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Book One: Private Life

There is no private life which has not been determined by a wider public life.

(George Eliot, Felix Holt)





PRE-AMBLE

You will say that I am making this up, as if it were a small matter to invent truth. Accuse me, rather, of excess, for what can invention add to fact in a land where trains leave their rails to sail through the air, men are born of frozen beasts, and locusts feast on human flesh.

I have proof. Here is General Alfred Sully’s report to the Secretary of War in August of 1864 regarding the carnivorous bugs:

A soldier on his way here lay down to sleep on the prairie in the middle of the day—the troop had been marching all night. His comrades noticed him covered with grasshoppers and awakened him. His throat and wrists were bleeding from the bites of the insects.

Or perhaps General Sully, seeking to fill the unearthly void of this strange land with words, had been provoked into exaggeration, for it was he who referred to my home as “hell with the fires out.” So, I invent. I embellish. I exaggerate. It is my heritage.

In fact, it was a singularly brilliant advertising campaign by a railroad on the verge of bankruptcy that transformed Sully’s “hell” into the Nile of the North. Listen, and tell me if you can name this place: “It is a land fair enough to tempt the angels in their flight to wonder whether a new and better Eden has not been formed and roofed with sapphire skies.”

Yes, that’s right: Dakota Territory.

The angels, as is generally the case, resisted the temptation to tarry, but Norwegians, Swedes, Danes, Finns, Icelanders, Germans, and Russians came in droves. There were Moravians and Mennonites and Methodists and Lutherans and the occasional Jew and even some Catholics. Slum dwellers pried themselves loose from the muck and stink of Eastern cities; Jews left villages in Russia to sink cement mikvahs into the prairie; newly freed black men set up tonsorial palaces in prairie towns and learned to speak Norwegian to their customers; farmers, some of them real Americans, pulled up stakes in Michigan and Nebraska and Iowa to try their luck behind a plow in the new Northwest. “Wrong side up,” the Indians said, shaking their heads at the white men intent upon turning under perfectly good prairie grass.

I could begin this story of an unlikely place, composed in equal parts of excess and lack, those opposites so fully integrated into the regional psyche as to be indistinguishable, anywhere, and too much would be left out. I sort of like the part about how glaciers once covered the northern plains, but a glacial pace, Reader, would surely tax your patience. As for the millennia when Native Americans and their ancestors spent a few months of each year hunting here, that is not my story to tell. I will skip, too, the pre-territory trading and trapping days, and the stories of forts and soldiers, of treaties made and broken, and of small pox and Indian agents and graft and despair and fury, and get right to the real excitement: farming.

Once upon a time a railroad was given a land grant by the U.S. Congress to build from Duluth, Minnesota, to Puget Sound, but was given no federal money to accomplish such a thing. A Philadelphia banker named Jay Cooke said to the directors of this Northern Pacific Railroad Company, “I’ll give you the money, lads. I can finance a war, surely I can finance a railroad.” Then he went bankrupt, leaving the railroad with millions of acres of land and no money, and shareholders with worthless bonds. But a Northern Pacific employee had an idea: offer a land-for-shares trade, on the condition that the land be farmed, and not held for speculation. Most of the land was in eastern Minnesota and Dakota Territory, and the shareholders were in the east. Yankees. A couple of the directors of the railroad took control of gigantic parcels of land, miles and miles and miles. Other shareholders joined in to do the same. Preferring to remain with their families in New York and Philadelphia and Boston, they sent business managers to oversee operations and to farm in a brand-new way, with the newest implements and an army of seasonal laborers per field, and one crop: wheat. The newspapers, even those not on the payroll of the Northern Pacific Railroad, told stories of the magnificent “bonanza farms,” and of the new land’s glory, of soil so fertile that seeds cast upon the ground leapt into the sunlight in sheaves of gold. Apples grew to the size of pineapples. The climate was so salubrious that the infirm would spring from their sickbeds to grasp a plow. Best of all, a fellow could be his own boss, required to doff his hat to no man. Reports of the new Nile spread across the globe. And the people came.

Some bought land from the Northern Pacific Railroad. Some filed homestead claims. Some prospered, some failed, most just hung on. The advertisements had told the truth about the fertile land of the Red River valley of Dakota Territory, and about the miracles of sunsets that set the prairies ablaze with color, the blue skies that clapped the land with clarity, the peace of space. But they hadn’t mentioned the wind, or the dust, or the hail, or the tornadoes, or the locusts. A “sea of grass” did not translate in the emigration leaflets into “no trees,” and few could imagine the cramped isolation of a ten-by-twelve-foot shanty on the Dakota prairie. Inside, no privacy. Outside, no neighbors. The settlers discovered soon enough that there was no market for their wheat nearby, and, unlike the bonanza farmers, they did not get special transport rates from the railroad, or special storage rates from the elevators that were owned by the railroad. They did not receive rebates from the milling companies. They paid retail prices for their machinery. Their interest rates from the banks in the east were high; twenty percent was not uncommon.

So they told themselves the story: they were special because they could live in this place of wind and dust and hail and tornadoes and locusts, despite the railroad, the milling companies, the implement dealers, and the bankers. The story gave them back their independence.

That narrative of independence remains as powerful, as false, as necessary as ever in the Dakotas. It has become our fetish, replacing the lost object of desire, the impossible place that never was. You have been told that there is nothing there. I tell you there is too much. Even where there is nothing, there is too much of it.

And who am I?

I am an old politician, pretty close to honest, and I know the stories of this territory from before there was such a thing.

I am the Land Commissioner for the Northern Pacific Railroad, in charge of the Land and Immigration Department. Sometimes in my dreams I wear a robe and flowing beard, and behind me the multitudes flow toward this land of milk and honey.

I am a Scot from Ontario and I have come to this land to chew it up and make myself fat. Someday I will be called the “Boss of North Dakota.”

I am just a girl from Norway.

I am Frances Louise Houghton Bingham, daughter-in-law of John Bingham, wife of his son, Percy, friend of Percy’s sister, Anna, and I mean for this to be my story. It, too, is a story of what a woman’s patience can endure, as well as of what a woman’s resolution can achieve. As to whether that refers in this case to one woman or two, you will have to make up your own mind.

And so, Reader, to Frances, alone in the bedroom she shares with her husband in his father’s home in St. Paul, Minnesota. It is January of 1874. There is a photograph in her hand.





Chapter I

In Which Frances Waits

Frances caressed the intricate gilt frame that protected the photograph from her daily handling. They had been sixteen then, in number, and little more than that in years. Like several of the other girls from Miss Ardwell’s Female Institute, Class of ’70, Frances stood rigid in her finest white shirtwaist, its high collar clasped with the horseshoe brooch she believed she could remember at her mother’s throat. Lifting her eyes to the mirror to compare her reflection there with the woman four years her junior in the photograph, Frances watched her hand rise to touch the same brooch, dusted with tiny diamonds. In the photograph Frances’ hand rested lightly upon Anna’s right shoulder.

Anna was, as usual, all containment, her seated posture erect, her hat, laden with waxed orange blossoms, refused the slightest slant. Frances knew the price Anna paid for that posture, the ache of disguising her spine’s curve, of forcing the appearance of height from the set of her shoulders and stretch of her neck. The ugly cane hanging from the back of her chair was not part of the picture. At least it was long gone, replaced by the staff of polished ivory with its head of a swan, so like Anna, Frances had thought when she lifted it from the hands of the clerk at Cuthbertson’s, elegant and of unexpected strength.

In the picture a few of Anna’s curls refused to remain tucked, pinned, twisted beneath her hat. With a fingernail Frances traced their tumble onto Anna’s neck. She liked to imagine that her friend had intended this hint of abandon that Frances alone could recognize. A black velvet ribbon from Anna’s hat slid over her left shoulder and rested upon the shirtfront of white lace sewn into a blouse of heavy silk that Frances remembered to be of lavender stripes. The many-buttoned sleeves tightened around Anna’s fine wrists as if to display the long, strong fingers in prayer upon her lap. In an act of quiet resistance, Anna had chosen to wear her cross pendent, despite Miss Ardwell’s repeated disapproval of the holy symbol “cheapened,” as if it were a common ornament. “We are none of us, here, Romanists,” she would add, and Anna would obediently, or disobediently, perhaps, lift the cross and drop it inside her blouse, leaving Frances to imagine the metal’s cool slide against warm flesh. It was Anna’s single act of rebellion.

Frances had come, over the past four years, to resent the other girls in the photograph and looked forward to the day when she would have forgotten all of their names. No luck, so far, with the square-faced girl at the end of Frances’ row, the one with the mournful stare. Serena Haugbeck. Frances had stumbled upon her once during a (“strictly prohibited” ) late night stroll about the grounds of Miss Ardwell’s, not long before graduation. With a small cry Serena had clutched Frances about the neck, dampening her lace with tears. “Please, do not forget me,” Serena had pled, to Frances’ surprise, for they had had very little previous intercourse beyond Serena’s occasional and inchoate gazes of longing, which Frances had steadfastly ignored. Frances had been disgusted by the embrace, by the leanness of the girl’s desire, belied by the heavy body tucked and pressed into her corset. Frances was not unfamiliar with that leanness that allowed itself to be satisfied with so little, necessary, she supposed, for women whose role it would be to secure a husband precisely to produce his heirs, for women who would be happiest the less they knew of happiness. It was a meagerness that she could not abide.

She supposed it was possible that others had imagined her to be unfeeling. As a child there had been no tears in her eyes as she waited for her train, a satchel in her lap, a grown brother on either side of her on the bench, neither mother nor father in sight. But then, what little girl of eight is thinking “never again” with a train whistle sounding in the distance? As a young adult Frances was quite capable of looking upon infants without needing to poke, tickle, or otherwise torment the simple, drooling things. Nor did she reach out to caress the grief of others, an awful disrespect. Miss Ardwell’s assistant, Miss Prior, had complained that her manner was too direct to convey grace, and had done her best to encourage Frances to “flow” with the other girls as they wove and leapt their way about the room during the morning calisthenics hour. It was all Frances could do not to rap the diminutive Miss Prior over the head with her wand each time she, gracelessly, passed the piano. But Frances did not feel the least bit severe, finding, in fact, much sport in the contemplation of her fellow man. Certainly Percy had not found her to be unfeeling.

Frances had discovered much to appreciate in Anna’s older brother when they first met upon his return to St. Paul from New Haven, without the certificate of law for which he had studied, and for which, his father liked to remind Percy, he had paid. John Bingham seemed to Frances to have much in common with the fathers of several of the young men in her circle, craving that which they never had and stuffing their sons to sate themselves. Then, with each privilege bestowed—education, travel, leisure, money—they found more to condemn. Percy, predictably, had grown contemptuous of his provider. Frances claimed no great insight into the souls of humankind, but one need be neither clergy nor spiritualist, she suspected, to divine the insecurity that lay within Percy’s contempt. Only in Anna’s presence did Percy relax; insecurity unnecessary, contempt impossible.

Anna had spoken much, and fondly, of her brother during their years at Miss Ardwell’s, so when Frances learned that he, newly returned from Yale, was to be a part of the excursion party to White Bear Lake to which Anna had invited Frances that long-past July, she was doubly eager to accept. Although Percy was his sister’s senior by five years, there was still much of the boy evident in the man. He carried with him a copy of Mr. Tennyson’s poems and a tidy, leather-bound diary that closed like a wallet, into which he was to later tuck a lock of Frances’ hair. These diaries, Frances had since discovered—one for each year, going back into his teens—did not record daily events, social visits, changes in the weather as one would expect, but were filled, rather, with quotations from famous men, lines and verses of poems he had copied, and even the occasional poem of his own composition. Frances could not speak to his accomplishments there. She cared little for poetry herself, although she had often enough at Miss Ardwell’s taken pleasure in Anna’s attempts to hold back the tears Miss Alice Cary meant to wring from her readers with her catalogue of carnage from the War of the Rebellion. A far greater evil than war lay in the smoke and iron of progress, represented in Percy’s poetry by the—what was it now?—“serpent in the garden of America,” the railroad. His unease on the excursion train from St. Paul to White Bear Lake, however, had had little to do with the railway’s “scars upon the virgin breast of the land,” but rather with the realization that he was to be the only gentleman in the party, made up almost completely of merchants’ wives and children. Anna had helped him to find his place in precisely the manner she would not tolerate from anyone else. She allowed herself to be the invalid in need of his constant attention.

The week that followed at the South Shore House had given Frances and Anna the opportunity to observe the manners of the many wealthy ladies visiting from eastern cities, ladies who were disappointing only in that they had chosen to enjoy their summer leisure in remote Minnesota by dressing in plain calico and brown linen. Following their leads, several of the women of the St. Paul party took to rowing their own boats, baiting their own hooks, and catching their own fish. Percy was at first as unsure of his duties in a boat as he was on the train. He proved to be just competent, at best, with an oar, and somewhat reluctant to handle worms, but it was he who was able to convince Anna to attempt the transition from land to lake, and with his greater strength helped her to her seat with little clumsiness. That is when Frances began to study Percy’s conduct around Anna far more closely than she did the etiquette of the eastern ladies. From him she learned when to offer her arm, when to check the impulse, and when to look away, unnoticing, from a stumble or grimace.

On their third or fourth day on holiday Percy had offered to row an acquaintance of three hours across the lake to the depot where he was to catch the eastbound St. Paul and Duluth. This gentleman—Frances could remember only that his first name was Moses, and that he was from the wilds of Dakota—had caught Percy’s attention when he mentioned that he was by profession a journalist, but having “come down with the politicking bug” was currently the representative to the United States Congress from Dakota Territory, a tonic that he proclaimed would “cure him if it didn’t kill him.” Frances and Anna had required very little encouraging to join them in the rowboat. Anna had come to love the ease and swiftness of travel on water, and Frances, more so, the flush that rose to Anna’s cheeks. The gentleman and Percy shared the oars on the row to the depot, although it was clear that the Dakota man was more accustomed to strenuous labor, for his strokes overmastered Percy’s to the point that he refrained from putting his oar to the water on each third stroke in the attempt to keep the boat on course. By the time the party arrived at the north shore, deposited the Dakota man, and turned the boat back to the hotel, Percy was himself flushed, as much with embarrassment as exertion.

Anna had leaned forward to smooth Percy’s dark curls that had been lifted by the breeze. “Your talkative friend appeared to prefer resting to rowing,” she had said with a smile. “It was good of you not to mention it.”

Frances had forgotten Percy’s response, but the image of brother and sister with their foreheads almost touching remained clear. They could have been twins. Later, as Percy helped Frances from the boat she seemed to lose her balance for just a moment, and her breast pressed against Percy’s arm as he steadied her. That was the day she decided that he was a man whose touch she could tolerate. That, Frances knew, had been her good fortune, for she would have married a brute to remain with Anna.

The wedding took place less than a year later. Frances remembered turning from her new husband to accept Anna’s embrace. Like Percy she needed to bend to Frances, although with Anna it was more tilt than bend, her weight transferred from the ivory staff before she allowed herself to rest for just an instant against her new sister-in-law’s breast. Frances’ instinct then had been to both embrace and lift, as if in her arms Anna could be released from the unsteadying tug of the earth. Anna had brushed Frances’ cheek with her lips, held her for that moment, and murmured, “sister.” But Frances had gently refused the title, for she could not bear to lose the pleasure of hearing her name in Anna’s voice.

For the past three years, since that wedding day, Frances and Percy had lived in the John Bingham home, and there they would stay, it was understood, until Percy could “find his feet.” Each evening, after Frances and Anna carried the supper dishes into the kitchen and left them to Mrs. Cook (whose economy of name Frances quite enjoyed), they would join Percy and his father, if he were home, and mother in the parlor. Rhoda Bingham sat next to the window letting in the day’s last light, a light she had not seen for years, but which she insisted she could feel through clouds, through fog, through rain, through that window. Blind but certain, she would knit the blankets or mufflers that made up her work, the intricate embroidery of the past no longer possible. Occasionally she would match her voice to Anna’s when Anna turned to the Bible, signaling that the evening’s family time had come to an end. Frances could hear the faintest echo of Anna’s voice in her mother’s, made fragile less by years than by illness. Frances found the resemblance disarming, although she had learned to take care with her own voice in her mother-in-law’s presence. For Rhoda Bingham alone was attuned to that which those who rely on sight for perceptions can not hear. Once, when Frances had said Anna’s name, Rhoda Bingham, sitting nearby, had slowed her needles, and Frances could sense her mother-in-law suddenly listening harder. Little wonder, Frances knew, for Anna’s name in her mouth sounded like nothing else that she had heard spoken in this house. Of course, Mother Bingham could not know what it was that she had heard. Dear woman, how could she suspect the impossible?

Still, Frances found it daily more difficult to keep her feelings mute. Three years ago, Frances had believed that she had brought her dreams to fruition by arranging a life with Anna by her side. But her desire, to her surprise, refused to remain static in the constant presence of her friend, so that what had once seemed to her an obvious solution had become a torment. Of late, Frances had come to think of her marriage as less a solution, than a small first step toward…what? She could not parse out the conundrum she had placed herself within, in which her husband—without whom she could not have remained with Anna—was both ally and adversary, essential, and yet the greatest obstruction to her happiness. With the exception, that is, of Anna herself, and that ever-present cross weighted upon her neck. As for Frances’ father-in-law, John Bingham was very often absent from his family. On his rare evenings home, he would favor Frances with a distant smile as she poured his last cup of coffee of the day, and then, oblivious to the evening’s reading, return to the notebook upon his lap, filled with numbers. Once, Frances had silently dropped a finger to his notebook to draw his attention to an error relating to the percentage of a particular sum. When her father-in-law had looked up in surprise, Frances had dared a smile of complicity.

She had returned the coffee pot to its tray and taken her seat next to Percy less than an hour ago when Percy suggested—as Anna closed the Bible upon her reading from the twelfth chapter of Second Corinthians, yet again, to Frances’ dismay—that perhaps Anna would soon invite another figure into their “happy domestic sphere.” He was certain he had spied a blush upon her cheek this past Sunday as she was speaking to the young minister who had stepped into the pulpit while their regular pastor recovered from his fall from the church’s roof he had been helping to repair.

“I am to glory in my infirmities, rather,” Anna answered, favoring Percy with a wan smile. Frances had cause to be grateful for those infirmities, for they had thus far served to make Anna invisible to potential suitors. Still, the response was chilling, and Frances must have shuddered, for Percy had placed his hand upon hers for a moment.

It was John who spoke next, embarrassing both son and daughter. “You would do well to mind your tongue, sir,” he said, as if Percy were a child in need of schooling, and Anna a cripple to be protected.

Frances had watched the tension between father and son increase steadily over the past year. This could well have been due to Percy’s lack of gratitude for his “opportunity” to read law, arranged for him by John Bingham with a crony who worked with the St. Paul and Pacific Railroad, but Frances believed that John Bingham was bothered by something greater than his son’s reluctance to secure his own certificate of law. Although her father-in-law spoke of the “crisis” as if last September’s financial panic was an event that affected all but him, Frances had begun to wonder if the comfortable home she had attained was itself less than secure. Still, she knew John Bingham to be an ambitious man, and Frances had faith in ambition. Percy, on the other hand, for all his talents, was precisely the man that his mother’s influence of frailty and his father’s purchased privilege had formed him to be: educated, bored, and quite lacking in initiative.

“Father, it is quite—” Anna had begun to insist when Percy broke in, pleased to enter the tug-of-war.

“I do not understand you, sir. I’m sure that Anna—”

“Please—” Anna spoke again.

“There is a great deal you do not understand,” John said, overriding his daughter’s plea, “not the least of which is the value of a hard day’s work.”

Frances had felt Percy stiffen next to her, although he kept his voice low. “You will have little trouble finding me at work amidst the clamor and racket on Fourth Street during all hours of the work week, sir, poring over contracts, deeds, and maps with the rest of the ink-stained drudges.”

“And I expect that I would find you the first out of the door at the end of the day, as well.”

“That is your criticism, father? That I leave the office at the end of the day? That I find it a pleasurable duty to return to my family in the evening? I see, yes, of course, I can see how—”

“Anna.” Rhoda Bingham’s frail voice silenced the men. She lifted her unseeing eyes to the center of the room as if she meant to conjure a presence from the atmosphere to settle the dispute. And then, anticipating the men, she spoke again. “No, it is Anna whom I need.”

Frances had had to hide her smile, for Mother Bingham could make a point, leaning on Anna as Anna, in turn, leaned upon her ivory staff, mother and daughter, blind and halt, tilting toward the door, driven out by the unpleasant manners of the men. Frances had stood as well to lift the coffee tray. Although she bid the family good-night, she lingered on the other side of the parlor door, taking care to arrange some of the cups so that they would not spill, and thus caught the fragments of the argument that had begun anew. From John Bingham she heard “fortunate to find such a promising position” and “by God, you need to strike while the iron’s—.” Percy’s responses had included, “asked no favors” and “perfectly capable” and, unfortunately, “newspaper man.” That was when John Bingham’s voice rose with “occupation for scoundrels and windbags,” and Frances continued on to the kitchen, for father and son had begun to harmonize upon an old tune.

No, her husband was not a brute, Frances thought, setting the photograph back on the dressing table, but he was a man, and it was a Wednesday evening and her menses were not upon her. The argument below would be short. Within days of their wedding Percy had produced a much-thumbed advice tract called The Book of Nature (“Containing Information for Young People Who Think of Getting Married” ), which he had hesitantly opened to the author’s advice regarding the interval of two to three days between conjugal relations as the most healthful for men. Women, Frances read, could experience more frequent relations without suffering particular injury, although such frequency, the author warned, could prove to be “hard on their nerves.”

“Indeed,” Frances had responded quietly, but had not looked up from the page as she waited for Percy to speak again. When he did it was to suggest that perhaps Frances would not think it improper for him to press his “attentions” upon her twice a week, excepting those days when…and at this point Percy had begun blushing so profusely that Frances feared he would Spontaneously Combust as did that poor fellow in Mr. Dickens’ Bleak House. “What you wish, Percy,” Frances had replied, thinking to herself, the next words he speaks will be “Wednesday” and “Saturday.” They were, and that (it being a Saturday) had been the end of their discussion. The next morning, however, Percy had suggested that Frances read the rest of Mr. Ashton’s tract at her leisure, for there were things there she “might find of interest,” given their hopes to be settled in a house of their own before they began a family. This, Frances readily did, although she discovered little information that she had not already acquired through a thorough study of the infamous Madame Beach’s little book, purloined by a classmate from her mother’s chest of drawers and surreptitiously passed from girl to girl at Miss Ardwell’s.

At first Frances and Percy had been strangers and their intimacies brief. Percy was kind and Frances was grateful for his kindness as well as his brevity. Still, she preferred the other evenings, when her husband came to her as a friend. He had found in Frances an avid listener, for in his desire to speak of the life he had been meant to lead he had become the most willing of teachers. Through his descriptions Frances had traveled from England to Greece, through his reminiscences of his years at school she had been brought into the company of Byron and Keats, and of course, Percy’s favorite, Mr. Tennyson, whom she found terribly dull. Frances preferred the Dante that Percy read aloud, less for the verse than for the exquisitely horrible etchings in the volume beautifully bound in Moroccan leather. Although Frances took greater pleasure in listening to Anna’s voice, she had grown weary of Anna’s choice of ever good, ever patient, ever suffering heroines, her Dorcas, Daughter of Faustina, or lately, Mrs. Gaskell’s increasingly pathetic Ruth. Sometimes, as Percy read, Frances liked to compare the features brother and sister shared: hands that were strong, yet fine; fingers that squared and did not taper. Percy’s emotions, too, could be read in the blueness of his eyes. He, too, signaled a question with his shoulders and head tilted forward.

Frances dropped her gaze once more to the photograph upon hearing her husband’s steps. In reality, Percy and Anna were nothing alike. He was a man, and she a fantasy more real in a picture than in the room down the hall.





Chapter II

In Which We See Cracks in a Diamond

The knock on the door was less a request than a polite announcement, and Frances looked up at the mirror to see Percy, his color high, entering the room behind her.

“Vanquished or vanquisher?” Frances asked from her dressing table as she picked up her hairbrush, slid her thumb against the coolness of its silver handle, and passed an invitation through the mirror.

“We should be living in our own home. Oh, you need not bother,” Percy assured Frances as he caught the change in her expression. “I know the arguments well. We can little afford such a luxury, and it would be a hardship on Anna to be without us now that mother requires such constant care.” Percy accentuated each point with the thud of a boot dropped to the floor. He herded the boots to the heavy black oak wardrobe against the wall with his stocking feet, hung his jacket, and shrugged his suspenders from his shoulders. “But as long as I am under his roof, I must needs be the vanquished.” He turned to see that Frances continued to hold the brush up for him. The unreadable half-smile that she offered as well, mediated by the mirror, was familiar. Stepping toward Frances, Percy lifted the brush from her hand, and began to brush the long tresses he gathered across his arm as if her hair were some separate darkly silken and fragile creature, and Frances was reminded of the one poem containing an inventory of her virtues that she had come upon in Percy’s diaries. The poem spoke of the “unexpected” beauty of her tumbled hair, and of her eyes, “shivered with streaks of black like cracks in a diamond.” Gray, Frances thought, looking into the mirror again. Gray would have been easier to rhyme.

“Is it not he who leaves the field who is the vanquished?” Frances said. “Your father has been away so much of late that I believe he must feel like a stranger in his own home. His aggression toward you, who have become the man of the house, is quite natural.”

“I see you are philosophical tonight. Perhaps I have underestimated the intellectual rigor of Miss Ardwell’s curriculum.”

“Will you spar with me as well, Percy? Here?”

Frances’ expression was no longer enigmatic, and Percy understood that he had given offense, although he could not have said how. Often his wife asked questions that only he, with his greater learning, could answer. But should he refer directly to the inferiority of her intellect or her education, the former sufficient for a woman, and the latter proper, her response was to bristle. It was in this very inconsistency that she confirmed those limitations she would deny. No matter, Percy thought, there was equal charm in the attempt and the failure.

“I did not mean to offend you with my teasing, dear. It is just that he so thoroughly irritates me that I lose all perspective, and—”

“—manners?”

“And manners. There, am I forgiven?” Percy halted his strokes for a moment and waited for Frances to reply.

“Of course, but your father does seem to be unusually preoccupied this winter, does he not?”

“Oh, he’s on the run all right. Positively scrambling.”

The increased vigor with which Percy reapplied the hairbrush suggested that whatever had John Bingham “scrambling” was cause for some excitement, if not pleasure. The set of Percy’s mouth, however, told Frances that there would be no further disclosure on his part. He could be so tiresome at times, she thought. Clearly it was all about money, a subject her husband considered inappropriate in mixed company, even between husband and wife. Beyond the understanding of how a household must run upon a set allowance, a woman, Percy had explained, had no need to be sullied by financial matters. Exceptions?—and with Percy, there were always exceptions—had to do with his periodic complaints about his own “indentured servitude” and the occasional opportunity he took to display scorn for his father’s pursuit of wealth. It occurred to Frances (not for the first time) that her husband’s sensibilities were not only out of step with the time, but were perhaps a bit more delicate than his family’s history warranted.

Fortunately, she was not without her own resources. That John Bingham’s fortunes had taken a turn for the worse with those of the Northern Pacific Railroad seemed clear. The first indication that something unusual had happened, this past September, came with the slamming of the front door as Percy, flushed with excitement, burst into the Bingham home. Passing directly through the parlor, without a word for the women sitting there, he strode into his father’s study. Frances and Anna had exchanged a startled look. Rhoda Bingham continued to stare straight before her, but stopped her knitting, blinked her eyes rapidly, as if she could clear them of blindness, and asked, “Was that Percy? Has something happened?” Soon thereafter John Bingham rushed from the house, leaving Percy to assure the women that some business news had come over the wire, but it was nothing to concern them.

Almost twenty-four hours had passed before Frances could lay her hands upon a newspaper. Although the headline exclaimed, “PANIC,” Frances’ attention was first drawn to a fascinating report of the Yellow Fever in Louisiana that a local physician had described as taking victims as quickly as “sheep dying with the rot.” The lead story was a dry thing in comparison. The great financial house of Jay Cooke and Company had failed. Other banks and businesses, it was feared, would soon topple under the weight of that catastrophe, just as the galleries of the Stock Exchange had threatened to collapse under the weight of the masses that had rushed there in alarm. Jay Cooke stood accused of misrepresenting the Northern Pacific Railroad project by vastly overrating the value of the land upon which the bonds he sold were based, although here the St. Paul Press took issue with the eastern newspapers that proclaimed “Jay Cooke’s banana belt” to be, in reality, a “wild scheme to build a railroad from Nowhere, through No-Man’s-Land to No Place.” The Northern Pacific came in for its own share of the blame for mismanagement and for profligate spending that not even the great house of Cooke and Company could withstand.

Thirty financial houses in New York and Philadelphia failed that Friday. The following Monday eleven more closed their doors. The New York Stock Exchange closed for ten days. The Gold Exchange followed suit. The panic, Frances read, was spreading across the country, and she imagined the din of doors slamming from east to west.

Sitting at her dressing table with her husband all but forgotten behind her, Frances shuffled the clues. It was still September when John Bingham announced that Mother Bingham’s poor health would make the Binghams’ yearly shopping trip to New York impossible. An order to Berkey & Sloan’s for a new carriage, to have been delivered in the coming spring, had been cancelled. “The Panic of ’73,” as it was already being called, had evidently slammed the door on the second floor bath room as well, for there had been no talk for some time of new plumbing and a zinc bath tub. The question remaining for Frances was what was she to do with her new understanding? If she were to be of use in this crisis, it would be to John, for the fate of the family was clearly in his hands. She would have liked to move to her secretary to study once again her list of small changes that could be made in the daily management of the household, but Percy’s pull upon her hair reminded her that she had other duties to attend to first.

“Perhaps we could banish your father, and his affairs, from this room,” Frances said as she reached behind her to take the hairbrush from Percy’s hand, all the while holding his gaze in the mirror. She watched his Adam’s apple rise and dip as he swallowed and bent toward her, his hands now in her hair. To her surprise Percy’s grasp on her hair, gathered in his fists about each ear, tightened beyond a caress. The slight force was curiously pleasant, and Frances practiced a sudden intake of breath as she set the hairbrush next to the photograph.





Chapter III

In Which We Meet J. B. Power

James Buel Power set the letter he had been reading back on his desk, tapped it twice, and reached for the watch tucked into his waistcoat. By the dim light of the kerosene desk lamp he had grudgingly lit moments earlier, Power saw that he had another half hour before the 6:30 p.m. eastbound left the station for Duluth. It would be this time tomorrow evening before he reached St. Paul, and then he’d be getting onto another train for New York the next morning. It didn’t make for much of a visit with Helen and the children, but that could not be helped. Thirty minutes. Plenty of time to finish the day’s correspondence, this last to…Power looked again at the letter before him…the Jewish Agricultural and Industrial Society of St. Paul. He’d lived in St. Paul for ten years before moving his office and small staff to Brainerd and yet he’d never heard of such a thing. Moravians and Mennonites were one thing, Jews quite another, he thought, taking up his pen, and pausing for a moment to compose a beginning line.

His words would be professional and assured. And optimistic. The assumption of success, Power knew, was no small component of the same, although, and here he allowed himself a private sigh, optimism had been easier before. From the day he’d begun his professional life as a ticket and freight clerk for the New York and Erie Railroad, a lanky boy of sixteen his friends called Jimmy P, he’d believed that fortune would be available to him to precisely the degree that he was willing to hustle. Throughout the next twenty years, as Jim Power, he’d been what he called a “rustler of a living,” working as a civil engineer, a surveyor, draftsman, and auditor. He was James Power when he began his work with the Northern Pacific Railroad just three years ago in 1871 as chief clerk of the Minnesota and Dakota Division of the Land Department. Expectations were high, money was plentiful, and the bulk of his work lay in keeping up with arrangements for visits and sales along the Minnesota portion of the road as it was built. The property, with open acres of fertile land, edged with forested hills and interspersed with lakes packed with fish, practically sold itself. Within a year he had been promoted to General Agent of the Division. He spent less time in the field and more time in correspondence with the N.P. Bureau of Immigration’s European agents in London, Liverpool, throughout Scandinavia, and Germany. Although this correspondence, which filled several letterpress books, was signed by James B. Power, his associates had begun to call him J. B.

He had personally seen to the settlement of several colonies of Swedes, Germans, Norwegians, and Finns, the latter of which didn’t so much settle as burrow in like a warren of rabbits. Just this month he’d managed to get 230 Swedes out of the N.P. reception house in western Minnesota where they’d been since December. He’d been pressed to get them out earlier, but, as he’d written to the chairman of the N.P. Land Department, Frederick Billings, “even a Swede ought not be turned out in winter.” More important, of course, were the Yankees who migrated to the new Northwest. Several colonies had gathered together in New England to make their way west. The most impressive, the Red River Colony, had picked out thirty-six townships—not sections, but townships. Even the arrival of the Red River Colony, however, could not make up for the lost Russian Mennonites who had petitioned President Grant for an exemption from military service for the next fifty years, and from service as jurymen, and for the right to keep and administer their own schools as a condition for settlement. The petition had been denied. Power shook his head at the memory. A few non-binding assurances could have brought as many as forty thousand families—moral, sober, frugal and industrious—to the new Northwest. Power remained in contact with another small colony of thirty Mennonite families, but the larger opportunity had been lost.

News of the petition’s denial had arrived on Power’s desk in his St. Paul office in early September of the past year, and the news that followed had grown steadily worse. The daily bludgeoning that the Northern Pacific had taken in the press following September’s “panic” had colony after colony of prospective settlers writing to say that they had decided to “take another look” at Kansas. Then, on September 30, 1873, not quite two weeks after the crash, came the telegram from the Northern Pacific general office in New York that changed everything.

Expect no further help from this end, take care of yourself as best you can.

Anticipating something of the sort, Power had been ready to act when the telegram arrived. He had called in and released all the land examining parties. His own staff he reduced to three clerks. Hard as relaying those decisions had been, they’d been nothing compared to informing his wife that she was to remain in St. Paul with their four children while he moved his office and those three clerks to the Company’s office in Brainerd, a mid-Minnesota town that consisted of little more than the railroad shops, a depot, a livery, a general store, and a couple of saloons along the N.P. line from Duluth to Fargo. And yet, it was the right thing to do. Within thirty days he’d managed to sell some of the N.P.’s town lots in Fargo—a town in the sense that the tents along the two-year-old tracks were lined up in neat rows—as well as some pine land in Minnesota, raising enough money to pay his department’s bills and leave a small surplus with which to work.

Still, six months after the crash, the situation for the Northern Pacific was dire. Track laying had come to a halt in Bismarck and there was no telling if it would ever begin again. The N.P.’s Bureau of Immigration had been closed, and the European agents brought home. Power was not privy to the decisions being made in the general offices in New York, but surely bankruptcy was near. Power thought again of the telegram’s words, let a small smile draw up the edges of his hound dog face, and murmured, “Good.” Take care of yourself? He would do better than that. This was the opportunity he’d been waiting for.





Chapter IV

In Which We Must All Go Farming

To J. B. Power’s right the diminutive Septimus Slade alternated bites of his steak with puffs from his cigar. Power resisted the impulse to wave the smoke away. Clean-shaven and pink, with a head that seemed oddly oversized, Slade looked like an aging cherub dressed in a rumpled suit, and Power imagined the little man’s feet swinging well short of the floor under the table. He owned a half dozen railroads and express companies and sat on the boards of a half dozen more. Known for a Midas touch, his approval of Power’s plan would be essential if the rest of the Northern Pacific’s board of directors were to be convinced at tomorrow’s meeting. Slade had thus far said little beyond his original greetings to Power and the other two men sitting at their table at Delmonico’s. Across from Power sat the hirsute and dour Frederick Billings, chairman of the N.P.’s Land Department. The fourth man at the table, General George Cass, was the current president of the road. Like all N.P. shareholders, the officers and directors of the road had suffered significant financial loss through the depreciation of their stocks and bonds, currently worth about ten percent of their original value.

The road’s progress had, in fact, never been smooth. A transportation route through the northern tier of the country had been under consideration since the first decade of the century when Lewis and Clark completed their explorations for Thomas Jefferson. But plans for a transcontinental railroad along that course had barely begun to gain popularity when the discovery of gold in California made the Bay of San Francisco a far more attractive destination than the Puget Sound. The hopes inspired by President Lincoln’s decision to charter the Northern Pacific Railroad quickly dissipated as the War of the Rebellion turned governmental interest to the country’s midsection. In 1866, a handful of the nation’s wealthiest men dug into their own pockets, hoping to persuade Congress that here was a business endeavor so certain of success that proven capitalists had thrown the weight of their own personal fortunes behind it. After three years of unsuccessful lobbying for financial support for the road, they gave up on Congress and turned to the deepest pocket of all, Jay Cooke & Company. Cooke agreed to issue bonds to the amount of $100,000,000 to build the railroad. An oft-reproduced map of the country showing isothermal lines bending to the north and bringing a temperate climate to Minnesota and Dakota Territory reassured investors.

Construction work on the line began that summer of ’69. Track soon reached the Mississippi River where the town of Brainerd was laid out. Early in ’72 the N.P. crossed the Red River that separated Minnesota and Dakota Territory. The settlement of Centralia became Fargo, the newly platted town sites along the railroad acting as a roll call of the N.P.’s board of directors. By the time the road reached Edwinton (soon to be renamed Bismarck after the Iron Chancellor) on the Missouri River deep in Dakota Territory, the speed of the road building had taken its financial toll and the Northern Pacific and Jay Cooke & Company were in financial distress.

These were the details that the country had been reading in the newspapers for over six months, along with the tales of widespread ruination brought about by Cooke’s collapse and the Panic of ’73. But in all the newspapers there was one part of the Northern Pacific contract that was not mentioned: the creation of a Land Department. Perhaps it did not seem pertinent, but Power believed that it held the key to saving what existed of the railroad. As chairman of the Land Department, Frederick Billings was responsible for plotting, platting, and managing town sites along the road. Next in line was the Land Commissioner, a chronically ill W. A. Howard to whom Power, as the General Agent of the Minnesota and Dakota Division, reported, but who had been unable to join the current gathering at Delmonico’s. The Land Commissioner bore the responsibility for settling a “civilized” population along the one thousand miles of the planned road.

Although General Cass had arranged for the four men to meet in order to discuss Power’s proposition (which would need Billings’ and Slade’s support if the board were to agree), the discussion thus far around the table had centered on the road’s impending bankruptcy. So it was with some relief that Power heard General Cass, whose one military command had been of a steamer on Lake St. Clair, turn his nautical metaphors toward the business at hand.

“Our creditors have been lenient thus far,” Cass was saying, “but we may be forced to declare insolvency within the month. If you have ideas for restructuring, as you say, Billings, I’d like to hear them. In the meantime, we need not be idle. We are now in shoal water and all hands must take hold and lift over the bar until we get into deep water below. It won’t do to tie up to the shore and wait for a rise to carry us over. Perhaps we have not all been in agreement with decisions made thus far,” Cass hesitated as if expecting a response from Septimus Slade, who continued to chew and puff without looking up, “but there isn’t a Northern Pacific man who does not believe that the future of this country resides in the new Northwest. There will be a day when Brainerd, Fargo, and Bismarck will rival the finest cities of the eastern seaboard. If, that is, we find the means to rescue the Northern Pacific Railroad. Mr. Power, I believe, has spotted an opportunity from the crow’s nest and now cries, ‘Land Ho!’”

“Doctor Power, we’ll have to call him, if he can save this bleeding amputee, hemorrhaging our good money.”

Slade’s was an inauspicious entry into the conversation, but Power saw his way immediately. “Much has indeed been lost, sir, and I intend to neither concentrate on nor to ignore those losses, but rather, to suggest how we can best take advantage of that which we have gained. We have a railroad that reaches from Duluth to the Missouri River. More importantly, no, of inestimable importance, we have title to fifty million acres along the completed track. A great percentage of those acres in Minnesota and Dakota Territory are of such fertility that they can be matched by no other region in this vast country, and, I dare say, on the globe. Now I know,” Power put up his hand to stay any comments, “I know that these are familiar sentiments, thanks to the exuberant advertising campaign of Mr. Cooke, and that the days for such exuberance may seem to be behind us, but I say they are not.” Realizing that he had lifted his fork into the air to emphasize his point, Power replaced his cutlery onto his plate and set both hands upon the table before him.

“Those days are not behind us quite simply because the truth is not something that can be pulled out and used when it is convenient, and then forgotten when it is not. The truth is as constant as the prairie skies of the Red River valley, and it is that valley about which I want to speak. And,” Power hesitated for a moment, “about the great many investors now holding depreciated bonds.”

“May we understand, Mr. Power, that you have now moved into the debit column in your accounting?” Septimus Slade looked past Power as he spoke, catching the attention of a waiter. “Bring me some of that ‘Alaska, Florida’ for dessert,” he said to the man who quickly approached.

“The items in the debit column do not require my recitation, Mr. Slade. I am talking, sir, about a plan to shift those depreciated bonds from debit to credit.”

“If you have discovered the philosopher’s stone that will turn our iron rails to gold, then please continue.” Slade lifted his arms from his sides in a gesture meant, Power supposed, to be expansive, but which reminded him rather of a flightless bird flapping its vestigial wings.

“I am aware that there are those on the board who have viewed the Land Department as little more than a ‘necessary evil’. I am proposing that it is precisely this department that will save the road.” Power hesitated, hoping for a look of encouragement. Cass nodded briefly. Slade had cocked an eyebrow. Billings appeared to be fully occupied with stroking the hair on the fingers of one hand with the other.

“All of our efforts now must be to hold on to the main line,” Power continued. “That comes to four hundred and fifty miles of road through a country destitute of population. If the road is to survive, we need to populate the country alongside the road. We need to carry supplies one way, and goods the other.”

“Mr. Power, we know how railroads work.” Slade had lost his cherubic expression.

“My apologies. I propose that the Northern Pacific Railroad Company offer a bonds-for-land exchange, not to put too fine a point on it.”

Billings lifted his head. “All that will attract is speculation. Speculators do not increase the traffic of a road.”

“But if we should reduce the price of land in proportion to the area that the purchaser contracts to place under cultivation? If we should offer from 20 to 60 percent off the list price?”

“You might get some land under cultivation,” Billings said. “But even if, say, ten percent of the major stockholders take up farming, which they will not, it would be little more than a drop in the bucket. We’re talking about several thousands of square miles. You will not populate Dakota Territory with N.P. investors, I think. You need towns and communities for traffic. You need the entire structure of civilization.”

“Our terms will attract men of substance. The bounty produced on the land will be its own advertisement. Gentlemen,” Power lowered his voice, as if he were about to reveal a secret meant only for the ears of the men at his table, “this past fall a homesteader on the banks of the Sheyenne River brought into Fargo sixteen hundred bushels of Number One Scotch Fife wheat, the product from forty acres, which he sold for a dollar-twenty-five per bushel. That is two thousand dollars from forty acres. It would be eight thousand dollars from a quarter section. Thirty-two thousand dollars from a section.” Power’s voice rose a notch with each figure. “N.P. stock originally purchased for a dollar is now worth ten cents. If railroad land, valued at $2.50 to $5 an acre, is exchanged at face value, upon the condition, mind you, that that land be put under cultivation, an acre of land will go for twenty-five to fifty cents. Imagine, one square mile of land purchased for as little as one hundred and sixty dollars capable of producing thirty-two thousand a year!” Power took a breath. “Large stockholders will see value for increasingly valueless stock. The nation and the world will see farms such as they have never seen before, of such size, with such a capacity for production, why, they will advertise the wealth to be had there in a way no mere words can.”

“Exhibition farms,” General Cass said quietly.

“If you will,” Power answered. “But, and this I can not state emphatically enough, the directors of the road must take the lead if others are to follow. Then will come the settlers, and the shopkeepers, and then the churches and the schools and the ‘entire structure of civilization’. Gentlemen, I remember my first view of the land. There was not a sign of a living thing on the great unbroken plain, not a sound except that of the whispering wind as it passed over the sea of grass. Dakota is a great, dead space awaiting the occupancy of man to give it life. Gentleman, I say to you, we must all go farming!”

Silence followed Power’s speech, a silence during which he met first Cass’, then Billings’, then Slade’s eyes, at which point the little man spooned a last bit of biscuit and ice cream into his mouth, sat back in his chair, and brought his palms together in quiet applause.

“Well put, well put. You have an orator’s gift, Mr. Power. And there’s even a chance that you may be right. But the simple truth is that we have before us Hobson’s Choice. It is this or nothing, and I for one am in your corner.”

* * *

In the eighteen months that followed that April supper at Delmonico’s in New York, J. B. Power’s duties as General Agent for the Minnesota and Dakota Division of the N.P. multiplied beyond what even he had anticipated. In the first months most of his time was spent acting as a private land agent for the directors who had been convinced to invest in Power’s scheme. For General Cass and another board member, Benjamin Cheney, Power selected eighteen sections of railroad land west of Fargo, arranged with a local man and his crew to begin breaking and backsetting the land the following summer, and then hired an acquaintance from St. Paul to manage the Cass-Cheney farm.

Several other directors took up large parcels along the road, lending their names to the railroad sidings nearby that were certain to become thriving towns. Power wrote letter after letter to these directors and other large bond holders, several of whom were considering parcels totaling over twenty square miles, encouraging them to buy up the government sections that were interspersed among their railroad sections as well. He feared that too much of the government land would be sought after by claim speculators, men who would secure the land by filing Homestead, Preemption, or Timber claims, make the minimum improvements required by law, and then lay off for years until surrounding improvements gave their own land greater value. In a letter to General Cass, Power explained, “I have made an arrangement with the Government Land Officers to hold for me these sections as long as possible. This is somewhat irregular but they are choice fellows at Fargo and will do all they can to accommodate us.”

Frederick Billings took up several square miles, but was showing no interest in putting his land under cultivation, behavior that Power found mightily irritating from the chairman of the Land Department. Septimus Slade, despite his pivotal role in persuading the rest of the board to take a chance on Power’s land-for-bonds scheme, could not be convinced to take more than five and three-quarter sections. He had chosen for a manager a certain John Bingham, who, Slade said, would be making a trip west soon to take a look at the parcel Power had selected, at which point Bingham would decide for himself if he, too, was interested in trading his own N.P. bonds for land as well.

By the end of ’74 Power could report to Billings that land sales were nearing a million dollars, and that he expected 20,000 acres to be a very low estimate of the acreage to be broken in the Red River valley in 1875, which, Power added (somewhat more enthusiastically than realistically) could result in a full million bushels of wheat for shipping east. The world could not fail to take notice of such a bonanza, Power wrote, signing off with the exclamation that he would repeat for years to come: “Every man who locates a Bond is an Emigration Agent for us.”

The following April brought about the reorganization of the Northern Pacific Railroad and the end of bankruptcy proceedings. The N.P. had been forced to give up a controlling interest in the St. Paul and Pacific Railroad and in the Oregon Steam Navigation Company located at the projected terminus of the road on the west coast, all in the effort to hold on to the 450 miles of track already completed. The long and short of Billings’ reorganization plan was that the foreclosure sale and the following purchase (the ‘purchasers’ being the very same reorganized Northern Pacific Railroad Company) simply sloughed off the mortgage. N.P. bondholders took preferred stock for their bonds, the Company was ridded of all encumbrances and stood ready once again to raise more money on a good security at the first dawn of good times, at which point the Company could once again begin laying track. J. B. Power was convinced that the Red River valley “exhibition farms” were the herald of that dawn.

It was a rare moment when Power found the time to scribble out a personal note in the midst of his constant business correspondence, but a mid-September letter in ’75 to his wife brought him particular satisfaction. Finishing the letter, Power lifted it into the air to give it his usual brief wave to dry the ink, and then, enjoying an unusual moment of leisure, he imagined his wife reading his words.

Dear Helen,

Your letters are received as a balm in the midst of the daily flurry of business correspondence. I enjoyed your report on the Bingham family. I do not think it so odd that you have never seen John Bingham. There are, I suspect, a great many persons in the congregation of the First Christ Episcopal Church who believe that a certain Mr. J. B. Power is likewise oddly absent. It will not always be so. I can make no promise as to the date, but once the bulk of the N.P. land in the Red River valley is taken up I expect that my long exile in Brainerd will come to a close and I will be able to move the office back to St. Paul. I have been promoted to the position of Land Commissioner of the Northern Pacific Railroad, rewarded it seems for the success of my “land-for-bonds scheme.” I am, as always, affectionately,

Yours,

James





Chapter V

In Which an Ill Wind Blows Some Good

Percy was home from work much earlier than was his habit, but he had brought with him his usual scent, partly cigarette smoke, mostly whiskey. When Frances had asked him one evening several months earlier, as he emptied the contents of his several pockets onto the bedroom dresser, why he bothered carrying a flask, since he was seldom at any great distance from either the Merchants or the Metropolitan Billiards Hall, Percy had responded that it was a “gentleman’s flask.” Frances hoped that Percy knew her well enough after almost four years of marriage to understand that she was not deceived into thinking that he had actually answered her question. Or that it had been motivated by a decision to add to her wifely duties the role of watch-dog. In truth, she rather liked the flask, its slender curve both sensuous and tidy. The small cluster of grapes raised on the convex side of the silver container struck her as quite beautiful. Gentlemen’s accessories were often such lovely things. She had simply wanted him to know that she knew the flask to be his constant companion.

Frances had been quizzing Mrs. Cook about the salaries of the house staff in other residences in the neighborhood when Percy entered the house through the side door just off the kitchen. The unusual time and manner of entry piqued her curiosity, but Frances was having such success with Mrs. Cook, a great gossip, that she did not immediately seek Percy out. What she had learned thus far was that the Bingham laundresses, who labored for two days each week in the cavernous basement, were paid the same wages as other laundresses on Summit Avenue, as were the gardener and his boy, and the housekeeper as well, but that the seamstresses who occupied the sewing room three mornings each week on the second floor were the highest paid that Mrs. Cook knew. What’s more, Mrs. Smythe was known to have been discharged from an earlier position for having too generously helped herself to scraps and remainders of fabric, and Jennie MacFadden, who was Mrs. Smythe’s niece—and who had a small child, but, as best anyone knew, no husband, Mrs. Cook whispered—had been forced to leave the same situation at the same time.

“I wonder that Anna did not know any of this when she hired Smythe and MacFadden,” Frances muttered as she calculated what the household would save without at least one of the women’s services.

“Oh, but she did, ma’am,” Mrs. Cook clarified. “But Mrs. Smythe’s work was so fine, Miss Bingham said, that it was a shame for her not to be able to put her talents to good use. That’s what she said, and she said, too, and this I heard directly from Jenny MacFadden, that the first mistakes were often made in ignorance, and may be forgiven, but that it was repetition that blackened the soul.”

That, Frances thought, was quite likely an accurate quotation. Anna had the ability to be simultaneously tender and rigid, a combination as tempting as problematic, for Frances dreamed of making some mistakes of her own. Mrs. Cook, her pump now well primed, had embarked on another tale of disappointing character regarding the man who delivered coal, but this information, Frances saw, could do her no good. As she left the room, Frances wondered aloud if chops for supper practically every night had not grown a bit tedious.

Percy was not in the library, nor the parlor, nor the small balcony off their bedroom where he occasionally liked to hide, so Frances wrapped a shawl around her shoulders and stepped onto the front porch. It was a glorious fall day, a cerulean sky lending distinction to the elms lining the street. Just this week, Frances noticed, the trees had begun their transformation into their autumn buttery yellow. Percy stood with his back to her, his head thrown back like an invalid or a prisoner who has finally gained the sun.

“Hello, my dear,” he said without turning toward her. “You have found me.”

“Did you come home to be found?”

Percy gave a short laugh and turned. She offered him her cheek and when he bent to kiss it she was able to calibrate his mood as likely to be somewhere between irreverence and petulance, based upon the whiskey on his breath. Frances supposed she should mind, but this was precisely the stage at which she found her husband most entertaining.

“I came home to talk to my wife, wife,” he said into her ear.

Frances stepped back to study Percy’s face for a moment. “Shall we sit here? The temperature is so pleasant, and the trees are spectacular.”

“The leaves change color because they are dying, but by all means, let us sit and watch them die while you tell me what you have been doing today.”

“Why today?” Frances asked, as she settled into her chair.

“Today. Every day. What is it that you do, Frances?” Percy pulled his own cushioned chair to her side and sat.

Frances felt more than heard the rough edge of Percy’s response. It was increasingly present in his banter with her, and she sensed that it both frightened and excited him. She had begun to suspect that behind this faint abrasiveness, lay the violation of that unspoken, unspeakable, contract into which husbands and wives necessarily entered: to be coupled, exposed, stripped bare of disguise in the intimacy of the bedroom, and then miraculously transformed into strangers, politely bored and distant, in the light of day. Sometimes it made her want to laugh aloud, as she sat in church, or passed a plate of cookies in an acquaintance’s parlor, or looked about while on Percy’s arm at the Opera House. She studied the careful posture of her neighbors next to her in the pew and could not imagine them turning and bumping under the covers. She watched her friends daintily lift napkins to wipe away imaginary crumbs and could not believe that a gasp or a moan had ever escaped their lips. She looked at the fine dresses and suits and could not picture corsets coming off, bellies behind the tight waistcoats released, trousers and petticoats dropped. But these things must happen for they were happening in her bedroom. A thought brought the slightest blush to her face. Perhaps her freedom with Percy was completely outside of the ordinary, and that accounted for her husband’s tone. For the first time as Frances looked over at Percy’s half-smile, it occurred to her that he could be dangerous. Not physically, but…Frances did not know how to finish her thought.

“I have been most recently talking with Mrs. Cook about some of the details of the house. Anna and Mother Bingham are taking tea with the Misses Robertson, this being Tuesday afternoon, so I have been left to my leisure, and I admit I have made no good use of it.”

“Well done. I had forgotten the standing tea of Tuesdays with the good spinsters. And how is it that you have come to deprive yourself of the effervescent company of the Misses Robertsons, both of whom, I take it, are still alive?”

“Breathing, certainly. I complained to Anna of the headache.”

“Not as inventive as I would have expected.”

“The headache, not a headache. As in, the headache I would have if I were to take tea yet again with Ida and Phoebe Robertson.”

Percy threw back his head with a laugh before saying, “You are not nice.”

“Oh Percy, I am often nice. I am simply not perfectly nice. And now may I ask, what brings you home this time of day?”

“No. Not yet. The world is too much with me today.” Percy made a sweeping gesture, meant, Frances supposed, to encompass this weighty world, but taking in instead the quiet tree-lined street and the spires of the several churches in the wooded city below. “Tell me more about you.”

Frances took a moment to study her husband. Just now he reminded her of Mrs. Cook. He had something to say to her, but preferred to have her ease him into it, soothe him with trifles, and then, when he had grown comfortable, guide him to his moment of disclosure. And she would, because she could, because she often enjoyed the moments of unpredictability of his conversations, but mostly because she must. What it would be like to be able to say to Percy, to any man, “listen, just tell me what you think, what you know. Be forthright,” without the conversational dance, she could only imagine. So she entertained him for awhile with kitchen gossip and made him laugh with a description of an encounter she had watched from her bedroom window involving old Mrs. Harbaugh, her poodle, and one of the feral cats that had taken up residence in the gorge on the back side of the house. When Percy showed no intention of taking up his part of the conversation, Frances decided to see if she could make better use of her time.

“I was wondering, Percy, did I overhear your father informing Mother Bingham this morning of yet another trip he will soon be taking? I thought perhaps I heard him say ‘Dakota’.”

“That would be impossible.”

“For your father to go to Dakota?”

“For me to confirm what you did or did not overhear, as I was neither with you at the time, nor with mother and father.”

Quite impossible, Frances thought, as she tilted her head toward Percy to acknowledge his teasing, all the more so in that such a conversation had not taken place. She would have to find another means by which to sound her husband. A direct question regarding information he may have received from his father would never do, for Percy could not be relied upon for an accurate recapitulation of these conversations. As a result, Frances had been forced to hesitate at doors, pause outside open windows, and, when necessary, glance at correspondence upon John Bingham’s office desk. There simply seemed to be no other way to remain sufficiently informed regarding the business of her own home. Just this morning she had taken a cup of coffee in to her father-in-law in his study, shortly after the arrival of the mail, to find him so intently studying a letter that he failed to acknowledge her knock or her entrance. She had waited until John had left the house for the day before returning to retrieve the cup, which he had set not so very far from the letter. There was mention of “bonds” and a couple of names she did not recognize, and a reference to “a trip to Fargo, D. T.” A last glance before she stepped away from the desk gave her the name of her father-in-law’s correspondent.

Septimus Slade. It was a name she had neither heard nor seen before.

“Quite impossible, of course,” Frances said aloud. “I am, it seems, as clumsy in conversation as I was this morning in reality. I tripped against a chair in the hallway outside the parlor and sat to remove the shoe that pained me before I realized that your father and mother were speaking just the other side of the door. Before I could move away I overheard him mention a trip to Dakota in association with someone whose name I forget. September. Septimus. Oh, it doesn’t matter, of course.”

“Septimus Slade?”

“Who, dear?”

“Did you, perchance, hear the name ‘Septimus Slade’?”

“Oh, Percy, I couldn’t say. I was up and hobbling away at that point. I’m ashamed to have overheard that much. Is Mr. Slade a friend of yours?”

“Hardly, my dear. I have never met the man; nonetheless, I hold him personally responsible for my servitude as an ink-stained law clerk with the St. Paul and Pacific.”

“Your foot is simply on a lower rung than is comfortable for a man of your talents. I do not doubt that you will climb.”

For a moment husband and wife studied each other. “Getting and spending, we lay waste our powers,” Percy finally said. “Climbing is a matter of definition. Ascent and descent are not necessarily mutually exclusive. Our Mr. Slade and father, for example, have descended to some climbing themselves.”

“Is this one of your riddles, Percy?”

Percy sat further back in his chair and reached into his pocket for his cigarette case. Here was another gentleman’s item of which Frances approved, as slim and elegant as his flask. She did not know of another man who carried such a beautiful thing. With a nod he asked for permission to light the cigarette and with a matching nod Frances gave it.

“For some years, father owned a significant parcel of land a bit southwest of here, land that he had purchased on the cheap soon after the Sioux massacre of ’62 convinced a good many of the settlers there to go farming elsewhere. It was the division and the sale of that land six, or was it five years ago now—? I was back in New Haven, having completed my year of travel in Europe.” Percy paused, his thoughts snagged by something in the past, and Frances closed her eyes, concentrated on maintaining an expression of benign disinterest, and willed her husband forward. “Yes, six. So that would have been ’69 when father sold the land. Et voilà! John Bingham, thief, lumberman, speculator is transformed into John Bingham, Esquire, a wealthy man of business, a proper capitalist of the first sort, and the Bingham family takes residence in the wilds of lower Summit Avenue.”

“With a magnificent view.”

“And isn’t that a lovely gift to a blind wife? Equally as thoughtful as putting a daughter who walks with a cane on the top of a hill. No, Frances, father is seldom motivated by thoughtfulness. He moved mother from the house she knew well and Anna from the Lowertown neighborhood she loved because he could sell dear, and buy cheap, with the intention of someday selling dear again. It is what he does for a living. He is a gambler.”

“Mrs. Patrick tells me that the Walter Ingrahims are to build on a parcel between Rice and St. Peter.”

“You have made my point for me, Frances. We are to be neighbors to the fabulously wealthy Walter Ingrahim. Imagine! And when that day comes I fully expect father to sell, and move his family to his next investment, which, if the pattern should hold, will be damned inconvenient for everyone but him. No, the best I can say for father on this account is that he quite possibly recognized the value of his Summit investment completely on his own, which was not the case in regard to his land speculation to the west. That was not prescience. Oh, no. He had some very material help from a very material gentleman in his selection.”

This, Frances thought, was new information in the specific, but certainly not in the general, for it had long been her understanding of John Bingham that he was a capable and ambitious man with a talent for using the resources of others to increase his own. Nor was John Bingham the least bit reticent on this point, as one of his favorite and oft-told stories of his past had him, at fifteen years of age, stealing away from his New Hampshire home in the dead of night with nothing but his father’s finest sow, which was not long thereafter in his company. Anna had once murmured, in response to the tale, “Your parents must have worried so, father,” to which John had replied, “There were nine others to worry about. Don’t suppose they missed me much. Missed that sow though, you may be sure,” he’d added with a laugh. Exactly how John Bingham had parlayed the profits from a stolen pig into sufficient standing to have married Rhoda Stanton of the New Hampshire Stantons fifteen years later, Frances did not know. Nor did she know if he had the lumberyard in New Hampshire before the wedding, or if it came with his bride. It had been the lumber business that brought John Bingham to Minnesota. Percy could not be led into a recital of the Binghams’ early years in Minnesota, and Anna had been just five years old when they had arrived in 1858. Her memories were of noise and mud and a small house near her father’s mill in St. Anthony Falls. Then there had been the move to St. Paul’s Lowertown and the house on Woodward, about which Anna spoke with so much affection. That move, Frances calculated, would have been around 1865, putting John Bingham about three years into the land speculation to which Percy now referred.

“Perhaps you are too hard on your father,” Frances said. “We all rely on others for good advice now and then. There is no shame in that.”

“Advice! Ha! He was helped by something far more substantial than that. A map is more like the thing. Father had, shall we say, an invisible partner in his Minnesota land purchase. That partner turned out to be Mr. Septimus Slade, who in 1862 was himself a simple surveyor in the employ of the St. Paul and Pacific Railroad. Seven years later a branch line of that very railroad passed directly through the property that father had accumulated. The value of his town lots, as well as of the neighboring countryside, increased tenfold, and he was able to divide the property into smaller parcels for sale to the immigrant mongrels once again flowing in from the east, the U.S. Calvary having long since hanged any number of offensive redskins responsible for the ’62 Massacre and chased the rest west.”

“And Mr. Slade?”

Percy sighed, his interest in the story obviously waning. “His fortunes improved in significantly greater measure and he now makes his home in Philadelphia where he sits on the board of who knows which, or how many, companies. I think we may assume that his relationship with father was not idiosyncratic. More to the point, as a sign of his gratitude for father’s discreet handling of his speculative responsibilities, Slade found a position in the bowels of the St. Paul and Pacific for the son of his former and unacknowledged business partner, a son who, we may be sure Bingham père had made clear, was failing to show the proper interest in a career in law, the proper respect for the world of business, in short, the proper attitude toward the accumulation of wealth. The answer, it seems, to all that was lacking in the son, were years of drudgery. End of story.”

“Not, Percy, the end of the story.”

“Indeed, dear, you are right, for here comes the best part regarding our Septimus Slade. A newly wealthy, and thus newly important, man, he soon thereafter bought, I mean to say, secured, a position on the board of directors of that fine transcontinental enterprise, the Northern Pacific Railroad Company. I would not be surprised to discover that it was upon our friend Slade’s advice that father put the bulk of his profits from his successful speculation into N.P. bonds.”

Percy leaned forward to crush his cigarette into an ashtray. Then he crossed his legs, linking his fingers around one knee, and began to hum lightly.

“I’m afraid I don’t see what that has to do with your father now,” Frances finally said.

“I didn’t say it did, dear. Nor am I necessarily privy to the contents of the letter that father received from Mr. Slade this morning.”

Percy’s words fell with quiet weight into the day that had gone suddenly silent. Frances felt herself begin to color. Searching for the words that would defuse Percy’s insinuation, she found herself in an uncharacteristic stutter before she could say, “A letter? I wouldn’t know—”

“But it’s an ill wind that blows no good,” Percy interrupted as he stood. “The company responsible for the crash, and for the Bingham family’s increasingly perilous position in the world, has inadvertently set me free. With the Northern Pacific no longer holding a controlling interest in the St. Paul and Pacific, the latter has taken the opportunity to do a little of its own reorganizing, or to use a more familiar domestic term, housecleaning. As a result I am, as of this morning, no longer in its employ.” Percy studied Frances’ expression for a moment before adding, “I consider this good news. Perhaps now is the time for us to move east.” He reached his hand down to Frances. “I think it has gotten a bit chillier out here. You will want to come inside now.”





Chapter VI

In Which John and Percy Bingham Head for the End of the Earth

Less than two weeks later Percy was on a train bound for Fargo, Dakota Territory, wondering how his life had moved so quickly from tedious to ludicrous. He had the strangest sensation of having slipped into a nightmare from which he could witness the waking day, but could not rouse himself to join it. In this nightmare every desire would monstrously mutate into a deed he could not have foreseen; every hope would pervert into an opposing action. For here he was, days after informing Frances that his indentured servitude with one railroad company had come to an end, traveling toward a meeting with the Land Commissioner of another. He was not heading east, but west, and his companion was his father, not his wife.

His wife. She seemed to be at the very center of his confusion. Amenable, charming, attentive, she was, to all appearances, precisely what a wife should be. And yet he often felt as if they had entered into a struggle, but for what, he could not say. He could not make sense of his thoughts. Or were they suspicions? But of what could he be suspicious? There was no occasion when he could say, here, I had expected more from her. Or here, she disobeyed me, or disappointed me, or countered me, or was less than a wife should have been. More, perhaps. But if Frances was too much, what was she too much of? He reached up to unwrap his spectacles from his ears, and then began to massage the bridge of his nose. If there were to be a contest, then he was surely lost, for he had no doubt about her strength of will, and no misconceptions about his own.

Frances’ support for his father’s plan had come as a surprise. John Bingham, at this moment sitting on the hard wooden bench across from Percy, seemingly transfixed by an advertising circular extolling a certain company’s harrows and plows, had returned from a brief and sudden trip to Philadelphia to inform his family that not only would he soon be the owner of almost 1300 acres of land in the Red River valley of Dakota Territory, but more importantly, he would be managing the much larger interest there of Septimus Slade. All told, he would be in control of over 5000 acres. Once under cultivation, and the fertility of the region proved, he and Slade intended to divide the land into smaller parcels to sell to settlers. The bulk of the initial capital (for seed, stock, machinery, supplies, labor) was to be provided by Slade. John Bingham would work without a salary, but would take a percentage of the profits from Slade’s land.

With his family silenced around the dinner table by this revelation, John Bingham had added that this was all contingent, of course, on a trip he and Percy were to take straight away to see the land for themselves. If they moved quickly there was still time to get some acreage broken this fall in preparation for seeding the following spring.

“Why on earth would I accompany you to Dakota Territory to look at dirt?” Percy had asked, carefully setting his knife and fork down.

“You are not otherwise employed. I was hoping that you would be of assistance.”

“I can not imagine how. I know about as much about farming as I know about this trout,” he gestured toward his plate, “and am equally uninterested. Anna, how do we come to have fish for dinner twice in one week?”

“It was my suggestion, Percy.” Frances spoke. “Fish is so plentiful here, and—”

“It would do you good to take some interest in your family’s business,” John interrupted.

“If the family business is to be farming, sir, then I must take my family and my business elsewhere. I am no farmer.”

“You will not farm. You will not practice law. I have heard often enough what it is that you will not do, but I have not heard what it is that you will do.”

“Excuse me, John,” Frances spoke before her husband could reply. “Our plans are something we would like to continue to discuss in private before we bring them before the family.”

Percy could have kissed her right there and then. Later that evening, alone in their bedroom, however, he found her words less welcome.

“I can not see what harm it would do to travel to Dakota with your father,” Frances had said when Percy asked her if she could believe his father’s presumption.

“Nor what good, Frances. Surely you do not expect me to support such a scheme, much less participate. It is my intention, rather, for us to leave for New York as soon as possible.”

“New York, Percy?” Frances moved her hand to her chest, then let it drop to her lap again. “What is in New York for us?”

“Or Boston. Or Philadelphia. I mean to try my hand at journalism.”

“And do you mean to move us there, with no friends, no position, no home, and Percy, no income? Where will we live? What will we live on while you look for this work? This seems precipitate, at best.”

“I can go on ahead and find employment, and then you can join me. Let father go to his new Northwest. My world is to the east. And your world, my dear, is with me.” Percy watched Frances closely as he said these words. She seemed suddenly far away, her gaze fixed on the items organized upon her dressing table. Then she blinked and turned to him.

“Of course. But Percy, while you are finding your way in the east, I must, as you say, remain with Anna and Mother Bingham. It would be so unpleasant, perhaps even impossible, if you were estranged from your father. Would it not be best for you to make this trip with him just now? Perhaps the time together would allow you to better understand one another. And then, with harmony restored and your father’s attention elsewhere, you could begin your search in the east. The opportunities will surely increase in time, as the effects of the Panic lessen.”

“So you believe my father is to become a farmer?”

“Five thousand acres is, you said yourself, several square miles. If I understood him correctly, it is more of a business than a simple farm, a business which he is to manage. Investing in agriculture seems to me to be entirely honorable. I do not think you will find your father carrying a burlap bag over his shoulder, casting seed in a plowed field, as he chews on a plug of tobacco.” Frances smiled at Percy, drawing a slight smirk from him in return.

“You are right. He is not a farmer, he is a speculator, again and always.”

“There is no shame in profit, Percy,” Frances said, and to this Percy had no reply.

Their discussions had continued in this vein for the next couple of days. He would speak and she would agree, and then, she would explain to him why his intentions would be best served by doing precisely the opposite of that which he most desired. This was the nightmare that set Percy on a rocking train, facing his father busily reading about gangplows while he was expected to be likewise occupied in the perusal of a practically blank map. Percy wrapped his glasses back around his face and reached inside his coat to feel the flask warming there.

* * *

John Bingham watched his son pass through the door at the end of the car. Only that minor part of himself that could be defined as “father” was surprised at the man Percy had become. Were Percy a stranger, John Bingham would have sized him up and dismissed him as an effete dandy without a second thought. His son’s hands were as soft as a woman’s. Even his full mustachios, with which he took such care, bespoke an unmanly attentiveness to his person. His eyes, behind his spectacles, seemed too often focused on something far in the distance that no one else could see, when they weren’t focused on some confounded book of poetry. John had wanted to believe that Percy toted such a thing around solely for the purpose of irritating him, but he’d come upon his son reading in private often enough to know this was not the case. Condescension and derision were his son’s greatest talents, usually directed toward folks who knew how to roll up their sleeves and get to work. Well, progress was messy. Only those who stood on the sidelines gaping could afford to be fastidious.

He had known dozens of men like his son, men whose successes were all in the future, and whose failures were never their own. But John Bingham was not a man to give up on a project before it was brought to completion, and although Percy was a twenty-seven-year-old man and married to boot…and that was the mystery, John Bingham thought to himself, distracted from his silent rant. How his son had managed to woo a woman with the salt of Frances Houghton was beyond him, and whether he knew what to do with her now that he’d gotten her was unlikely, for if there weren’t some embers smoldering there, he didn’t know his women, and he liked to think that he did. John cleared his throat and brought his thoughts back to heel. Even though Percy was a grown man, there was still the chance that he could be made useful in some small way.

“Hitch young Percy’s wagon to that Power fellow,” had been Septimus Slade’s advice. “The man believes he can turn dross to gold, maybe he can turn your boy to some good. No disrespect intended toward your progeny, of course,” Slade had chuckled, and then added, “I’ll put in a word, if you like.” Well, John thought, he could lead the horse to water but he couldn’t guarantee that he wouldn’t act like a horse’s ass once he got there.

They were to meet J. B. Power at the N.P. offices in Brainerd before traveling on to the parcels southwest of Fargo that Power had selected for their examination. John had hoped to use this first leg of the trip to school Percy in the details of his agreement with Slade, of the land-for-bonds arrangement, on the particulars of the N.P.’s land grant, on the possibilities of taking control of some of the government land proximate to his and Slade’s, by homestead, preemption, or timber claim, or by getting hold of Indian or Soldiers’ scrip, all in the hopes that Percy would make a good impression on Power. Already that seemed unlikely.

John had allowed Percy a full hour of silent reading before he tried to engage him in a discussion of the days ahead of them. Tucking his watch back into his vest, John had bent to his case from which he produced a Northern Pacific Railroad map of the Red River valley on the Dakota side.

“Have you had a chance to take a look at this yet, son?” John asked. He already knew the answer to his question but was determined to begin the trip on a positive note. He watched as Percy lifted a finger to mark his place in the book he was reading, the only immediate sign that he had heard his father’s question. Then after a moment more, presumably finishing the paragraph or verse before him, Percy dropped a ribbon along the spine to save his place, and looked up.

“The opportunity has ever been before me these past few days. A complementary interest, alas, has not.”

A simple ‘no’ would have gotten the job done, John thought. “I would like you to be familiar with this map by the time we meet with Mr. Power. Slade said that Power had several parcels for us to consider. He’s a busy man. I’m sure he would appreciate it if we were to meet him prepared to understand and discuss their whereabouts.”

Without responding, Percy reached for the map that John had been holding toward him. John suppressed a sigh and again bent to his case beside him. Within minutes of sitting back up with a handful of pamphlets to read, John noticed that Percy had set the map back onto his lap, taken off his spectacles, and was rubbing the bridge of his nose as he stared out the window.

“Well?” John asked.

Percy replaced his spectacles and began to refold the map, his movements and his toneless recitation precise. “On the east bank of the Red River is Moorhead. On the west bank, Fargo. To the north of Fargo there is a settlement by the name of Georgetown, through which the stagecoach line appears to run, heavens knows where. South of Fargo lies Fort Abercrombie. To the west of Fargo the N.P. runs through Worthington, Jamestown, and ends at Bismarck. For good reason, I am sure. There are a number of small rivers tributary to the Red in the immediate vicinity of Fargo. The Maple runs to the west, and the Sheyenne to the southwest. A couple of light scratches on the map represent the Goose River that curls to the northwest, and the mighty, I am sure, Rush River, the mouth of which appears to be a large bog. And that, sir, is the extent of the information one can glean from your map, for it is otherwise little more than a checkerboard of squares on either side of the railroad, each one signifying nothing, distinguished only in that it is not precisely the same nothingness as the nothingness that surrounds it.” Percy handed the map back to his father. “You may now consider me schooled and prepared for Dakota. I’m going to stretch my legs.”

John studied his son’s back as he turned. He would be of no use. There was no getting around it. Perhaps he should blame himself for getting a family off a woman as frail as Rhoda Stanton. He had wanted to believe that her infirmity was limited to weak vision, but he had known better, for she was already sickly when they met. He had hoped that his sturdy Bing stock would be vigorous enough to overcome her natural weakness—for it was Johnny Bing who left the New Hampshire farm that night with a pig in tow even if it was John Bingham who had entered the Stanton household several years later. There should never have been a second child, he had been admonished by that priggish snoop of a doctor. The violence done Anna at birth had injured her spine and hip, leaving her permanently lame. It was a shame to see her limp into spinsterhood, all the more so as there was a comeliness about his daughter, a delicacy that became her more than it did his son.

A blind wife, a dandy, and a cripple. A budding fortune lost in the Panic. A splendid home with a mortgage he was within months of defaulting on. This was what he had to show for fifty-plus years of scrambling. He felt tired. He felt a little like he thought a Johnny Bing might feel. But he had been given another chance, and by God, he would grab it. Some of the capital Slade provided for the Dakota operation could be siphoned off to pay the mortgage on the Summit Avenue house for the time being. As for Percy, if he could make no use of himself on this trip then he would soon discover how far his delicate sensibilities took him without a father’s purse to dip into. There would be one loss. What would it have been like, he wondered, to have been a young man with someone with the spirit of his daughter-in-law at his side. Yes, he supposed he would miss having that one around.





Chapter VII

In Which Frances Goes Too Far

The morning that Percy was to depart for Dakota Territory, Frances awoke strangely excited, as if it were she, not her husband, who was about to make the long trip to Dakota. Percy’s mood, however, was rather more querulous, so Frances thought it best to silence his litany of complaints with a modest indication that she would be receptive to intimacy. It is the rare soul so lost to goodness that it does not feel pleasure in pleasure given, especially when the cost is slight, and Frances descended the stairs later that morning satisfied with her generosity and relieved to be spared the need for more of the same for at least a week. She had lingered at her toilet just long enough to miss the family’s hurried “good-byes” to the men.

When Frances joined Anna and Mrs. Bingham in the parlor, Mrs. Bingham was already knitting by the window. Anna sat at a small table nearby.

“Your step is especially brisk this morning, Frances,” Mrs. Bingham paused at her work as her daughter-in-law entered the room.

“Good morning, Mother Bingham. It must be this glorious weather. Good morning, Anna,” Frances bent to kiss the cheek that Anna had lifted to her. “Are you hard at work so soon?”

“Not work, certainly. We have been invited to join the Fredleys for supper tomorrow evening after this month’s lecture at the Women’s Christian Association. I am writing a short note to accept. May I include your acceptance as well?” Anna’s expression held a clear request.

An evening set to the creeping pace of her mother-in-law, followed by supper with the ancient Fredleys was a high price to pay for Anna’s company. Nor was yet another lecture on the evils of alcohol likely to match the titillation provided by last month’s speaker, a Mrs. Anna Eliza Webb Young (“wife number nineteen,” as she called herself). Frances had joined the audience in somber head shakes at the immorality of Mormons, but could imagine the benefits of such an arrangement, too. Still, Anna would need help seeing to Mother Bingham, and old Archie Fredley would be of little use. “Of course,” Frances said softly, laying her hand upon Anna’s shoulder for a moment before walking to the window that looked past the back yard and onto the ravine beyond. In a more conversational tone, she said, “I must wonder, however, what purpose a public lecture on temperance can serve?”

Mrs. Bingham looked up at the air before her. “You are young, Frances, but you are surely aware of the disastrous effects of an intemperate relationship to alcohol.”

“Certainly. But will those thus embraced depart the saloons at seven o’clock to gather for their schooling? I suspect that we who attend such a lecture are generally least in need. We three can not be described, I think, as intemperate. Nor are we likely to deny Percy and John their occasional brandies when they return, no matter the power of Mrs. Davenport’s speech. Unless…is it possible?” Frances lowered her voice and turned back to the room, “Have Archibald and Sophie Fredley become entangled in the web of the demon drink?” Frances looked back at Anna who had not, she was pleased to see, suppressed the small smile that Frances had been working to bring forth with her image of these elderly bulwarks of the First Christ Episcopal Church as tipplers in search of reform.

“Frances, no! How could you think—?”

“Frances is in a teasing mood this morning, mother. She does not mean, I am sure, to be unkind.” Anna finished her reassurances with a pointed look at Frances and a head tilted toward her mother.

“Indeed, I did not. You must forgive me, Mother Bingham. I will blame my poor joke on a lightheartedness born of this beautiful day. I am determined to take a long walk this morning, and will personally deliver Anna’s note to the Fredleys on my way.” And, Frances continued in her thoughts, if that decrepit old fool, Archie Fredley, gives my waist yet another squeeze as he guides me into dinner, I will break his bony fingers.

“If you will wait yet another five minutes I will go with you a short ways,” Anna said, folding her note. “If, of course, you can tolerate a more sedate pace. You will not mind a morning to yourself, will you mother?”

How quickly good is rewarded, Frances thought.

Lower Summit Avenue saw little traffic and the late September morning, cool and sunny, was perfect for a stroll. When they turned onto Chestnut Street the slope downward increased and Anna slipped her hand into Frances’ offered arm, saying, “I wonder, Frances, if I should not turn back now. It would be a shame to spoil your walk, and this incline, I admit, is something of a challenge to me on the return.”

In response Frances tucked Anna’s hand more securely into the crook of her elbow. “In just a minute, dear, we will be at the Fredleys, where we will certainly be offered the opportunity to sit while we hear the latest news of Irvine Park, which I suspect will not be greatly altered from the last report, and which we will have the opportunity to hear again tomorrow night. When you are rested I will see you back up this hill. And then,” Frances spoke before Anna could interject, “if I am not yet sated with exercise, I will disappear for a good long ramble into the ravine behind the house, which Percy insists is wilderness, as you know, but where I have found the most beautiful wildflowers.”

A corner turned brought the young women in sight of Sophie Fredley, who was pacing her front porch with a vigor that belied her advanced years. Upon seeing the two young women approach, Sophie Fredley began to wring her hands.

“What am I to do now?” was her greeting. It took Anna’s calming questions several minutes to gather that the young man who was engaged each Monday to help her do her errands, had disappeared, a betrayal not the least to be excused by the fact that it was precipitated by the breathless arrival of a still younger boy who claimed to be her driver’s brother, and who carried the inconvenient news that their father had been injured in an accident at the rail yard.



OEBPS/utr-marshall-cover.jpg





