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 For Janie Beth, Jacob, and Cassy—

Remain thou as thou art.



 One

That I went a little mad, I could not deny.

Those endless months in mourning clothes saved me and destroyed me; I got used to my own silence and to the delicate passing of footsteps. No one invited me to tea or to dance. They didn't even ask me to speak over cold dinners; often, I had the pleasure of eating alone.

After two months, I should have packed away my black dress, remembering death with just a dark ribbon in my hair. After six months, I should have taken callers and started at the new girls' High School. But I didn't, and I wouldn't—I remained cloaked in ebony satin, my steps slow, as if taken through an ocean of dreams.

I woke, I slept, and I waited, endlessly waited, for my Thomas Rea, who would never call on me again.


 After a year, my mother decided to rip down my black crêpe by force.

"They're your friends," Mama said, brisk as always. "So I sent your card out."

I think she meant for me to argue, but what argument could I make? I was neither widow nor wife.

Freshly seventeen, I should have had roses in my cheeks and laughter in my heart. I should have savored the dawn of spring. But then, I shouldn't have known, to the drop, how much blood could spill from a boy before he turned gray and breathed no more.

Mama flipped her dough, leaning in hard to knead it. "You'll have Mattie and Victoria, and Grace if she's over that cold of hers. Hope she doesn't drag it in, anyway. She should know better."

Winding the paring knife round and round, I bared an apple's flesh. I had no reply.

"Thought I'd like to invite some badgers, too," Mama said, turning a grave look in my direction. "Maybe we'll strip to our corsets and have a parade in the park."

When I said nothing still, Mama made an ugly sound. Flipping the dough again, she banged from one end of the counter to the other. What she meant to do, I couldn't imagine. So when she snatched her pine rolling pin and pounded the table in front of me, I jumped.


 The knife bit into my thumb.

"Oh, duck," Mama said, her voice strained as she wrapped her apron around my hand. "What did you do that for?"

I shook my head, watching scarlet blossom through white muslin. I had no tears for this ridiculous little wound.

"You're alive," she said, squeezing until my hand throbbed. Lifting it above my head, she tugged me to my feet. How peculiar it seemed that she didn't tower over me anymore.

"You're alive, Zora Stewart," she repeated, catching my chin with her unencumbered hand. "And you have to be alive until your time comes."

Rolling my gaze round to hers, I opened my mouth. Like the creaking of a neglected hinge, my voice came out slow and croaking. "Do you know what I dream?"

"Tell me."

"Every night, I drown in fire," I said. Numb, my lips barely shaped my words. "Endlessly, Mama. I drown in it, and the sky is as wide as the sea."

Opening the hot tap, Mama rinsed blood from my fingers. "There's neither heaven nor hell on this earth, but those you make."

"I made none of this."

"And yet you succumb."

"Arrange something for me, then," I said, reclaiming my hand.


 "Arrange it yourself," Mama replied. "You'll take callers this week."

Drawn by habit, I touched the locket at my throat. It held my remembrance of Thomas, a single curl of his hair closed in a silver shell. I had made all my arrangements, and none would ever be. "I meant a match. A marriage. Just to have it done with."

Mama touched my chin, turning my face to hers. "One cage into another is no life at all."

But I had gone mad in those months. Just the littlest bit, and madness sometimes guises itself as reason. My fingers trailed from the locket, and likewise my gaze from Mama's. I took up my paring knife and apple, and made up my unsettled mind.

I would not dance, I decided. Go calling, play snapdragon, go riding in street cars—none of it. My merry days were over, my heart too broken to beat again. It was time to put away notions and games, childhood and hopes. My decision was made: I would be married.

But first, I needed counsel.

***

I walked down Fayette Street alone. As I wore black, no one bothered me—my destination was clear.


 The Westminster Burying Ground sat in a small plot, penned on every side by a city growing in desperate gasps. I opened the iron gate and avoided the odd fellow standing there—one of the boys who appeared with cognac and two glasses: one for them, and one for Mr. Poe. They dissipated themselves intentionally, drinking to the memory of a drunk who'd died in a gutter.

I longed to throw rocks at them, to chase them away—to dare them to grieve just once over something real and then decide if it was romantic.

They, I think, considered me kindred. This one saw me and raised his glass. As if we could be the same—these fools who suffered intentionally, and I, who longed to sink into the ground with my love and sleep forevermore.

From my cloak, I pulled a horsehair brush. Skimming it across Thomas' marker, I cleaned the soft limestone. His martyr's arrow stood out in perfect relief; there would be no forgetting.

Guiltily, I polished his name, because I had begun to forget. When I clutched the locket round my throat, I couldn't remember whether the lock of his hair inside was more auburn or strawberry. I had an impression of his voice that had faded, as if called down a corridor.

The wind lifted, and speckled white petals fluttered around me, the gentlest snow. I murmured, "I'm thinking of sending away to be a farmer's wife, Thomas. In the Territories."

 Quiet answered, but not silence. Instead of Thomas' voice, ships in the harbor cried their comings, their goings. Men worked nearby, singing as they laid mortar, and hoofbeats argued with the disconcerting hum of the streetcars.

"There are magazines full of them—widowers wanting wives to raise their motherless children."

From the corner of my eye, I saw Poe's Visitor finish his glass, and set the glass on the stone—no doubt to leave it there. The dead did not drink; they certainly didn't ruin their own burying yard. Living men did that—careless ones. Damping my ire, I turned my attention to Thomas again.

"Is it a bad idea? I don't think you'd mind, but I just don't know." Sinking slowly to my knees, I pressed my forehead against the limestone. How queer it felt-—warm as flesh in the places it basked in the sun, and cool as water in the shadows.

Only the roughness of the stone, already weathered, answered me. A slow tide of grief filled me; I murmured, "I wish you'd say. I wish you'd haunt me, Thomas. You're so still."

Someone approached from behind; I stiffened and drank up my tears.


 "Miss?"

Turning, I lifted my face to Poe's Visitor. He was carelessly handsome, his coat unbuttoned. Ink spotted his sleeves, accusing black specks on the cuffs. He reminded me overmuch of an artist, or an actor—so caught in his own head he couldn't behave, even in a graveyard.

Coolly, I asked, "Can I help you?"

He offered his hand and a concerned look. "That's what I meant to ask you."

Gathering myself, I wanted to rise up as my mother would. I wanted to be full and great, such a wall that none would trouble me. But my mother's voice wouldn't have quavered; mine did when I said, "Thank you, no."

Glancing at the stone, he asked, "A friend?"

"Hardly!" I bristled, then stopped short.

What could I say? I felt like a widow, but I wasn't. To call Thomas friend lied about everything we ever were. Angry tears stung my eyes again, and I ducked around this intruder. I owed him no explanation.

"You shouldn't walk home alone," Poe's Visitor called after me, but he chose not to follow.

Stealing a glance as I hurried through the gate, I saw that he'd already turned away. Hands folded, he considered the headstone instead of me, his dark hair overlong and fingered by the wind. Standing beneath a flowering pear, he cut a fine figure. Tall and straight, broad of shoulder-—plainly kind.

 And yet I felt nothing. No curiosity about his name or his provenance, no desire to write him into a dance card or take his hand in a darkened garden.

That had to be Thomas' answer.

If I couldn't imagine a life with anyone else, then I had to give myself to good intentions and hard work. Mothering in Kansas or the Territories or anyplace but Baltimore, Maryland, would do.

***

"It's not as though I'm complaining," Mattie complained, trying to balance her teacup and saucer on her knees, "but I thought we might catch up a bit over tea, not newspapers."

Victoria turned a page and made a funny noise. "I can read and catch up at the same time."

My gloves abandoned, I stood at the table, poring over the newspaper I'd claimed for my own. "You know my particulars—I'm the same as I ever was. How are you?"

"Distractible," Mattie said. She leaned over her cup to implore me. "My silver toilette's gone all ragged at the hems. I wanted to wear it to the Sugarcane Ball, and now I can't."


"How distressing," I said as I ran my finger along the paper. Passing inquiries for nurses and teachers and clerks, I skipped to the bottom of the page and lit up when I finally found my particular heading:


 SITUATIONS OFFERED

Slowly, I sank into my seat, reading through the listings. Miners and land grabbers and cattlemen—they'd traveled west to find their fortunes but had to write back east to find their wives. So many asked for a cooing dove, a docile lamb, a darling kitten, that I wondered if I'd stumbled on inquiries for a zoo.

Mattie raised her cup. "Are you going to come?"

"Where?" I asked.

"The Sugarcane Ball," Mattie said. She gave a suffering sigh. "Are you paying attention at all?"

"I hardly am, I admit."

Victoria laughed under her breath, then closed her paper with a flourish. Propping elbows on the table, she shrugged. "It's all miners in this one."

"That won't do," I said.

"Why not?" Mattie opened her fan. She hid all but her eyes behind it, flapping it lazily. Then, with a snap, she closed it again. It was all practice for the ball, though she didn't need it. Her startling blue eyes needed no frame to improve them.

 "Miners are dirty," Victoria said. She hesitated, then reached for the next paper. "And poor."

"They're gold miners, realize."

"It's gambling, realize."

"If it means a lovely house with running water upstairs and down, and a water closet, and a girl to come in every day, I have no philosophical objection to gambling," Mattie replied. She moved to snap her wrist, and I caught it. The rattle of fan bones had driven me to distraction.

"Just as like to end up in a shanty," I told her. "I'm looking for someone settled."

"Find someone here, at the ball," Mattie said. She turned her eyes up at me, making no move to reclaim her hand. Distinctly doll-like, she slid to the edge of her chair to plead. "Everyone's leaving me. Can't you stay?"

A scold flew to my lips. Our dear friends hadn't left us. Thomas and Sarah weren't traveling on holiday; Amelia and Nathaniel weren't simply away. These separations couldn't be cured with cards and reunions—they were dead. All dead: Thomas bled and Sarah poisoned; Nathaniel burned and Amelia fevered.

It was the last that broke me irreparably. Attending funeral upon funeral, and Caleb's disappearance before trial, was more than I wanted to bear. But bear it I did, thinking Mama would soon relent and bring Amelia back home to Baltimore. Instead came a letter.

 Three spare lines in an unfamiliar hand informed us that Amelia had taken a fever on returning to Maine and expired forthwith. Her brother sent no memento; I had nothing but memories and despair. Thus, I commended myself to madness.

Our sixteenth summer lay buried—how could Mattie be so frivolous? Honestly, how could I? My mood's delicate bubble burst. I turned to the papers still spread on the table.

"What good is any of this, I wonder?" I asked.

A sudden wind filled the room, cool and almost wet with its freshness. But it was no balm; I panicked when I felt it. My mother's errands hadn't lasted nearly as long as I expected.

"Hurry," I said, scrambling to hide my papers and catalogs. "Put the cups and pot back on the table!"

"God save us from sailors! The harbor's teeming with them. Can't hardly go a step without..." Fingers poised at her temples, smoothing back loose curls, Mama narrowed her eyes at us. "This seems too precious by half."

I lifted my teacup, sipping at cold, sugared dregs. "You sent them my card, Mama. Of course, I invited them in."


 Gliding into the parlor, Mama eyed the table, then smiled at Mattie. "How do you do, dear?"

"Very well, thank you," Mattie said, folding her hands neatly as doves in her lap. "It's been a lovely tea. I've even convinced Zora to come to the Sugarcane Ball."

Through gritted teeth, I said, "We had only considered it, Mattie."

Mama ignored the tone of my voice, refusing to see the hard cut of my eyes and how stiffly I sat. She heard what she wished to hear: I'd be a good girl again, worried about dresses and dances, the darkness of last summer finally put aside.

"Oh, Zora," Mama said, engulfing me in a powdery hug, "I couldn't be happier!"

Over Mama's shoulder, I caught a glimpse of my oldest but least dear friend. Mattie shone with a silvery, pristine smile. She'd gotten her way. I'd come out of mourning at the Sugarcane Ball—that she'd forced me meant nothing.



 Two

"I'll mind your dance card," Mattie said, and took it directly from my hand.

My mother had given her a wildly inflated sense of her importance—Mind her and make sure she dances, she'd told her. Now Mattie had her own card to fill, and mine as well, the gossamer cord looped around her wrist to secure it. As if I might decide to scrap with her about it; as if it might actually come to blows.

And then, briefly, I considered it, for what a pretty way that would be to ruin both this new season of mine and the candied sweetness of Evergreen House's first public social.

Like a confection, the Sugarcane Ball devoted itself entirely to indulgence. Organza shimmered over the windows and streamed from valance to valance, all shades of white and cream to match the ivory-coated chairs that lined the walls.

 The floors had been dusted with flavored sugar. Specks of it still sparkled in the corners, traces left when our hosts brushed it up before opening the doors to us. Burnt sugar, vanilla cream—both scents hung in the air, and I tasted them when I licked my lips.

Leaning over Mattie's shoulder, I turned the card so I could consider the program. I could take refreshments during the lively numbers, for I had no intention of laughing and twirling with anyone through a schottische.

Touching the first waltz listed, I said, "Let's find Wills and Charlie."

Mattie narrowed her eyes and pulled the card from me. "We didn't come to dance with cousins."

"I think that's all I'm up to," I answered. I felt no need to embellish that; she saw my locket and knew me well enough. Digging in my heels didn't have to be a production for all to see.

"Once you get onto the floor, you'll enjoy it!"

I leaned my head against her shoulder. "I'm out of practice, Mattie."

"Let's get it over with, then." Distracted, she patted my hand as she peered into the growing crowd. "The first is the worst, I imagine."

 There were familiar faces here—our cousins, our school friends, some already turning on the floor in a quadrille. They shone with a glittered pleasure, all the whiteness of the room giving the impression that we were meant to be dancing at a wedding.

Perhaps we were.

Touched with melancholy, I started to tell Mattie that I would just watch, but she clutched my hand. It amazed me, how tight her grip could be when she wished it.

"Do you see that one there?" she asked, all breathless delight. "I think he's coming for us."

I turned toward her nod and chilled.

That he came for us was a certainty—or, at least, that he came for me. His overlong hair swept back in dark waves, Poe's Visitor from the burying grounds strode toward us. Befitting the surroundings, his coat was a better cut than the one I'd seen him in before—this one buttoned, dark velvet that suited his complexion.

But either he owned just one shirt or he badly used all that he owned. When he offered his hand to Mattie, I couldn't help notice that these cuffs as well were freckled with ink.

"I apologize for introducing myself," he said, taking Mattie's hand with a slight nod before turning to me. "I didn't want to leave it to chance."

 Disarmed before she could snap open her fan, Mattie used me to play shy. She turned toward me, casting a gaze at him over her shoulder. "You wicked, wicked creature."

"I may be wicked, but please, call me by my name," he said. Bowing to her, he elaborated, "Theo de la Croix."

"Matilda Corey," Mattie said, already giddy for him.

I prayed in that moment, prayed with fervor, that he would be enchanted by her. He should have been; Mattie was a confection. Clear skin, clear eyes, lovely mouth—she danced beautifully and flirted cleverly. Please let her please him, I begged.

But if she had, it didn't show.

"Zora Stewart." Pressing a flat smile to my lips out of courtesy, I offered my hand, though I didn't want to.

"A singular honor," Theo said. What a well-kept smile he had, measured in precise angles. His gaze lingered on me, but he turned his attention to Mattie. "May I write in your program, Miss Corey?"

Delight lifted Mattie's brows as she relinquished her dance card. Subtly, she shifted, brushing against his arm as she leaned to see where he'd scrawl his name. Sugared as the air, Mattie produced her fan and clutched it. "Oh, the polka. I do hope I can keep up."


 He noted her charm long enough to be gracious, then turned dark eyes on me. "And your dance card, Miss Stewart?"

"I haven't got one," I said.

I tried not to be pleased with myself, truly I did. But when Mattie made a troubled sound, I had to fight back the urge to smile. To force me to dance, she'd have to relinquish her treat, and that—I knew quite plainly—would never happen.

Gently, I folded my hands together; gently, I smiled at Theo. Mattie clung to his arm like ivy. "Kindly excuse me. I could use some air."

And I did not turn back, ignoring two protests as easily as one. Instead, I glided through the crowd, through tall, arched doors to the brick portico in back. Lawns and rose gardens spread into the distance, and I gathered my shawl round my shoulders. I'd been warned all my life of the sicknesses carried by the night air, but I walked into the dark fearlessly.

Music played on behind me, richer as it stretched into the night. I followed the terrace down, winding through the spindly attentions of new rose vines.

Away from the ballroom, artifice and sugar faded and I found myself gazing into a pool of water stirred by an automatic fountain. It was a novelty to see water run without a pump or tap.


 I tucked my gloves away. Gingerly, I reached out to feel the stream cascade over my palm. How pure and clean and cold it ran! I marveled at the sudden ache in my bones.

Get in, my thoughts urged—a perverse imp I hadn't heard in well over a year. I thought it had died entirely. And yet it sprang to life, daring me. I stole a look over my shoulder.

Pretty shadows danced through the windows, framed in marble. None, not one of those figures, turned to regard me. I could have been the last to walk the earth, down in this garden. Surrounded so, by a black band of sky and the strains of a distant violin, I thought that I truly might be the last.

Whim clicked in me, like the pin in a door finally catching. Raising my skirts, I stepped onto the fountain's wide, low wall and closed my eyes. The water sang now, breathing soft against my face.

A thousand icy pinpoints touched my cheeks, the well-deep chill streaming over me in waves. To the strains of a waltz, I walked the edge of the fountain. No peeking, my imp insisted. My chest felt full of bees, all buzzing wildly as I covered my eyes with my hand.

One step, and then a second. The little danger thrilled me and my senses turned keen. Intimately, I knew the water, the sureness of the stone—I wouldn't fall in, I couldn't—

I did, when Theo de la Croix called out to me.


 Deceptively deep, the fountain swallowed me entirely. My beaded gown dragged me into the depths, and night, so appealing in the air, seemed a dark cap when filtered through icy water.

And yet, I felt peace. The cold, so sudden, the loss of breath, so complete—I struggled just once against it, then sank in grace.

Hard hands found me. They pulled me from the water that seemed not so much cold as tight around me. It was leaving it that racked me with a shuddering convulsion.

Laid on the lawn, rolled on my side, I felt very much a rag doll and coughed helplessly when the water drained from my nose and mouth.

"Miss Stewart!" Theo peered into my face. His breath felt of flame, touching my cheeks. "Are you hurt?"

I jerked when he clapped a hand against my cheek. I had frozen so completely that any touch came as pain. Struggling to sit, I shook my head and searched for my tongue, for anything at all to say.

But I suppose an unexpected dive into an unexpectedly deep fountain caused a commotion. How could it not, with the splashing and heroics. My end of the garden wasn't so distant from the party after all. Before I could find a thing to say, voices cried out and Theo and I turned toward them.

A clutch of dancers, fresh in their whites and their suits, slowed to stop, their faces matching shades of shock. They stared, and shouldn't they stare, to see me lying beneath such a handsome boy, breathless and clinging?

 A fresh lightness spilled through my veins when I realized my escape. "Not hurt, only ruined," I said.

"I haven't..."

"I'm sorry," I said, and pulled him into a kiss.

***

Stripped to my chemise, I perched by the stove. Clasping a cup of hot ginger tea and lemon, I warmed myself with sips of it. As pleasant heat filled me, it distracted me from the itch of the blanket draped over my shoulders.

Mama worried the floorboards bare as she paced the kitchen. "I expected Mattie to watch you a bit better than this."

"Mattie's not to blame," I said. I pulled my stool closer to the hot side of the stove, drinking up that warmth too. A disheveled mess, my hair clung to my face, some curls drying on my skin, most of the rest still heavy and damp from my swim.

A tempest, Mama whirled through the kitchen and stopped at the door to listen to my father. I had embarrassed him terribly, for one of his partners had been at the dance. Though Mr. Clare hadn't personally witnessed my disgrace, he had seen fit to bring me home.

 "Out of deference to your father," Mr. Clare had told me sternly, urging the horses on. "For he's a good man who deserves better."

I'd considered leaping from his gig. I hadn't, because it would've been unfair to make him deliver to my parents news of my untimely demise rather than notice of my unseemly social death.

"In front of all Baltimore," Mama muttered, then spun round to face me again. "I've indulged you too often. Spoilt you. And what shall we do with you now?"

I should have been ashamed, but I smiled instead. "Lock me in the attic. I should say you could easily convince people of my insensibility."

Glowering, Mama plucked another stick up from the pile by the door and stuffed it in the stove. Though we had gas lighting through the rest of the house, Mama swore that nothing but wood and brick could cook a proper supper.

The bright scent of burning pine filled the kitchen, the only pleasure I had left when Mama plucked my cup from my hands. "Look at you, preening over this."

"Will Papa mind overmuch?" I asked disingenuously. I couldn't imagine he would—matters of comportment and decency he generally left to my mother's discretion.

 Mama finished my tea and put the cup aside. "I should think so, Zora Pauline. You've indebted him to Mr. Clare, embarrassed us all in front of him. That's our livelihood!"

A sliver of doubt lodged in my chest. Could it matter? Even Theo, poor, sad dupe that he was, would only be embellished by the incident. I was the one ruined; he'd earned a conquest.

But it pained me to think of Papa troubled by it, and I lowered my head. "If that's so, I'm sorry."

Mama snapped, "Good. I expect no less." Then, perhaps regretting her sharpness, she came to put her hands on my shoulders. "Oh, duck. I wish I knew what to do with you."

Sinking against her, I laid my cheek on her arm and murmured, "I did say it once—there's always the attic." When she pinched to punish my impertinence, I tipped my head to look at her. "I'll be quiet in daylight. Tell everyone you sent me west to stay with family."

My mother stilled, and I had learned that my mother's stillness could never bode well for anyone. Twisting on my perch, I looked at her quite directly. "Mama?"

I think she would have forgotten my suggestion entirely if a letter hadn't come for me the next day.

Postmarked Kansas, the envelope contained a note and a photograph of a grizzled farmer and his weathered children. Lord above, I must have answered his advertisement for a bride—I hadn't considered how old a man with four sons might be.

 Sheepishly, I hid my face while she read from his letter. In the middle, she stopped and fished out a paper cigar ring. Slapping it on the table before me, she informed me, "That's in lieu of a gold band, should his farm ever break even."

As a hot flush crawled my neck, I tried to find some valiant defense of myself. Instead, I only managed, "Well, he does need the help, doesn't he?"

"Enough," Mama said, collecting my mail-order proposal. "I'm wiring Birdie. She can put you to work, and maybe then you'll come to your senses."

What use my aunt might have for a slightly ruined, partly maddened eastern girl in Oklahoma Territory, I couldn't begin to imagine. But married or indentured, the result was the same.

I would be yoked, and I didn't mind at all.


 Three



Through the gentle rise of the Allegheny Mountains, then on through woodland that turned to amber plains, I made my way by locomotive to Birdie's homestead in Oklahoma Territory. The train itself was pleasant enough most days, though the constant snow of coal ash through the windows made it impossible to keep anything clean—perhaps a portent of things to come.

From my window, I studied the villages blossoming along the rails, and considered my fate. I'd come to appreciate that Mama's way had advantages over mine. My methods—ruining myself, taking a husband-—each required an infidelity I didn't wish to commit, not in truth. As my aunt's helper, I'd need never betray Thomas' memory.


 Stepping from the train at Skeleton Ranch, I marveled at a sky that stretched boundlessly across the plains. The pure intensity of the blue stole my breath; at once, I was miniscule and infinite beneath it.

Then a sudden blast of heat snatched at my bonnet. I'd never felt such a wind, scorching and dry. In fact, I doubted entirely it was wind, because it seared and clawed, pulling my hair loose in spite of its pins. Baltimore's winds weren't always sweet, but they were always cool; they carried ever a taste of the ocean in them. They pushed, but never pulled.

Plucking a spray of tansy asters, I was glad to step into the black coach that would carry me to West Glory. Just a few more hours, and I'd be starting over. My new beginning had begun.

After four hours in the airless cab, however, I wasn't quite so optimistic. The schoolteacher who sat beside me chirped in terror each time we hit a bump in the road. And without any sort of pavement to follow, we hit quite a few.

But she wasn't as bad as the bachelors who sat on the seat across from us. Chaw stained their lips and their breath. What stank more than their gnawing mouths was the shared can into which they spat.

Though I had a bundle of bread and cheese for my lunch, I couldn't bear to eat it, closed up as I was with chirping on one side and expectorating on the other.

 The coach shuddered to a stop. My travel mates murmured among themselves, and I brushed the curtain back to peer outside. I saw no town on the horizon—only saddle-bound men surrounding us. They pulled their reins hard, bits cutting into flesh. Their horses reared with agonized cries.

"Oh no," the schoolteacher whimpered.

She pulled a cross from her collar and started to pray. The coach jerked to one side, and she interrupted her devotions with a squeak. Sound swirled away for me; the dust outside fascinated my senses, leaving me numb to the realization that someone was crawling on the top of the coach.

The dust had a strange quality to it, like none I'd ever seen. Delicate stars flickered when sunlight streaked through it. Puffing and swirling, it danced in eddies and brooks around hooves in motion. And then, when someone threw our luggage from the stage, it rose in plumes, a great, waterless spring.

My trunk split when it hit the ground, revealing all I had in the world. Velvets and laces spilled out, trampled and kicked. Suddenly, I heard again; I saw more than the clouds of silken haze. I threw myself against the window.

My stamps! My writing papers! My dance card from the Sons of Apollo Ball, half-filled, all crushed beneath iron shoes and wooden heels.

 Furious, I reached for the door. What I thought to say, I can't imagine, and I had the latch all but open when one of the bachelors shoved me back into my seat.

"Just let 'em take it," he said.

Offended, I strained forward again. Who was he to handle me like that? No gentleman, that was certain. Sharply, I informed him, "That's all I have!"

The schoolteacher clutched my arm. "Don't give them cause to come in after us."

It occurred to me that she was afraid—that the bachelors were too. And I thought that perhaps I should have been. But what I felt was not the quavering chill of terror. It was indignation that my few mementos, trinkets worth nothing but sentiment, had been ground into the dirt.

"I'm sorry," I told them, and threw open the door.

***

It was customary to help a lady from a coach. However, the shove from behind wasn't the usual method, nor was the slamming of the door. Nevertheless, I righted myself, lifting my chin when one of the highwaymen strode up to me.


 "Lady, you better get back in there," he said.

A dirty rag covered most of his face, and a battered hat covered his head. There was nothing of him but a stripe of watery blue eyes beneath dark eyebrows. Long lashes caught the light, and his voice gave him away—younger rather than older, bravado instead of confidence.

"If you want my valuables," I told him, emboldened, "take them. But I'm collecting my dance card."

An unbearable hum started in my chest and rushed through me, fingertips to toes. Pushing past him, I hurried to my ruined trunk. Though my feet moved purposefully, I felt adrift—woozy on my own nerve. I snatched the dance card that still bore Thomas' handwriting, and my packet of stamps as well. I shoved both of them in my blouse for safekeeping.

A hand dropped on my shoulder, and I whipped around. Slipping my fan from my sleeve, I brandished it, as if I'd met this boy at a ball and not a robbery. "Mind yourself, sir."

Before he could answer, another bandit hopped down from the coach and started our way. His long brown coat flapped with each step, and he sounded like he might be amused. "Boy, what're you doing over there?"

"She won't get back in," the other said.

The answer came: "Make her!"


 Petulant, he waved a hand at me. "What do you want me to do? Shoot her?"

In response, I heard the coach driver crack a whip. The stage groaned, then took off, speeding into the dust-laced distance. The older highwayman cursed, kicking at the luggage on the ground.

The high, dusty heat of the plains deserted me. Chilled into my bones, I found I couldn't quite take a breath. Until that moment, I had been submerged. Being abandoned pulled me to the surface-—back into light and sound and realization. I stood in the middle of nowhere, beyond the bounds of etiquette, protected only by my wit and my ivory fan.

"You should be ashamed of yourselves," I said, manifesting a bit more of my madness. "Bad enough to make a career of thievery, but honestly. Look at the mess you've made."

The highwaymen exchanged glances. As I could see only their eyes, I couldn't tell what passed between them. But the older of the two grabbed my arm. Then he lifted, setting me off balance as he marched me to the side of the road like an unruly child.

"Sit down and shut up," he said, jerking me over ruts cut into the dirt.

The hum within me rose to a pulsing howl. My head pounded with it; I felt it in my throat and my temple. I was alone—utterly alone in the wilderness, with two men of few scruples.

 At once, lightning cracked so near, my ears rang and I tasted its acrid remains. The heavens opened with a deluge. Without my bonnet, which sat on the coach seat I'd abandoned, unexpected rain soaked my hair and ran down my face unimpeded.

Swallowing hard, I said, "I may shut up, but I will not sit on the ground in a corset and bustle."

"We need to go," his companion said, already saddled. Rain darkened his hat, and his horse twitched anxiously. "They're gonna beat us to town."

This bandit's eyes trailed my face, coming to rest just beneath my chin.

Instinctively, I reached for my locket. "It's tin. It's not worth anything."

"Then you won't miss it, will ya?"

His gloved hand covered mine, and he yanked. The ribbon snapped, and I felt it slip from my neck. Though his face was covered, I knew he was smiling. His eyes crinkled at the corners, a satisfied kind of smugness in the curve of his brow.

Then he mounted his horse and presented one more in sult. He pulled the reins hard, turning the beast in deliberate circles on the remains of our luggage. New mud mixed by the rain coated everything with filth. It wasn't enough to rob me; he had to try to break me as well.

 Finally, he rode off. In his wake, a piece of once-white lace fluttered weakly, a bird with a broken wing.

Though I suppose I could have, and might have been entitled, I didn't sit down and cry. Nor did I stand there waiting for rescue. I picked through the remains of my baggage, for cotton could be washed and lace could be mended.

Throwing a few sodden pieces over my arm, I turned to follow the coach's tracks. I'd survived much worse: my mother was right. I was alive—not the dreamy, rescued sort of survival I'd experienced at the fountain in Baltimore. This was a real and deliberate reclamation; I had rescued myself.

For the first time in a year, I felt alive, and I was glad of it.

***

When night came, cold came with it.

Putting my head down, I trudged on. Though the wagon path was clear enough—for it was the narrow stream of mud lined by prairie grasses on each side—I'd passed no sign for West Glory in my hours of walking. And I'd seen no evidence that these plains were inhabited by anything but an abundance of jackrabbits.

 In a way, the cold relieved me. It distracted me from the growing fear that I might never make it to town at all. Surely if I'd walked that long in Maryland, I would have found something—a house, a traveler, the shore.

But Oklahoma Territory yielded nothing but a scrubby, never-ending plain. I wondered if the coach had arrived yet. If it hadn't, no one could know I'd gone missing. That meant no one would be looking for me.

Alone, I shivered.

The skies cleared, clouds parting like stage curtains to reveal a pure, black night. The stars went on and on, endless diamonds on the field above me. And though I saw my breath and felt my innards clench in hunger, I stopped to admire the constellations.

In that moment, I alone existed.

And then, with the rattle of wagon wheels, that moment ended.

Turning toward the sound, I squinted into the dark. A lantern danced in the distance, a firefly darting in the fields. It trundled toward me, and when I made out the shape of a wagon, I called out to it.


 "You, there! Hello!"

I heard no answer, but the light shifted, turning toward me more directly. Giddiness bubbled in me, but I quashed it when I realized it could be the highwaymen come back to finish me. For a moment, I considered hiding.

But then I felt a tremor across my skin, as if I had rubbed some amber with silk. It raced through the earth beneath my feet, and though I couldn't place the source of it, it calmed me.

I waved my bit of lace again. "Hello! Over here!"

Finally, the wagon became more than a dark impression. It was a buckboard, not much more than four wheels and a spring-mounted seat, drawn by one chestnut horse. The driver stopped and lifted his lantern to better see me.

"What are you doing out here, miss?" he asked. His voice was warm as a summer afternoon.

Drawn to it, I wrapped my arms around my filthy bundle and came closer. "My coach was robbed on the way to West Glory. They left me here, and then it rained. I may be lost..."

He smiled faintly. "You may be lost."

"I might not be," I insisted. "I don't know for sure."

Tying the reins to the buckboard, he picked up something long from his seat and jumped down with the lantern. When he approached, I realized it was a rifle. The dark bar rel gleamed in the moonlight, a long, certain threat that he carried comfortably.

 Seeded with doubt, I stepped back. "Just tell me if I'm on the right path. I can keep walking."

"There are wolves out here," he said. He waved the gun and nodded at the expanse around us. "Bears and bobcats, too."

All the wildlife I'd experienced had been found at the circus with Papa. Though he preferred marveling at the tricks and stunts, he indulged me with a walk through the menagerie. That oiled tent had smelled feral, and the air dangerous, but those beasts were kept in cages. Most of them napped during my visit—the flies were more ferocious than the lions. I was big enough to admit I didn't care to meet any without steel between us.

I erased my step back and asked, "Is it far to town?"

"Yep." He bent his knees and held out a hand, waiting for me to take it.

It took me a moment to realize he meant for me to step on him—that he would be my block to climb into the buckboard. Though it made utilitarian sense, I blushed when I took his hand and raised my foot to do so.

"You're certain?" I asked.

He raised his face, my first real glimpse of him. He was young, his skin unlined, though berry brown from the sun. Because of the low light, I couldn't be certain of his eyes, but they seemed very golden under his thick brows. Squinting at me, he gave another mysterious smile and said, "Very."

 Stepping on him, as if I were Marie Antoinette of the Plains, I hurried to tuck in my skirts. The wet pile of my laundry made for a poor blanket, but I was too grateful to be off my feet to care.

"Name's Emerson Birch," he said, climbing in on the other side. The buckboard tilted with his weight, and I swayed toward him.

Our shoulders nearly brushed, but I righted myself straightaway. I could only imagine what my Aunt Birdie would think, to have me come into town with a young man and no chaperone. I didn't dare let it come across more unseemly than it was.

And when he propped the rifle between us, it was quite easy to maintain my side of the seat. The gun smelled of fresh black powder, and my throat tightened. I stared stalwartly forward, and I willed my thoughts toward any pleasant subject, to think on games of forfeit, or stars, or even a home-cooked meal.

But the rich, burnt scent of a gun recently fired demanded my attention—commanded my memory. I would, without my leave, see Thomas fall again and again, until I closed my eyes and forced out a reply.

 My voice was thin as chalk, and I clutched the rail tightly. "Zora Stewart. A pleasure to make your acquaintance."

"I see you heard the rumors about my driving," he said. Unwinding the reins, he offered them to me. "I can point the way if you'd rather. Epona's easy enough." He nodded toward the horse, his gaze still on me.

Shaking my head, I pressed my hand to my chest. The dance card I'd stuffed into my blouse was stiff, and it comforted me. "You're kind to offer, but thank you, no."

He urged the horse forward, and soon we glided across the prairie, the buckboard a boat on a smooth lake. The ride jolted me too much to sleep, though I wished for it.

So, instead, I took in the strange new night all around me. The air smelt of fresh earth and green grasses—cleaner than the city, unencumbered by the closeness of neighbors upon neighbors.

The length of the day weighed me down. I wondered if my aunt would be angry or relieved to have me turn up in this condition. And, selfishly, I wondered if she might not have put back a bit of dinner, hoping to see me arrive. I caught myself so completely in these wonderings that I barely noticed when the wagon stopped.


 When I looked up, I saw no town. Just a small cabin and, beside it, a lean-to big enough for one horse. Confused, I turned to Emerson and asked, "Where are we?"

"Home," he said. He tied the reins again and turned to me. "West Glory's another hour's drive. I'll take you in the morning."

"I can't possibly impose on your family," I said. Wound tight, I touched my bedraggled hair, my filthy collar. I did have a measure of pride, and it flared in horror at the thought of barging in unannounced, at my most unappealing.

Emerson handed me the lantern, and hopped from the bench. "You won't be. It's just me."

I stared. "I can't spend the night with you!"

"All right, then. Take that rifle there, orient yourself north, and start walking." He pulled a brace of rabbits from behind his seat. "It's twenty-five miles yet, I imagine."

Measuring his profile, I sat in dazed silence. He was alone in the Territories—but he couldn't have been any older than I was. It didn't make sense.

When he rounded the back of the wagon, I told him, "I don't handle arms."

"Is that so?"

"It is!"

Coming to my side, he peered up at me. His lips curled in a maddening smile, and he said, not unkindly, "Go home, Zora Stewart. You're not gonna make it out here."

 Then he tipped his hat to me, took his lantern, and went inside.
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