s my intention to broaden Eustace’s commercial experience by sending him to the West Indies for a couple of years.

“He understands he needs to get away from his mother’s indulgence and learn a few lessons in the school of hard knocks. It will make a man of him. And I don’t consider the West Indies any place for a wife.”

She stopped walking, withdrawing her arm from his as she halted. “I’m not sure why the Indies is ‘no place for a wife’. I imagine myriads of women raise families there. But let me assure you, it’s not on the top of my list of places to visit.”

She drew herself up to her full five-foot-four height and glared up at him. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I really had better get back to the rest of my guests.”

As she turned to stride away, she got a fleeting glimpse of the gloating satisfaction that crossed his face as he said, “Of course. Don’t let me detain you any longer.”



His father was such an ass. Eustace Reverdy Mountfort sighed and glanced around the room for the umpteenth time to check if Elanora and William had returned. It was so typical of his father to ride roughshod over everyone else to get what he wanted. And he had a niggling sense of dread about his father’s intentions.

The glass door from the terrace to the reception room gusted open and Elanora stood in the entry, backlit by the terrace lights, like an angel, in a frothy pink lace-trimmed dress that sat breathtakingly low on her shoulders.

She glanced around the room and her eyes flashed as they settled on him. He knew that look. She was furious. She stood like a queen on the boundary of her realm, awaiting her retainers, and he braced himself as he stalked toward her.

When he got closer he saw that below her fury she was deeply hurt. He melted inside. If there was one thing he hated more than any other, it was seeing her upset.

“What is it?” He spoke softly as he stood before her. She hated public displays, he knew that, but he sensed that whatever it was that was eating at her couldn’t wait.

She drew him to one side out of the doorway, and they sank onto a bench seat backing onto the wall. “When were you going to tell me you’re going to the West Indies for years? Is that something you just happened to overlook?”

She was fingering a lace handkerchief and her hands were trembling. When she looked up her eyes were narrowed with pain.

“Do I mean so little to you that you forgot to mention it?”

Her lower lip trembled but she held her head high.

“Oh, my darling. It’s something he’s just got a bee in his bonnet about. And I’ve been hoping either Mother or I could change his mind …” His voice trailed off into silence. He sounded so weak and indecisive, but it was so hard to stand up to William Mountfort.

He glanced around the room, then reached out and took her hand in his. It felt like a little bird, small and fragile. “Elanora, we need a chance to talk in private. Not here. It’s important. I’ll explain —”

He let go of her hand and glanced around the room again. He could see Elanora’s father, his mother, even her Aunt Glory, looking their way; they were starting to notice her absence. Heads were turning.

“We can’t talk now. But we have to do it later tonight. Promise me.”
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