
[image: image]


MADCAP MASQUERADE


[image: Image]

MADCAP MASQUERADE

a novel

[image: Image]

JANET CHAPMAN

University of New Mexico Press [image: Image] Albuquerque


© 2017 by Janet Mary Chapman

All rights reserved. Published 2017

Printed in the United States of America

22 21 20 19 18 17         1 2 3 4 5 6

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: Chapman, Janet, author.

Title: Madcap Masquerade : A Novel / Janet Chapman.

Description: First edition. | Albuquerque : University of New Mexico Press, [2017]

Identifiers: LCCN 2017004010 (print) | LCCN 2017010836 (ebook) | ISBN 9780826358691 (softcover : acid-free paper) | ISBN 9780826358707 (E-book)

Classification: LCC PS3603.H372 M33 2017 (print) | LCC PS3603.H372 (ebook) | DDC 813/.6–dc23

LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2017004010

Cover illustration: silhouette courtesy of Freepik

Designed by Felicia Cedillos


To my dearest Jessica, who loves stories


Contents

         ONE

        TWO

     THREE

       FOUR

        FIVE

          SIX

     SEVEN

      EIGHT

        NINE

          TEN

   ELEVEN

   TWELVE

EPILOGUE

Acknowledgments

About the Historical Characters


[image: Image]

ONE

[image: Image]

Amanda tugged on what was left of her hair and watched the floral curtains billow and collapse against the screen. Each time, they made a little thump and then a pool of dappled sunlight splashed along the sill. Moist air slipping around the curtains smelled like sunflowers and pine needles. In the street below, newsboys barked early-morning headlines from the Daily New Mexican. Something about President Coolidge. Germany and the League of Nations. An update on Rudy Valentino’s cross-country funeral train. Fully awake now, Amanda pulled the spread up under her chin and surveyed the space, which she had been too tired last night to contemplate. Her immediate surroundings interested her much more than national news. Besides the bed, the room held a small pine bureau, carved in the Spanish style, and a worn, handsome oak dressing table. A tin sconce, embossed with decorative pin-sized holes and holding a candle thick with caked wax, hung on the wall. Her leather travel bag was tucked between the bureau and the bed, a heap of clothes was slung along the bed rail, and a dark-brown mustache lay precariously at the edge of the dressing table.

Oh Lord, what had she done? One less snip of the hair, and she would have been eagerly chatting about Fiesta with June and June’s mother over breakfast, a tableau that struck her as gloriously safe. Instead she found herself in La Fonda. What had she and June been thinking? Though she guessed June would be struggling with her own second thoughts right about now. Likely buttering her toast, eyes cast down, and wondering whether to tell her mother all. Don’t, Amanda warned, screwing up her face and trying to send the message telepathically across town. She had taken on this—probably misguided—adventure partly to find herself. But this much she knew already. After making a decision, she always found a way to reconcile herself with it, no matter how crazy.

Not that she had much choice. This time, she pulled at her hair with both hands. Shorn grass.

Still, with Fiesta starting tomorrow, she was lucky to find herself in any bed, especially one in La Fonda. When she and June had concocted this scheme, Amanda’s first thought had been of the landmark hotel. Since Fred Harvey had taken it over a year ago, it had become the center of Santa Fe’s social life. She hadn’t even considered there might not be any rooms. She owed this one to the good luck of standing, dazed, at the desk last night just as a telegram arrived with a last-minute cancellation. Probably best to accept that as an omen and get on with it.

She peered over the covers and studied the mound of clothing at the end of the bed, mentally folding each item and arranging them into a neat pile. It wasn’t like her to leave things in a heap. Grey trousers, green plaid suspenders, grey shirt, white club collar, navy blazer, and serge driving cap, all courtesy of June’s brother, away at law school. And underneath, a rose-colored sateen step-in. She smiled. Amanda’s tall, thin frame and small breasts—who knew she’d be grateful for them one day?—were going to make it easy to disguise her body as a boy’s. But could she manage to behave like one?

She had acted, she reminded herself—three performances as Rosalind in Wellesley’s spring production of As You Like It. For a moment, Amanda basked in the sound of applause thundering in the auditorium. They had been convinced. Her spirits lifted. I can do this, she told herself. I can pull it off. She considered the males in her life, thinking how best to mimic them. Perhaps she could sit and stare at a newspaper, pages open to the financial section, like her father. Or, if she had to talk, converse endlessly about aeroplanes, like June’s younger brother.

Or run off with the heir to a gangster’s fortune.

The telegram had arrived in June, on her wedding day, alongside her eggs, sunny-side up.

Bachelor party speakeasy. Vinny the Claw’s daughter. Married at midnight. Please forgive.

Signed, Elton. The man with whom she was to have exchanged vows in eight hours’ time. She had stuffed the telegram beneath her plate and stabbed at her eggs like a pick into his heart. No wedding? No guests? No fifty years ahead as Mrs. Elton Smythe, gently directed in all things, high and low, by Mr. Elton Smythe?

A narrow escape, she said to herself now, though no one had dragged her into saying yes. She’d been delighted to be first in her class at Wellesley to be engaged. Despite being a 1920s New Woman—that’s how she thought of herself, anyway—she had still admired the girls who were engaged by nineteen, married by twenty. Her engagement had placed her at the center of everyone’s envy.

And Elton had been maybe not earth-shakingly romantic, but a very pleasant means to an end. A happily-ever-after end, or so she had thought. He had a great smile and a knack for compliments. If he had talked about himself too much—and he did, most of the time—she had learned to cover her face with an alert expression, allowing plenty of time to daydream behind the mask. Whenever the truth had begun to niggle—years of this?—she and Elton would somehow find themselves in his roadster, necking. Even now, the thought of those kisses made her a little woozy. Her body slipped under the covers, her shoulders snuggling into the starched pillowcase.

Stop it, she said to herself. She pulled herself upright.

No, the telegram had unleashed plenty of havoc but, surprisingly, precious little heartache. She was still distressed by the shame of the thing (left at the altar!), though at the time what had disturbed her most was the anticipation of a summer fouled by endless explanations. Really, Elton and Vinny the Claw’s daughter? Had she missed something during those daydreams? Yet she could be proud of herself. Her solution—cajoling her parents into holding the reception anyway, minus Elton and the minister—had caused as big a stir among Boston society as Elton’s defection. That evening, she had presented herself in the garden—among decorated lanterns, flowing champagne, and spirals of jazz notes—as Woman Scorned, draped in black satin and pearls. Amanda made sure, by revelry’s end, that she had torn through everyone’s curiosity like a reaper to wheat.

But the following day, waking past noon, her muscles had ached as if every peck on the cheek had been a blow to the head. Gasping at the sunshine streaming onto her face like Hollywood lights, she had cringed at her identity-starved future. Her gallant effort had used up all available energy, and she found herself unable to concoct a new plan. Everything she recognized about herself had been tossed into the waste bin along with the telegram. She knew what a girl was supposed to do in her position. She knew what her mother’s friends would say. But damned if she would ever again look for a husband.

So she had turned her back on love. Over two long, hot, soggy months in her family’s home in Brookline, she had rejected all invitations and instead had holed up in the house, perusing newspapers, magazines, and books, looking for direction. Midsummer, Amanda had found a signpost. She stumbled on an entreaty from Mabel Dodge Luhan tucked into a column of titillating gossip about husband number four. From her frontier paradise, the article read, Mabel Dodge Luhan, New York’s most famous saloniste, was calling great souls to the American Southwest, a site of social and psychic renewal.

Great soul? Amanda didn’t think so. But she was certainly in need of psychic renewal. And though she didn’t plan to literally knock on Mabel’s door, Amanda was at least familiar with New Mexico. Her family, a pillar of proper Boston society, had moved to Santa Fe for her father’s health in the mid-1900s, returning east in 1911 when Amanda was about five. Amanda’s best friend, June Sheehan, lived in Santa Fe still. So when her parents made plans to tour England in late summer, Amanda had begged them to let her visit the Sheehan family instead.

By then, she had armed herself with research on Mabel as if it were a class assignment. Mabel was about her parents’ age and also an heiress. Married at twenty-one, Mabel had seemed bound for a conventional upper-class existence in stolid Buffalo. But—and this seemed like a sign—widowhood at twenty-three had kicked Mabel in a new direction. In Italy, Mabel had presided over an expatriate community devoted to life for the sake of art. A decade later, in Greenwich Village, she had attracted the best, brightest, and most radical bohemians through her weekly salon. Now Taos, New Mexico, was the site of her self-expression. Along the way, she had taken on a series of husbands and lovers—her current spouse, Tony, was from Taos Pueblo—but Amanda managed to skip over Mabel’s romantic preoccupations, concentrating only on her search for the genuine.

Since then, Mabel had become the lens through which Amanda viewed life. “Give the whole of yourself to what is ahead of you; to what you want to bring to light,” Mabel had counseled in one of her articles. “Nothing dispels criticism like success!” Amanda discovered a banquet of appetizing precepts aimed at self-knowledge. Whenever one resonated, Amanda added it to her philosophical plate, now heavy with lifesaving morsels. “Of course, there are always some people who are afraid,” Mabel had declared. “These people are to be understood, and pitied.” Amanda pursued every form of advice. She wrote down her dreams. She opened herself to energy sources. She pitied those who didn’t share her insights. She seemed always at the edge of revelation.

In Santa Fe, however, Amanda was forced to listen to those who were blind to Mabel’s magic. Like June’s mother, Mrs. Sheehan, who had actually met Mabel. The daughter of Mrs. Sheehan’s friends, the Hendersons, had married John, Mabel’s son. The thirdhand connection thrilled Amanda. But Mrs. Sheehan didn’t share her houseguest’s raptures over the famous saloniste’s philosophy, drily noting that her most prominent characteristic seemed to be self-absorption, not self-knowledge. She could behave generously, she admitted, but more often, Mabel was petty and domineering, a description that simply stunned Amanda. And she had found it impossible to credit her next words, aimed at “any of you New Women.” According to Mrs. Sheehan, Mabel Dodge Luhan believed women should take a back seat to men. Their role, it seemed, was to serve as a muse to a man’s creative impulse. On this subject, Amanda knew Mrs. Sheehan had to be wrong. Mabel was plenty creative. Amanda had just read a short story of hers in the Dial about Silverbird, an Indian from a northern pueblo, who had helped neighbors prepare for their daughter’s wedding. The bride’s mean-spirited mother sent Silverbird away before the feast, so later that evening, arm in arm, Silverbird and two friends danced and chanted all the way back to the wedding party, where they found the guests slumped on the floor as the result of their songs. After helping themselves to the feast, the three young men arranged the guests into pairs of enemies. “The sun will wake them,” Silverbird said as they left. “I have told him to do it. Now we go and leave them to be cross with each other, not with Silverbird.”

A tale of enchantment and Mabel’s own. So Amanda chose to ignore Mrs. Sheehan’s comments, which, though perhaps well intentioned, were clearly incorrect. To keep from annoying Mrs. Sheehan, Amanda did manage to stop inserting Mabel’s name into every conversation, but she was unable to quit exclaiming about the joy of self-discovery. The quest consumed her. The anonymity of her visit—only the Sheehans knew of the wedding fiasco—and New Mexico’s shatteringly immense landscape, all sky and wide vistas, had provided ideal conditions for her pursuit.

The curtains snapped like gunshot, a gust of wind sending the mustache sailing.

Amanda considered the hairy little thing, floating, dipping, finally landing on the hardwood planks at the edge of the rug. Now, it seemed, she would add disguise to her complement of self-knowledge tactics. Besides helping June with Justin, this masquerade would give Amanda complete anonymity. Why, she couldn’t even fall back upon her own name or sex, she had pronounced last night to June. Without anything of her past to hold on to, forced to depend only on her wits, it was the perfect opportunity to discover her core.

Starting now. She stretched her arms high, then swung her feet to the floor. She’d better get her core self moving, or nothing would get discovered.

By eight thirty, Amanda had ventured out of the hotel and was walking along Shelby Street, which bordered the east side of the Plaza. She stopped before the large plate glass windows of the Thunderbird Shop, the First National Bank, and the White House—a general store—straining to catch a glimpse of herself in their reflections. Every image gave her confidence—even she saw a young man when she looked—but as soon as she stepped away from one window she’d worry until the next view steadied her mind. At five feet nine, Amanda was as tall or taller than many of the boys she knew. Twenty years old, she had the physique of a stick, like one of the petroglyphs June had pointed to at the museum, with arms stuck out at ninety degrees, hands dangling. That was Amanda’s opinion, anyway. Too thin, too tall, too flat. Though she used to have full, wavy, chestnut-colored hair, she reminded herself, complemented by high cheekbones and eyes like blue diamonds, or so her mother said. Attractive but not so feminine she couldn’t pull off this disguise, she decided, trying to reassure herself on both counts. Parted in the middle, the new hairstyle made her look a bit like that dreamy actor, Douglas Fairbanks, especially with the mustache. Spirit gum secured that wisp of hair above her lip, but she poked at it every few seconds anyway. Her core self, apparently, was prone to tics.

She ran out of plate glass at Palace Avenue. The Museum of New Mexico took up the entire north side of the Plaza, housed in an ancient, one-story adobe building with windows that not only were paned but shaded by a covered walkway—the portal. Beautiful, but not what she needed. So she cut across the Plaza, a large grassy area with walkways and towering cottonwood trees. The Plaza functioned like any town square, including hosting the obligatory war memorial. But many of the businesses around it didn’t look anything like those back east. The museum was just one of a number of adobe buildings that interrupted a line of two-story Victorian facades. The Victorian style had arrived with the railroad and infiltrated the town. But thanks to a group of passionate Santa Feans, some facades were being exchanged for adobe, gradually returning the Plaza to its centuries-old appearance, a look Amanda also favored. Her eyes lit on La Fonda. She’d never seen a hotel like it. The inn was several stories high, made in the adobe style, with sculpted walls enclosing a series of rooftop terraces. The brilliance of the sunlight drew out every detail of its earth-colored walls, as well as its beams, or vigas, which stuck out along each layered roofline. Even the shadows seemed part of the design. The sight made her smile. Then it was back to plate glass and reflections, this time in front of Zook’s, a popular ice cream store, where she confirmed that, yes, her disguise had traveled with her.

After circling the Plaza, she turned south at La Fonda, walking several blocks to San Miguel’s Chapel, touted as the oldest church in America. Massive stone buttresses anchored the adobe tower, crowned with a red-tiled roof and simple cross. Leaning against the stone wall that bordered the ancient church, as if to admire the architecture, Amanda surreptitiously dislodged a wedge-shaped rock as big as her hand, slipped in a note from her pocket for June, and then shoved the note and rock back in place. When a car sputtered behind her, she stepped back, arms crossed, gazing at the roof tiles.

Farther down the street, she turned onto the worn path along Rio Santa Fe—it made her laugh that they called this dab of water a river—where she practiced striding like a man while taking deep breaths of air so fresh it felt scrubbed. The path hugged the stream bank, bumpy with gopher mounds and wild grasses, but Amanda kept her eyes on the mountains off to the east. She was reassured by this town in which she could always see out. She loved the tidiness of the Southwestern landscape, where every rock and plant seemed to find its place. Never too much, never too little. As she strove to lengthen each step, she gazed at canyons abruptly lit by the sun. She also listened to the slap of her trousers, which sounded as loud as the bell calling fire. She was a little unnerved to be wearing slacks in public. Staring at her cowboy boots—a lucky purchase, given the need for disguise—and poking at her mustache, she took deep breaths and reassured herself again that she could pull this off. Her shorn hair had been a sign.

The idea for the disguise had been hers. June had reluctantly agreed, but only after witnessing Amanda’s resolve. Yesterday evening—not even twenty-four hours ago!—June’s scissors had slipped. She had been trimming Amanda’s freshly washed hair after their outing to Puyé and—Amanda really should never have blurted out what she had seen between Justin and Teresa—had clipped a hunk of hair near Amanda’s left temple almost to the scalp. Frantic brushing and fluffing around the bare spot had no effect; the shorn strands stuck out like mange on a cat. June, troubled by the news about Justin and clearly upset about Amanda’s hair, had paced the length of the room, fist in mouth.

It was no wonder June was distraught, Amanda thought. Their history went way back. All of them—June, Justin, and Amanda—had known each other as toddlers. Justin and his father, a physician and a widower, lived next door to June’s family on Santa Fe Avenue near Webber Street, a few blocks south of the Plaza. Until she was five, Amanda had lived on Don Gaspar, two blocks away. This trip to Santa Fe was Amanda’s first since moving day, fifteen years ago, when she and June, hair in braids and wearing identical cotton smocks, had been tearfully separated. Letters between them had flown across the country for years. On this visit, their friendship had resumed as easily as if they still lived just blocks apart.

June’s older brother, Christopher, and Justin were the same age and particular friends. They had cheerfully conspired in practical jokes on the girls, who tried to discourage them first with tearful scenes and then with quiet dignity. Neither worked. Underneath a bowl-shaped haircut, Justin’s mind had raced with mischief as fast as a Stutz Speedster. And now? His blond hair was brushed back and parted down the middle. He sported two-toned shoes, straw hats, and striped blazers. And his green eyes still held laughter. After a couple of evenings, Amanda had reverted to her old habit of checking the bed for lizards. June probably did the same. She and Justin still teased each other with an easy familiarity, and Amanda knew June not only considered Justin to be her best friend but hoped someday to meet him at the altar. But despite her best efforts—and the sweetest disposition in the world, thought Amanda—June couldn’t seem to interest him romantically.

So the shorn locks had been Amanda’s own fault. She should have known better than to spill the beans about Justin’s reaching for Teresa’s hand. “Justin? With Teresa?” June had exclaimed, completely startled. Her hand had jerked up, just as she snapped the scissors shut. She had stared at the lock of hair in her hand, horrified. “Oh, Amanda!” she had cried.

“Well, I’m not sure …” Amanda began. “Maybe I just overreacted.”

“No!” June said, holding up the lock of hair. And that’s when Amanda’s own brain revved into action. Frantically trying to come up with soothing words for June and at the same time looking for reassurance that it wasn’t as bad as she thought, Amanda had remained in front of the mirror. Bobbed hair was still the rage, but no one had hair this short. The better to see the damage, she had put on her glasses and angled her head this way and that. When only the shorn side came into view, she had begun to laugh.

“I think I look a little like a boy,” Amanda had said, turning to June who had just swung back from the window toward the dressing table. “What do you think?”

“A boy?” June had stopped in place, her brow furrowed in confusion. She was several inches shorter than Amanda, pretty but sturdy. Her tastes ran to the practical, like the hand-sewn plaid bathrobe that she wore, tied securely at her waist. “How can that help?”

“First, what do you think? Could I pass for a boy?”

Perplexed, June had looked critically at her friend’s appearance. “I guess you do look a little like a boy with your hair pulled back like that, Amanda,” June said.

Amanda was pleased. “Well, here’s my idea. You know my quest?” Even with the horror of the situation, June had to roll her eyes. Amanda was voluble to the point of nausea on the subject of self-knowledge. “I want you to cut off the rest
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