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Prologue


“Why are you smiling? Are you an idiot?” my mother asked. She was as pale as a faded white rose. Startled, she looked more squeamish than angry, cringing in the doorway.

I was sitting on the floor of my bedroom, staring down at my bloodstained knickers after I had called out loudly enough for her to come running.

My stomach was tight with cramps, but I wasn’t thinking about that.

“I’m not a little girl anymore,” I told her proudly.

She put her hand over her heart and took a deep breath, her eyes closed. I really thought she might faint. Then she looked at me, my words finally crashing through her ears.

“What? Of course you are still a little girl. Don’t leave the room,” she ordered, and fled to send for Grace Rose, a nearby nurse, to “deal with the matter.”

She had never once discussed this inevitable event with me. It was as if sex didn’t exist for her and she still wanted me to believe babies were really brought by the stork. Later, she would accuse me of willing what she called “Eve’s curse” to happen too soon and unintendedly revealed that it hadn’t happened for her until she was nearly fifteen. By the time Grace Rose arrived, I had fallen asleep on the floor. She knelt beside me and stroked my hair, waking me. My mother hadn’t followed her up to my bedroom.

Despite my mother’s insistence that I was still a little girl, Grace Rose complimented me on how grown-up I was about the start of my monthlies. I didn’t wail; there was no panic. I certainly hadn’t done what my mother accused me of doing: I hadn’t willed it, but, especially these past few months, I’d been anticipating it. I could feel the changes coming in my body, and from what I understood about the sexual fantasies other girls my age experienced, mine were more vivid and daring.

I was eager to hear everything Grace Rose had to say. She was tall, with light-brown hair and calm green eyes. Although she was too thin, she wasn’t unattractive, but she was twenty-three and unmarried and, as far as I knew, not promised to anyone, which I found more curious. There were all sorts of rumors about her, ranging from a terrible early romance that ruined her future hopes to that she simply didn’t like boys. People like my mother who wanted to employ her medical expertise overlooked all that. They would never ask her a personal question. But not me. I wanted her to talk about herself.

“To be honest,” she told me, “I was far more frightened and frantic about it when it first happened to me than you are. Most girls dread it, but I have to say that your mother wasn’t exaggerating.” She smiled. “You do look like you’re happy.”

“I’m happy to be a woman and not a little girl. My mother can’t stand it. How old were you?”

“Thirteen and five months,” Grace said.

She smiled, remembering. I could feel her honesty. Why couldn’t my mother be more like this? Why did I have to turn to a stranger?

“Is it weird that it happened to me so soon?”

“Oh no. It’s not that unusual.”

“My mother thinks so. You saw that.”

She kept her soft smile. There was more in it. She wasn’t just trying to be a good nurse. She saw something in me that she really liked. Maybe she saw herself.

“Mothers don’t want their daughters growing up too quickly.” She tightened her lips. I was confident that she was remembering her own mother’s reactions. “I was told to keep it secret, but from the look on my face, all my girlfriends knew what had occurred. We were all anticipating it for ourselves.”

“Did boys know?” I wasn’t at all interested in other girls’ reactions.

“None I told,” she replied, “but there were some . . .” She widened her eyes, implying one or two might have realized it.

My mind went wild with thoughts. Could boys really tell? How did your body change? Was there something different about the way you walked, even talked? I nearly overwhelmed her with my flood of questions.

She saw quickly that I was like someone who had crossed the desert of sexual ignorance and even at the age of twelve had tasted the salty flavor of passion. After I was washed and dressed, she sat with me on my bed. It was wonderful to have a young woman explain things, someone who seemed to have had the same need to know more at my age. My mother never would do this, never would tell me anything I really wanted or needed to know. She was a child of the Victorian age, a time, I was told, when people put skirts on curvaceous piano legs because those naked piano legs were too suggestive.

“From now on,” Grace said, sotto voce because my mother was nearby, probably hovering and listening on the stairway, “you want to keep track of dates.”

“Dates?”

“When you’re most fertile. Sometimes we forget or we think we’ll slip through safely.”

I was pleasantly shocked and excited by just how uncensored Grace was being. Keep track of dates? I was still only twelve. That meant Grace thought I might have sexual intercourse, perhaps in the near future. Otherwise, what was the point of such a warning? From this day on until it stopped, eggs hovered inside me, waiting for the right time to seize a sperm, or was it the other way around? No matter. It all seemed too busy and uninteresting, all that crawling around somewhere within my vagina. It made me think of tiny ants. Ugh.

I refused to reduce love and romance, sex itself, to science, anyway. I didn’t want to talk about ovaries and eggs. What could that possibly have to do with romance? I could see Grace understood me.

Actually, why shouldn’t she be warning me? I thought. Surely she was wise enough to have seen that at the age of twelve I already had the power to literally hypnotize a man with my cerulean eyes and full, shapely lips upon which kisses would quickly explode into unrestrained passion. If I could dream it so vividly, surely I could do it well.

“Do women always get pregnant if they have intercourse?” I asked.

She smiled as though she had expected the question.

“No, not if they’re careful, as I just explained, but . . .” She hesitated, debating with herself about telling me any more.

“But what?” I asked, impatient.

“There are ways if you prepare ahead of time. Think about it and don’t just rush into it. Some women practice the rhythm method,” she continued, and explained it in detail. “Some are using this relatively new device called a diaphragm, and some insist their lovers use what’s known as a rubber condom. There are some other things to do. Some women just depend on men to withdraw in time.”

I knew I was sitting there gape-eyed, but I quickly tried to look like I knew more than I indicated and was not really that shocked at her frank talk.

“Your mother might get very angry at me for telling you all this, but I believe in telling a girl who’s reached your stage of life everything.”

Oh yes, she was right about that, I thought. My mother would be very angry and never use her for anything else.

“I promise. I won’t tell her anything you said.”

“It’s far better than learning it on the street or from some sexually active girl. The key thing,” she insisted, “is never rushing into it. Stop when you feel yourself losing control.”

Me lose control? That wasn’t going to be my problem, I thought. The responsibility was surely something every man who dared to court me would bear.

Probably from the first day I had studied my image in my mother’s antique French Regency carved wood mirror, a glass that supposedly had reflected the faces of royals, even princesses, I had realized I was special. Grace Rose knew it, I was sure.

“You’re going to be very beautiful, Corrine,” she said, pausing in my bedroom doorway on her way out. “But with beauty comes great risk. Don’t forget that. Men will lose themselves over you.”

She was so convincing that she took my breath away.

But after my talk with Grace Rose and as my body continued its march toward womanhood, I became even more confident of what she had predicted. When I looked into this magic historical mirror my mother had put up in the hallway outside her bedroom, I saw the brilliant faces of femmes fatales, women who had always been in control of their lives and especially their relationships with men. No one else could see it, but I saw it, the tiny, spidery threads that emanated from my face and body. I could will one to touch a boy, a young man, and hold him tightly in my web until I was tired of him and then simply let him go, drifting through the rest of his life frustrated. To make proper love to any other woman, he’d have to be able to superimpose my face onto his fiancée’s or his bride’s, and even then, he wouldn’t be totally satisfied.

Other women would always envy me. Some would absolutely hate me. But alas, I thought, that was the sacrifice I must endure.

Was it a curse or a blessing?

It wouldn’t be that long before I knew the answer.
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“It’s easier for you, Corrine,” my best friend, Daisy Herman, declared. “You’re so pretty that boys flop about like silly seals at your feet.”

Daisy was easily what anyone would call adorable rather than beautiful. Shorter than most of us our age, she had diminutive facial features. She was doll-like, someone who would look like a little girl forever, which was nice when you were a child but not something a grown woman would want.

It was midafternoon on a Saturday, and, like some invisible magician, early spring had run her palm over bushes and flower buds to startle us almost overnight with a bright green, rich cherry-red, and corn-yellow world. Daisy, Edna Howard, Agnes Francis, and I were lying on a brown horsehair blanket under the old, spreading oak tree my father had named Henry the Eighth because of the six smaller oak trees around it. He said they represented Henry’s wives. Proof, he said, was that two of the six had had their tops blown off in a storm, and Henry the Eighth had beheaded two wives. When I was little, I believed it. My mother thought it was all ridiculous.

This was the first time Edna and Agnes had been invited to one of my so-called womanly talks. Both were rather dumpy and plain, grateful for any attention, especially from me. I left it up to Daisy to issue the invitations. That responsibility made her feel more important and helped her convince anyone that she was my trusted personal assistant.

After Daisy’s comment, Edna and Agnes looked at me, anticipating some protestation of modesty, but I wallowed in and often sought compliments more like someone who was far more insecure about her appearance than someone who was confident of her beauty. I even requested praise from mirrors hanging anywhere I went, often pausing to ask, “Am I truly lovely?” I always heard the answer I expected, the answer I deserved.

However, whenever my mother caught me studying myself, she would pounce, declaring, “You’re too arrogant and full of sinful pride, Corrine.”

I would feel my insides twist and knot so tightly that I couldn’t breathe and had to get away from her as quickly as I could. I swear, if she had claws, I’d have been scratched from head to toe.

Why couldn’t she see that it wasn’t so much my being narcissistic as it was my realizing that anyone who wasn’t blind or stupid had no choice but to praise my features, from my unique sapphire-blue eyes with my long eyelashes to my diminutive nose and full, soft, and naturally crimson lips? I had my mother’s high cheekbones but a strong hint of character in the way my jawline was just slightly prominent. I had inherited that from my handsome father. I was rarely sick and never pale. My father swore that I had possessed my rich magnolia-white skin from day one, but my mother said that was a preposterous exaggeration.

“Beauty is often not enough,” I told Daisy.

I sipped some lemonade and looked past my girlfriends into the woods at the cool shadowy areas. Even from this distance, I could see a swarm of bees madly circling a dead log. For a few moments, I was elsewhere, riding a beautiful white horse beside my debonair fantasy fiancé.

“You mean you have to be smart, too,” Agnes said. “Right?” she asked, nodding when I didn’t add any other comment. Her highly nasal voice broke my dream bubble.

“Not in the way you’re thinking, Agnes,” I snapped at her. I was so enjoying my reverie. “I know how much you like to read and pretend you’re as informed about politics as any boy or young man our age. But there is a particular book of knowledge that I think belongs with women only.”

“Where did you get it?” Edna asked, wide-eyed. “Did you read it?”

“No, silly frog. It’s not actually a book. It’s something that comes naturally to you when you start to feel more like a woman than a girl. You do things instinctively to water men’s mouths with desire.”

Now the two of them were smirking at me with skepticism. As usual when I spoke to girls like this, I had to spell it all out.

“For example, there are special ways to look at boys who even slightly attract you. You bat your eyelashes and run your tongue over your lips to signal your interest. There are things you can do with your parasol to make yourself look sexier or indicate to a young man that you have interest in him when walking by. Maybe next time, if there is a next time, I’ll bring one to illustrate.”

I paused and, like a heart-to-heart confession, added in a suggestive whisper, “I’ve often tested these suggestions.”

“And what happened?” Edna asked quickly. Her eyes reminded me of sizzling egg yolks.

I shrugged. “Nothing in particular, because I didn’t want it to go any further. Even though we don’t have the right to vote, we can have an influence on what happens in our lives. More women should think like that. As my father says, ‘If you act like sheep, they’ll act like wolves.’ ”

Daisy smiled. She loved when I spoke with anger when it came to the rivalry between male and female.

“How do you know so much about how to behave around men?” Agnes demanded with some annoyance. “We’re about the same age, and I would never think to do any of that.”

“Are we?”

“Well, I was fourteen last week,” she said. “Edna is and Daisy is and you are.”

I shrugged.

“Years as a measurement of your maturity are . . .” I looked again at Daisy, who had a better vocabulary since her mother was a schoolteacher. She knew instinctively by now when I wanted her to finish one of my sentences.

“Nebulous,” she said.

“Huh?” Edna said.

“Vague, unclear. In other words, Edna, time passed pulling up your own knickers doesn’t guarantee your maturity.”

She and I laughed.

“Daisy is exactly right. We’ve all learned the science about making love, but when you’re an adult, you realize that’s hardly enough. You can’t learn all you need to know from boring old books in order to conduct a satisfactory romance. Most of what’s really important is, as I said, natural instinct. That’s how it comes to me and hopefully someday soon will come to you. You grow into it, ripen like an apple or a grape.”

“What exactly are we to expect?” Agnes asked. She had small eyes as it was, but when she squinted, they looked like pinholes. “I mean, how would we know when it’s come?”

Two swallows flew close to us and then turned off to the right.

“It’s like birds,” I continued. “Female birds don’t go to a school for birds to learn how to attract male birds and create new ones, do they? They do what they must to make it happen. It’s in you, in your very female bones,” I said. “Things just . . . explode inside you.”

“Explode?” Agnes asked.

I raised my eyes and coached myself to have more patience. Then I glared at her.

“Don’t you have new and different feelings, Agnes? No tingles, no urge to touch yourself? You have had your period. You shouldn’t act like a child and cover your eyes at the sight of a penis.”

“The sight of what?” Agnes looked like she had swallowed one of the swallows.

“Some girls are ashamed to admit their feelings. But we’ve all agreed to be honest with each other. Right?”

“Absolutely,” Agnes said.

“Well?”

She looked at Edna.

“Yes,” Edna confessed. “I have seen only my little brother’s penis, but I’ve had those feelings.”

“There. And there’s nothing evil about it, Agnes. One day, the man you love or marry will be touching you in exactly the same places you’re touching yourself. And don’t deny you do,” I quickly accused like a head-on-fire minister.

I thought she would faint. Her face reddened until it was as crimson as fresh-spilled blood.

“I’m sure your father touches your mother there, too. Or if he doesn’t, he finds another woman to touch.”

Daisy laughed, and Agnes’s jaw dropped.

Edna shook her head. I think she wanted to put her hands over her ears, but she was entranced. I smiled to myself. If only my mother could see how infatuated most of my girlfriends were with me, she might appreciate me more. After she had her heart attack learning I conducted these secret womanly talks, of course.

Actually, now that I was older and my loveliness more obvious, my mother’s criticism of the pride I took in myself infuriated me. Why would she want to rein in such beauty anyway? Most mothers would be proud, beaming and gathering compliments like a cotton picker.

“Has your mother told you most of this?” Edna asked. “Is that where you learned about it?”

“My mother?” I laughed. “Hardly. It would be too shocking. She would have heart failure, and I would be accused of matricide.”

I wouldn’t tell them, but in the deepest, darkest, and most secret chambers of my heart, I couldn’t help but harbor the suspicion that my mother was simply jealous of me and used her heavy, thorny golden rules of humility to keep me from bursting out of the background in any room or place we had entered together. She knew I would quickly seize all the male attention, not that my mother was looking for any. She was simply drowned in my shadow and practically ignored when she brought me along.

Of course, she wasn’t wrong to accuse me of being too forward. I sought to command every smile and all the praise the men around me could afford before their own wives turned their eyes into red-hot embers of disapproval, disapproval that would be directed at my mother for raising such a vamp. That was what it really was for her anyway: concern about her precious reputation.

“My mother would be shocked, too, if she found out we were even discussing such things,” Agnes said. “She would forbid me from spending any time with you, any of you.”

“Well, don’t say anything,” Edna warned. “We pledged that everything we tell each other is sacred, didn’t we?”

“I won’t say anything.” She looked more frightened. “My mother would have my father take the strap to me.”

“Mothers often forget what they were like when they were our age,” I said. I looked back at my house and then leaned toward them to impart a great secret, and the three leaned toward me. “Or they are afraid to confess it. Oh, they might give you a little advice when some proper gentleman asks permission to propose marriage, but until then . . .” I sighed and sat back. “Until then, we’re really on our own, aren’t we? We have to know how far we can go and what we can do and not do. My best advice is, nibble but don’t bite.”

“What?” Edna said. “Nibble what?”

“Don’t you have any imagination, Edna? Just dare yourself to think about it.”

Agnes and Edna stared. They looked quite frightened. I smiled at Daisy.

“Daisy and I know how to do that, don’t we, Daisy? We dare ourselves to think about it.”

“Yes, but my guess is you’ll be the first who attracts a proper marriage proposal, whether your mother likes to admit it or not.”

I smiled. She was probably right.

There was nothing my mother could do about all this. Rules, lectures, and pouty faces were useless. It was simply my destiny to draw the admiration and desire, most assuredly the lust, of every man who stepped within the radius of my beauty. I had the power, the glow. To pretend I could stop it or even moderate it was as silly as pretending I could prevent the sun from rising.

“My father would certainly agree when it comes to my attracting the interest of men. I wish it wasn’t indelicate for a father to have a conversation with his daughter about a man’s sexual needs and all that we must know to be successful at romance. Men know more than women when it comes to the art of lovemaking anyway.”

“The art?” Edna said, nearly laughing. I didn’t smile.

“Of course it’s an art, Edna. That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you. Haven’t you listened to anything?”

“You could probably get your father to talk about it,” Daisy said, half joking. “He dotes on you.”

“Yes,” I said proudly. “He does. If I grimace at something my mother says about me, he comes to my defense, and a tear trickling down my cheek would rush along a gift or a promise of one to compensate for my bruised feelings. I know when that will work and when it won’t.”

“Do you mean to say you do that deliberately? I mean, start to cry?” Agnes asked.

I shrugged. “Whatever works, Agnes. It’s called a woman’s wiles, a chapter in that book I asked you to imagine. It’s part of what you have to learn to do when it comes to men.”

“But your father isn’t . . .”

“What? A man? Of course he is, and it’s good practice. There’ll be many other men.”

“My father doesn’t dote on me like that,” Agnes said. “My crying wouldn’t matter.”

I could practically see the jealousy dripping from the corners of her mouth. She was the youngest of four, and all three older than her were boys.

“Yes,” I said. “Men do favor their sons.”

“You’re an only child,” Agnes whined.

“But my being an only child is not the only reason he treats me special.”

“What other reason is there?” Edna asked. I could see her mind swirling with sinful and forbidden possibilities now that I had said he was a man.

“Pride,” I said. “And not simply because I’m his daughter, Edna. My father is quite experienced and objective when it comes to attractive women. His work and his important responsibilities require him to be a connoisseur of beauty, especially when it comes to the wives of his clients and business associates.”

They nodded, but I doubted that they fully understood. Not even Daisy completely understood. Before he had married my mother, my father was already a rising star in the newly formed First United Bank of Alexandria, Virginia, and thus one of the most eligible bachelors in the city. While it was men who were doing the investing in the booming businesses, their elegant wives and daughters were players in a constant parade of social events, wearing the most fashionable clothes and winning the hearts of powerful entrepreneurs.

“I once heard my father say that some men wear their beautiful women like expensive jewelry.”

“Wear them? Like jewelry?” Agnes said. She started to laugh. “How do you wear a wife?”

“Think about it a moment, Agnes. What powerful man wants a plain-looking wife on his arm? My father greets many of these women and knows whom to bestow his attention on and whom to ignore.”

“That makes sense,” Daisy said.

“Yes. It’s a business thing. He’s quite aware of which women are worshipped by their husbands and could order them about, even when it comes to business decisions.”

They were all quiet, thinking.

“Gosh,” Agnes said with a painful grimace. “There’s so much for a girl to learn before she’s a woman.”

“Precisely, and my father does help and encourage me in little ways.”

“What little ways?” Edna asked.

“He’s always bringing me presents, trinkets, a pin for my clothes or a new hair clip. Usually, he’s observed something one of the more fashionable women is wearing or hears about what she is thinking of buying and then he thinks of me. He thinks of me as more of a woman than a young girl.”

“What does your mother say about that?” Daisy asked. Even she was unaware of all my father’s gifts.

“What do you expect from my mother? You know her well enough.” I paused and then imitated my mother with exaggeration. “ ‘You spoil her. You’ll frustrate my efforts to mold her into a decent, respectable, and humble young woman.’ ”

“Well, isn’t that what we should all want to be,” Agnes asked, “respectable and humble?”

“Not me. Is there anything that promises a more mundane life than what my mother calls respectability and humility? It will weigh you down with the most boring days, days devoid of any thrills and excitement. There are no surprises in a life like that. Look at how my mother lives and most likely yours as well.

“She spends most of her free time doing needlework or having tea and gossiping with her few spinster and widowed friends. How droll. For me, it’s simply a slower way to die. They all might as well grow whiskers and smoke corncob pipes.”

“Some do,” Daisy said, and she and I laughed.

“Does your mother know what you think of her, how she lives?” Edna asked, practically breathless.

“Probably,” I said. “I’ve made enough comments about it and even told her she’s losing her femininity.”

I sat back on my hands and let the sun wash my face.

“I would never say anything like that to my mother,” Agnes said, aghast. “Would you, Daisy?”

I opened my eyes and looked at her to see how she would answer.

“Maybe,” Daisy said. “I haven’t yet, but I could.”

“You don’t understand, Agnes. A daughter can be different from her mother. Mine hates the wind in her hair, whereas I seek every opportunity to get it in mine. We’re truly oil and water. We don’t mix well.”

“Does your mother think that, too?” Edna asked.

“Let me put it this way,” I said, sitting forward again. “If my mother could hire a witch to turn me into an ornament that she could plant in her Victorian sitting room, she would. Although not really above the door, my mother keeps the words hovering everywhere in our house.”

“What words?” Agnes asked.

“ ‘Children should be seen and not heard, but Corrine especially should not be seen until she is gagged, bound, and fitted into an approved marriage,’ ” I recited. “And I’m sure like all your mothers would say, ‘Afterward she can speak only when her husband deems it is proper.’ Well, maybe that’s how you see your futures, but not me.”

No one spoke for a moment. Daisy was looking down, but Agnes and Edna stared at me as if they had just seen a ghost.

“I think I have to start for home,” Agnes said. She looked like she was going to get sick.

“Yes, me, too,” Edna said.

They both leaped to their feet.

“Remember, I brought you here,” Daisy said, “and you swore everything said and heard is sacred.”

“We know,” Agnes said.

“You’d better,” Daisy told them with steely eyes. They looked afraid to swallow.

Daisy turned to me.

“I’ll help you bring in the blanket, glasses, and jug of lemonade.” She obviously wanted to remain for a few minutes to talk about them.

“Thank you.”

We started to fold the blanket. Edna and Agnes said good-bye and quickly walked off together, holding hands and never looking as small to me. Daisy watched them, too.

“They’re such children,” she said. “Sex is still a dirty word to them. A kiss on the neck will seem more like a mosquito bite when and if a boy ever does kiss them.”

“If he sucks hard enough, it could have the same result,” I said.

Daisy laughed but looked a little astounded at the thought and image. The truth was that Daisy and I pretended we knew so much, but if we were honest, we would have to admit we didn’t know all that much more than Agnes and Edna did when it came to actually having sex. Everyone by now had been taught about the birds and the bees, but except for a forbidden kiss Daisy referred to, usually something quite unsatisfactory, neither of us had ventured to do much more.

We brought everything into the house, and Daisy said good-bye. We promised to see each other soon without the other two, or any other girl for that matter, so we could have more revealing discussions.

“I’m amazed at how much I’m still learning from you, Corrine.”

We hugged, and she left.

Where was I to get much more to tell her? Despite how wise and mature I appeared to her, I was still forced to live in an asexual world, ignoring every thrilling sensation and avoiding every carnal fantasy. My mother was good at sensing when I had these feelings and erotic illusions, too, especially now that I was older and they came more often. She would take one look at me and say, “Clean up your mind,” which brought the blood to my face, a revelation as good as a verbal confession.

Desire and passion were hanging there with all the other forbidden fruit dangling in our home. God forbid I mentioned having erect nipples, and although it was never clearly stated, only vaguely suggested, satisfying the overwhelming urge to masturbate was the same as opening the lid to the hole that dropped you directly into the arms of Satan.

Often I wanted to scream, “I am not made of stone!” Was I to ignore my perfectly shaped, firm breasts that had appeared almost overnight, disregard this smooth curve in my waist, and completely overlook the deliciously formed rear end that Nature herself had designed?

But was it all, this body that Venus herself was sculpting, to be hidden in those awful clothes my mother favored, not only for herself but for me? Maybe my mother wished my hourglass figure would turn into a jar.

No matter what looks my mother gave me at the first sign of flirtation or what waves of ice-cold warnings she declared about the dangers men by their very nature possessed, I couldn’t let go of the dream. One day, despite my mother, I would emerge like a dazzling butterfly and lift myself away from her constraining reach. I would hover freely for a while, maybe just to torment her, and then explore the promises that attracted me, each a branch, a leaf, or a soft petal upon which I could land and from which I could shine the beacon of my beauty like a lighthouse of love.

Once I was free, I would bask in the looks of admiration and welcome the wave after wave of compliments unchecked. Men would strain the very limits of their imaginations to outdo each other with flowery praise simply to win my smile. Those who were granted a touch of my hand would struggle to keep themselves from exploding with desire. My beauty was that powerful.

I knew I sounded very brave and sophisticated, which was why my womanly talks had become so famous among my peers, but I felt like a runner who had her ankles chained together or a bird whose mother wouldn’t let her try out her wings. What good was my beauty and charm if it was all kept locked up until my parents, like the parents of practically all the girls I knew, decided what man deserved the key?

Maybe that would be their futures, but for me, it was something I was determined I’d decide for myself, no matter what the risks.

And I had no doubt there would be some.

I was just not prepared for how many and how quickly they would come.
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On my sixteenth birthday, my father presented me with a new, very fashionable cherry-red bicycle, one with pneumatic bicycle tires, top of the line. Especially for young women in 1890, cycling had become the rage. Some wore puffed knickerbockers when they rode, but I saw the gift as a doorway opening me to more sophisticated clothing. I immediately asked for a divided skirt with a shorter hemline so I could ride more comfortably. My mother, so unaware of sportswear, started to object until I explained how the skirt would look like a normal full skirt when I dismounted.

“I must have a new hat and new shoes, too,” I declared. “How silly I’ll look now wearing a child’s bonnet. I should have a new pair of lace-up boots, proper stockings, and pretty petticoats.”

“Pretty petticoats! Why does that matter? Who would see you in them when you cycle?” my mother asked, her face lit by lightning.

“Not when I cycle, Mother, but when I dress, I would, and so would you,” I said calmly. I was sure she could see defiance swimming in my eyes. “Why can’t young women be proud of themselves, proud of how they look, even if it’s only in their mirrors?”

“Women proud of themselves? Look what you’ve started, Harrington Dixon,” my mother complained. She waved her right forefinger at him like a hell-and-brimstone preacher. “Pride goeth before a fall. Remember that.”

“Oh, it’s nothing really that terrible, Rosemary,” he said calmly. “All young women are driven by the same fancies. You were simply better at hiding it.”

“Fiddlesticks. I never—”

“Rosemary . . .” He smiled. “You’ll come along and help choose nice things.”

My face soured, even though he hadn’t added “proper,” which to me was as bad as any profanity. It was one of those “lock and chain” words that restricted you to the point of screaming. I had been hoping to go shopping only with my father, who would stand on the sidelines laughing while I ran wild with my selections.

“Apparently, I have no choice but to do so,” my mother said, pursing her lips and narrowing her eyes with frustration. “Now that you’ve gone and done it.”

Despite her ugly faces of disapproval and what I believed were her efforts to hide her natural beauty out of some silly, stern modesty, my mother was an attractive woman with nearly perfect features. She was tall and regal and had hands as pretty as mine. When I would catch her sitting quietly by herself, her face was like one carved in ivory, a cameo, and her blue-gray eyes, not stained with anger or disgust, would be strikingly attractive. Why else would my father have married her? Her family hadn’t been as well off as his. As difficult as it was for me to believe, there must have been some iota of romantic love between them.

“What terrible thing have I done?” my father asked, obviously fighting a smile, the smile his eyes betrayed.

“You’ve opened Pandora’s box, Harrington Dixon. That’s what you have done.”

I hope so, I thought.

“Well, actually, there is something special that would require us to do some shopping for Corrine as well as you anyway, Rosemary,” my father said.

“And that is?” my mother asked, tucking in the right side of her mouth. If she only realized how ugly that made her and how it would eventually add more wrinkles in her face, she would stop doing it, I thought.

“Simon Wexler, the chairman of the bank’s board of trustees, and his wife have decided to celebrate their tenth anniversary with a gala at their home on May fifteenth. It will be a formal affair, of course. You two will need new dresses. For Corrine, it will truly be like her coming out. And it’s time she did.”

“Really, Daddy?”

Were my feet off the ground?

His eyes twinkled his yes, which made my heart race with the possibilities. I would be making a grand entrance at a gala attended by the rich and powerful, their wives wearing the latest in fashion. I would finally step onto the stage as a young woman and not a child tagging along behind her parents.

For the past year or so, I had been rehearsing for this dramatic entrance into Alexandria, Virginia’s social world, practicing my walk, my posture, and shaping my smile. My mother’s busybody friends surely would fan their heated faces harder once they saw me grown and developed, my sexuality revealed, I thought. Men would turn their heads quickly as I passed by. Some would suffer neck strain. All the daughters of other people, especially my parents’ friends, would gasp so hard with envy that they might pee in their knickers. My closest friends certainly would. Daisy’s eyes would shed green tears, even though we were best friends.

“What’s wrong with the dresses I have?” my mother asked. “I don’t think it’s necessary to put on airs, especially for your board chairman and his . . .” She looked at me and checked herself. “Woman,” she added, exploiting the underlying suggestions whispered in the circles of polite society. Everyone my mother knew talked about Lucy Wexler’s coquettish ways. There was even substantial gossip about assignations with secret extramarital lovers hovering in shadows. She had two nannies alternating to care for her eight- and six-year-old boys, supposedly so she would have time for all this indiscretion. I thought it was the most exciting topic of my mother’s frequent gossip sessions.

“It’s really not putting on airs to be in fashion, Rosemary.”

“My clothing is still in fashion, Harrington.”

“Whatever you think is right to wear, certainly.”

“Well, I need a formal dress. I have nothing for such an event, and it’s time I did,” I said, nearly stamping my right foot for emphasis. I was afraid my mother might successfully stop me. “Right, Daddy?”

“Yes, it’s time you had something more in style, more fitting for your age,” he said, nodding. “Don’t you agree, Rosemary?”

“What’s in style today is ridiculous and in some instances obscene,” she said, “especially for young girls.”

My father didn’t change expression or look like he would change his mind. My mother sighed at the sight of another defeat. The words almost appeared on her forehead: Why bother anymore? Except I still have my own pride.

“Now that you’re determined to do this, yes, I’d better come along and make sure you don’t buy her something that would make us look foolish,” she added, and left the living room, for a moment taking all the air out with her.

My father gazed after her, shaking his head. Love had become pity, I thought, but I quickly brushed it all out of my mind. That wasn’t important now. I had lots of more important things to consider, headed by hair and nails and a new, more sophisticated fragrance.

“Thank you, Daddy,” I said, rushing into his arms.

My father was six foot three and broad-shouldered. He had reddish-blond hair with a Vandyke that highlighted his firm, masculine mouth and Romanesque nose. His cheeks were habitually flushed, which served to emphasize the blueness in his eyes, eyes I had inherited.

He looked down at me and kissed my forehead.

“You can break any man’s heart you want, Corrine,” he warned, smiling and flirtatiously running his right forefinger along the softness of my cheek and over my perfectly shaped lips. “Just don’t break mine.” He feigned a threatening look.

“Oh, never, Daddy. Never,” I said, and hugged him tighter until he laughed and begged to be released.

“You’ll crack my ribs!”

We both laughed then.

I was laughing because in my heart, I knew confidently that I could use him to pry open any door locking away anything my Victorian mother and her stuffy friends deemed forbidden.

Later that evening, I moaned and sighed suggestively, turning my head slowly from left to right and back again as I studied myself in my large gilded oval mirror, looking for my most favorable profile when I paused. I envisioned men on my right and then men on my left studying me at the Wexler gala.

Was my face more attractive slightly tilted or with my chin raised? Did I hold my shoulders too stiffly, my nose so high that I looked like I was sniffing clouds? I wanted to move with good posture but not like my mother, who too often walked as if she had an iron rod up her spine. She had perfect posture, but she lacked the grace I had naturally. My body was a finely tuned instrument that played the melody of me. Hers was stuck in a statue labeled Decency, judging every sway, every smile, and every turn.

Girls like Agnes and Edna, who still weren’t conscious of their habitual moves, were simply dullards. For nearly two years, I had tried to get them to understand a number of times after they had attended my womanly talk, but now they avoided me as if I could tempt them into prostitution or something. Thinking ahead and planning your smile wasn’t sinful. I believed that nothing a young woman did regarding her appearance should be accidental. It was preparation and practice that made the difference between success and failure with men, even for someone as truly beautiful as I was. What good was a horse that nature gave the ability to run very fast if it wasn’t trained to do so? More important, if it wasn’t given the opportunities to do so?

I was not fond of what my mother called “proper understatement” when it came to your appearance. Even with an expensive new dress and shoes, as well as a touch of tinted powder on your cheeks, even someone like me, with all this inherited loveliness, could be ignored and become practically invisible if I behaved like a mannequin and showed no apparent interest in myself, a Modest Mary. That sort of girl was so surprised by a compliment that she became flustered and attracted only clods. They deserved each other.

Once, I had overheard my father tell a business associate that “something moving always has more attraction than something stuck in place.” Of course, he had been talking about who would be worthy of receiving a loan to expand his business and who wouldn’t be, but I was always thinking in terms of competition for the attention of men. Every day, I thought of and realized more that I could do to be attractive. A gesture that was just a little exaggerated, a shift of a shoulder with a suggestive smile, and a laugh only a trifle louder than most would laugh turned heads toward me. After that, it was my task to hold the gazes of those I wanted competing for my favor, by either dropping my eyelids to send a seductive message or wetting my lips with a swipe of the tip of my tongue before I smiled again.

I wasn’t exaggerating during my womanly talks when I suggested some of this as part of a woman’s book. Lessons in romance like these were what I intended to memorialize in my diary. There were all sorts of sexy ways to softly close your eyes, hold your head just a little to the side, and sigh seductively. But how was I to explain it so that someone far more naive would understand? As Agnes and Edna and girls like them demonstrated, most girls my age were ignorant when it came to what made them more seductive. I had all this natural wisdom to share, but to talk to them was like trying to converse with someone who spoke a foreign language. Only Daisy seemed to care, to learn from me, but I doubted she would ever reach my level of magnetism and win the man she wanted, even if I got her a personal copy of my book of love.

However, the proper words, words that really captured my feelings and thoughts, were so difficult to write. I was frustrated almost every time I lifted a pen, my diary opened to blank pages, and sat at the mahogany inlaid desk my mother had thought was far too expensive for “a little girl’s room.” Whenever my mother referred to me that way, my ears would burn, even when I was seven. I was never really just “a little girl.”

It was so important to write in my diary, despite my struggle to express my feelings accurately. Most of my girlfriends kept one, but mine would be historic. It might even end up in a museum or be used to teach other young girls how to become fully developed women. Why, someday I could be as famous as Clara Barton or Louisa May Alcott. I was certainly more attractive than they were. And now I would prove it to Alexandria high society.

A new dress, the Wexler gala! I really am breaking free, I told myself. I would fill the pages of my diary with memories of this time in my life, memories that would send my mother rushing hysterically into the street, pulling her hair out, even if she had read only one page.

To prepare myself for what I saw as my coming out, I consumed anything I could read about the new dresses and hairstyles. By the time we set out to shop for my new clothes, I was as good as any fashion expert.

Not surprisingly, from the moment my mother had walked into the department store with my father and me, I saw her face droop with disapproval at the sight of the dressed mannequins and hanging garments. She hadn’t bought anything new for herself for quite some time. No recent fashion was special enough or good and proper as far as she could see, and it wasn’t a case of being deliberately critical of something you couldn’t have. My father had never discouraged my mother from buying new clothes and shoes. On the contrary, he was always encouraging her, but carefully, because if he mentioned someone else’s wife and how good she looked in something new, my mother would accuse him of lechery.

But with my father’s help that day, I had been able to have a dress that clearly marked me as older, mature, a woman and not a child. It was expensive, too. Most important, the colors brought out my rich, magnolia-white complexion, something even the saleslady had to acknowledge, but carefully, especially when she looked at my mother and saw the disapproval sinking into her face. The saleslady came close to making the dress seem too sexy, even though ironically it was vintage Victorian. Most of that had to do with my figure, my small waist and perfectly proportioned hips. She nearly made a tragic mistake for me by saying, “No corset could shape your daughter any better.”

“We need something appropriate,” my mother inserted. “Not shapely.”

“But it is beautiful,” I said. “Can we buy it, Daddy?”

I avoided my mother’s eyes.

“Buying you something beautiful is what we’re here for,” he said.

Now that dress hung on my closet door in my bedroom. It was an evening dress of red and white; the underskirt was white satin, kilted in front and trimmed with Mechlin lace and a garland of red roses. The overdress was red silk with a low neck and short sleeves. Of course, I had to have a pair of gloves to the elbow and chose black. Whenever I entered my room after my father had bought the dress for me, I would practically genuflect. Every day until the day of the gala, I would put it on and move around my bedroom, practicing how to turn and sit or simply walk wearing it. I wanted it to look like I’d been wearing sophisticated clothing for some time. This wasn’t some little girl bursting out of a shell.

Daisy came over to see me in it one day. Her parents weren’t invited to the gala, so she wouldn’t be there.

“You are coming out,” she said when I paraded across my room. She didn’t sound envious, just amazed. We had, after all, practically grown up together, and I could see she felt left behind.

“Soon you’ll be just as gorgeous and elegant, Daisy,” I said, even though I hardly believed it.

“Right,” she said, sounding so sad. It was really as if this was a final good-bye between us, and there was nothing either of us could do about it. I was leaving on a train she had yet to board.

I hugged her. “You will be. Who should know better than the woman who runs our womanly talks?”

That made her feel better, and we sat afterward for hours talking about the good-looking young men I might see at the gala.

“Promise to tell me all about it as soon as you can,” she said.

I assured her I would remember every important detail. “It will be like you were there.”

That was enough to put a smile on her face when she left.

I returned to perfecting my appearance. I preferred her not being there when I concentrated on all this. Despite everything I had taught her, she wouldn’t know what to emphasize and what not, and I would have to spend and waste time explaining why little things mattered.

My mother was adamant about me not tinting my cheeks, but that was fine. With my youthful complexion and a little trick pinching them before I entered the gala, I was confident it wouldn’t matter.

When it came to preparing my hair, I was already far better at it than my mother was at doing her own. I wore it in a high coiffure. My mother wasn’t going to lend me any of her jewelry, but when I asked her again in front of my father, he insisted that she should.

“I won’t have her looking underdressed, Rosemary. Either lend her what’s appropriate, or I’ll buy her what’s appropriate.”
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