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Prologue
F ifty years ago, every american girl wanted 

to be a European princess. One could detect it in 

her gowns and gestures, for they all tried to dress as Euro-

pean ladies did and to imitate the manners of Parisian salons. 

But now they come from the old world to see how we behave 

and decorate ourselves here in the United States. They stand 

on the decks of steamers, gloved hands gripping the guardrail 

as they catch their first glimpse of Manhattan, that island of 

towering buildings and smothering secrets, brimming with its 

millions of lives celebrated or forgotten in almost equal mea-

sure. What a narrow strip of land, those sea voyagers inevita-

bly remark in surprise as they begin to take in the new world, 

for so very much to happen upon.

Of course, roughly as many ships go out of the harbor 

as come into it. Even those whose names are regularly cast in 

the smudgy glory of gossip columns, and followed in every 

detail by an eager public, must sometimes leave. How many 

top-drawer souls were entrusted to the hands of the Cunard 
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Company, whose twelve o’clock steamer was already drawing 

resolutely away from land, en route from New York to Paris? 

The crowd on the worn wood planks of the dock was growing 

smaller, as was the city that cropped up behind them. A gen-

tleman or lady leaning against the rail could not even make 

out the handkerchiefs waving at them anymore, although they 

knew that fine examples of embroidery were still being held 

aloft in the thick summer air. Did they look at their own city 

with love or nostalgia or resentment? Were they glad to see 

it slip by, block by block, or did they already miss its drawing 

rooms and shady clubs, the verdant park at its center, and the 

blocks of mansions that lined it?

There, those fine New Yorkers looking back at their city 

might think, if I followed that street I would arrive at Mamie 

Fish’s house. Or I could take that one to where the William Schoon-

makers live, or to the Buck mansion, or to any number of Astor 

holdings. They might reflect, thinking of those landmarks, that 

it has always been a world that holds its children tight to its 

breast, or else sends them away to wander like exiles. What 

slights and embarrassments, what suffocating marriages and 

unforgivable deeds, what grand social missteps might the voy-

agers under that cloudless July sky be trying to escape?

For any bright sets of eyes gazing a last time at the city 

of their birth, there will be a certain glow of longing for what 

was left behind. But the anguish of leaving will dim with 
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every passing second as the excitement of what they are yet 

to see grows. Especially for a girl who, say, has only recently 

come to understand what hearts are capable of, or where love 

and a healthy sense of curiosity can take her; or a fellow who 

has just experienced the thrill of truly cutting ties for the first 

time, and of stepping out as his own man. After all, it takes 

only a few seasons to learn how everything changes, and how 

quickly; to realize that the glorious and grotesque lives lived at 

the currently fashionable addresses will soon seem quaint and 

outdated. New York will always be there, but it grows stranger 

every day, and staying put will not make it stay the same.

And in the end it doesn’t matter, because these eyes had 

to go, and the distance from shore has rapidly become too 

great to swim. There is no going back now.



One
With the younger Miss Holland, Diana, away 
in Paris for a finishing season, it is a most 
lonely social era, and we have all had to content 
ourselves with lesser beauties. There are those 
of us who remember those chocolate eyes and 
glossy curls and sulk in the corners at gather-
ings awaiting her return.

—from the “gamesome gallant” column in the  
new york imperial, friday, july 6, 1900
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I n the mornings, she liked to walk along the 

sea wall. She went by herself and usually only passed 

one or two gentlemen, canes ticking against the stone, for the 

locals preferred to stroll later in the day, after siesta. Lately the 

weather had grown extreme, and there were occasions when 

the ocean would sweep over her path; at first this frightened 

her, but by a humid Friday in early July, she had come to view it 

as a kind of baptism. The force of the sea—as she had written 

in her notebook the night before, just before falling asleep—

stirred her, and soothed her, and made her feel reborn.

Once she had crossed the Paseo del Prado, she turned 

and headed into the old town, with its shadowy arcades and 

glimpses of tiled and verdant patios just beyond the crooked 

streets. There were more people there, lingering in arched 

doorways or around tables in the squares. She wore a wide, 

drooping straw hat, and her short brown curls were pinned 

up at the nape to disguise the peculiar length. Not that it 

mattered—she was a foreigner, and all of her peculiarities 
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were obscured by that one vast difference. No one recognized 

her here; it did not matter to any of the Habaneros passing in 

the street that she was Diana Holland.

That was in fact her name, and in other parts of the 

world it carried certain implications. For instance, that she 

had been taught from a young age never to show the naked 

skin of her hands outside of her family home, nor to walk 

on the streets of her own city unchaperoned. And although 

she had routinely flaunted these restrictions, she had never 

known what it was to be so thoroughly free of the rules of her 

hometown until she had arrived in Cuba. In her light-colored, 

loose-fitting dress, on the streets of a very foreign capitol, she 

was both quite noticeable and, in a manner, invisible. She was 

anonymous, and, like the sea, this gave rise to powerful feel-

ings.

The ocean was behind her now, as well as the slate gray 

clouds that were massing over the bay and beginning to crowd 

out the blue sky. The green of the palm trees appeared ex-

treme in contrast. The air was thick and moody with the pos-

sibility of rain, and the weather looked bad, but for her there 

was something satisfying in such a landscape. The shades of 

dark, the looming quality of it, all seemed to her a kind of 

expression of what was in her soul. Sooner or later the down-

pour would begin, first in big drops, then in heavy sheets that 

would soak the striped awnings and flood the gutters. It was 
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not long ago—a matter of weeks, although sometimes it felt 

like forever—that she had arrived in Havana, but she was a 

quick study of atmospheric disturbances. This one had the 

color of suffering, and she would know.

She was alone and thousands of miles from home, but 

of course it wasn’t all suffering. If Diana had been pressed, 

she would have had to admit that there was only one thing 

she really wanted for. Even the loss of her curly mane of hair 

had not been truly bitter. She had cut it because of Henry 

Schoonmaker—she’d foolishly tried to enlist in the army to 

follow him, even though he was her sister Elizabeth’s for-

mer fiancé, and currently married to a rather terrifying girl, 

who as a maiden had gone by the name Penelope Hayes. A 

thing Diana wouldn’t do in pursuit of Henry had yet to pres-

ent itself. She had gotten used to the short hair, which had 

been a self-inflicted wound in the first place, and anyway there 

was nothing chopped tresses could do to contradict the rosy 

femininity of Diana’s petite body. In the previous months she 

had found herself capable in ways she could not possibly have 

imagined back in the cozy rooms of the townhouses of old 

New York. She had never, during her adventures, gone with-

out food or slept out of doors. But, oh, the lack of Henry—

how that wrung her delicate heart.

Diana had been all manner of places since her boy-short 

hair had failed to convince the United States Army that she 
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was ready for basic training back in March, but none of them 

had looked remotely like this. As she walked, she couldn’t 

shake the sensation of being in a very old city—New York 

wasn’t so much younger, she knew, but somehow it effaced its 

history more effectively. She liked the idea that the cathedrals 

she passed, the façades with their wrought iron detailing and 

the red roofs above them, might still shelter aging conquis-

tadors. Before this she had been a barmaid on a luxury liner, 

and before that she had hustled her way to Chicago on trains. 

That was when she still believed that Henry was in a regiment 

headed for the Pacific by way of San Francisco.

Officially she was in Paris. That was what the papers were 

reporting, with a little help from her friend Davis Barnard, 

who wrote the “Gamesome Gallant” column in the New York 

Imperial. He was also the reason that she knew Henry wasn’t 

where he was supposed to be, either—apparently, old William 

Schoonmaker held such sway that he had not only secured a 

safer post for his son in Cuba, but had managed to bully all 

the New York newspapermen into keeping mum about the 

transfer. Diana liked the idea that neither of them was where 

he were supposed to be. They each had a decoy self, out there 

in the world, and meanwhile their real selves were moving 

stealthily, ever closer to one another.

Presently she passed through a square where dogs lay 

languidly in the shadows and men lingered over their coffees 
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in outdoor cafés. She had never been to Europe and so she 

couldn’t say for sure, but it seemed to her there was some-

thing Continental about the city, with its long memory and 

crumbling buildings, the ghosts in its alleys and the warbling 

of its Catholic bells, its slow and pleasant traditions. There 

was that smell in the air that always comes just before it rains, 

when the dry dirtiness of a city rises up a final time before it 

is washed away, and Diana began to hurry a little in anticipa-

tion of an onslaught. She wanted to arrive home, to her little 

rented rooms, and hopefully avoid being drenched.

She had reached the edge of the square, and was moving 

quickly enough that she found it prudent to put her hand up 

to better secure her hat. Ahead of her were two American sol-

diers wearing fitted dark blue jackets and stone-colored slacks, 

and Diana’s eye was inexorably drawn to the easy gait of the 

taller one with the jauntily cocked hat. It was magnetic, his 

stride, and familiar, and for a moment she swore the sun must 

have broken through the clouds to cast the skin at the back of 

his neck a golden shade she knew well.

“Henry!” she gasped out loud. It was characteristic of 

Diana that she spoke before she thought.

The tall soldier turned first, slowly. For a moment her 

lungs had ceased to function; her feet felt like unwieldy hooves 

and wouldn’t move forward, no matter what urging she gave 

them. She forced oxygen in through her nostrils, but by then 
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the man’s face was disappointingly visible, and she saw that the 

features were too soft and boyish, the chin too covered by red-

dish beard, to belong to Henry. His face was confused, devoid 

of recognition, but he went on staring at her. His mouth hung 

open a few seconds before breaking into a grin.

“My name ain’t Henry,” he drawled. “But you, little lady, 

you can call me by whatever name you like.”

His eyes went on gazing at her until they seemed a little 

fevered, and she couldn’t help but return his smile faintly. 

She liked being appreciated, but she did not want to be stalled. 

She had made the mistake of straying from Henry when he 

had not seemed to be hers before, and the recollection still 

horrified her. There were American troops all over the city, 

and one of these days she would run into the right one. She 

was sure of it as of something fated.

In the meantime, she gave the tall soldier a wink—

though not a very special one—and then hurried on, toward 

the Calle Obrapia, where she would ready herself for evening. 

The day was young, and everything in the city was bright, and 

Henry was out there somewhere, and she wanted to prepare 

for the day when the stars arranged themselves auspiciously, 

and long-lost lovers came face-to-face. 
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