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To John, for all the reasons
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A woman’s lot is made for her  

by the love she accepts.

—GEORGE ELIOT
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Pearls

Her eye of light is the diamond bright,

Her innocence the pearl;

And those are ever the bridal gems

That are worn by the American girl.

—FROM THE YOUNG LADIES’ OFFERING 

(AUTHOR UNKNOWN)
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I

WHEN THEY ASK ED her about the Vanderbilts and Belmonts, about 

their cele brations and depredations, the mansions and balls, the lawsuits, 

the betrayals, the rifts— when they asked why she did the extreme  things 

 she’d done, Alva said it all began quite simply: Once  there was a desper-

ate young  woman whose  mother was dead and whose  father was  dying 

almost as quickly as his money was  running out. It was 1874. Summer-

time. She was twenty- one years old, ripened unpicked fruit rotting on the 

branch.

•
“Stay together now, girls,” Mrs. Harmon called as eight young ladies, cau-

tiously clad in plain day dresses and untrimmed hats, left the safety of two 

carriages and gathered like ducklings in front of the tenement. The build-

ings  were crowded and close  here, the narrow street’s bricks caked with 

 horse dung, pungent in the after noon heat. Soiled, torn mattresses and bro-

ken furniture and rusting cans littered the alleys. Coal smoke hung in the 

stagnant air. Limp laundry drooped on lines strung from one windowsill 

to the next along and across the entire block from Broome Street to  Grand. 

The buildings themselves seemed to sag.

“Stay together?” Alva’s  sister Armide said. “Where does she imagine 

we’d go?”
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“To the devil, surely,” one of the other girls replied. “Like every one 

 here.”

The speaker was Miss Lydia Roo se velt of the Oyster Bay Roo se velts, 

a cousin or niece (Alva  couldn’t remember which) of one of the charity 

group’s found ers. She would tell  every Roo se velt ancestral detail if asked. 

Alva  wouldn’t ask.

Among the “every one”  here  were numerous haggard, bundle- laden 

girls and  women moving to and from doorways; a few old men propped 

on stoops or reclined against walls; and the dirtiest assortment of  children 

Alva had ever seen— barefooted, most of them— playing in the street.

Miss Roo se velt’s act- alike friend Miss Hadley Berg said, “To be fair, 

what  else can you expect?  These  people are born inferior.”

“You  don’t  really believe that,” Alva said.

“I  don’t believe what?” Miss Berg asked, adjusting her hat to keep her 

face in shadow. “That  they’re inferior?” She pointed to a  little boy with 

greasy hair and scabbed knees who picked his teeth while he watched them. 

“That their poverty is natu ral?”

“Yes,” Armide said. “Certainly circumstances play a role.”

Alva glanced at her. The two of them knew this well. If their circum-

stances  didn’t improve dramatically and soon, they and their two younger 

 sisters might be the ones living in a single room with no  running  water, 

 doing their business in a dim alley or open courtyard where every one could 

see. Already they  were rationing food, restricting their entertainments, 

managing with two servants when  they’d once had nine— and disguising 

 these truths as best they could.

The group waited while Mrs. Harmon directed the coachmen to un-

load their baskets, each of which held twenty muslin bags tied with twine. 

 Every bag contained a small sewing kit of two  needles, thread, pins, and a 

thimble; a bar of soap; a short book of  simple, uplifting poems; a lollipop; 

and four pennies.  They’d spent the morning assembling the kits and now 

 were to hand them out to some of Manhattan’s poorest  children— foundlings, 

runaways, immigrants, orphans, street urchins, what have you. Mrs. Har-

mon said that once able to sew, a highly skilled person could earn as much 
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as ten dollars a week. Even the younger ones could earn twenty cents in a 

day, which might make all the difference.

Miss Roo se velt said, “You can clean up the white ones and send them 

to school, but it’s not as though the boys  will become gentlemen. They 

 can’t. It’s not how God made them.”

Miss Berg added, “If this sort could resist  going for the  bottle when 

difficulties come—”

“That’s just it,” said Miss Roo se velt. “The Irish are practically born 

drunk, and their men— why, drink is a part of every thing they do. 

Even the  women are susceptible. We had to fire a maid for it last week. 

My  mother caught her roaring drunk and stuffing silverware into her 

pockets!”

“The Germans are nearly as bad,” said Miss Berg.

Armide said, “We did have a terrible German governess . . .”

“Did? Who tends your  sisters now?” asked Miss Roo se velt.

“Armide does,” Alva said. “She’s very capable, and with our  mother 

gone, the girls prefer her.”

“Four motherless, unmarried girls.” Miss Roo se velt shook her head. 

“So unfortunate.”

“But it’s the Jews who are the worst,” Miss Berg continued. “Not with 

drink; I think liquor is against their beliefs.  They’re . . .  sneaky and under-

handed. Conniving, that’s the word.”

Alva said, “But white Christian Americans are perfect, I suppose.”

Miss Roo se velt rolled her eyes. “ We’re simply stating facts, Miss Smith. 

Perhaps if you  were better educated, you’d recognize how stupid you 

sound.”

Armide stepped between them. “I think Mrs. Harmon is ready.”

“All right then, girls,” said Mrs. Harmon as she joined them. “I re-

mind you that good Christians are generous in deed and word.” She directed 

them each to take a basket and choose a partner, then said, “ Every one of 

us can improve ourselves, no  matter the circumstances of our births. Given 

sufficient tools and training, we can all be clean, responsible persons.”

“Yes, Mrs. Harmon,” they chirped.
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Clean and responsible. That might be the most Alva and her  sisters 

could hope to be  unless at least one of them married well— a difficult 

achievement when  there  were no offers. Having first come to New York 

from the now- disgraced South and then returned  here  after spending the 

war years in Paris, the Smith girls  were no longer quite good enough for 

Knickerbockers,  those well- to-do gentlemen whose families  were deep- 

rooted Manhattanites. Nor  were they impor tant enough to attract the 

social- climbing nouveaux riches now coming to New York in droves. 

 They’d had to aim for the narrow in- between.

Yet even that had proven profitless.  Here was the trou ble: they  were 

four perfectly nice young ladies among a throng of  others of equal merit, 

and  there  were so many fewer gentlemen to try for since the war. Given 

all of this, Alva had reluctantly agreed to participate in a marriage plot for 

one of  those in- between fellows, to be concluded a few weeks’ hence.

Mrs. Harmon entered the building and the young ladies filed in  behind 

her, so that they  were all standing inside the oppressive, odorous hallway. 

The air  here was much warmer than outside. Mrs. Harmon pressed her 

handkerchief to her neck and forehead in turn. Miss Roo se velt pressed hers 

to her nose.

Mrs. Harmon said, “If we act efficiently, we  won’t need to be  here 

long.” She assigned Miss Roo se velt and Miss Berg to the first floor, and 

then worked her way down in rank, up in floors. “You Smith girls, you’ll 

have the fourth,” she said, then gave a nod  toward the building’s dark in-

terior. “All right? I’ll be outside if you need me.”

“I’m very sorry for your luck,” Miss Roo se velt said.

Miss Berg said, “Yes, too bad. I hear they  house the lepers and  idiots 

up top.”

“Even lepers and  idiots deserve our charity,” Armide replied, giving 

Alva a look of warning to leave it alone.

Alva marched up the stairs. She would not give them the satisfaction 

of believing she was offended. First floor, fourth floor— what difference 

was  there,  really? Circumstances. Nothing inherent.

Armide was close  behind Alva. The scent of urine was stronger now, 

trapped in the stairwell along with the hot air. Trying to breathe through only 
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her mouth as she went, Alva hooked the basket in her elbow and used both 

hands to keep her skirts off the greasy treads. Below, the  others  were already 

knocking on doors. Good after noon, madam . . .

Their instructions: two girls to a floor, a stop at each dwelling, where 

they  were to knock politely; announce yourselves; inquire about  children in the 

home. If invited inside, stay in the doorway and avoid touching anything. Lice and 

fleas jump! They  were to offer one kit for  every child over the age of six but 

 under the age of fourteen. At fourteen you  were on your own. At fourteen, 

you might already have a means to avoid being removed from your home 

and shipped out from  Grand Central Depot to lord knew where, sent to 

work on farms or ranches or plantations or in mines. Alva had heard that 

some Southern families  were taking  children to replace the slaves  they’d 

lost in the Emancipation. Some girls who  were sent west, to the territo-

ries,  were being put to ser vice as wives. She  imagined it: orphaned and 

exiled and married off to an old pockmarked tobacco- spitting homesteader, 

rising before dawn to milk the goat or cow, a runny- nosed baby on one 

hip and another on the way . . .  Alva was glad that Julia, her youn gest  sister, 

was fifteen.

She and Armide reached the dim fourth- floor landing and paused to 

get their breath.  There was a strange metallic scent  here, pungent and sharp. 

Alva started to remark on it, then spotted a young  woman lying inert be-

side the second door. Blood, so dark that it looked black, had pooled around 

her sodden skirts. Armide gasped, turned, and ran down the stairs, calling 

for Mrs. Harmon to find help.

Trembling, Alva knelt at the girl’s shoulder and took her hand. It was 

cool and pliant. She watched the girl’s chest; it  didn’t move. She put her 

ear to the girl’s breast. Silence.

Alva sat back. Her hands  were shaking, her  whole body trembling so 

much that she put her arms around herself and clamped them to her ribs.

Dead.  After being frightened and in pain.

At a party Alva had been to a few years earlier, two  women of  middle 

age, well fed and well turned out with pearls and furs, remarked on a tour 

 they’d taken of the Five Points slums not long before:

 Wasn’t it fascinating?
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Yes, horrific! Imagine that being your life— a short one, prob ably.

 People are simply  dying to get out of  there!

Then laughter at their cleverness. Alva had smiled, too, as yet unaware 

of how narrow the gap between privilege and poverty.  Dying to get 

out, ha!

Now she sat at a dead girl’s side. Had the girl been lying  here terrified 

by what was happening to her, or relieved by what was possibly her best 

prospect of escape?

The sound of someone  running up the stairs—

“Katie?” said a girl whose resemblance to this one was unmistakable. 

“Oh, no, no, no—” Alva moved aside as she kneeled down and grabbed the 

dead girl’s shoulders, attempted to lift her. “Katie, come on,” she said. 

The dead girl’s head lolled backward. The other girl’s eyes  were panicked. 

“They said someone went for a doctor, but it could be hours. Where’s she 

bleeding from? What can we do?”

“It’s too late,” Alva said. “I’m so sorry. She  wasn’t breathing when I— 

We  were too late.”

“This  can’t be!” the girl cried. “What happened to her? She was per-

fect when I left this morning.”

“I am so terribly sorry.”

In Alva’s purse was perhaps fifty cents. Her hands shook as she held it 

out to the girl. “ There’s not a lot  here, but—”

The girl slapped it away. “Money’s no fix!”

“It can help—”

“You  people. Get out of  here,” she said. Her face was red and streaked 

with tears. “Go!”

“I’m sorry,” Alva said again, and left the girl  there to wait for help that 

would not help, her words sounding in Alva’s mind. Money was no fix for 

that girl, true— But please, God, she thought, let it be for me.
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II

THE OTHER MARRIAGEA BLE girls  were too lovely, all of them,  those 

rose- milk complexions and hourglass waists and silks that gleamed like 

 water in sunlight. The Greenbrier resort’s dining room was filled with such 

girls,  there in the com pany of clever  mothers whispering instruction on 

the most flattering  angle for teacup and wrist, and sit straighter, smile brightly, 

glance coyly— lashes down. The young men, who  were outnumbered three 

to one, wore crisp white collars and linen coats and watched and smiled 

and nodded like  eager buyers at a Thoroughbred market.

Miss Consuelo Yznaga, Alva’s closest friend since their childhood 

summers in Newport, Rhode Island, had originated the plot now  under 

way.  She’d insisted Greenbrier was the place to secure a husband— for Alva. 

Consuelo, with her money, alliances, and beauty, was in no rush for herself. 

She had no need to be. Her  father had so far managed to keep his wealth.

The Yznaga money came from Cuban sugarcane. Each summer be-

fore the war, the  family decamped Cuba for temperate Newport, often 

renting a cottage on the same road as the cottage the Smiths took to es-

cape Manhattan’s muggy heat. Mr. Yznaga liked to say, “A man must be 

a faithful steward of the land that built his fortune,” a veiled criticism of 

Alva’s  father, who was better suited to selling the  family plantation’s cotton 

than to growing it. The international markets  were in New York, and so 

Murray Smith had settled his wife and girls  there. Alva and Consuelo, un-

concerned with any tension between their  fathers, had attached themselves 
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to each other with the unreserved love that carefree childhood encour-

ages, their similarities far more impor tant than their differences.

During the war years, they met in Paris for a few weeks each spring. 

When apart, they corresponded by post. Then Consuelo’s  father, seeing 

new business opportunities, bought a  house in Manhattan soon  after  Alva’s 

 family returned  there, reuniting the friends. Alva knew Consuelo’s heart 

as well as she knew her own. Nothing could divide them. Even as trou bles 

had come for the Smiths, Consuelo remained the steadfast friend she had 

always been.

And now she had deci ded on William K. Vanderbilt for Alva, having 

first gotten acquainted with him while in Geneva the year before— W.K., 

they called him, a young man whose wealthy  family, now in its third Man-

hattan generation, was having  little success gaining entry into best society. As 

Consuelo had presented the  matter to him, Alva’s  family’s spotless ancestry 

combined with the Vanderbilts’ money and influence would tip the social 

scale, and the Vanderbilts and Smiths could rise together.

This was an optimistic prediction.

Still, by Consuelo’s mea sure, W.K. was receptive to her campaign and 

receptive to Alva. By Alva’s, he was a cheerful puppy; in the few times 

 they’d met, he had given her  little more than a happy sniff before gambol-

ing away. Oh, he seemed to like her well enough. But he seemed to also 

like playing pranks with his friends and racing four- in- hand in Central Park 

and  doing card tricks and crewing in yacht races and talking jovially to 

attractive young ladies, of whom she was merely one among many. Alva 

Smith? She’s a clean, responsible girl, he’d tell his friends, and then attach him-

self to someone with better adjectives.

“Oh, look.” Consuelo pointed to a trio of men entering the broad, 

high- ceilinged room. “I told you he would be  here.” She beckoned a waiter 

to their  table and handed the man her card, on which she had already jot-

ted a note.

She said, “The one in the blue coat over  there, Mr. Vanderbilt— say 

we’d like him and his friends to join us.”

The waiter left and Alva sighed heavi ly.

“Are you anxious?” Consuelo said. “ Don’t be.  He’ll come.”
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“And then what?”

“Then you hold your teacup like so—”

“Honestly, Consuelo.”

“And stop frowning! ‘A pale, smooth, pleasing visage is required of 

 every young  woman who hopes to attract a husband of quality and taste’— I 

read that in a manners guide. Not to mention frequent frowning ages you 

six years. It’s been scientifically proven.” Consuelo paused, and frowned. 

“Oh dear, what’s this?”

Alva turned to see another waiter arrive at the gentlemen’s  table while 

their own waiter was still making his way across the vast room. The first 

waiter handed something to W.K. and indicated a nearby  table of ladies 

from whom the something had evidently come. As the men stood, W.K., 

with his dark blond hair and dimpled smile, wasted no time, barely paus-

ing to take Consuelo’s card from the just- arrived waiter and pocketing it 

as he went.

“Well,” Alva said, facing Consuelo again, “so much for your plotting.”

Consuelo said, “So much for your faith! I concede that Theresa Fair is 

beautiful. Imagine having hair that red! But Mrs. Fair is so overweening 

that she’s certain to scare off any but the most desperate man.”

“Beautiful and young,” Alva said. “She  can’t be more than fourteen.”

“Greek society bring their girls out at ten— that’s the  legal age in New 

York as well. At least  you’re not competing against a ten- year- old.” Con-

suelo reached for her cup. “Do not distress yourself. W.K.  doesn’t need to 

weight his pockets with Fair silver. His grand father is quite rich.”

“His  grand father.”

“Who’s already ancient and  won’t live forever.” Consuelo watched the 

group. “I won der how much he’s actually worth?”

“W.K.?”

“His grand father, Commodore Vanderbilt. I read that his steam yacht 

is as big as a warship and cost a half million dollars twenty years ago. And W.K.’s 

 father is situated nicely, too. What they need is your untarnished ancestry 

to offset the gossip about war profiteering and po liti cal bribery and all that 

business about the son.”

“What? Which son?”
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“His  uncle, C. J. Vanderbilt. Papa calls him a dissolute gambler who 

never pays his debts. Also, he has fits. Convulsions.”

“You never mentioned this before!”

“ Haven’t I?”

“If I had known—”

“You’d have ruled him out? You  can’t afford that.”

Alva turned to look again. “Miss Fair’s dress . . .” She shook her head.

“It is a masterpiece of figure— flattery, true. But as I said, her insuffer-

able  mother—”

“ Won’t live with them.”

“ Wouldn’t,” Consuelo corrected, pointing at Alva with her spoon. “If. 

But that if is not a real possibility  because Miss Fair is common. Whereas 

you are a prize.”

“Only in comparison.”

Before the war, before New York society closed ranks to most every-

one whose money  wasn’t local and old, the Smiths had been as good as any 

of the Knickerbockers— better, Alva’s  mother Phoebe Smith had asserted: 

they  were more cultured and much broader of mind, as she had been taking 

her  daughters to Eu rope from the time each could hold herself up at a ship’s 

rail. What’s more, their ancestry, deep and impressive in Amer i ca’s South, 

was even deeper and more impressive in Eu rope: they  were descended from 

royalty in France and Scotland both. “My girls are born to wear crowns,” she 

had told every one who would listen.

Consuelo was saying, “It’s always in comparison.  Don’t look a gift  horse 

in the mouth.”

“ ‘Bad teeth are a bad bargain at any price,’ that’s what Lulu says.”

“What does an old slave know? Anyway, look at him. He has lovely 

teeth.”

“Yes, well, it would be lovely if he would stop displaying them to Miss 

Fair.”

Alva fiddled with her neckline. The dress was old and no longer fit as 

well as it had. It was one of the last  she’d ordered in Paris before her  father 

moved them back to New York. She  hadn’t understood, then, that his 

cotton- trade business was  dying as quietly but surely as her  mother was. 
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With his Old South manners, his enduring belief that a handshake was still 

sufficient assurance of a man’s intent, he sank  under the ceaseless waves of 

unscrupulous, undercutting cotton dealers, the lot of them climbing atop 

one another in an attempt to keep their noses above  water. Worse, he’d 

invested badly, betting on the Confederacy and Southern banks. The wealth 

that had arisen from a  grand cotton plantation, money that had lifted her 

forebears into prominence and come to her  father in turn, was now all but 

gone.

Consuelo said, “Leave your dress be. And stop frowning.”

“I’m sorry, but this is demeaning, you must see that.” Alva picked at 

her thumbnail, resisting the urge to chew it. “I wish we’d gone to London 

when the empire fell. Jennie Jerome met Lord Churchill  there. And Min-

nie’s  going to have a title, too,” she said, referring to another of their friends. 

“I always thought I would marry a gentleman with a title and lands and 

 people. With history. My  mother fed me on that dream.”

“They all do.”

“It’s a worthy aim,” Alva said. “She  wasn’t wrong about that.”

“Yes, your  mother had a fine aim but a terrible approach. Why did no 

one ever intervene? That’s what I won der.”

Throughout her youth, Alva had thought her  mother to be a calculat-

ing but charming and effective navigator of society. She was disabused of 

this belief on an eve ning in a Tuileries Palace drawing room when, seated 

 behind Empress Eugénie (and thrilled by the proximity), she overheard the 

empress say, “I believe Mrs. Murray Smith is the most ridicu lous figure at 

court. Always  going on about her royal descent— which was centuries back, 

if it’s true at all. But hearing her tell it, one would think her  people still 

rule.”

Alva wanted to die on the spot. The empress was speaking of her 

 mother. The empress thought her  mother ridicu lous. The empress.

Her companion replied, “A pompous creature, I agree. It’s quite en-

tertaining!  Every one of her perfect  daughters is fated to be a queen. Or an 

empress. Beware!” She laughed.

Empress Eugénie said, “I am not entertained. I feel sorry for her poor 

girls; no one good  will consider them seriously.”
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Alva  hadn’t dared draw attention by leaving her seat.  There she sat, 

horrified, burning.

Her  mother was a laughingstock.

No one good would ever consider them seriously.

Now her  mother was in her grave and Alva was  here in West  Virginia 

perspiring through her corset and vying— not very well— for a common 

gentleman’s attentions.

Now she was stuck with New York, with its long streets of dingy, un-

inspired row  houses and shopfronts fringing rickety tenements and swampy 

squalor.  There was no grace in Manhattan— few  grand homes, no soaring 

cathedrals or charming garden parks like the ones Louis- Napoléon had 

carved into the Pa ri sian arrondissements. They had ugly brick and brown-

stone and boards and soot and one- legged vagrants and dead  horses rotting 

in the streets.

Now she was a charity case.

For a time the two young ladies drank their tea in silence. Alva could 

see her friend’s mind working like Austen’s Emma’s. Consuelo had intro-

duced her to W.K. earlier in the year, when she took Alva to dine at an-

other friend’s home. Consuelo had arranged Alva’s invitation to his  sister’s 

debutante ball. Consuelo sought him out whenever she could, making sure 

to bring Alva to his mind in some way or other, extolling her qualities, 

overemphasizing her outstanding ancestry and her  father’s Union Club 

membership, promoting an alliance as a cure to his  family’s society frus-

trations. No Knickerbocker  mother would marry her  daughter to a Van-

derbilt. Alva Smith was the next best  thing.

Consuelo tapped her spoon against her palm. She said, “I  don’t see why 

he . . .  Not that I’m truly worried, you understand. It would be so con ve-

nient if  there  were a terrible rumor about Miss Fair afloat. Something 

scandalous— like, she’s been seen leaving a stable hand’s quarters.”

“Except that she  hasn’t. Has she?”

“Who can say for certain?”

Alva said, “That coal man from Pittsburgh who was seated beside me 

last night at dinner—”

“Alva.”
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“He’s sweet, and nice enough to look at. Perhaps it’s not so bad that 

he’s first- generation—”

“Alva.”

“He’s prob ably worth more than W.K.”

“Only at the moment. Stop it.”

Alva lowered her voice. “He has money. I need money. He might be 

the best I can do.”

“He is a parvenu. You are a Desha. Your grand father was a congress-

man. Your  uncle was a governor. You  will not let yourself go to some up-

start with coal dust  under his fingernails.”

“My  mother was a Desha; I am a Smith.  Daddy is an invalid who  can’t 

pay his bills, and if I  don’t marry into money soon,  we’ll be letting rooms 

and taking in wash.”

She could see it plainly: her  father lying prostrate, too weak to do more 

than sip broth; odd- smelling strangers stomping in and out of their  house 

at all hours; she and her  sisters slaving at the stove and the hearths and 

the sink, swatting away flies in summer heat, lining their shoes with rags 

in the winter, their lives  every bit as miserable as  those  she’d seen that day at 

the tenement, their  futures as insecure as the dead girl’s  sister’s must be now. 

No decent man would have any of the Smith girls, and  they’d all get some 

kind of pox or grippe and die ignominiously, four spinsters whose  mother 

had once declared they would be duchesses or marchionesses, or ladies of 

the peerage at the very least. Prob ably they would die in winter, in the 

snow. An Italian immigrant would find them and, in his grief, write an 

opera about their beautiful, tragic deaths, for which he would become 

renowned, tour the world, earn a fortune, and marry a destitute but titled 

Eu ro pean maiden who would change her name to Armide.

Alva said, “ We’re being hounded by the grocer. We  haven’t paid the 

laundress or Lulu since . . .  I  don’t even recall.”

“Yes, all right, but I know you: money alone  isn’t enough.”

Alva turned for another look at W.K., secondborn son of the firstborn 

son of the man who was  running almost  every railway in the east, who 

had built  Grand Central Depot, who often had President Grant’s ear. He 

and two friends  were seated with Theresa Fair, Mrs. Fair, and the two other 
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married  women in their party. Mrs. Fair was speaking animatedly, her head 

bobbing like a hen’s.

He was pleasing to the eye. Almost beautiful, in fact. He did have good 

teeth. And he was amiable. Every one said so. Lively and fun- loving, the 

nicest fellow, as good- natured as God made. Certainly he had better cre-

dentials than the Pittsburgh coal man. Watching him, Alva let herself imag-

ine a life of comfort in which she was never anxious, never cold, never 

fearful that no one would want her. A life in which she wore  every season’s 

best fashions and headed a polished mahogany dinner  table with him at the 

opposite end, their friends and acquaintances lining the sides, enjoying 

French wines and stuffed squab and delicate  little puff pastries au crème . . .

So his grand father the Commodore was said to be boorish, eccentric, 

coarse in language and manner. So his  uncle was too fond of cards. So W.K. 

had no title or lands, nothing exalted in his history, no claim to glory— even 

by extension—in any war in any country at any time. The fact was that 

Alva had no chance to be Lady Anyone. If she pursued the Pittsburgh 

man, she might gain security, but socially  she’d be Mrs. Nobody. As a Vander-

bilt she could at least be a very comfortable Mrs. Someone.

When Alva turned back to the  table, Consuelo was assessing her 

through narrowed eyes. “Which dress did you bring for to night’s dance?”

“The gray faille— I know what  you’re thinking, but Lulu altered the 

bodice. It  isn’t current, but it’s closer.”

“You  really should have taken my  mother’s offer to dress you this year, 

instead of capitulating to your  father’s pride.”

“Pride is all he’s got left.”

Laughter erupted from the Fair  table. Look how W.K. grinned at Miss 

Fair! Look how she blushed! Now it was Miss Fair Alva saw at the pol-

ished mahogany  table with W.K., Miss Fair in her seat, drinking her wine, 

eating her squab, licking the cream from her pastries off her delicate  little 

silver- ringed fin gers. It was Miss Fair sitting across from the husband Alva 

might have had, while Alva was up to her elbows in scalding  water and lye 

scrubbing some customer’s— prob ably the Vanderbilts’— sheets.

Consuelo reached for Alva’s hand and declared, “You’ll wear my new 

 rose muslin.”
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“And that, of course,  will solve every thing. No,” Alva said, “thank you, 

but I look awful in pink.”

The Fair party  rose and sauntered to the French doors, Miss Fair’s hand 

on W.K.’s sleeve, and then outside they went.

“That’s the end of it, then,” Alva said. What ever Consuelo had been 

led to believe, Mr. Vanderbilt clearly had other plans.

“You cannot give up so easily. Where is my spirited friend who used 

to race all the boys and steal backstage at the opera and—”

“That friend has limits,” Alva said, rising. “I  will not chase a man who 

is supposed to be pursuing me. Let Miss Fair have him. Or you— you rate 

him so highly,  after all.”

Consuelo  didn’t reply, and it was just as well, as that reply would al-

most certainly be one Alva did not wish to hear: that she, Consuelo, had 

higher aims for herself than a Vanderbilt, along with the means to hit her 

mark. That for all the tough talk, Alva had no currency to back her words. 

That Consuelo was  doing her best for Alva and Alva  ought to be grateful.

Gratitude. How perilously close to resentment it could be.

 After tea, while the other ladies napped, Alva stood at her room’s win dow, 

too uneasy to rest. Consuelo was correct: marrying for money alone was 

not ideal. Alva hoped for status, too— though not for the reasons her  mother 

had sought it, self- importance and admiration. Status gave a  woman more 

control over her existence, more protection from being battered about by 

 others’ whims or life’s caprices.

No one gave a whit about the coal man from Pittsburgh (who might 

not choose her, anyway). The Vanderbilts, though,  were already influen-

tial in politics and policy. Alva read the papers. The Vanderbilts’ bread was 

already half buttered. She should temper her pride and pursue W.K.; it 

would only be to her advantage. And if she somehow did manage to get 

them into best society, she could have not only butter but raspberry jam, 

too. Any time she liked. That would be delicious.

She rang for the bellboy and bade him fetch Lulu. “Tell her  we’re  going 

into town.”

They went to a dry goods shop, where Alva bought four yards of black 
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tarlatan. Then she directed the coachman to a hillside covered in wild-

flowers. Using sewing scissors and swatting at bees, she and Lulu cut arm-

fuls of goldenrod and brought it back to Alva’s room. Two hours  later, the 

room resembled a sloppy seamstress’s workshop, with fabric scraps, bits of 

thread, scissors and  needles and pins scattered over the  table, unspooled rib-

bon and leftover tarlatan draped over a chair. Discarded leaves and stems 

littered the floor.

It was the fashion, then, to tuck  little blooms into one’s hair or to tack 

a few flowers onto a bodice or the cap of a sleeve. Alva had gone further. 

She and Lulu had draped the tarlatan around the gown’s skirt like bunting, 

then spread the gown across the bed and painstakingly tacked onto its skirt 

garland- like lines of tiny goldenrod bouquets.

“How . . .  striking!” Consuelo said as she swept in wearing the  rose 

muslin. “The flowers—”

“She had me out  there in the hills like some field slave,” Lulu said.

“For almost no time at all.”

“I work in the house.”

“You  wouldn’t have let me go by myself!”

“Mr. Smith, he’d have my hide if I did.”

“It was a gorgeous hillside, full of fragrant flowers—”

“Full of bees,” Lulu complained. “And you out  there without your 

hat . . .”

Consuelo took Alva by the hands and assessed her from hair to hem. 

“It’s inspired,” she said. “Do I take it  you’re back in the fight?”

“I  don’t want to end up in a tenement.”

“Do not permit such a thought. Setting one’s mind on positive subjects 

leads to positive results.” She released Alva, saying, “Now, when W.K. finds 

you— and he  will, if he knows what’s good for him— make the absolute 

most of it. A man needs to feel he’s won a prize all his friends  will envy. 

Woo him, Alva. Flatter him. Do you understand? Be the prize.”

Alva realized her miscalculation as soon as she reached the ballroom. She 

had forgotten its walls  were painted the deepest  rose; the ceilings  were paler 

053-73787_ch01_5P.indd   18 7/28/18   6:33 AM



A W ELL -BEH AV ED WOM A N

19

pink; the very light in the room was rosy. She could not have made a more 

disharmonious choice.

 Every other girl in the resort seemed to have anticipated the décor. 

They wore gowns in ivory, cream, buff, silver, pearl, gray, sage, pale blues 

and greens,  every shade of pink. A daring young lady was dressed in deep 

garnet, the dress and her chestnut hair set off with strings of seed pearls. 

Perfection! Whereas Alva stood  there near the doorway in her black- and- 

gold . . .  confection.

She was certainly drawing the attention of the  others:

“Miss Smith! How . . .  unusual.”

“Well! I  haven’t seen that par tic u lar style in ages.”

“I do hope your partners  aren’t sensitive to goldenrod.”

“Rather an autumnal theme,  isn’t it?”

“Mourning summer’s end?”

Teeth clenched, Alva turned— and ran directly into Theresa Fair’s 

 mother.

“My dear Miss Smith!” said the saccharine Mrs. Fair, so elegant in 

dove gray with silver- set diamonds at her ears and neck. And waist. And 

wrists. And fin gers. “Look at you!  Those flowers! And . . .  are you wearing 

hoops?”

Alva was not wearing hoops— but  she’d added an extra crinoline to 

support the skirt and was paying for it in streams of perspiration that trailed 

over her bottom and down her thighs into her stockings.

Mrs. Fair said, “Why,  you’re practically a Southern belle.”

“Well,” Alva said, “I am from Mobile, Alabama. My  father comes from 

 Virginia. My  people  were in the South a hundred years before the Revo-

lution.”

Whereas the Fairs  were Irish immigrants, now in Alva’s circle only 

 because Mr. Fair had, some years earlier, gone west to prospect and, with 

two compatriots, stumbled upon one of the biggest silver lodes ever found. 

Before his strike, Mrs. Fair had run a boarding house.

Mrs. Fair said, “That’s a fine trick to pull  here, with so many South-

ern gentlemen afoot.”
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“Why would I need to play tricks?” Alva said. Then she turned back 

 toward the ballroom and glided inside as if she had  every confidence in 

the world.

Her unusual attire was succeeding, in part: She danced for an hour or more, 

handed off from one Southern gentleman to another, most of them showing 

subtle signs of the genteel poverty one could get away with more easily in 

the South. Their proud bearing seemed to say, Yes, they had to wear cot-

ton gloves instead of kid, and yes, their boots had polished scuffs. They 

had been devastated by Northern troops, so many men dead, their fields 

destroyed, their homes burned or ruined by hard use and neglect. Their 

slaves  were gone, their  houses in disrepair, their land still unworked nine 

years  after the Confederate defeat. But their impressive  family names  were 

intact. Had they known that Alva had nothing beyond her own name to 

offer, she would have passed that hour standing in discord with the rosy 

wall while W.K. danced with nearly  every other girl pres ent.

 After taking her through a waltz, the Pittsburgh man kept hold of her 

arm, telling her, “I have meetings with some impor tant men in New York 

soon. Coal is the  future of this country’s power. I mean po liti cal power. 

Not every one realizes that.  There are men working right this minute on 

coal- fired generating systems that  will, when extended as power grids 

throughout a city— I mean physical power . . .  well, electrical power, which 

is a kind of physical power— allow for the extension of electricity into both 

the individual, meaning private, and commercial establishment . . .”

As Alva searched the room for Consuelo, hoping for rescue,  behind her 

came a voice saying, “Please excuse me for interrupting—” Alva turned, 

and  there was W.K. He said, “Might I have a few minutes of your time, Miss 

Smith?”

“Of course!” she gushed— too eagerly? Had she just dampened what-

ever interest he was exhibiting, which might not be interest at all, might 

be nothing more than a desire to ask her about goldenrod?

Her companion, though obviously put out, made no argument. He 

bowed and left them, while Alva said, “I’m pleased to have a chance to—” 
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To what? What would Miss Fair say? “To—to merit some of your time. 

It’s a genuine plea sure,” she added. “Truly.”

He gestured for her to precede him through doors that led to a wide stone 

terrace and extensive sculpted gardens. The Allegheny peaks  were violet 

against the mauve sky. A mockingbird recited its chickadee- cardinal- 

wren- titmouse litany at the top of its voice.  Were it not for the scene she was 

supposed to be staging, she might have been able to properly admire and 

enjoy her surroundings. She might have been able to admire and enjoy W.K. 

Instead, she fought to control her ner vous ness and, as ladies did, waited for 

the gentleman to speak first.

They left the terrace and entered the gardens and he said nothing. 

Strolling the paths— nothing, still. Nothing for so long that she  couldn’t 

stand it anymore and said, “You seemed to be enjoying yourself, dancing.”

Dancing with every one  else, that is.

“Did I? Yes, well. Unlike my elder  brother, I’m not willing to spend 

all my youth at a desk calculating profit margins on shipping rates. You  were 

quite good in  there. Quite popu lar, too.”

Then why  didn’t you ask me to dance?

(No one good  will ever consider them seriously.)

“Thank you,” she said. “I learned the dances in Paris—at court,” she 

emphasized, in accord with the plot. “Armide, my older  sister, had her de-

but in the Tuileries Palace at one of Emperor Napoléon’s balls, and I at-

tended several when I was old enough. My  mother was quite intimate with 

Empress Eugénie and her celebrated friend, the salonnière Countess de Pour-

talès.”

(An overstatement.)

(Be the prize.)

At  those balls, her  mother had been displaying her to the highborn gen-

tlemen as though she  were a coming attraction, something to look forward 

to, to plan on, perhaps. Maman would tell the men that she danced well 

and was fluent in En glish, French, and German. Not a beauty, perhaps, 

not yet. But pretty enough and already so poised, n’est-ce pas? And her 

ancestry . . .
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W.K. invited Alva to sit beside him on a bench, where she attempted 

prize- like conversation.

Her: Do you enjoy that new game, lawn tennis? I’d wager  you’re awfully good 

at it. (Bat eyelashes. Smile.)

Him: I do play, and fairly well, it seems. A bit hot for it now, though. Yachting, 

that’s the  thing.

Her: Have you spent much time in London? Paris? Parlez- vous français? (He 

did. Geneva. School.)

Him: I’m keen on horses— breeding them, racing them;  they’re the most mag-

nificent animals,  don’t you agree? (She— silently— did not.)

Even with the pleasant banter, he  didn’t appear to be enjoying him-

self. He rubbed his eyes. He sneezed, withdrew a handkerchief, wiped his 

nose. Alva’s stomach was knotted and painful. They went on this way, a 

rowboat idling in an eddy seemingly forever. Her smile felt pasted on her 

face. Fi nally she blurted—

“I’m loath to tell you this. But I’ve recently heard a rumor. About Miss 

Fair. The sort of  thing I would want to know if I  were befriending a lady.”

His eyebrows  were lifted in curiosity, so she continued. “It seems she 

may have become . . .  quite close . . .  to a young man who works for her 

 family.”

“Oh?”

“A stable hand, actually.” His eyebrows went higher. Alva said, “So I 

heard. I  can’t say that it’s true, but . . .”

“I did have some reservations about Miss Fair,” he said, then sneezed 

again. “This only confirms them.”

“I dislike spreading rumors, but in this case . . .”

“Miss Smith,” he said, laying his gloves on the bench. He picked them 

up again. Laid them down. Patted them.

“Miss Smith,” he repeated, “Corneil—my older  brother— has three 

 children. Margaret, my oldest  sister, has four. My younger  sister Emily has 

one and—if I may—is currently in anticipation of another.”

“That’s a lot of nieces and nephews,” Alva said. “Holidays must be lively 

affairs.”

“They are.”
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“And I’m certain you make them all the brighter.” This, in her best 

prize- like tone.

He picked up his gloves and clutched them.

He sneezed.

“I think it’s the”—he gestured as he pressed the handkerchief to his 

nose yet again— “the flowers on your dress.”

“Oh, I’m so sorry,” she said, and began to pluck off the offenders and 

toss them aside.

“Please.” He waved off her apology while shifting farther from her on 

the bench. “What I have been intending to say is that I understand your 

 father is having some difficulties right now.”

She stopped plucking. He wanted to speak about her  father?

“Well,” she said, “yes, that’s true, but it’s only temporary. He’s been 

ill, you see. Once he recovers—”

“Certainly. But if you have no objections, it would please me to be in 

a position where I could aid him in the meantime. I thought I might speak 

to him when I return to New York.”

So the Vanderbilts  were now also in the lending business and W.K. was 

fishing for clients? Perhaps she had misjudged his merits. Perhaps she should 

go this minute and find the Pittsburgh coal man.

“That’s kind of you,” she continued, gathering her plucked skirts and 

rising, “but I suspect he would prefer to—”

“As his son- in- law, I mean,” he said, standing.

“As his son- in- law.”

“I— yes. That is, if  you’re amenable to that plan. I’ve been meaning 

to see you alone for days. This was my aim in coming  here. I realize my 

proposition might seem surprising—”

“To say the least! You  didn’t even ask for a dance.”

“I do apologize. I . . .  well, it’s . . .  Miss Smith, seriousness  doesn’t come 

easily to me. I had to work up my nerve to speak with you.  Because as my 

 family has rightly advised me, it’s time that I . . .  Well, I’ve considered this 

carefully, and as I’m certain you know, we— all of us— are given a small 

array of choices that suit our situations, and you seem to me a good choice, 

and from what I can tell, it seems that you feel similarly. About me.”
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She stood  there stupidly, blinking. Then she began to laugh.

“Miss Smith?”

Was it  really as  simple as this?

He said, “I’m afraid I  don’t see the joke.”

A few strokes of flattery and a few gushing remarks, once the scene 

had been set?

Recovering her composure, she said, “ You’re certain?”

“I am.”

“I’d thought that perhaps Miss Fair . . .”

He shook his head. “She  wouldn’t suit. But you— you do find the pros-

pect appealing?”

“Yes. Yes! Wonderful, in fact. It’s what I had hoped for.”

He grinned that happy- puppy grin. “Good. Then we  shall continue 

our acquaintance in New York. I think you’ll find I’m an agreeable fellow— 

and if not, you’ll call it off.”

“I find you completely agreeable already. Please, Mr. Vanderbilt, do 

see my  father, as soon as you can.”

“Call me William,  won’t you?”

“If you’ll call me Alva.”

“Alva,” he said. “Alva. Good. It’s all arranged.”

The next morning, Alva met Theresa Fair in the corridor.

“Clever Miss Smith,” said Miss Fair in a voice even more childlike than 

she. “You made like you  were  after the Southern gentlemen last night, but 

obviously it was a ruse. I saw you in the gardens.  You’re in love with him, 

 aren’t you?”

“In love— ?”

“With Mr. Vanderbilt.  Don’t pretend other wise.”

Love him? Alva thought. I hardly know him.

She said, “I suppose it’s obvious, then. I may as well admit it. He pro-

posed marriage to me, and I accepted. I’m sorry if this means disappointed 

hopes for you.  There  will be many excellent opportunities in your  future. 

I wish you well.”

Love was a frivolous emotion, certainly no basis for a marriage— every 
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young lady knew this. You must always put sense over feeling, Madame Denis, 

Alva’s favorite teacher, had said. Sense  will feed you, clothe you, provide your 

homes and your  horses and your bibelots. Feelings are like squalls at sea— mere nui-

sances if one is lucky, but many girls have lost their way in such storms, some of them 

never to return.

Alva did not need to love William Vanderbilt; she needed only to marry 

him.
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