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			For my oldest friend, also named Margaret.

			Also a bold and beautiful woman.

		

	
		
			
				Humanity is divided into men, women, and Margaret Fuller.

				—Edgar Allan Poe

				How can you describe a Force? How can you write a life of Margaret?

				—Excerpt of a letter from Sam Ward to Ralph Waldo Emerson

			

		

	
		
			Prologue

			Concord, Massachusetts

			July 1850

			Mr. Emerson looks through his study window to see Sophia and Nathaniel Hawthorne marching toward him. Up the Cambridge Turnpike they come, side by side, no doubt carrying some delicious morsel of gossip, as they are just now returning from a visit out at Melville’s.

			Melville, the poor soul, Mr. Emerson thinks. The tortured man struggling to throw off the final strangling clutches of his great toil, his seafaring saga of the one-legged captain and the white whale he hunts. Melville needed Hawthorne’s companionship in order to finish; he said it outright. And so Hawthorne went, dutiful wife at his side. Hawthorne, who is still floating from his recent triumph with Hester Prynne and her scarlet letter.

			Has Margaret seen it yet? Mr. Emerson wonders. Has she pieced it together? A woman who takes a lover and unashamedly bears his child. A lone woman brave enough to live in defiance of the Puritanical judgment and brimstone that try, in vain, to engulf her. A meeting of the lovers in the forest—surely Margaret will see herself when she encounters that scene. They all know about those magical afternoons of dappled light and pine-tinged breezes; of Margaret sitting in the sun, her chestnut hair loose and untamed.

			Even Sophia knows. Long-suffering, saintly Sophia Hawthorne, who has seen so many women—and now men, given the tangle with Melville—fall in love with her husband. Attachments that, if she’s taking an honest accounting, are not sufficiently discouraged. But she’ll never leave her Nathaniel.

			Here come the pair of them now, turning off the lane and up the front walk to Mr. Emerson’s home, Sophia clutching Hawthorne’s arm like she might tip over without his support. Therein lies much of the reason why Nathaniel picked her over all the rest: because she would fall without his steadying support. Hawthorne may woo women like Margaret Fuller, might crave their bright-eyed attention, yearn to kneel in thrall before their power. But for a wife and companion? He’s made a different choice.

			Mr. Emerson’s eyes narrow. Sophia looks pale—paler than usual. And their pace—there’s something not quite right about that pace. Too hasty. No one rushes about like that on the gentle lanes of Concord. The Hawthornes are approaching with more than mere gossip from Melville.

			Mr. Emerson turns from the window and crosses his study, making his way through the entry hall toward his front door. When he opens it, Hawthorne nearly barrels into him.

			“Emerson,” the man pants. “Thank God you’re at home.” But Emerson is so often at home, it should not come as any real surprise. Sophia grips her husband’s arm.

			Mr. Emerson eyes each of the Hawthornes in turn, his voice low as he replies, “Yes, hello. What is it?”

			Sophia’s wisp of a voice is barely audible. “It’s Margaret.” She need not clarify; there is only one Margaret for him, for all of them.

			“Yes? What of her?”

			Hawthorne looks to his wife, a wordless communication, then back to his friend. “She’s…she’s gone.”

			A tightness encircles Mr. Emerson’s throat, and he swallows against it. “Gone?” What can they mean, gone? “Her ship’s expected to dock in New York Harbor by the end of this month,” Mr. Emerson manages, but his tone is a bit strained.

			Hawthorne offers only a quick shake of his head. That strangling sensation grips Mr. Emerson once more, and he raises a hand to the doorframe, bracing as he leans toward the Hawthornes. “What can you mean by this?”

			“We’ve only just heard.” Sophia’s voice quivers. “Her ship…a storm. Off the coast of New York.”

			Mr. Emerson’s mind, his incomparable mind that has earned him the title the Sage of Concord—the mind that has gathered them all together, here in Concord, to give America its glorious decade of original thoughts and letters—that very mind trips and falters now. He can barely keep the threads together as Hawthorne weaves a most terrible tapestry: An ill-fated Atlantic crossing. A captain lost at sea to smallpox, then a fierce summer storm. The final stretch of the journey from Italy to America. The shoreline of New York in sight, and yet, a fractured ship stuck on an unyielding sandbar. Close enough for the souls on board to hear the shouts of the onlookers lining the beach, and yet too far to survive the stormy swim. Margaret, swept away, along with her baby and the man she’s made her husband. Their bodies pulled under by cruel and roiling waves. So that’s what Hawthorne means by gone.

			Mr. Emerson feels as though his legs might give out. “Thoreau,” he says to the Hawthornes now, and he reads in their expressions that they do not understand. “Thoreau!” he roars, knowing he will rouse the entire street. But that’s his intention. Thoreau is just next door; surely he’ll hear. But is he next door? Or did he spend the night out on Walden Pond? Mr. Emerson can’t recall. “Thoreau!” he bellows once more.

			A door opens, but it’s not Thoreau’s. It’s at the Alcotts’ home. Mr. Emerson groans. Bronson Alcott is just the wrong person for a moment such as this. But fortunately it’s not Bronson who appears at the threshold. It’s Louisa May. That’s fine, Louy can hear this. Louy ought to hear this.

			Mercifully, Thoreau does emerge a moment later, trotting toward them. And now it’s a flurry of motion outside the Emerson home. Whereas a few breaths ago it was the Hawthornes delivering this terrible news, now Mr. Emerson brings his friend into this dreadful confidence. “Go now,” he tells Thoreau. “To New York. The beach called Fire Island. You must get to Margaret before anyone else. You must find her manuscript. Call on Greeley, you can stay with him. If Greeley is not in town, then Poe will help. Or Whitman, even Longfellow. Just get there. Get there as quickly as you can. You must get to the wreck. Find her. Find her book.”

			If he’s too late to save her, if Mr. Emerson cannot claim the body of Margaret Fuller from its watery grave, then perhaps he can save her words. It’s the least he can do after all this time. Given the many debts he has yet to repay her—and now never will—he can make amends in this one way. He can tell her story. Because the fact that the world does not yet know it? Why, that is a tragedy nearly as grave as any shipwreck.
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			Chapter One

			Concord, Massachusetts

			Summer 1836

			I know that Mr. Emerson is expecting me. It was he, after all, who invited me here. And yet, as I approach the front door of his grand white home, I feel a twinge of nerves. I pause, staring up at the house, an imposing structure set back from the Cambridge Turnpike, hemmed by a fence, the columned porticoes and rolling green lawns lending the place a simple, stately elegance. “Bush” is what Mr. Emerson called the estate in his letters, when he wrote to invite me from Cambridge out to the country for a week’s visit.

			He’d read my newspaper tribute, Mr. Emerson explained, to his beloved brother Charles, so recently deceased of tuberculosis. He’d found that my words had touched his heart, providing some small balm to the pain of the untimely loss. I was a young writer of great promise, Mr. Emerson declared, his fine cursive filling the front and back of the page. As one of New England’s most established lecturers and perhaps its most prolific writer, he, Mr. Ralph Waldo Emerson, took great pride in being able to support individuals like me. Even women, his words implied, though he had not stated that outright. But really, he hastened to add, the primary purpose of the visit was to provide companionship for his wife, Mrs. Lidian Emerson, now in the final months of her confinement before the expected arrival of their first child, and barely able to leave her bed.

			“He’s collecting friends and thinkers to his side,” Eliza Peabody had told me, when she welcomed me into her Boston parlor for tea on the eve of my planned departure. Eliza, my friend of several years, and I had gravitated toward each other as two of the only young ladies in the Boston and Cambridge writing circles who shared the twin stains on our reputations of being unwed and wishing to work as published writers. We had an audacity to us that frightened many, an independence of spirit and circumstance that made us not a little bit threatening to some of the men who wrote about freedom and lectured about liberty. An independence that allowed me to accept an invitation such as this one from Mr. Emerson, to stay as his houseguest in the country.

			Eliza was in a position to tell me what I might expect from a visit at Emerson’s estate, as she herself had made the very same three-hour journey by stagecoach from Boston to Concord on more than one occasion to accept a similar invitation—or was it a summons?—to the Emerson home.

			“He knows of you, Margaret. Knows your reputation, evidently even knows some of your writing,” Eliza said, stirring a pinch of sugar into her tea as she held me with her intense, inquisitive gaze. I did my best to bite back the flattered smile that pulled on my lips. To think, my work had been read—and enjoyed—by a man such as Ralph Waldo Emerson. Certainly there were many who found my work and my passions unladylike, even unnatural. But not Mr. Emerson, it seemed.

			Eliza went on: “Sophia and I were with the Emersons out at Bush in the spring.” While Eliza was a celebrated wit and lady of letters, her sister Sophia was known to excel at painting. “It promises to be interesting, my dear, to say the least. A chance to glimpse the great Sage of Concord at home.”

			And now here I stand, clutching my cloth bag and gazing at the front door of Mr. Ralph Waldo Emerson’s home. I glance down at my dress, a simple poplin of dove gray, a cream-colored kerchief tied modestly around my neck. I pat the skirt and then raise my gloved hands to make certain that my chestnut bun is tidy, the curls bobbing down the nape of my neck, giving myself one final prink before I knock.

			I’m expecting a servant of some sort, perhaps a housekeeper or cook, but the man who greets me at the door is none other than Mr. Ralph Waldo Emerson himself—I know his famous face. “Oh, yes, Mr. Emerson?” I shift my bag from one hand to the other, forcing a bright tone even as I feel my cheeks grow warm. “Hello.”

			Mr. Emerson looks at me, one corner of his mouth tilting upward, the hint of a half smile, and then he extends a hand in greeting. “And this must be the famous Margaret Fuller of Cambridge at my doorstep?”

			I take his outstretched hand and let out a puff of breath that sounds like a warble. I’m struck by the deep timbre of his voice, and by his informal manner—I hadn’t expected either. Already he’s caught me back on my heels, so I square my shoulders and summon a casual smile as I reply: “I don’t know about famous, but I am Margaret Fuller indeed.”

			His smile grows from partial to full as his blue-gray eyes catch a lively glimmer. And then he sweeps his arm up, performing a slightly theatrical bow. “Welcome to Concord. Please, Miss Fuller, won’t you come inside?”

			I accept his welcome and step past him, out of the warm summer afternoon and into the cool and airy quiet of the Emerson home. The foyer is bright and high ceilinged, with a gracious stairway and wooden banister before us and spacious rooms off to each side. I stand still as my host asks after my journey and I tell him it went smoothly. There is neither sight nor sound of any other person in the home, which lends the handsome place an almost temple-like tranquillity. I clutch my valise as Mr. Emerson ushers me across the front hall and into a room lined with books. His study, I suppose. A large mahogany desk occupies pride of place, topped with a tidy stack of papers and a pen tipped into a dish shaped like a bird. Beside it sits a half-filled inkwell. The room smells of books and firewood.

			Mr. Emerson stands beside his desk. “What refreshment can I offer you, Miss Fuller, after your hours-long journey? Some tea? Coffee? Water? Ah, or we do have some nice cider, which our dear handyman has pressed for us.”

			“Water would be fine,” I answer. As he pours us two cups from a pitcher on a nearby side table, I take the opportunity to subtly study his appearance. Ralph Waldo Emerson is tall and slender, dressed in a tidy suit with a cravat that hugs high and tight around his neck. I know from his reputation as a great speaker and writer that Mr. Emerson is a few years older than me, thirty-three to my twenty-six. Nevertheless, he has an undeniably youthful vitality about him; perhaps someone so filled with deep thoughts and ideas cannot help but overspill with an uncoiled sort of energy.

			“Thank you.” I accept the water from his hand and take a sip. Our eyes lock for a moment and I allow my stare to linger in his cool gaze, before I remind myself to look away. I take another sip, my throat feeling dry, and I tell myself it’s because of the three hours on the turnpike.

			“Sit, please.” Emerson gestures to a sofa of red velvet across from his desk, then he crosses the room to shut the door. I take note of the fact that I have not sat alone in a room with a man since my father’s death. I blink, glancing down toward my hands in my lap. But Mr. Emerson does not seem to find this closeted state of affairs unusual in the least, as he takes his own seat in a rocking chair behind his desk.

			“Well, Miss Fuller, thank you for coming all this way.” He reaches for the nearby poker and jostles the logs in the hearth, just a small blaze given the warmth of the summer afternoon.

			I nod. “Thank you for your gracious invitation.”

			“It has been a matter of great interest to me for some time…meeting you.”

			I can barely mask my surprise; I had supposed the chief purpose of my visit was to offer company to Mrs. Emerson. I reply only, “Oh?”

			“The Most Well-Read Woman in America,” he says with a flourish of his long-fingered hands, then he sets his gaze back on me. “That’s what they call you, if I’m not mistaken?”

			“Person,” I reply, my voice quiet but certainly audible.

			Emerson tilts his head, eyeing me with a bemused expression. “Pardon?”

			“Person,” I state again, this time just slightly louder. “What I’ve been called is ‘the Most Well-Read Person in America.’ ” Almost as soon as I’ve said it I regret doing so—the importance of first impressions and modesty being what they are. Particularly in a lady, and a junior one at that. Mother is always reminding me of this, chiding me when my pride or boldness seems too much. And Father did the same. Margaret, my girl, you are the Much that always wants More. The thought of Father—his words, his memories—it all causes my vision to swim for a moment, until I remind myself not to get lost in the pull of these daydreams.

			Mr. Emerson is looking at me most intently. I sit up taller in my seat. My host offers me half a smirk, and then he speaks again: “Won’t you please tell me how it is that you are so well educated?” He tents his long fingers, looking at me over their tips. “Where was your formal schooling?”

			“I was sent to be finished at Miss Prescott’s Young Ladies’ Seminary.”

			“Ah, yes. Groton?”

			I tilt my head. “But I would not say it was at Miss Prescott’s that I acquired my education.”

			Mr. Emerson lifts an eyebrow.

			“I left the boarding school after only one year,” I reply.

			“Why is that?”

			“Because I had more Greek and Latin than any of the teachers. It was not a worthwhile investment of my time, nor of my father’s money.”

			Mr. Emerson chuckles, the skin around his pale eyes crinkling. “Well, then, if not at Groton, where would you say you received your prolific education, Miss Fuller?”

			“From my father,” I answer.

			Mr. Emerson tips back in his rocking chair and muses aloud, “He must be a most singular man, seeing fit to allow his daughter such a robust education.”

			“Was,” I correct him, clearing my throat. “He was a most singular man. We lost my father, Timothy Fuller…last year.”

			Mr. Emerson nods once, slowly, and I see that he’s absorbing this—the fact that just as I first entered his awareness by publishing an elegiac tribute to his brother at the time of his death, I was also nursing the wound of my own beloved father’s passing. That we share the twin griefs of these recent and fresh heartaches.

			“I am sorry for that, Miss Fuller,” he says, and I can hear that he means it. “I would very much like to hear more about him, and his success in raising such an exceptional daughter. That is, if you might be willing to share?”

			“Yes, of course,” I reply, taking a quick sip of water. Because I am willing to speak about my father. About how he had hoped for a son, but when I was born, the eldest of his eight children, he’d been determined to raise me—and teach me—like his boy instead. I share how he had me reading and reciting Latin and Greek by the age of six, drilling me from morning until well past dark, long after other children my age had been tucked into their warm beds with gentle songs and kisses.

			“Yours sounds like an unusual youth,” Mr. Emerson remarks, holding me in his gaze.

			“Most unusual,” I agree. “Unnatural, even.” I look down and pat the folds of my skirt, my mind mulling over so many hours now filed into the past, and yet always in my memory and thoughts. “My father loved me a great deal, you see, but I believe—or, at least, I very much felt—that his love was always conditional, determined by my performance. He expected excellence at all times and in all things. To my six-year-old self he declared: ‘Mediocrity is obscurity.’ ”

			When Mr. Emerson speaks next, it’s a question that I am not expecting. “Did you ever rebel?”

			“I remember one time, yes.” Now it’s my turn to flash a wry smile. “Sundays were our day of rest. I was granted a break from my lessons with Father. On Sunday I was permitted to put aside my Virgil and my Homer. And so one Sunday—I believe I was seven—I wandered into our family library and I selected a book for my own pleasure. It was the plays of William Shakespeare. I remember I began with The Tempest and was immediately engrossed. Miranda was a young lady entirely at the mercy of her devoted but exacting father. They occupied an island unto themselves. It felt so fantastical and yet somehow so familiar. I could not stop reading. But Father, when he found me, was not amused. In fact, he was furious. Or perhaps even worse…deeply disappointed.”

			“Why was that?”

			Now I feel positively lively with storytelling. I answer: “Father told me that Shakespeare was tawdry and unfit for my impressionable young mind.”

			Emerson chuckles, and so do I. “So he ordered me to put the book away at once. But then he went off to do something else, and I went back into our library, where I once more took up the forbidden book, and I secreted it away with me. Up to my bedroom I brought Master Shakespeare, where I read him for many more happy hours. When Father came to summon me to supper and saw that I’d buried myself in the forbidden text, in spite of his disapproval, he was livid. But I did not much care.”

			Mr. Emerson lets out a hearty laugh, a warm, smooth sound, and I find myself basking in his approbation. But when he speaks next, the change in tack catches me by surprise. “You do know,” he says, “that my wife, Mrs. Emerson, is looking ahead to a most joyful and anticipated event?”

			I nod, feeling a sudden stab of embarrassment. Embarrassment at Mr. Emerson’s alluding to something as delicate as childbirth. But even more so over the fact that I have been invited here to serve as Mrs. Emerson’s companion in her confinement and yet I’ve neither met nor asked after her. Instead, her husband and I sit here behind a closed door as I speak about my life and books and so much else. “Yes,” I answer after an instant, my tone tenuous.

			Mr. Emerson appears entirely unfazed as he says, “Well, all I can say is that I very much hope, should our child ever see fit to rebel against the authority of his own beloved parents, that his transgression might be something as noble as the clandestine reading of William Shakespeare.”

			We both laugh at this, and that softens some of my feelings of unease from a moment earlier. “All that to say,” he goes on, “for however you and your father may have disagreed over the merits of Mr. Shakespeare, I find myself convinced that your father did an indisputably meritorious job in educating you, Miss Fuller. And, aside from that one moment of discord you may have shared, I have no doubt that he was most proud of you.”

			My cheeks flush with warmth, and I look toward the nearby hearth. Emerson continues: “I’ve had the pleasure of reading your recently published translation of Goethe, and I was most impressed.”

			“Thank you,” I say. Now the warmth within me swirls with a heady tinge of satisfaction, a rippling of pleasure at hearing that my work has been noticed—and appreciated—by a writer as renowned as Ralph Waldo Emerson. The same Mr. Emerson who now stares at me with a quizzical expression. “But you cannot be more than twenty-five, Miss Fuller.”

			“Twenty-six,” I reply.

			“So young.” He quirks an eyebrow, his gaze still fixed on me. “And yet you’ve published quite a bit in The American Monthly Magazine. I’ve enjoyed your thoughts on everything from Goethe to Shelley to Byron. Dare I even hope for something soon on Mr. Shakespeare?”

			I smile at this, but my tone is serious when I say: “As I was raised like an eldest son, and as I remain the leader of my siblings, it does fall to me, now that Father is gone, to provide for them and my mother.” What I don’t say aloud—but what I’m certain that Mr. Emerson understands—is that my hand has been put to paper as much by necessity as by my inner desire for creative expression. That I am one of that new and vulgar breed who seeks to earn wages and even make a living as a writer. And an unwed woman writer, at that.

			“Yes, of course,” Mr. Emerson replies, his brow softening in a thoughtful expression. “Your mother…I would be most curious to hear about her, as well. That is, if you are willing to share?”

			“I am always happy to speak of Mother,” I say, and I mean it.

			“How did they meet?” he asks.

			“While crossing a bridge over the Charles River. He was coming from Boston, she from Cambridge, and they nearly collided in the middle.” I smile at this story I’ve heard so often, and then add a remark of my own, stating, “And I believe that was the only time in his life that Timothy Fuller ever met anyone halfway.”

			Mr. Emerson laughs at this. “So then, was it a pairing of opposites?”

			“In almost every way. Mother was little more than a child herself when she met Father, not yet twenty. He was so much older, and so serious. She was beautiful and soft-spoken. And somehow Mother was the only person, other than me, who could ever manage to make Father smile.”

			Emerson takes all of this in, his eyes kindled with attentive interest. “And is Mrs. Fuller a reader like you and your late father?”

			“Not at all,” I answer, then I hasten to add: “That’s not to say Mother is not intelligent. But her interests always turned more toward domestic matters. She was happiest in our garden. And I will admit that the gladdest hours of my childhood were spent with her in that little plot. She’d tell me tales of fairies, or show me how to clip the clematis and honeysuckle. I would have spent every hour of the day with Mother there, had I been permitted.” I barely suppress the sigh that seeps out of me. “But there was always another baby. Always another little boy or girl, one after the other, who pulled Mother away. And always Father, pulling me back to the books.”

			There’s a momentary pause, a silence that stretches but does not seem to make either of us uneasy. Eventually, he speaks: “But now you are taking care of her. I’m certain she appreciates that.”

			“Yes.” I nod. “I must. It was the promise I made to Father right before I shut his eyes.”

			Mr. Emerson tips his chair back. “You speak metaphorically, I presume?”

			“No.” I shake my head. “I was the one beside his deathbed in the final days. It fell to me to shut his lids after the fever finally claimed him.”

			Mr. Emerson almost frowns as his body tilts toward me, saying: “Your father did indeed place severe expectations on you, Miss Fuller.”

			I swallow. “In life…and in death.” When I speak again, my voice is low, and the words are in Latin: “ ‘Possunt quia posse videntur.’ ”

			Mr. Emerson has no trouble translating: “ ‘They can conquer who believe they can.’ ”

			I nod.

			“Virgil, I believe?”

			“Virgil’s Aeneid. And my life’s credo. When Father died, I knew that I had to push all youthful thoughts from my mind. Father’s investments were not nearly enough to live on. We had the big farm to maintain, and my siblings needed food and schooling. Mother seemed to wilt before me, until soon she was little more than a shadow. They all depended on me to eat—and to live. If ever I regretted being born a woman, it was then.”

			Emerson braids his fingers together, resting his chin atop his hands. A moment of thoughtful silence, and then he says, “If you were a man, there would have been no question of your entering the breadwinning crowd. And quickly distinguishing yourself in order to earn wages.”

			“I believe you are correct,” I reply, my tone flat.

			“So then…” Emerson exhales. “It was quite a burden placed on those narrow shoulders of yours.”

			I sit up straight, pulling back the narrow shoulders he has just referenced. When I speak next, there’s an undergirding of defiance to my tone. “I was too strong to be crushed.”

			His eyes narrow. I go on: “I’ve not let any obstacle in life thwart me, and I have no intention of doing so now. And this is how you find me, on the cusp of my move to Boston, where I shall enter the wide world as a woman, and earn my keep in order to provide for my family.”

			A slight dip of his chin, then he says: “With your writing.”

			“My writing, yes. And teaching.”

			He nods at this, still eyeing me with that direct, appraising gaze that makes me feel a bit exposed. I resist the urge to fidget in my seat, but instead meet his stare head-on. Eventually, it is Mr. Emerson who speaks. “Well, Miss Fuller, you’ve been most generous in meeting me in such a place of confidence. I apologize if I ask too much, but you see, I very much wished to know how it could be that a person such as you came into being.” Mr. Emerson looks at me as though I’m some jigsaw puzzle that he has yet to piece entirely together.

			Now I take a sip of water. As I’m doing so, Mr. Emerson seems to arrive at the same thought that I had a few moments earlier, which is that we have yet to speak much of Mrs. Emerson. “Might I be so bold as to presume, Miss Fuller, that were I inclined to share a bit of my own and Mrs. Emerson’s story, you might be willing and inclined to listen?”

			“Of course,” I reply, sitting forward on the velvet couch.

			“Mrs. Emerson and I married a year ago.” I nod; this much I already know. Mr. Emerson is an eminent enough scholar and public figure that I know, too, that he was widowed just a few years before that. His first wife was a celebrated beauty and heiress, young, his great love before she succumbed to tuberculosis. Ellen is the name I remember reading, Ellen Emerson. Ellen died suddenly, leaving Mr. Emerson with a broken heart and her vast inheritance. His new wife is reported to be Ellen’s foil in many ways. Not younger than Mr. Emerson, but older. Serious, pious, lacking in any sort of great beauty or charm. But perhaps she’s a steadying, world-wise ballast in the wake of such a shattering heartache.

			“Why have you never married?” Mr. Emerson asks now, his head tipping to the side.

			“That did not last long,” I remark.

			His brow creases; he’s unsure of my meaning. My fingers tap the plush velvet of my seat as I throw him a wry smirk. “I shared, and then you offered to share. But now the light has turned back on me.”

			Mr. Emerson smiles at this; his eyes are two pools catching shards of sunlight. “It’s just another quandary…one of the many things about you that mystifies me, Miss Fuller. Why, you are intelligent, pleasant to speak with, you are—well, your…” And now the great and learned Mr. Emerson appears to fumble in search of words. His hands sweep toward me, upward and downward, in a gesture I can only surmise has something to do with my appearance. “Only to say, your physical bearing…”

			I take mercy on him. “Perhaps you mean that my outward appearance is not so offensive as to render me entirely unmarriageable.”

			Mr. Emerson’s cheeks flush. “Quite the opposite, and you are clever enough to know that.”

			I look down at my skirt, feeling that my own cheeks have now darkened. Yes, I know that. I know that my thick, dark hair, auburn in my youth but now a rich chestnut, does attract the admiration of many. My eyes are a shade of dark blue that I once heard my parents describe as lovely when they did not know I was listening. I’ve never had suitors, have never been formally “out” in society, what with my father’s determination that I would be educated like a Harvard lad rather than presented like a Boston debutante, but I know enough to guess that some gentlemen find me attractive. That is, until I speak. Once I get onto a topic such as Dante or Goethe, young gentlemen typically nod politely and turn away. My physical appearance may be attractive enough to elicit an initial interest, but the fully formed mind is most off-putting.

			Except to Mr. Emerson, it seems. He is the first gentleman I’ve ever encountered—other than Father—who appears eager to plumb my thoughts and mind in such an earnest and inquiring way. And I have to admit that I find it exciting. More than exciting. Exhilarating, in fact. And for this reason I am willing to answer his question with candor. “You ask why I have never married? My reason is that I have no interest in captivity.”

			Mr. Emerson laughs at this, an unself-conscious sound, even a bit youthful in its jollity. Sitting back in his rocking chair, he lifts his eyebrows as he repeats my word: “Captivity?”

			I nod, meeting his earnest expression with frankness. “To be candid, I’ve not yet met the man who wants me for a wife. And I do wonder if I ever will, given my disinclination toward voluntary subjugation. But yes, even if I were to find the man who was willing to take me on, would I want to enter into a state where suddenly all of my property, all of my earned money, all of my opinions, and, I daresay, even my body were suddenly the property of a man? No.” I shake my head, aware that what I’m saying is most scandalous, even for a man as forward-thinking as Ralph Waldo Emerson. But I must be brave; I made my decision long ago that I would not be dishonest, nor would I be ashamed of these truths I carry in my breast. And I have more to say. “Until our great and free society should see fit to declare that freedom ought to apply not only to men but also to women, I cannot see that marriage would be a state I could abide.”

			I fall silent, my heart pounding against my chest, and I wonder if Mr. Emerson can hear its thrashing in the quiet of the room. A log pops in the hearth, sending up a small spray of ash. Eventually, my host breaks the silence. “Please, Miss Fuller, when you meet my Lidian, would you be so kind as to refrain from telling her that I am her captor?” He says it with a rueful smile, and I can see, with relief, that I have not offended him. In fact, he seems to accept my sentiments, even if he may not entirely agree.

			“I don’t see you being the sort of man who would treat his wife as such, Mr. Emerson.”

			“That is high praise, coming from you.”

			“Shall I meet her now?” I ask, glancing toward the closed study door. What must she be thinking? Surely she heard me enter the home. How long ago was that?

			Mr. Emerson taps the arms of his chair. “Mrs. Emerson is abed. She’ll ring when she is ready to receive visitors. In the meantime, would you like me to show you where you’ll be staying for the week?”

			“That would be nice, thank you,” I answer, and we rise to leave the study. Out in the foyer, I am expecting Mr. Emerson to lead me up the stairs, nearer to his wife’s bedroom, perhaps. Instead, to my surprise, my host walks me across the front hall and right to the door closest to his study. “After you,” he says, stepping aside. I enter an elegantly furnished room, with a large bed carved of black walnut and covered in a cream-colored bedspread. A row of windows offers a lovely view over his well-kept gardens and stately old chestnut trees. A bedside table stands furnished with a washbowl and pitcher of green and white porcelain, and the desk is equipped with a full inkstand and fresh paper.

			“I know you will wish to write while you are here,” he says. “I promise to keep you swimming in ink.”

			I nod appreciatively. The best part of the room, I decide, is the plush wingback armchair tucked between two of the windows, covered in red upholstery that matches the red rug on the wooden floor. It’ll be perfectly situated to catch the sunlight from the morning until the evening, and I imagine it will suit quite well for both reading and writing.

			“Firewood will be brought in each morning. In addition to our woman in the kitchen, Nancy, we also have a handyman, Henry David. He has a room upstairs. He’s a writer, too. You’ll meet him. Brilliant man, that Thoreau, and quite capable around the house. So we trade room and board for his help at Bush. He’ll keep you supplied. We call this the Red Room. Will it be all right?”

			I’ve never had a room this comfortable before, nor even a room entirely to myself. “It’s lovely,” I answer. “Thank you.”

			“Good, good.” Emerson slips his hands into his trouser pockets. “Well, then, shall I leave you to freshen up?”

			I nod, happy to settle in and unpack before Mrs. Emerson invites me to visit with her. But before he leaves me, Mr. Emerson pauses, hovering at the threshold of my bedchamber. “Miss Fuller?”

			I turn toward him. “Yes?”

			“I was planning to take a walk. I like to do so every afternoon before supper. You’ll find that Concord has that effect on you—in the summer, the day can’t help but draw you out of doors. Of course, the same can be said in the spring, and in the autumn, and in the winter. Would you…care to join me?”

			I shift on my feet, looking to my bag, then back to my host. “As long as Mrs. Emerson will not need me?”

			“As long as Mrs. Emerson does not need you, of course,” he quickly agrees.

			“Then, yes. I would very much like that. It would be nice to stretch my legs after the journey.”

			“Wonderful. Shall we meet out front in half an hour?”

			“That would be lovely, Mr. Emerson.”

			He turns to go, then pauses one more time in the doorway, looking toward me. I am not expecting what comes next, when he asks: “Would you do me the great honor of calling me Waldo?”

			I stare at him, taken aback. He goes on, “It’s what my friends call me, you see. And I’d very much like to name as a friend ‘the Most Well-Read Person in America.’ ”

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			I emerge to meet Mr. Emerson—no, Waldo—at our appointed time, but he’s not alone. Standing beside him on the broad front lawn is a wild-looking man whose dark curls wind like an unkempt wreath around his unshaven face. In appearance, he’s the opposite of Waldo in nearly every way; Waldo is tall and tidy, well-groomed in a crisp three-piece suit, while this other man does not appear as if he would ever consider owning a comb or a cravat. He is short, with light, bright eyes that give him the fiery look of some sort of prophet, or perhaps some feral Pan who has just walked up, barefooted, from out of the wild wood. He leans on a dirty shovel.

			Waldo, perhaps noting my bemused look, gestures to the barefooted man beside him. “Ah, Margaret, here you are. Please meet my good friend and even better handyman, Henry David, or Mr. Thoreau if you prefer formality, though Thoreau certainly does not.”

			“Thoreau will do just fine,” the man says, extending a dirt-caked hand for a shake.

			“Hello, I’m Margaret. Nice to meet you.”

			Thoreau’s grip is strong, the top of his hand covered in a thicket of hair, and I decide that indeed he must be part faun. “And you, Margaret,” he answers. Thoreau is only a bit taller than me, but sturdily built, his face and arms golden from the sun.

			“Thoreau here helps Mrs. Emerson with the household chores, and he gives my fruit trees and vegetable beds their best chance.” Waldo gestures across the yard, where a lively array of trees stand in full leaf, many of their limbs heavy with ripening fruit—apples, pears, even an arbor covered in clusters of grapes. Toward a large barn tucked back from the road there are vegetable beds scored in tidy rows of dark soil. “He was just giving me an update on my tomatoes. Ready to pick any day.”

			“Then I’ve come at just the right moment,” I say, looking from Waldo to Thoreau.

			“Of course you have.” Waldo smiles, then turns to his handyman. “And we were just planning to take a walk to the river. Margaret has promised us a week of her time, so I thought I’d show her around our little village.”

			Thoreau leans on his shovel, nodding. “Delightful day for the river.” He sees us off with a wave and turns back toward the vegetables.

			Waldo and I make our way up the front walk, a path lined in smooth marble stepping stones, and through the front gate. We turn out onto the Cambridge Turnpike, the very same road by which I arrived on the stagecoach, only now we head in the opposite direction of Cambridge, merging onto the Lexington Road. “Just a mile this way to the river,” Waldo says, pointing ahead. We fall in step, side by side, as the Concord countryside unfurls before us.

			We pass brick and wooden farmhouses as we go, none so grand or stately as Bush, but all of them tucked back amid lush and verdant gardens. Some of the homes are surrounded by orchard trees pearled with fruit, others with pastures growing thick and green ahead of the haying season. Picturesque stone walls delineate the thriving, fertile farmlands, and cows and horses that appear content and well-fed graze in the gentle afternoon sunshine.

			Carriages and carts roll past at regular intervals, and Waldo nods politely as he walks beside me. “I find an evening walk helps my appetite at supper. And I thought that perhaps you might be willing to…well, that is…I would very much like to thank you.”

			“For?” I ask, glancing sideways at him.

			“For earlier…” Waldo takes my arm to navigate past a young lad wrangling a boisterous dog, tugging on the tether to keep him out of the dirt road. “For how much you shared with me.”

			I nod. The truth is that I found it a relief to open up as I had. To speak so candidly with another person. To share about Father and Mother, and my childhood, and books. To have someone ask me questions and then earnestly listen to the responses. With Waldo I get the sense that he does not want me to bridle myself, to hide the intensity of my thoughts or the depth of my feelings. And that makes him a first. “Mr. Emerson…er, Waldo. I am happy to be a friend to you.”

			He looks at me for a long moment, eventually offering the flicker of a smile, and then he says: “I live quite alone, you see.”

			Surely my expression shows my confusion.

			“Oh, not alone in the house,” he adds. “Lidian is there. And Thoreau. But, rather…in the solitude of my mind…and my books.” He glances at me, his brow knitting in a thoughtful look. “Does that sound terribly strange?”

			I shake my head. “Not strange at all.” I know precisely what he means.

			The buildings are closer together now, and the traffic grows thicker. We pass the massive white structure of the old Unitarian church, its white belfry soaring higher than any other structure on the horizon. After that I see a rusty red-brown building with a lively din seeping out of its opened windows and a sign overhead identifying it as Wright’s Tavern. A massive old oak grows just before the town green, and Waldo explains that it was under this tree that the first English settlers declared their intention to found the village of Concord, two hundred years earlier.

			“And there is J. W. Walcott’s,” he says, pointing toward a tidy façade across the busy square. “Dry goods,” he adds, “sugar, flour, tea. And over there is our bank, and that’s a boardinghouse, managed by Thoreau’s aunts, in fact. There’s the apothecary. But let’s continue past all this, for I am interested in showing you a quieter place.”

			We navigate the horse and foot traffic of the village center and its crowded commons. It strikes me that even though this is the busy and bustling heart of the town, it is nothing compared to the clogged streets of Cambridge or Boston. From the snippets of passing conversation that I do make out, it seems as though people out here walk slower, with more time to stop and chat, to banter about prices or weather or the woes of their fruit trees.

			Waldo occasionally nods or touches the brim of his hat. He greets the people passing by or looking out from a storefront, but we carry on with our own private exchange, easily bandying all manner of topics back and forth. Uncomfortable silence is not a problem we encounter; Waldo seems to wish to play Socrates for me. And I don’t mind, not at all.

			In fact, I thrill at the chance to go deeply into conversation with him. “What do you fear, Margaret?” he asks me as the foot traffic thins and we walk up a gentle incline, striding away from the crowded center of the village. It’s quieter now.

			I barely have to think about his question, but quickly answer: “Stagnation.”

			“Then it’s no wonder you have disavowed marriage,” he quips.

			I grin, throwing him a sideways glance. “Mr. Emerson!”

			He shrugs. “I jest. My Queen Lidian is a saint. But it’s just…oh, marriage is a confounding institution—I’ll grant you that much.”

			I look out over the meadows that now surround us, gentle green dotted with the occasional burst of color—purples and golds and rusted yellows. I breathe in the sweet tang of the thick summer grass, then I let out a long exhale and say: “For me, marriage just always seemed an unnatural state of being.”

			“And why do you say ‘unnatural’?” he asks.

			“Of course I have no experience in the matter…”

			“I desire to hear your thoughts, nevertheless. You have experience being a member of humanity.”

			“Well, then…love is a bonding of the souls,” I muse aloud. “But marriage as a legal institution is a bonding of the physical bodies. Once one’s soul no longer feels itself bound to the other, why, then, doesn’t marriage become a sort of entrapment of the body and the being? For that reason I chose the word unnatural.”

			Waldo pulls his eyes from mine and looks straight ahead, out over a world that is green and golden and fertile. He does not answer my question, but instead says only: “Miss Margaret Fuller, who shall never wed.”

			“I won’t say never.”

			“I asked you what you fear. I expected you might say spiders, perhaps. Or maybe wolves in these woods. And you tell me instead: stagnation. And then proceed to offer me the most thoughtful argument against marriage that I’ve ever heard.”

			“Fine, then,” I say, laughing to myself. “You want something less philosophical and more material? Then I will give you my modified answer: water.”

			“Water?”

			“Yes, I fear water.”

			“You do realize that I’m walking you toward the water? You could have told me you’d rather not—”

			“No, not a river. That’s all fine.” I wave my hands. “I mean the sea.”

			“Why do you fear the sea? Can’t you swim?”

			“I can. But when I was a girl I had the most vivid nightmares.”

			“And what happened in these nightmares?” Waldo asks.

			I fold my arms together before me, my gaze fixed straight ahead. “I dreamed I was surrounded in a great flood…” I say, my voice hard, entirely at odds with the gentle warmth of the countryside all around us. “I could not swim my way out.”

			Waldo exhales a whistle of breath. “I can see why that would give you a lasting fear.”

			I turn toward Waldo now, meeting his gaze as I add: “I believe it was Father’s doing.”

			I see that this catches him by surprise. “Why is that?”

			“How he worked my little mind. I never could find my ease in the evenings. I’d be so overwrought, and I could never sleep. And then, when I did sleep, I’d wake with the most chilling nightmares.”

			Waldo’s face creases. “My poor Margaret.” He leans toward me and puts his hand on mine. I look down, realizing, for the first time, that I’m not wearing gloves. I feel a jolt at his warm touch—it’s immediate, and it causes me to step back slightly.

			He notices, and quickly removes his hand from mine. The trembling cord between us snaps. And then he looks away and raises his hand, his tone bright as he gestures in front of us. “But speaking of water, we’ve arrived at the Concord River. I hope it does not strike you as dreadful.”

			I had not even noticed that we had approached the river, so intent was I on our conversation. I come back to the present moment and stare out over the pastoral scene of greens and blues—there is nothing frightening at all in the placid beauty that unfurls before us. The Concord River flows wide and lazy between its banks, two shores bathed in the golden light of the late-afternoon sun and fluffed with wild cabbage and thick ferns. Just before us a stand of paper-white river birches rise up from out of the water. More wildflowers color the scene in patches of purple, white, scarlet, and yellow.

			I gaze in silent appreciation before saying: “It’s quite different from the Charles River I’m used to.”

			“Yes,” Waldo agrees, running his fingers down the curled, peeling bark of the nearest river birch. We fall into step beside each other, ambling slowly along the grassy bank of the river. “Did you walk along the Charles often?” Waldo asks.

			“Any chance I could get,” I reply.

			“It’s a fair bit busier than our stretch of the Concord,” Waldo says.

			“Busier, and noisier. And then, of course, there were the Harvard fellows hollering as they would row their boats along the river.”

			Overhead a chickadee studies us from a branch of a silver maple, warbling out a warning to its friends. We both pause and watch the bird for a moment, and then Waldo says: “You do know that I am a Harvard man.”

			I recommence my walking. “Yes, I know.” Does he hear the bitterness in my voice? I manage a milder tone as I venture: “The great Harvard University. To men it’s a temple of learning. Nothing forbidding about its stones, bricks, and books. To me, it was only ever a fortress, one which I would never be permitted to breach.”

			Waldo absorbs this, looking out on the blue-green river in thoughtful silence. I go on: “I told you how my parents fetched me from Miss Prescott’s Seminary and brought me home at fourteen.”

			“Yes,” he answers.

			“Well.” I lean down, pick up a small rock, and send it with a plunk into the river. I watch the growing rings that its weight pushes outward. “After that, I would walk down to the Common and try to speak with the Harvard boys.”

			“What about?”

			“Anything. Whatever they were willing to speak about with me,” I answer with a shrug. “Rousseau, Dante, Cervantes.”

			“I’m sure you bested each one of them in turn.”

			My eyes slide toward Waldo’s, and I hear Mother’s admonishing in my head; I hope I’m not being too brazen. “Until my parents forbade me from going. Mother was afraid that word would get out that the Fuller girl was debating Harvard boys in public. They knew it would ruin whatever slim chances I might have had in…well, at getting a beau. Anytime after that, whenever I had the excuse to walk past those red-brick buildings…I remember just standing outside that library, yearning to go in. Wondering what I might find, if only I could be permitted to enter.”

			We’ve stopped walking. I lean down and pick a nearby wildflower, a pale pink profusion of petals bursting out of a cheerful yellow center. Waldo leans down and picks another just like it. “Swamp rose,” he says. “Far too modest a name, I’ve always thought, for such a thing of beauty.” I gaze at the small blush-colored petals appreciatively. And then Waldo does something I had not been expecting: he leans forward and tucks his prize into my dark hair. I stare up at him, unmoving, our eyes meeting as he settles the flower into place behind my ear. His fingertips just barely graze the skin of my cheek as he withdraws his hand, and I smell the fragrant summertime perfume, a sweetness that makes me slightly dizzy. I blink once, and then again.

			When I’ve opened my eyes, Waldo has stepped back, and his gaze sweeps out over the shimmering ribbon of the Concord River once more. His voice is calm as he says: “I think it was a sort of mercy that you weren’t permitted inside Harvard.”

			I lift an eyebrow, questioning his meaning.

			He picks another wildflower, twirling this one in his fingers. “Your mind has a sharp audacity to it. A wildness, even. It hasn’t been dulled by rote memorization or recitation. Yes, the Fuller girl has done just fine for herself. In spite of the library books that she was denied.”

			I nod once, slowly, but don’t offer anything in reply. We begin walking again, side by side, our shoulders nearly touching. I pinch my pink flower between my thumb and forefinger as I say, “Self-learning was the only option for me.”

			Waldo looks in my direction, eventually answering: “And self-reliance is the natural and beautiful result.”

			The afternoon is a warm one, and we’ve walked quite a way; I’m thankful that my poplin is lightweight, but I’m certain my cheeks are flushed.

			“Yes, that’s good. I quite like that. Self-reliance.” Waldo snaps his fingers, declaring: “Oh, Margaret, speaking with you, it does something good for my soul.” We’ve stopped walking again and now our bodies turn, angling toward each other as we pause just beside the fence that leads up to his house. Waldo is smiling like a lad many years younger as he says: “Thank you for meeting me here. For coming along
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