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EXCERPT:  ELEANOR  

 

Chapter 1: The Vanderbilt Ball:  Eleanor and Timothy Meet  

By Sally Wolfe 

 

It was the third cotillion of the winter season and Timothy was in a high mood. He had promised 

his cousin Edward to help him recover his bruised heart from Sophia Fisk who had recently 

tossed Edward off.  Charming young ladies was Timothy’s favorite pastime after birding and 

listening to his father talk about how easy it was to make money in New York’s financial boom. 

Edward put on the dress coat Timothy had loaned him and regarded his image in the 

looking glass.  

“You cut a fine figure,” said Timothy. “No doubt many young ladies will desire your 

company. Let’s be off so we can watch the arrivals and get a lay of the land.” 

“I’m in desperate need of a smoke.” 

“We can smoke in the cab on our way over.” 

“Remember,” said Timothy once they were settled in the cab and Edward was holding on 

to the security of his cigarette. “This is the new set, so you may take certain liberties not allowed 

below Fortieth street.” 

“Such as?” 

“If you have danced with a lady more than twice, a brief excursion to the veranda will not 

be frowned upon.” 

“I’m really not ready,” complained Edward. “I don’t remember anything you’ve told 

me—and besides what if Miss Fisk is there.” 

“Don’t be a plebe. She would never attend a function on Fifth Avenue. Her mother would 

be outraged.” 

 

The evening before Timothy had instructed Edward in the romantic rudiments guaranteed to 

provoke the charms of even the most superior lady. It was past midnight when they returned 

from Parker House and Timothy had persuaded Edward to have another brandy. 

 “It’s time for your lesson,” Timothy said, pouring from the glass decanter. His speech had 

taken on a distinct slur. 

“Tomorrow, Timothy. I’m going to bed.” 

“It’s the most important tutoring you will ever receive: how to win the attentive devotion of 

the lady you desire.”  

Edward plopped himself down in the armchair near the drawing room fire. “The lady I 

desire is out of reach.” 

“My dear cuz,” said Timothy, ignoring his protest. “There is nothing better than the fragrant 

scent of a young beauty brushing next to you, her delicately gloved hand resting on your forearm 

. . . to move the blood.” 
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Edward rose up resignedly, stirred the buried sparks and added another log to the drawing 

room fireplace. Timothy proceeded with the lesson and Edward paid attention as best he could 

until he fell asleep in the chair. 

 

The cab stopped at the corner and the gentlemen stepped out to behold the glittering view of the 

Vanderbilt’s Fifth Avenue mansion. Elegant ladies and gentlemen swarmed up the stone 

staircase amid an array of top hats and formal coats, the sweep of gowns, the fashionable 

cabriolets arriving on the broad avenue, an impressive show of family monograms and 

resplendent carriage lamps. Boisterous traffic lined the street.  

 “You go on, Timothy, I need another smoke.” 

“Stop fretting like a female. Confidence, man, confidence!” 

“This is too much.  I want to cancel the whole thing, right now. I mean it.” 

“Relax, dear boy, relax. I forget your sensitivity,” Timothy said, almost contrite. “I shall stay 

by your side.” 

At the door, the valet took their overcoats and hats. They strolled into the ballroom where 

dancing had not yet begun but the atmosphere of nervous gaiety was contagious. Tea was poured 

from opposite corners of the room by two stationery maids. (The sherry would come later.) A 

third maid, tall and stately, walked calmly around with trays of sausages and tiny sandwiches, 

which the gentlemen ate with excessive politeness. 

 

Small groups of ladies stood chatting with each other, looking about nonchalantly, not at any of 

the eager gentlemen, but at the fire or the paintings on the wall. Their flowery scent floated 

through the ball room.  

“Remember,” Timothy said to Edward, as he popped two sausages into his mouth. “If you 

want to catch a lady’s eye, don’t stare but cast a definite look. If she gives you a nod, return it, 

then wait a bit and approach her for a dance.” 

“What if I don’t get a nod?” 

“Nod anyway, and smile ever so slightly to display your equanimity.” 

Edward turned abruptly and seized Timothy’s shoulders. “She’s over there.” 

“Who?” 

“Miss Fisk.” 

 

 

Miss Eleanor Eliot looked up at the half moon that shone in the eastern sky over the steeple of 

Trinity Church and then walked up the impressive steps with her head held high. Her dearest 

friend Sophia had supplied her with everything:  sheer white gloves, a fan, and a peach silk gown 

edged with Italian lace.  

Sophia’s maid had done Eleanor’s chestnut hair—since Sophia’s mother was safely away 

in Boston—which was now pulled back at the sides and lifted into a high knot, with fringe bangs 

across the forehead. Eleanor had resisted the idea of bangs, but Sophia insisted it was all the 

fashion. 
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Only a week before the two friends had attended a lecture of novelist Elizabeth Stoddard 

whose novel, The Morgesons, they had both read with a passion.  Afterward, Sophia had 

declared:  “I’m going to be just like her. I’m going to write a novel, become famous, travel all 

over the world, and have a husband who adores me.”   

“Is that the order of things?” Eleanor had asked. 

“Of course. If we marry first, we’ll have to contend with children and that will be the end of 

our writing days.” 

Eleanor paused on the stair. “Nonetheless, I think we should be at our desks writing.”  

“To get what we want we must appear to do what’s expected. Now come on.” 

When they arrived at the top of the stairs, Sophia leaned in. “I’m going to introduce you as 

my visiting cousin from Boston, Eleanor Stanton.” 

Eleanor laughed. “What are you trying to protect me from now, Sophia?” 

“This is serious business, Ellie. You don’t want to be bandying your last name about. You’ll 

provoke inquiries, not to mention the awkwardness of my having to explain it to Mama,” she 

replied as she handed over her bonnet and cloak. 

“Good evening, Miss Fisk,” the doorman said with a bow. 

“Well, can you at least explain it to me?” Eleanor asked in good humor. 

At that moment, a voice called out from the rotunda. “Sophia! So marvelous to see you!” 

Sophia ran ahead and left Eleanor standing there, in the midst of fumbling with her cloak 

and bonnet.  

“Your name?” asked the doorman coolly.  

“Eleanor Eliot,” she replied, thinking it ridiculous to say otherwise. 

Eleanor stepped inside the marble rotunda and searched the crowd. Under the array of the 

glittering chandelier she felt the impulse to retreat immediately back down those same stairs that 

had seemed so easy, so natural to climb with Sophia. 

“You looked terrified,” said Sophia, returning to rescue her. “Come and meet someone.” 

They crossed the rotunda. “Josephine, this is my cousin Eleanor Stanton.” 

“Pleased to meet you.”  

Turning to Sophia and ignoring Eleanor, Josephine gushed: “You must tell me all about 

Newport’s last season. Were the boat races divine? Mama and I were in Cornwall, terrible 

weather. Did the Winsletters' finish that garish house? And how were the parties?”   

Sophia dutifully began a recitation of the season’s marvels while Eleanor stood there 

somewhat taken back. After a few animated exchanges, Sophia turned and gave Eleanor a 

reassuring glance. 

“I think I hear the music starting,” she said, taking Eleanor’s hand, leading her toward the 

ballroom. She glanced back and said with an unmistakable air of dismissal. “So lovely to see you 

again, Josephine, I hope you can visit us soon.” 

“Is she a good friend of yours?” asked Eleanor. 

“Absolutely not. Come on, it’s a polka.” 

The swell of music immediately delighted Eleanor who began to relax and gaze with 

curiosity and admiration at the couples who had taken the floor. 
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“Don’t stare so,” said Sophia. “You don’t want to look that interested in everything.” 

“But I am. It’s all so fascinating. The only thing I’m worried about is the dancing. I can 

barely waltz.” 

“I’ve told you, Ellie. It’s easy, you just have to follow along, well except for the Quadrille 

and Mazurka.”  

The polka ended and a waltz started up. 

“Two men are approaching,” said Eleanor. “One is fair and I think the dark-headed one is 

aiming directly for you.” 

“Is he handsome?” 

“They both are.” 

Sophia turned.  

“Miss Fisk, may I speak with you?” asked the dark-head one who seemed quite nervous. 

Sophia stared speechless for a moment at the young man facing her. “Edward! What are you 

doing here? I thought you’d gone abroad. This is most inappropriate.” 

“Miss Fisk, can we step out? Just for a moment, please.” The anguished tone of his voice 

prompted several heads to turn. Eleanor felt she should step away and afford them privacy, but at 

the same time, she wanted to protect Sophia from the gentleman’s obviously unwanted attention. 

“So is this the lovely lady you spoke of?” the fair gentleman said, stepping up beside 

Edward. “Won’t you honor me with an introduction, cuz?”  

“Well, uh…of course.”  

“May I introduce Miss Sophia Fisk.” He paused. “Timothy Winsletter.” 

Mr. Winsletter nodded.  “Delighted, Miss Fisk . . . and your lovely companion?”  

Sophia smiled stiffly. “Miss Eleanor Stanton.” 

He turned to Eleanor. “Of the Boston Stantons?” 

“Yes, indeed,” Sophia replied for Eleanor. “Now, if you’ll excuse us. We were just—” 

“Miss Fisk, allow me to intervene. My cousin here begs you for a few words. Perhaps you 

would be so kind as to oblige him . . . and in your very brief absence, I will keep your cousin 

company. “  

Mr. Winsletter seemed quite confident that he had supplied an acceptable solution for all. 

Sophia hesitated then nodded, “Of course.” 

Edward offered Sophia his arm and they crossed the ballroom, leaving Eleanor standing 

alone with Mr. Winsletter. 

“Miss Stanton, how do you find the New York season compares to Boston?” 

Eleanor unsuccessfully tried to repress a laugh. “I don’t compare them at all, sir.” 

A moment of confusion passed over Mr. Winsletter’s face. “I don’t perceive the humor, 

Miss Stanton.  Won’t you enlighten me?” 

“I doubt I’m the person to do that. However, I can tell you that my name isn’t Stanton, it’s 

Eliot, Eleanor Eliot.” 

As her looks were enchanting in spite of her manners, Mr. Winsletter decided to play along 

with her game. “Are you trifling with me?” he asked. 

“No, it’s just that . . . I don’t live in Boston. “ 
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While she considered whether or not to offer the full explanation, Mr. Winsletter took in her 

frank, open face which gave the impression of seriousness yet radiated a girlish transparency. 

Her penetrating gray eyes were in larger proportion to the rest of her features and what a 

distinctive and pleasing contrast it was.   

Then suddenly he saw his mistake.  

Her manners were not at issue at all. She was utterly transparent. She was not even 

attempting to mask her uncertainty. He was further surprised that she didn’t turn her gaze away 

while he scrutinized her face and looked with boldness into her eyes. On the contrary, he himself 

felt scrutinized and somewhat uncomfortable under her gaze, and yet—he wanted to keep her 

standing there and looking at him like this for as long as possible.  

She turned away suddenly and his eyes followed her gaze to Miss Fisk who was crossing the 

ballroom in long brisk strides, and about to close the gap between them. 

”Edward is waiting for you in the rotunda,” she said curtly to Mr. Winsletter.  “If you’ll 

oblige him.” 

“Certainly,” he said, then turned to Eleanor. “I enjoyed our conversation, Miss . . . Eleanor.”  

Eleanor watched him walk away and Sophia brought out her fan.  

“Are you all right, Sophie?” 

“It was simply horrendous, Ellie,” beginning to fan herself rapidly . 

“What happened?” 

“He claims I broke his heart which is ridiculous. He only called on me once, months ago. 

We had met at my brother’s commencement. We went riding and afterwards we took a walk in 

the garden and he asked me to accompany him to the opening of some museum. I declined and 

he began to entreat me, saying I was his destiny or something absurd like that. I hate the eager 

type you know.” She sighed heavily and closed her fan. “Enough talk of him, let’s enjoy 

ourselves, shall we?” 

“Do you know the other gentleman , Timothy Win— “ 

“Winsletter.  I know of him. Just up from Harvard. He’s quite the flatterer, very smooth. His 

father is a blatant financier, but the family has a prominent house on the square and they’re 

invited most everywhere because his mother is a Van Corlandt.” 

“How do you know all this?” 

“Mama’s  Saturday teas. They are tedious but the gossip is good, that’s the only reason I let 

her persuade me to attend.”    

 

When Sophia went off with a dance partner, Eleanor walked toward the veranda and stood in the 

shade of a large palm plant. The music played, stopped and played again, but Sophia didn’t 

return so Eleanor slipped out onto the veranda and breathed in the warm evening air. A torch 

light illumined the 5
th
 Avenue and the moving carriages below. This was not her world, could 

never be her world, she knew.  

For as long as she remembered, Mrs. Eliot had spoken to her in urgent, desperate tones 

about the importance of making a proper marriage. When she got her first dolly, her mother said:  

It’s lovely to play with your dolly, isn’t it, Eleanor? Eleanor nodded. You’re pretending to be a 
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mother and in order to be a mother, which is your destiny, you must marry a proper gentleman 

who will provide you with everything you need. Will he love me, Mama, like Papa does? Her 

mother’s face sprang into a grimace before she quickly said:  Yes, indeed he will. Eleanor wasn’t 

convinced. In fact, it was then she had begun to question the whole idea. 

Later it became clear that marriage was not only destiny; it was viewed as her obligation 

to the family. It was going to somehow save them all from some future calamity. By the strain in 

her mother’s voice, Eleanor came to understand that a good marriage would relieve Mrs. Eliot 

personally of a great pain she carried. Eleanor wanted to relieve her of that pain—and then again 

she didn’t, because it felt like the pain, the horrible unspoken burden, would become hers. And 

so early on she secretly resolved to find another way. 

“Miss Eliot?” 

She turned and there he was, Timothy Winsletter, his handsome face half lit by the torch. 

He was fair with a beautifully shaped head. He beamed his broad, too gracious smile, as if, it 

seemed to her, he were doing her a great favor. She did not respond.  

He took a step closer and held out his hand. 

“It’s a polka. Shall we take a lively turn around the room?” 

She knew she was going to disappoint him, but better now than later. 

“I have no skill as a dancer.” 

He withdrew his hand. 

“Shall I teach you?” 

“Here?” 

But he had already had his arms around an imaginary partner and was making energetic 

half turns around the patio. 

“Glide and turn, glide and turn,” he said. “That’s all there is to it. It only looks 

intimidating.” 

“Mr. Winsletter, I. . .” 

He stopped and smiled again. “Well at least you remember my name.” 

At that moment, Sophia appeared and whisked Eleanor away without a word. 

 

 

In the cab on the way home, after Timothy tried to soothe his cousin’s rattled nerves and assure 

him that he would soon recover, Timothy Winsletter was unusually silent. He was occupied with 

the image of Miss Eleanor Eliot which he couldn’t eject from his mind. What was it about her?  

She had wit. Her clear, direct gaze was unsettling. She was pretty enough, but obviously not of 

his set, yet she had somehow endeared herself as a companion to Sophia Fisk.  

In the morning, his cousin returned to Washington and Timothy spent the next two evenings 

with his usual club friends. They went to the Morrison’s ball the first night and played rounds of 

whist in Miss Angela Morrison’s drawing room the second.  

During cards, he found himself pondering the young ladies around him. They were either 

fashionable or clever, occasionally both. Those, like Miss Morrison, whose primary aim was 

fashion, dazzled in their silks and velvet and elaborate ribbons and hair styles. They cultivated 
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and radiated charm with their delicate movements and their honeyed voices. Even the way Miss 

Morrison flicked her fingers when she set down a card or sipped her sherry was meant as an 

enticement. He found these feminine ways engaging, but he saw that they held no substance 

when compared to someone like Miss Eliot whose naturalness shone in comparison to their 

studied gaiety. 

And what of the clever ones? The clever set focused on repartee. Stimulating but after an 

evening it too grew tedious. Cleverness imitated accomplishment where there was none; 

knowledge where only the slipperiest of facts existed. In both camps “culture” was discussed, 

theatre, opera, and music. “I loved the scene where…”  “Wasn’t the dress she wore divine?” “A 

wonderful performance, all the way around.” The desire in both cases was to render judgment 

and in turn to be judged as having superior taste or sensibility.   

Eleanor was neither fashionable nor clever. Nor was she aware of the two distinctions. She 

simply had her own mind about things and didn’t seem to care a whit about either. This quality 

had instantly earned his admiration, and more. For by the end of the evening he had decided, 

against his “superior” judgment, that he must seek out her company.  

 

 

 


