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      I know a place on this earth that contains wonders enough to stop the breath. A place where the very rocks whisper and whine, where the rivers boil and the snow-studded peaks thrust into a bowl of blue; where great shaggy beasts press the earth with cloven hooves or threaten with claw and fang; where new life and lurking death coexist in the shallows of varicolored pools.

      I went to this place to search for what I had lost, but instead found a life unexpected.
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      May 31, 1904

      To lose one’s faith surpasses

      The loss of an estate,

      Because estates can be

      Replenished,—faith cannot.

      
        
        —“Lost Faith,” Poems, Emily Dickinson, 1890

      

      

      The trail was too crowded for a hard ride. Too groomed, too manicured. I wished I could fly, could gallop away from my raging confusion, but I couldn’t give Ghost my crop and set him off at a canter. I urged him into a fast trot instead and even then I saw it in the faces we passed: the raised eyebrows, the surprise, the disapproval. Disapproval draped over me like a funeral crepe.

      I pressed my lips together. I imagined the glares I’d receive if I rode astride instead of sidesaddle. Mama had worn a split skirt when we rode. When I was little I’d thought it fun—they all watched her, my mama! But when I reached my teens I saw the attention for what it was. The eyes had skimmed from Mama to me. I was guilty by association.

      I sighed as I slowed Ghost to a walk, then bent forward and caressed his silky neck with my gloved fingers and stuffed my warring thoughts all the way down.

      Ghost twisted his ear toward me. “You’re always ready to listen, aren’t you? I wish you could come with me. That would be such a comfort. But I have to go, and you have to stay. It’s not forever, old friend. Only a little trip. I promise I’ll be back.” Promise. Like Mama had promised me. I squelched that thought, the misery of broken promises. My lips drew tight. “I promise.”

      Ghost tossed his head; he understood. I sat up in the saddle and thought it all through again.

      Papa’s plans, having come from out of the blue two days ago, had thrown me into conflict. First, I’d felt excitement.

      “There is some suggestion—only a possibility, mind you,” Papa had said. I tensed, waiting. “Your mother was there before. We took a trip out west, right after you were born. You stayed in Newport with your grandparents, but we went west. Did I ever mention it? No? Well. Your mother and I were there, years ago.”

      Papa’s eyes had grown bright; he leaned toward me with a smile. “Your uncle John’s been investigating. He’s made some discoveries. There may be a chance, only a chance . . .”

      “What?” A chance she was alive? My breath quickened. I reached out my hand, tugged his shirtsleeve. This was the thing I’d prayed for these many months. “Papa, are you saying she’s alive and we can find her?”

      But Papa looked away; he didn’t answer. He bent and picked up the train schedule, flipped it open, and pointed. “If we leave within the week, we’d be there by the middle of June.”

      “Wait. So soon?” My mind twisted in another direction, my feelings in conflict. Elation turned to shock.

      Leave within the week. This week. Be somewhere out west in the middle of June. And back—when? To find Mama was my greatest hope. But to leave Newport at this very moment, even to find her, was . . . I pressed the heel of my palm against my forehead to quell the ache. We’d be gone well into the start of Newport’s season.

      “Papa, wait. How long will we be away? You know I have so much to do! Kitty and I have so many plans!” It was my season, and it should have been Mama planning with me. The conflict in me began to boil and my voice rose with it. “There are the clothes, and the orchestra, and the flowers, and the invitations . . . all the little details to manage.”

      It was my sixteenth spring, the eve of my debut. This was the summer I’d dreamed about for as long as I could remember, the summer in which my future would finally be sealed. A debut required hundreds of preparations. The ball alone would take weeks to plan. Most girls planned theirs with their mothers, but my mama was gone. I was on my own, with only Kitty to help me. Yet now, here suddenly was the possibility of Mama . . . Mama. I wanted to know what my uncle John had learned, out there in the wilds of Wyoming. For the past year I’d stubbornly insisted that Mama was alive; now Papa had given me fresh hope. I felt dizzy. My hand clutched at Papa’s shirt, twisting the cotton. My stomach twisted, too.

      It was unfair that this was happening now. That Uncle John and Papa would make this unnamed discovery now—it was unfair! I didn’t expect Papa to understand how much my debut meant to me. If Mama had been here she would have understood. I like to think she would have understood.

      Ghost whinnied and brought me back to the moment. I caught the eye of Mrs. Wolcott as we passed on the trail. I smiled; her return was faint, not quite a sneer yet not a smile. I stiffened. A glittering debut with all the right trappings was one of the few things that might make Mrs. Wolcott look at me anew. Since Mama had left, I’d tossed and turned at night, alone with my wretched thoughts. And now, when I’d finally begun to make some peace with my life, to let go of my desperate insistence that she’d be back, now everything was about to change.

      I’d asked Papa two days ago (two days! A lifetime!), “Can we be back in time? If we’re back by July, that would be all right. Maybe Kitty can manage till then. But Papa, we have to be back by then.” I remembered tightening my hold on his sleeve.

      “Yes, yes,” Papa said, waving his hand, the train schedule flapping, brushing off my questions. He paused and looked at the floor, tugging his mustache with two fingers. “There’s something else, Mags. Listen. You must promise not to tell anyone that this is anything but a pleasure trip. You must promise especially not to tell your grandparents.” He looked up at me with a piercing gaze.

      I was taken aback. “Not tell? But . . .”

      “It’s important, Margaret.” Papa took my free hand. “You must promise. I don’t want to give them false hope.” He searched my face, his eyes unusually bright. “Lord knows your grandfather is angry enough with me.”

      His grip tightened around my hand, so I put my other hand on his and lied. “I understand.” Why wouldn’t he want my grandparents to know that he may have found their daughter?

      “Good girl. Now, I have some things to do, eh?”

      “But, Papa. I want to hear what Uncle John . . .”

      “Margaret, please.” And he ushered me out of his studio and shut the door. I stood in the dark hall, alone, my lips pursed in frustration.

      Ghost snorted and I stroked his neck again. He knew me better than anyone, my Ghost. “I have to go.” I sighed. “I’ll miss you, my friend.” I would miss the pleasure I took in our daily rides. I’d miss our unspoken connection.

      There were many things I’d miss. Like Kitty. And the first round of parties that Mama should have been here to help me prepare for. Sad, gray, boring winter had yielded at last to spring—my spring. In only a few weeks the wealthy from all over the East Coast would descend on Newport to hunt, sail, mingle, and play the complicated social game.

      Which seemed simple in comparison with the tangle of feelings weaving through me now.

      I adjusted my seat, restless, and fidgeted, the wool riding habit chafing my thigh even through the silk of my petticoats. Most people said Mama was dead. Now I’d be proved right. When we find her, out in that terrible Wyoming wilderness, we’ll bring her home. We’ll make her well. Then the matrons of Newport would forget her eccentricities. I’d have everything—Mama, my season, my future, everything.

      But there was the other possibility. We might go west and not find Mama. Mama might return to Newport and find us gone. I picked unhappily at a loose thread on my velvet cuff. I wanted to find Mama and have her back home with me. But even if we did find her and bring her back, there was still the chance that she could drag me down with her unsocial behavior . . . or with her madness . . .

      That unspeakable thing. I reached my hand to Ghost’s neck and smoothed the stiff braids lacing his mane. I ticked the riding crop against my knee, tick-tick, tick-tick, tapped the pace of Ghost’s footfalls. The breeze, carrying the faint scent of salt water, lifted the veil on my hat. Ghost’s ears twitched.

      I wanted a normal life. But I also wanted Mama.

      Normal had not defined Mama; bohemian had. Other mothers served tea, my mother painted landscapes. Other mothers wore hats, while mine wore ostrich feathers. My mother laughed, open-mouthed with joy; thin-lipped sedate smiles were all the others could muster. Even as a child, I’d watched Papa gaze at her, awestruck; I’d seen how other men stared at her, too. She was compelling, magnetic. Her silky black hair always ended up falling loose, the buttons open at her throat, her cameo pinned low.

      Bohemian was a likeable word once—a flamboyant word, like ripe grapes on the tongue, conjuring something naughty but fun—but now it fell harsh on my ears. I now understood the flinty looks of Newport matrons and felt the slights from their daughters for myself. Her cameo hadn’t only been pinned low; it had been eye-gathering low.

      And the whispers—I’d heard them, too, about her lonely walks on the Cliff Walk. Whispers that she was mad.

      But I pretended not to hear for as long as I could.

      Last June, they grew so loud I couldn’t ignore them any longer. And I feared they were right on a morning when I stood in the doorway to her room and witnessed a dreadful thing.

      “Mama?”

      It was a glorious summer day and I wanted a new shirtwaist, something cool for the coming heat. I went to Mama’s room to persuade her to take me to town where we could shop and have tea and sweet cakes. My mood was so gay, I was unprepared for what I saw.

      Perched on Mama’s splay-foot easel was not her usual dreamy landscape, but something ugly. A nightmare vision of hideous vapors and smokes. It was unfinished, a painting of frightening landforms—spires and terraces in the reds, ochres, and oranges of hell. Other new paintings like it leaned against the walls, against her dressing table. Fire . . . bubbling, steaming pits . . . it was grotesque, the product of a sick mind. While I knew Mama had been distracted of late, here I saw that she had drifted into something dark and horrific. And I hadn’t noticed until that moment.

      She’d left her oils to pace before the brilliant window, her form a dark silhouette framed against unearthly light. Her watered silk dressing gown gaped open. I froze, staring from the hall at her and at those hellish landscapes, misery flooding my body. She did not see me. I suspected that she could not see me.

      “Mama?” I repeated, louder.

      She stopped pacing, her face tilted away, her hair cascading in unkempt waves loose to her waist. “I don’t know where she is. I can’t find her.” She resumed pacing, never looking my way.

      She was talking nonsense. I bit my lip. I balled my hands into fists in frustration. I whispered, “I wish, I wish . . .” I wished Mama would turn and look at me.

      “Mama?” Nothing. I turned away into the empty hall.

      My chest formed tight knot. She wasn’t normal. If she loved me, she wouldn’t act this way. Whispers snarled in my brain: “she’s mad,” “she’s shocking.” I leaned against the wall and swallowed the hot tears that rose into my throat. I wanted a mother who played by Newport’s rules, not a mama who was peculiar.

      Not a mama who frightened me with her odd behavior. With the thought that I was too like her.

      I pulled up on the reins. Lost in memories, I didn’t realize that Ghost and I had reached the far end of the trail. I was surprised to feel the fresh sting in my throat, as if I’d stood in Mama’s doorway only moments ago. Across the rolling granite outcrops I spied the gray ocean, the ocean that I hated, the thieving sea. Light danced on the water, scattering sparks that made me blink. A gull keened; how lonely a sound that was, and how deeply I felt it, sadness like a weight pulling me down. My hands tightened on the reins.

      I turned back to my season and the preparations. Kitty would have to do it all.

      Kitty. Dear Kit. We both lived in Newport year-round. We went to the same schools, moved in the same circles. But I knew what a closer look revealed. Kitty’s parlor never wanted for callers. Her tray was filled with calling cards by the end of each Sunday afternoon. Our parlor had been empty for a long time, long before Mama’s accident.

      Or disappearance. Or departure. Or . . . I’d heard so many euphemisms for it this past year.

      I squeezed my eyes shut and opened them again, as if that might bring Mama back. I missed her even though I was tarred by her behavior. Even though I feared we were alike.

      I clicked my tongue at Ghost and we set off for home.

      Uncle John had made some “discoveries.” Papa’s words: “only a chance, mind you.” But it was a chance to find her. A chance was all we needed.

      My shoulders grew stiff despite Ghost’s easy gait. Newport society was unforgiving. By going west with Papa I could miss my chance to make Newport see me differently, to see me for me, and not as my mother’s daughter. I’d miss friends who hadn’t seen me since Mama disappeared and who thought I was tainted by her scandal.

      Friends like Edward, who I hoped was more than a friend. He wasn’t due back from New York before mid-June. Edward’s dark hair and soft eyes floated in my daydreams. Last summer, at one of the first cotillions of the season, he asked me to dance. After that short waltz, I was smitten. My cheeks burned now, and my heart beat faster as I remembered Edward choosing me over all the other girls.

      He could be a perfect beau. But we made no lasting promises. No promises could have been made before now, anyway, before my season and my introduction into proper society. And now . . . Now everything was uncertain.

      I inhaled deeply, pulling the faintly briny air into my lungs.

      Maybe I’d driven Mama away. I was ashamed of Mama, and so angry at her. Those paintings frightened me. After that day, I’d hardened against her. Maybe it was my fault that she’d gone; here was my chance to make it all right.

      Ghost, sensing my emotions again, picked up his pace to a trot. Finding Mama, bringing her home, and making her well could solve everything. I would be absolved. We could plan the season together, and I could have my debut. And Edward. Society would forgive her, and I could forgive myself. Going west with Papa and bringing Mama home could make everything right.

      The sun was low in the west as Ghost and I approached the end of our ride. I turned him in at the gate that led back to the stable. As he trotted through the narrow file and I leaned to avoid an overhanging branch, a sudden kick of sea breeze flicked the branch at Ghost and he bolted.

      I hung on, caught unprepared, my chest tight with fear.
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      May 31, 1904

      To-morrow will also be a gala day for weddings. There will be three in town, each of which will occupy the attention of fashionable society, and two of which will be in the Newport set.

      
        
        —“What Is Doing in Society,” New York Times, April 20, 1900

      

      

      Ghost flew. I fell back against the cantle. He barreled across the grassy field and I leaned forward, desperate to regain control. Sweat beaded on my forehead; my hands gripped the pommel; I tried to keep my seat.

      Fear begets fear. Mama had left me and my life was in turmoil because of it. My body shook with effort and with emotion. I let escape a terrified cry.

      But the release of sound released my fear; terror turned to exhilaration. Ghost was at a full, reckless gallop, but finally I gathered his rhythm, felt the rush of throwing off restraint. This I’d longed for, this freedom. I let myself go, let Ghost have his head, even if I hit the ground all broken bones. Charging away from the tight trail, we were one. We approached the hedge, and I let out a different cry. Ghost slowed. I reined him in and we stopped, both of us heaving with joy and exertion.

      I turned him and we galloped back across the field, and then back yet again. Ghost relished it as much as I did. I lost my hat, ribbons flying, and I didn’t care.

      By this time the stable hands were out and several other riders were watching, hovering near the stable. I drew Ghost up and knew that my cheeks were flushed and my hair was in disarray.

      “Missie! Miss Margaret!” Joshua yelled as he ran. “You all right?”

      “Fine. Never better!” And it was true. I felt exhilarated, and free, for once, of the weight of my memories. Joshua grabbed Ghost’s bridle and helped me dismount. I stood on shaky legs, leaning in against Ghost as he snorted and I panted, and I gave his damp neck an affectionate hug. “Be sure to give him a good rub and extra oats.”

      Timmy ran up with my hat. Behind him I saw Mrs. Proctor, sidesaddle on her ancient, fat gelding. She regarded me with contempt, then turned to her companion.

      “If you ask me,” she said in a voice just loud enough for me to hear, “she’s exactly like her mother. Utter disregard for propriety. Lack of self-control. That’s what got her mother into trouble. I’ve heard it all, you know, the whole story. And right there is living proof that the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree.”

      “Shame,” agreed her companion. “What did you hear?” They both eyed me, then Mrs. Proctor leaned over, and as the two moved away I strained for their words but heard only murmurs.

      I drew myself up. I thought of my grandparents, who would no doubt hear of my unseemly behavior from Mrs. Proctor. I turned my back to her as I fed Ghost a treat dug from the small pocket buttoned at my waist.

      She’s exactly like her mother. My cheeks flushed. I was angry at Mrs. Procter, but I was also angry at myself. I didn’t need to go about compounding my situation with wild rides for all to see. Mrs. Proctor echoed the troublesome voice in my head—exactly like Mama. I burned with shame now, recalling how I’d confronted Mama after I watched her for weeks as she retreated into silence and painted those dreadful landscapes.

      Last July was sticky and damp, and all the doors and windows were open to the wash of the ocean and the hum of bees. Maybe it was the heat that had turned my mood. Again, I’d stood in the doorway of Mama’s room, full of pent-up feeling.

      “What are you doing to me?” I surprised myself with the sound of my own voice—like a crow’s caw, harsh.

      She was painting again, but unlike before, she was not so lost in herself that she could not see me. This time she turned at the sound of my voice, with a smile on her face. “Maggie?” But her smile evaporated as she read my expression. “Maggie.”

      I could not control myself. “Stop it! I want you to stop!” I moved fast, snatching the paintbrush from her hand. Paint splattered the canvas and dashed a black line across the white linen of my dress. “I hate what you’re doing! I hate it!”

      Mama sagged and crossed the room, collapsing on the narrow end of the chaise.

      My lip trembled as I faced her. “Why are you punishing me?” I burned with bitterness. For many weeks she’d been like this. My cruelty, built over time through my frustration, knew no bounds.

      “Oh, Maggie.” She lifted her face, distorted with misery. “You’ve done nothing. It’s my fault. You were so little. You have to understand. Back then I was torn in two. I didn’t know what to do.”

      I didn’t understand what she was saying. She made no sense. I shook my head to clear the confusion. “Mama. When you act like this, they snub me, too.” I choked on the words. “They look at me like I’m smudged. Stained. I’m beneath them. They leave me out.” My voice dropped, and my chin shook. “I wasn’t invited to Isabel’s party last week.”

      She said it so soft I could hardly hear. “That wasn’t my intention.”

      “But that’s what happened. That’s what you did.” I spit the words out as great tears rolled down my cheeks. “You’ve made my life miserable.”

      Mama looked up then, her own eyes red and full. “I’m so sorry.”

      “Really?” My voice caught. “Good! If you are, good!” I wanted her to hurt. “So do something. Make me believe you’re sorry. Act normal. Like everyone else. Be a mother.” Fury rose in me again, thinking of what I’d missed, what she’d missed. I lashed out, wanted to hurt her out of spite. “And you can start by getting rid of that.” I raised the dripping paintbrush that was still gripped tight in my fist and pointed it at the easel, at her current painting, at the drifting forms from the pits of hell.

      Mama looked from me to the paintbrush to the painting, horror dawning on her as her eyes moved. She stood and went to the painting, and when she turned to face me again, she was lost. Possessed. “Oh. But . . .”

      “Mama! Get rid of it!” My voice pitched to a shout as she stood frozen, staring at me. “You can’t, can you? That painting means more to you than I do. If you love me, really and truly, you’ll get rid of it. You’ll get rid of all of them, and never paint another.” I swept my hand, the brush splattering the room with slashing strokes. “But you don’t really love me, do you.” My tongue was a whip. “Fine.” I threw the paintbrush across the room, heard it clatter against the wall, turned my tear-blinded eyes away, and ran.

      I ran to my tower room and sobbed on my bed until my face was raw and swollen . I heard Mina, dear Mina, my nurse, come into the room. She touched my shoulder softly, tsking and muttering in German. On most days Mina was my comfort, my soft shoulder, but not that day. I pulled roughly into myself and spoke into my pillow. “Go away,” I muttered, and she did.

      I lay on my bed until the sun cast long red rays against the far wall and bathed my room in flaming streaks of dusky light. My door opened again. I thought it was Mina coming to ready my room for the evening. I clenched my pillow tighter to my body.

      But it was Mama. She sat next to me as I lay sprawled, the bed creaking softly. “Maggie? Maggie? It’s done. I did as you asked. I got rid of them. I threw them all away.”

      I turned and looked at her. She’d pinned up her hair, and was dressed in a simple white shirtwaist and blue serge skirt, her cameo fixed at her throat. She looked like Kitty’s mother, like so many mothers in Newport, like the mother I wished her to be.

      “I’m so sorry.” She stroked my hair, separating the strands with her fingers.

      I twisted away from her and spoke into the spread, my voice muffled. “I just want you to be normal. Please.” I shook, my stomach heaving with agony, and my heart welled with my selfish need for her.

      “All right.” Her voice trembled, but she said it.

      I lay still while she stroked my hair, her hand so soft it might have been a bird. I wanted everything to turn out right. I wanted to believe that my mama wouldn’t disappoint me again.

      I turned back to her. My eyes were swollen; tears still welled and slid down my cheeks and into my hair. I reached up to touch her cameo, as I had when I was little, running my fingers blindly over and over the carved face on its surface. My voice came out in a whisper. “Will you be here for me, Mama? Please, Mama?”

      She sat silent, looking at the great window of my tower room, looking at the red sunset, the purple and blood-threaded sky, her face in profile to me. “Yes.”

      “Promise?” I touched her fine, porcelain cheek.

      “Yes. I promise.” She bent down to hold me.

      I hugged her and didn’t looked at her face again. I was afraid of what I might see there.

      I should have looked.

      I rested my forehead against Ghost’s neck and forced myself not to think further into the past. I heard the mindless chatter of the stable hands, the clap-clop of hooves on brick, the soft, fluttered exhale of a passing horse. I pressed into Ghost, felt the cameo push against my throat. If I’d looked into Mama’s eyes that evening last July I might have seen the promise broken. I might have seen why, only two months later, Mama was gone.

      After Mama disappeared, Papa insisted on a massive search. Bored officers carried out a job they believed to be fruitless. They found her robe, tangled in the rocks. “The waves, sir. You must understand. The riptides, sir. Surely you understand . . .” Papa was shocked to silence and retreated; he was like the rabbit in the mouth of the fox—not yet dead, but no longer able to struggle. For weeks, I’d watched them all—Papa, the police, my neighbors, my friends—relinquish themselves to thinking Mama had been lost to the waves. Not me. I refused to believe she was dead. I wouldn’t believe she could break her promise.

      Papa would do nothing, lost as he was in his own grief. And so finally, I did the only thing I could. I threw myself into planning my season and my future. With or without her, my life would go on—it had to. I refused to let my prospects die while I waited for her to return.

      Until two days ago. Two days ago Papa had surfaced from his self-imposed imprisonment with tales sent by his brother and with maps in his hands. Maps of far-off places, of Montana and Wyoming, of the wilderness; maps of rivers and mountain ranges and plains that were unknown to me. Papa emerged from his study with bright eyes and plans and hope.

      I gave Ghost another treat and pressed a few coins into Joshua’s palm. “Take good care of him while I’m gone. Make sure he gets daily exercise.”

      “Yes, miss.” I watched as Joshua led Ghost away, his white coat shining until he vanished into the gloom of the stables. I found Papa’s man, Jonas, polishing the brass on the lanterns of the phaeton, waiting to take me home.

      When I joined Papa at dinner he rambled on about his plans for our trip. Yet I was distracted. I kept returning to Mrs. Wolcott’s sneer and Mrs. Proctor’s snide gossip. I picked at the linen tablecloth having lost my appetite.

      “We’ll have a grand tour along the way, Maggie.” Papa carved into his beef with intensity.

      I watched Papa’s knife saw back and forth. “Papa, why west? Why do you and Uncle John think we will find her there, and not somewhere else?”

      Papa concentrated on the piece of beef on his fork. “It’s complicated, Margaret.” He took a bite, then looked at me, wiping his mustache with his napkin while he finished chewing. “We can discuss this later. It’ll all be a surprise! An exciting surprise.” He flashed a smile at me and returned to his meal.

      My stomach knotted. I lifted the glass to wet my dry mouth. I didn’t want to lose Mama, not again. Nor did I want to lose my season and my only chance to make a good match and secure my future. I picked up my fork and twisted the tines against the plate. “I hope we can find her. Bring her home. I hope we can make her well.”

      Papa said nothing. The click of metal on china filled the room, bouncing off the oakwood floor and plaster walls.

      “Things are hard, Papa. Hard for me,” I said in a low voice. “It’s all so hard without her.”

      Papa sawed his meat, his eyes cast down.

      “People—Newport people—they aren’t sure about me. They say things . . .” I searched for Mrs. Proctor’s words, “They say I lack propriety. That I’m shameful. Like Mama. But I’m not. And if I am to find a husband, I need to prove to them that I’m respectable.” I picked at the tablecloth, making tight little fabric hills. “It’s important to me, Papa. It’s my future.” I looked up at him. “This is all I have, right here in Newport. This is where I belong. And right now, they don’t want me.”

      His hands stopped moving.

      “I need my debut, a really fine debut, with everything done exactly right, to make them want me. I want to prove to them that . . .” I didn’t finish the sentence, but what came to my mind was, “that I’m not like Mama.”

      I reached down the table and took Papa’s right hand, forcing him away from his food, willing him to look at me. He leaned back, wiping his mustache with his napkin again, regarding me with dark eyes. I needed to make him see how important my debut was, that it was as important as finding Mama. I needed to have my debut as much as I needed her back. Without a proper debut, I had nothing. If I was not introduced into society, I would not be able to find a husband—not one of good standing. I didn’t know what would happen to me if I did not marry. I would have nothing—not Mama, not a future, nothing.

      “We’ll be back in time, won’t we? We have to be back by the middle of July. And then we can make Mama well, here at home, and then she can help me plan. All right, Papa?”

      He hesitated only a second before looking away. “Of course, Mags. Of course.”
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      June 1, 1904

      When the guests at the ball, who numbered about 200, arrived, they drove to the house from the massive gates through an avenue bordered with bay trees set in tubs. These trees were outlined with vari-colored electric lights . . . There were two orchestras. Dancing did not conclude until almost dawn.

      
        
        —“Mrs. Ogden Goelet’s Ball: First Important Function Given at Ochre Court, Newport,” New York Times, August 29, 1900

      

      

      For friendship, I had none better than Kitty.

      Dear Kitty! We’d been inseparable since we’d babbled at one another over the edges of our prams. We shared tea parties and doll clothes, school gossip and hair ribbons. Now we were to share our future. At least, that was my wish.

      The morning after my ride, I finally worked up the nerve to tell Kitty about Papa’s decision to go west. I found her lolling on the divan with Bear, her spaniel, curled beneath her arm. My voice trembled a little as I started in, and I gave a delicate cough. I needed Kitty’s support to make everything work. I paced around the room, exaggerating, trying to make this “tour” sound fun and romantic, glancing at Kitty from time to time and watching her great blue eyes grow round.

      “But this is dreadful, Maggie! You can’t leave now!” She leapt from the divan, tumbling Bear to the floor, and rushed to my side clutching my hands in her tiny fingers. “We have dresses to order and decorations and—goodness! Thousands of details!”

      When we were little, only able to watch the preparations for a ball—the ordering of gowns, the fuss of coaches, the top hats and silk gloves of departure—Kitty and I had pledged that one day we would share our debuts. “It will be the talk of Newport!” we’d giggled. “Two balls in one!”

      Now Kitty’s eyes sharpened with annoyance and she returned to the divan and flounced down in a spray of silk and bouncing blonde curls. “Once again your mother is ruining things.”

      My breath caught. “Kitty!” The sting went deep, all the more because I feared it was true.

      “Well?” She pursed her lips. “I’m sorry, Maggie, but you know I’m right. Your father hasn’t been the same since she fell into the ocean.” The image that her hurtful words conjured was terrible, and I bit my lip to stop myself from saying something rash in response. “It’s been almost a year, for pity’s sake, and he’s still making bad decisions. Dragging you off to some God-forsaken place at the start of your season. What is he thinking? How are you going to find a husband now? Clearly, this is the influence of your mother’s irresponsible behavior.” I could see that her eyes registered my balled fists and rigid posture. She sighed. She came to me, oozing sympathy. “I’m worried about you, Mags. It’s your year now. I can have my own debut. Why, the Danforth boys have been fighting over me ever since last summer. It’s time for you to catch an eye or two!” She reached up and tugged at a curl on my forehead, adjusting it as if she were designing a table setting.

      Kitty’s quick turns of mood tempered my frustration. I could never stay mad at her for long, and I didn’t try to admonish her for her thoughtlessness. I watched her eyes fixed in concentration on my errant curl. When she finished playing with my hair, she flounced back to the divan and I slipped to her dressing table. I fingered the silver-backed hairbrush that lay there and let out my breath in a sigh. “I think boys will never be fighting over me.”

      Kitty giggled. “Margaret Bennet, you’ll have boys eating out of your hands. Those long legs of yours will keep them on their toes. Literally! Of course, they’ll fall in love with me first. Boys like to dominate. But I can only love one at a time, so surely there will be someone left for you.” She batted her eyes.

      Was she joking? I couldn’t tell. I didn’t know whether to laugh or be angry with her. “What do you think of Edward Tyson?” I examined the hairbrush as if I’d never seen it before, looking at every tiny badger bristle.

      Kitty sat straight up. “Why, Margaret Katherine Bennet. I do believe you have a secret crush.”

      My face went hot. “Maybe.”

      Kitty came and took my cheeks between her palms and turned my face to hers. I looked down into her perfect blue eyes. “Liar,” she said smoothly, then smiled. “I guess I’ll let you have him.”

      I pulled back. She had to be joking. Yes, she was teasing me, she just had to be. I smiled back at her, uncertain of her motives, but needing to trust her.

      I still hadn’t told Kitty that at Mary’s ball, the last of the summer before, Edward had kissed me, his full, soft lips pressed to mine. The memory of that moment was so sweet. But the memory of what happened only moments after that dear kiss . . . I moved away from Kitty toward the window.

      I tapped my fingers on the wood window frame and inhaled the calming lilac scent that drifted in from the garden. “I don’t know what I’ll do, Kitty. I won’t be here when Edward comes back from New York. Isabel, you know, she thinks he’s for her.” A little buzzing fear crept into my brain. A breeze lifted the sheer curtains so that they billowed around me like sails.

      “Pooh on what Isabel thinks!” Kitty said. “But that’s beside the point, Maggie. You need to stay right here. You need to tell your father you won’t go. Besides, who wants to go west when you can go to Paris? Really, Mags.”

      “Do you think Edward would wait?” I turned back toward Kitty. “Do you think he might be the right one? You know, for me?”

      “What do you mean, does he have money?” Kitty sank onto the divan and reached down and tussled with Bear. “We know that already.” She touched Bear’s nose with her fingertip, and spoke to him, baby-voiced. “Don’t we, Bear-Bear?”

      “No, Kitty, that’s not what I’m talking about. I mean, I’m looking for someone special.”

      “As in . . .”

      “As in, I don’t know. Someone who can take care of me. But not take over me. Someone who’ll let me be who I am.”

      “And who are you, Miss Margaret, Oh Emancipated One?” Kitty laughed out loud, her sarcasm ringing through the room.

      “I don’t know. That’s just it.” I bit my lip. Was I my mother, bohemian and lost? Was I my father, crippled by loneliness and propriety? I’d been brought up to marry someone of the right social status, bear his children, run his household. This should be my future. I still wanted this future. I wanted all the lovely things a doting husband could provide; and, with any luck, I could sit at the top of the social tier and command respect and admiration, like Kitty’s mother did now. Like Kitty surely would. Like Mama never had. Mama had rejected all of that, and had been rejected right back.

      I wanted to be more like Kitty than like Mama, but there was still one deep-dwelling dream inside me. Now I dared speak it out loud for the first time, and I felt a passion rise up in me as I spoke. “I do want to fall in love. I want a true love. I want to fall in love with a boy who would stand next to me on a mountaintop. And with him next to me I wouldn’t be afraid. Not because he was rescuing me. I wouldn’t be afraid simply because he was there. That’s what I want. That’s what I think true love is.”

      “Well!” Kitty stood, her hands on her hips, eyeing me. “A mountaintop? You? Miss Margaret Bennet, paralyzed by heights, at the top of a mountain with a handsome man?” She laughed. “Aren’t you ever the romantic!”

      I blushed, my passion fading. “I guess.”

      “And dear Edward?”

      Would Edward be the boy standing beside me? I so wanted to believe it would be him. “I think so. Yes. Perhaps.”

      “Well, there’s no time for romance now, Mags. There’s hardly even time to pack for this silly trip of your father’s.”

      I sagged. Kitty’s words brought me crashing back to earth, landing with a hard thump. “Yes. I should go. Mina will pack only the most boring, sensible clothing if I’m not there.”

      Kitty pressed forward, taking my hands in hers again. “Maggie. I wish you wouldn’t go on this silly vacation with your father. Stay—your grandparents will take you in.”

      She was right, they would. I knew they would. But I couldn’t stand suffering Grandpapa’s reproving looks and unspoken criticisms while I waited for Papa’s news as he went alone to find Mama. Despite my conflicted feelings, I was resolved. I had to go with him, find Mama, and bring her home. I searched for the words to explain this to Kitty. I clutched Kitty’s hands tight and drew her to the divan. “I have a secret. Can you keep it? Promise me.”

      Kitty nodded solemnly.

      “Papa says that Mama may be out west somewhere. He heard from my uncle John that there may be some . . . news. That’s why we’re going.”

      Kitty’s eyes were saucers.

      “You must not tell a soul, Kitty. Especially not my grandparents. Do you promise?”

      Kitty nodded again, silent. Then she drew her hands out of mine. “But think, Maggie. Maybe what your father says is true. What if it isn’t?”

      I shook my head, denying the thought. Denying my own doubts.

      Kitty pressed forward. “And if it isn’t, how long will you search?” She leaned back and looked up at the coffered ceiling. “We’ve planned our debut ball for late August, Mags. That’s a deadline.”

      My throat swelled, and I swallowed hard and nodded, then stood. “I need to go pack.”

      Kitty’s blue eyes met mine. “I’ll do what I can to get things ready while you’re gone. But I won’t give up my own debut, Maggie. You have to be back by the end of July. After that . . .”
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        * * *

      

      Kitty’s warning rang in my ears all the way home.

      The house was alive with preparations. Trunks were strewn about, half full, mostly with Papa’s books and papers, blueprints, and drafting tools. Papa called orders out to Jonas. Men hired for the purpose covered the furniture with sheets. The house already looked empty and haunted.

      Mina was busy in my room, tossing gowns on the bed, draping skirts over chairs. One gown hung from the door of my wardrobe. Black and white, with lace at the throat, and tight through the waist where a crushed satin belt was a slash of scarlet. It was a dress that made my cheeks go dark with memories.

      “Not that one, Mina,” I said.

      “Good. Good.” She waved her hand in the air as if making a sign, then gathered the gown into her arms and laid it on the bed. “That red sash, like blood. Bad luck. I will put it away.” She left it on the bed and bustled out of the room to fetch more packing materials and tissue paper.

      I went to the bed and fingered the red sash. The silk shimmered in my hand, flowed through my fingers. I knew why Mina thought it looked like blood. Why she had called it “bad luck.”  I’d worn it to that ball last August that had promised so much and delivered such misery.

      Promise and misery.

      Mary’s ball had been the last debut of the season, held on an August night that began so hot and still, even the flies seemed drunk with stupor. Through the open windows of Mary’s grand mansion I heard the sea, the huge foaming breakers that crashed in the still air, overwhelming the delicate efforts of the small orchestra. Lightning flickered on the far horizon, echoing the tiny lights strung from branch to branch in the gardens outside. In the small parlor where the women gathered to primp, I found Kitty, and we admired one another’s dresses. She was done up in blue silk that spilled in ten yards of rustling train. Her hair glittered with diamonds that matched her necklace. My black-and-white gown was daring in the company of the other girls’ sweeping pastels.

      Black and white with a bloodred sash. I’d wanted something bold and romantic. I hadn’t thought about the other implications.

      “Well, it’s not truly bohemian,” Kitty said, twisting me around, and that word hit me like a shock of cold water. “Not really. Although . . ” She paused as she ran her fingers along the red sash. Her voice dropped to a hush. “That’s a bit dangerous.”

      “Radical,” said Isabel with a sniff. “I think it’s over the top.”

      Isabel moved away. I narrowed my eyes and flashed open my red oriental fan, feeling both nervous and annoyed. Had I pushed it too far with this daring dress? But Kitty leaned in close. “Isabel’s miserable,” she whispered. “She’s had a thing for Edward and he no longer gives her the time of day.”

      My heart took a little jump and my nervousness vanished.

      “In fact, I think I saw him arrive,” Kitty said. “Shall we go in?”

      Mina returned to my room with tissue paper and I dropped the sash, sighing as the memory of that evening heaved and swelled like the sea. Mina folded the offending gown in the paper and removed it from my room. Maybe Mina was right. That dress with its dripping sash may have been cursed, one of my only rebellions paid for in blood.

      I looked at the other gowns and day dresses that lay piled on my bed waiting for my selection. From deep within I saw a glimpse of seafoam green. I tugged it out from under the rest,and lay it on top of the pile. That one I would take west. That gown conjured a sweet memory of the time when Mama was still keeping the promise she’d made to me. I picked up the gown and pressed it to my cheek, feeling the cool silk. I would take this gown west and carry a charm that would bring back Mama as she was that day last July, when we’d chosen it for me together.

      Madame Bouchard could tailor the latest French fashions. It was a late July day, not too warm, soft and breezy. Mama and I had huddled side by side over the great table in Madame Bouchard’s shop, choosing fabrics and examining patterns. Sometimes Mama seemed to forget the task at hand, but I gently tugged her back to the moment with a careful word or a touch of my hand. We’d chosen three light-wool street costumes and two tea gowns when the small bell rang merrily and the door opened behind us.

      Kitty swept in. I gazed at her, jealous of her beige silk gown and jacket; her waist was rapier thin. Her sleeves belled fashionably and her hat dipped to the right, dripping silk tuberoses. Her eyes, as they took in Mama’s staid outfit, dripped curiosity.

      “You look wonderfully healthy, Mrs. Bennet.” Kitty smiled, soft ringlets framing her angelic face. “Have you put on some weight?”

      Mama blushed and spoke carefully. “Maggie and I have returned to evening exercise together. Along the Cliff Walk.”

      “Maggie on the Cliff Walk?” Kitty’s eyebrows arched in surprise.

      “Mama takes the outside when it’s steep. I try not to look.” The path was terrifyingly steep in places, and merely a glance at the sheer drop could paralyze me.

      “How sweet!” Kitty giggled, and leaned toward Mama. “Why, a few weeks ago Mags couldn’t even climb the ladder to help our teacher pin up the confetti streamers for our last-day party!”

      I blushed, but it was true. I only walked with Mama because I could cling to her hand. When the sea thundered close and the rocks became steep, I shrank, weak-kneed against her. Ghost’s back was the highest I could climb from the ground.

      Kitty skirted the table, lifting bolt after bolt of cloth. “My mama hopes you’ll call soon.”

      Mama glanced at me. “I shall.” She looked pleased at the unexpected offer. I was thrilled.

      “Oh, look at that lovely green!” Kitty fingered the silk fabric the seamstress had thrown on the table. “That would suit Maggie so, don’t you think?”

      I took the silk and held it up to my throat. Mama nodded, and I saw an almost imperceptible flash of sadness in her eyes that vanished as quickly as it had appeared. “We can have that made up into a dinner gown,” she said to the seamstress.

      “This wool tartan is suitable for a morning dress,” I chimed in. “Oh! But I’d also like sleeves like Miss Gardner’s.” Kitty smiled and dipped her head. I fingered the green silk and smiled back.

      Now the precious green gown lay quiet on my bed. When Mina came back into the room, I held it up to her. “This one. It has to come with me.” For its magic powers. Because I wanted Mama back as she was that day, when she was normal, happy even. Still keeping her promise to me.

      I tried not to think about what would happen if we found her and she couldn’t keep her promises again. Maybe we would only find Mama as miserable as she had been late in the evening of Mary’s ball. Maybe, as Kitty had insinuated, we wouldn’t find her at all.

      Mina interrupted my thoughts. “Ach! Three trunks already!” Her voice dropped. “Your grandparents are here.”

      I stiffened. My mother’s parents. I would have to go down.
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      June 1, 1904

      The most prominent object was a long table with a tablecloth spread on it, as if a feast had been in preparation when the house and the clocks all stopped together.

      
        
        —Great Expectations, Charles Dickens, 1861

      

      

      The voices rang up to greet me as I started down the stairs. I stood on the hallway landing and listened.

      My grandfather’s voice thundered through the house. “What? What did that cad of a father tell her?”

      “I don’t know, I don’t know.” My grandmother’s voice drifted up to me. “I can’t stand this. History is repeating itself. He’s doing it all over again. She’ll never find a suitable husband. They’ll never accept her.”

      My heart slowed. Never. That’s what Grandmama said. They’d never accept me. I’d never find a suitable husband. I pressed my back against the wall and slipped down a step or two to hear more clearly.

      “Where is the man?” Grandpapa stormed. “Why, I’ll break his neck!” A metallic taste rose in my mouth. Grandpapa stamped out of the room, on his way to Papa’s studio.

      I slid down the stairs into the hallway and tiptoed through the gloom until I stood just outside Papa’s studio door, at the far end of the house, hiding behind the open door where I could hear everything.

      Grandpapa was angry. More than angry; livid. I’d heard his rage directed at Papa ever since Mama had disappeared. Papa’s silence in the face of these tirades was even more frightening than Grandpapa’s shouts.

      Now I heard Grandpapa’s fist hammering the table in Papa’s studio.

      “. . . will not support this! If you can’t make it back, man, you’re finished! And now you leave in the high season when you should be here lining up new work? I did not take you into our firm for you to destroy it! Intolerable!”

      Papa said something I could not hear; I pressed closer to the doorway, straining to catch the snippets of his conversation.

      “I don’t care about your foolish dreams! Nincompoop dreams! I’m hearing other things, from every quarter of Newport. Jobs not complete, work that’s shabby. If you leave now, you will lose everything!” He was quiet for a moment. “I’ll cut Margaret out of her inheritance. You are condemning yourselves to a life of shame.”

      Lose everything. My inheritance. Shame. My stomach became an open pit. I heard another mumbling, indistinguishable response. Then there was a slam, as of a book hitting wood, and I jumped.

      “Damn it!” came Grandpapa’s voice. “I’ll not have you ruining my good name yet again!”

      I heard movement and, just in time, I slipped behind the hall closet door, peering through the crack to see my grandfather storm from Papa’s studio, flinging the door open against the wall in his wake.

      I trembled as I stepped out of the closet into the hallway and looked into the studio.

      Papa sat behind his desk, his head in his hands. His work, half packed, lay strewn about the room: blueprints, books, letters, and contracts. I rested my hand on the doorframe. “Why is Grandpapa so angry with you?” I said it so soft that my voice floated.

      Papa lifted his head and looked at me.

      I took a step into the room. “I can help you straighten things out. Get things ready to go.” I bent and picked up a stack of blueprints and placed them in the trunk waiting to be packed.

      Papa cleared his throat. “Thank you, Margaret.”

      “What did Grandpapa mean, we’d lose everything?” My voice trembled.
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