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Praise for Gaywyck


  





  “An extraordinary tour de force that merits special praise.”


  – The Advocate




  “Gaywyck is the very definition of classic. Using gothic romance to explore the love that once “dared not speak its name,” Gaywyck proves compelling fiction and love are truly timeless.”


  – Rick R. Reed




  “I enjoyed Gaywyck very much. A fascinating mixture of Wilde, the gothic, and, above all, the souls laid to rest in New York.”


  – Angus Wilson




  “A groundbreaking romance classic by a trailblazing author, Gaywyck blew open the doors of romance, proving what Vincent Virga has said for years: Genre has no gender. Merging the lushness of the best gothics with the big emotions of modern historicals, this is a story that transforms the way you think of the romance novel.”


  – Sarah MacLean




  “As of 2024, Mr. Virga is one of the only surviving members of a pantheon of gay novelists who changed the way queer stories got told, forever. Suckled on pulps, they wrote books that escaped the camp gulag by sheer force of will via humor and hubris, poesy and porn … entire subgenres of pop-culture redefined by brilliant queers writing against the grain.”


  – Damon Suede




  “Gaywyck is not just another gothic novel and not just another gay book. Its subtly plotted structure, its many classical and camp allusions, its cheeky daring, its genuine psychological veracity, and Virga’s sure command of the conventions of the gothic novel all add up to something special indeed.”


  – Mandate Magazine




  “The tangled lives, dark secrets, and mad love – all conventions of the romance genre – are stood on their heads in this reimagining. Virga set about cannily reversing roles and inverting tropes to fashion a puzzle wrapped in an enigma of requited and unrequited love. Gaywyck stands the test of time and remains a modern classic.”


  – Larry Mellman




  “From the opening sentence of the narrative – ‘I resemble my mother physically’ – to the closing one – ‘Bells tolled, the sea continued, our love endures’ – Mr. Vincent Virga had me in his spell.”


  – Gay Community News




  “Read the son of a bitch! You'll love it!”


  – Armisted Maupin
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  VINCENT VIRGA




  Vincent Virga, born in Greenwich Village in 1942, was raised in a family of seven on Long Island. Vincent was obsessed with movies, and books, and pop music, and dancing, and had been Macy’s Most Beautiful Child – the foundation for a life somewhere over the rainbow.


  In 1964, he went to Yale’s Graduate School of Drama where he met James McCourt. In 1965, he “came out” in Paris in the shadow of Notre Dame and made an exclusive commitment to McCourt; they celebrated their 60th anniversary in 2025.


  Vincent Virga has been called “America’s foremost picture editor.” He has researched, edited, and designed picture sections for more than 150 books, including Eyes of the Nation: A Visual History of the United States and Cartographia: Mapping Civilizations. He also spent over two decades working with the curators at the Library of Congress on 29 books.


  His most celebrated novel, Gaywyck, sparked a revolution as the first gay gothic romance. ReQueered Tales is reissuing it, the sequel Vadriel Vail, and two follow-up novels, completing a Quartet of indescribable delight. A Comfortable Corner, his second published fiction, was also recently reissued.
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  FOREWORD


  





  Last night, I dreamt I went to Gaywyck again.


  When I first read Vincent Virga’s debut novel in 1984 as a queer kid, a new plague had begun to decimate an entire gay generation with eager help from the moron majority. By the time I turned 14 that year, I had been a pallbearer for well over thirty-five funerals, up from nineteen the year before, because in my mom’s world, I was one of the few males with a black suit tall enough and strong enough to carry a coffin.


  I was raised in Texas by a funny, fierce, out-’n’-proud lesbian who spent a lot of her time volunteering in Houston’s gigantic and proactive queer community. I marched in my first pride parade when I was four. I first read Rubyfruit Jungle when I was twelve. Not for me the shackles of bourgeois convention! 


  At that moment in 1984, I had spent four years watching all my mother’s male friends die, because for the past decade her entire social circle was funny, fabulous gay men. The same amazing guys who taught me to shave, saddle a horse, and read a libretto were fading and falling all around us while the entire country jeered and judged, cheered on by Reagan and his vicious lackeys. A whole generation murdered with intent by bigots and blowhards, a great reaping of the most talented, brilliant, beautiful, brave people on the planet because no one in power gave a goddamn.


  In 2024, it’s easy to forget how isolated we were forty years ago. No internet or cellphones. No hate-crime laws. No legal rights or protections. No respect or empathy. No popular representation besides freaks and jokes scattered over stories like pastel sprinkles. Gay people were a punchline, emphasis on the punch. 


  Given my unconventional upbringing, you might imagine I stumbled across Gaywyck on the shelves of one of my gay godfathers or any of the rambly queer bookstores I’d learned to appreciate, but no. I discovered it in the unlikeliest of books, Kathryn Falk’s How to Write a Romance and Get It Published (1983). After all, Gaywyck was a phenomenon: its first print run of 45,000 copies had promptly sold out, as did the second run of 55,000. With a discerning eye on the horizons of popular romance, shrewd Ms. Falk devoted an entire chapter to writing gay romance, specifically on Vincent Virga and his savvy homoerotic take on Gothic tradition. 


  Reader, I promptly lost my adolescent gay mind. Way back then I had zero interest in writing a romance, but I had to find a copy of Gaywyck at once or I would surely die. 


  Before the internet and global search engines, that lonely quest might have taken months, but tracking down OOP gay titles had become one of my superpowers at the dawn of the AIDS crisis because so many of my family’s nearest and dearest were trapped in hospital beds going mad with boredom. Easy to forget now, how the queers all looked out for each other back when the world was slower, more literate, and less crass.


  So in the fall of 1984, I hauled my butt to Wilde 'N' Stein Books and bought myself a copy for my 14th birthday … that Carrier Pigeon edition still sits nine feet above my head on a shelf of beloved queer lit between Fingersmith and The Secrets of Mabel Eastlake. For my part, I have a soft spot for the extravagant, delirious oil painting on the cover of Gaywyck’s Avon paperback, but that came later when I needed spare copies to take on hundreds of hospital visits. All mom’s friends wanted their own copy, so my family bought literal cases of copies. 


  See, in 1983ish, I had binged all of Gordon Merrick’s soap-tacular output and the homoerotic stylings of John Preston, but Gaywyck was something … beyond. On first read, Vincent Virga’s voice felt like plunging into a midnight lagoon of expensive port: moody, witty, and swollen with an encyclopedic knowledge of that gay male gnosis which can only be passed to us by our elders. His insouciant queer Qabalah was so clear to me, even as a stripling, every sentence of Gaywyck echoed with a deep lifelong sensitivity to the quips and codes, the secrets and in-jokes, the rules and tools that canny homos earn and share to make their way through the beige maze of hetero blandness.


  Let’s be clear: Mr. Virga went hogwild in this book: deep-cut queer references, camp delirium, codes within codes, kinks and winks, obscure literary jokes, and sly sexiness bulging behind its buttons. He used gothic tropes to turn the terrifying maze of “the Closet” into a sexy puzzle to be solved and savored.  Hell, at first I figured Vincent Virga had to be a pen name because Vincent means “conquering” or “champion” and Virga means “rod” or “stick” in Latin … I mean: Conquering Rod? Seriously? 


  Even as a hormonal teenager I got the message; I might not know this Vince guy personally, but obviously we were citizens of the same shadow nation. We quoted the same shows and movies. We laughed at the same jokes and spoke the same language, because as any minority can tell you, a community without a homeland learns to build its kingdom out of words.


  I knew, balls to bones, that Mr. Virga was signaling to me through the flames, not drowning but waving. Over here. You’ve got this, kiddo. The world was on fire, burning us alive, but I wasn’t alone, if only I could find a way through the unlit halls past the locked doors of my worst fears. 


  Growing up in an unapologetically queer house, I knew just how deadly things could get. I’d carried all those coffins after all, but as my mom used to say, “The more you cry, the less you piss.” Navigating the world outside the closet, beyond the cookie-cutter capitalist comforts of straight America, it had turned into a literal war for survival inside and outside of our selves. Talk about gothic!


  To my horror, at the precise moment I felt comfortable coming out, all the gay men who’d helped raise me were forced into their graves. What was left to queer kids like me were scraps and shards, rumors and anecdotes, old movies and out of print books as we tried to navigate a nightmare. In the 1980s, Vincent Virga knew where and when we were. As Martha Graham once observed, “No artist is ahead of their time. The artist is the time.” Gaywyck was waiting out there for anyone sharp enough to find it.


  For a million reasons, I came to Gaywyck already a fan of classic Hollywood, Shakespeare, pulp fiction, musical theater, opera, and high camp. Mr. Virga’s quips and allusions couldn’t have landed on more fertile ground. At fourteen, I’d read Querelle and seen it in a cinema. I knew Anita Bryant was a monster and Rock Hudson was one of us, but I still hadn’t met Jane Eyre, Emily St. Aubert, Maud Ruthyn, or the second Mrs. DeWinter … not yet. Vincent Virga had buried treasures in his labyrinth for bookwormy twinks with a nose for literary mystery.


  As a result, the first time I read Gaywyck felt like going to see Turandot with my mom’s disco buddies or my first watch of Now, Voyager in a gay bar … swoony and loony with deranged devotion. I laughed, I cried, I jerked off, I dogeared pages and read passages aloud to anyone willing to sit still. And full disclosure: I was sitting in a lot of hospital rooms from 1981 onward, carrying more coffins than I could count. That stack of Avon paperbacks ended up in hundreds of grateful hands.


  Gaywyck taught me the endless faceted glitter of rereading with intent. I’d reread books before, but never a self-aware tour de force so obviously intended for artful excavation by inquisitive homo souls in on the joke. If I couldn’t decipher one of Gaywyck’s references, plenty of queer people around me would. They craved the glimmer of that shared, coded, graceful space that LGBTQ+ people never stop building to keep ourselves safe and sane … something akin to Jack Halberstam’s “queer time and place” or Vito Russo’s “Celluloid Closet.” Mr. Virga had handed me a skeleton key to a homo-tastic amusement park of the mind.


  Books were a safe space and a way out, imaginary battles that offered real wisdom. All great fiction creates resonant spaces for meaningful echoes.


  I always tell my students, “Romance is the literature of hope.” I mean … Yes, a love story, sure, passion and drama, and please, extra heroism and horndogs. But the one requirement for any romance author is a rich, earned sense of the insane HOPE that threads through the tangle of our lives.


  Genre fiction has always emerged from the guilty pleasure demimonde under withering scrutiny. High culture and low culture are arbitrary distinctions. Most “timeless” works of literature began their life as popular, scandalous trash that eventually stood the test of time. Critics and clerics lambasted Jane Eyre and The Castle of Otranto in their day. Ditto Shakespeare, Austen, Dickens, Shaw, and most other latter-day cultural lions … and that’s just in English. 


  Canon is only canonized in hindsight. 


  Moreover, gothic romance has always been associated with racy queerness. Lewis, Beckford, and Lathom all lived pretty light in their Enlightenment loafers. In eras, when queerness could get you killed, the homo codes ran deep and dangerous. 


  Gothics are likewise famous for blurring and doubling hero and villain, human and inhuman, hot and horrifying. They’re erotic dreamscapes of that strange lurid space where sleazy fantasies reside, where words like “daddy,” “explore,” “master,” and “please” take on freaky, impolitic meanings. By definition, Gothic goes beyond over-the-top; byzantine it is, polite it is not.


  Like all great gothics, Gaywyck is a map of the human heart. Its keys can be found and its riddles unraveled. Its brooding Master of the manor isn’t evil or insane; he’s just lost in the same murk as our hero. Oh, and did I mention that Donough means “Dark chieftain” or that Robert means “Bright glory”? 


  Canny queers kiss in a shadow until we come out into the light.


  Gaywyck isn’t just about a queer boy finding his path to manhood, a mansion and a mystery, a lad and his lord, or even learning to tame the monsters inside our hearts. Like all gothics, the book’s journey takes our two star-crossed lovers from ignorance to gnosis, from fear to desire, from impotence to inevitability.


  If all hetero-gothic models itself on Persephone and Hades then I’ll take a page from Mr. Virga’s book and assert that any gay gothic spins the tale of Theseus hunting the Minotaur in his glamorous Labyrinth … an innocent, shining hero tangles with a grimy, primal brute hiding his big hard heart in the sticky history of his family manse. Hell, Gaywyck makes this allusion explicit at several points. 


  Every Gothic romance charts a path through a labyrinth of the mind toward the misunderstood beast hiding inside it, the monster who might need saving: “Incarnations of fear” as Vince describes the Minotaur in the text. What is a house, a secret, a marriage, a family? Where is the door you can’t open and the line you can’t cross? How do you separate fear and desire? Whose fear? Whose desire? 


  Then, when you make it homo romance, you turn the tasks of coming out, of standing up, of finding love into something more dangerous and complex.


  In the original myth, outside the maze Ariadne gives Theseus something to help him navigate the terrifying darkness, a ball of thread, which is called a “clew” also known as a clue … “a thing that points the way out of a dangerous or mysterious situation or guides a person safely.” 


  Yes, Virginia, that is where we got the word and the idea: a spool of yarn that helps you emerge safely from a deadly labyrinth. Of such fertile mythology are entire genres born. A clue isn’t how you get into the maze to face its monster, it’s how you come out. 


  Because Clueless is one thing queer people have never been. Hurrah for liminal states! Hurrah for intentional irony! Hurrah for horny, horned heroes!


  If you think the inestimable Mr. Virga didn’t know his classical mythology, queer theory, and literary criticism, I have a bridge in San Francisco to sell you. 


  Theseus’ feisty gal pal helped him trace the perilous path to his hunky, brooding nemesis at the center of the maze. And as a reward, as soon as they escaped he gave her away to the cross-dressing god of wine. 


  Ah, the fecklessness of amoral twunks … Ah, the fierce loyalty of fruit flies through time.


  But wait! There’s more.


  In the original mythology, the Minotaur got his big horns because mom slept with Poseidon’s bull as a punishment for her husband’s pride. The original Minotaur’s name was Asterion, “The Starry One” or “Star-like” because (like Moses) he was horned or even horny with light. His maternal grandfather was Helios, the sun god and his paternal gramps was …  Asterion. 


  In Gaywyck, Donough was named for his father’s father too … Every Minotaur shines in the dark.


  In one mythological interpretation, the Labyrinth is the maze of the night sky and the Minotaur is the Sun running through the corridors of the constellations, a terrible puzzle he must navigate every night to reach the next day. The Minotaur isn’t a monster, but a cursed demigod lost in the shadows under the earth when heaven is hidden, picking his way through the stars to find a path back to the place he needs to rise. 


  Infamously, classic romance has been described as the story of an ingenue who gets a house … which is both accurate and misleading. What is an ingenue? Not a prude or a priss, but someone on the threshold, a virgin on the verge. What kind of house? Something massive and baffling … Pemberley, Hartfield, Thornfield, Wuthering Heights, Manderley, and Dragonwyck. Obviously, one that’s big enough to hide the past and hold a future. 


  





  As of 2024, Mr. Virga is one of the only surviving members of a pantheon of gay novelists who changed the way queer stories got told, forever. Suckled on pulps, they wrote books that escaped the camp gulag by sheer force of will via humor and hubris, poesy and porn … entire subgenres of pop-culture redefined by brilliant queers writing against the grain.


  Romance truly is the literature of hope. In forty years, queer art has transformed the world. Queer artists keep on changing minds, one heart at a time. Queer people keep on transmuting pain into beauty because we stand on the shoulders of giants, because we remember what so many forget.


  To the surprise of no one sensible, LGBTQ folks fought our way through the plague years and the moron majority and all the other ugly walls erected to keep us in shadow … and we left clews for the young ones who came after, threads for them to tug and follow. The phobia of homos remains as stupid and pathetic as ever, but we have learned the virtue of fighting to stand in the light. Nowadays my full-time job is writing the swoony, loony zipper-rippers I wish had crowded the shelves back when I was young and lost. 


  Worth noting: many years later in New York, Kathryn Falk and I became friends. I got to explain this uncanny saga and thank her properly for handing me the clew that led me to Gaywyck and my own authorial path. I made her sign my battered copy of How to Write a Romance like a promise fulfilled. By that time I was a bestselling author of gay romance in my own right.


  A few years ago, my friend Elisa Rolle messaged me as she flew in from Italy to say Vincent Virga wanted to come to dinner with us down in the Village. Would I mind? 


  Reader, I cried for a half hour … because my heart was so full it spilled out of me.


  At that moment, I’d been writing homoerotic romance professionally for well over a decade. Conquering Rod, indeed! Without even noticing it, I’d joined the older generation and started leaving my own clews behind on shelves for young queer heroes in search of a path to trod, a yarn worth hearing, a thread to tug. We all have to find our way into the sunlight.


  From the moment we met at that dinner, Vince and I ended up talking like lifelong friends. We knew each other on sight. I was unapologetically rude to the rest of the table and just monopolized him to my heart’s content and my muse’s delight. As I suspected, I’d already met him many times in the halls of Gaywyck. To quote The Muppet Movie, “There’s not a word yet for old friends who’ve just met.” 


  We were and we are. 


  I’m jealous of you, dear reader, because you get to take this journey for the first time. It gets better on every reread, but your first trip into the labyrinth of Gaywyck is a “consummation devoutly to be wished.” I hope you love this lush, louche book as much as I do. 


  I’ll leave you with this thought, something Gaywyck taught me when I was too young to fully understand: FEAR IS A LIAR. 


  Follow the clew. Learn the labyrinth. Face the beast. Find the light. When you feel trapped or lost, pay attention. Don’t blink. 


  You will find yourself in darkness and doubt. You will trip and fall. You will fail before you succeed.


  But that rumbling you hear, that awful clamor that baffles and terrifies you? It isn't a monster trying to gore you and eat you. That shaking floor and distant roar isn’t your enemy or even a threat. It’s the proud, horny sun lost underground, looking for a way to rise. Go find him and remind him how to shine. Together you can make your way back to the sky where you both belong.


   


  Read hard!




  





  Damon Suede


  Manhattan, November, 2024




  



  



  



  





  

  Love is as hard and unbending as hell.


  — St. Theresa of Avila




  



  





        Oh, sir, to willful men


  The injuries that they themselves procure


  Must be their schoolmasters.


  — Shakespeare


  




  



  



  Prologue


  



  



  



  28 June 1969
Gramercy Park


  



     I HAVE JUST RETURNED from a visit to Gaywyck. Memories at eventide sustain me. The wonder of my life and the passion of our love triumph over Time’s constraint.


   


   Sweet, silent Donough, I command my heart:




  

  Make me a willow cabin at your gate,


  And call upon my soul within the house;


  Write loyal cantons of contemned love,


  And sing them loud even in the dead of night …


  




  



  



  BOOK ONE


  





  



  



  One


  



  



  



 I RESEMBLE MY MOTHER PHYSICALLY. When I summon her into time present, I become young as well. Both of us are small and ash-blond fair, with large green eyes and pellucid skin; but, while her face is oval, her features soft and delicate, mine – due to my father’s Scottish influence – is squarer, my features angular and hard. Yet, the most striking aspects of my visage are unquestionably the ones I inherited from her – in particular, my eyes. It startles me that we look so much alike. And she was also an only child.


  I consider our physical likeness an extension of our temperamental affinities. Neither of us liked people, and most people were wary of us. When not with each other, we were alone; since she held no fear of solitude, I was not taught to dread it. I don’t know if as a very young child I enjoyed being so isolated, or if I acclimated. I do know that it felt comfortable and I soon consciously contrived to remain as much to myself as possible. Living in a small, rural community helped.


  If forced into social intercourse by a neighbor’s surprise visit or a birthday party for a peer, I was not a success, never having developed the art of feigning enjoyment. However, I discovered that most people, when rejected, moved from confusion to hurt to resentment to indifference with stunning rapidity. The few children I gravitated toward as friends were the weak or the halt or the lame. Such attractions my father discouraged, as I knew he would.


  I was also a sickly child, asthmatic; the frequent lingering colds and fevers exactly suited my disposition, or perhaps formed it. Lacking the desire to be well – the rewards for robust health not being appealing – I managed to be ill constantly, and thus acceptably secluded from others, safe and secure in my house, in my room, in my bed. After my mother taught me to read at the age of four, I felt no need for anyone – not even her. I knew I would never be lonely again.


  Staying in bed for the day, no matter the season or the weather, was a delight almost beyond bearing. Mother baked special treats and brewed herbal teas. My parents argued endlessly about my indisposition; but since I was medically certified as ill, there was nothing my father could do without appearing irrational or unkind, and as the principal of our local school, he was anxious to avoid seeming either. (Until I was of school age, he contented himself with dark scowls and guttural, rambling presentiments of doom that never failed to send me into a frenzied panic: “Just wait until I get my hands on him … then this nonsense will stop.”)


  Unlike my mother and me, my father is large. Like us, the hair on the crown of his head is the color of sand, but it shades into dark brown at the sides and back, in his beard, and on the rest of his body. His eyes are small and blue, his body virile and muscular. He never tired of recounting growing up on a farm and laboring as a tram conductor in Boston at night to supplement his hard-won scholarship to Harvard College. Whenever he removed his shirt to chop lumber for firewood, I gazed from my window awed and frightened by the power of his arms and back. One hot summer day, I watched him bathe in the Allegheny River, then ran across fields and climbed a tree to hide myself in the foliage until I felt able to continue my meager and precarious existence.


  I remember no one from my school days: not a face can I draw up from the well of memory to fill the seats in the classrooms. I thought I had no need of them; they, having each other, truly had no need of me. And the fact that my father hovered over us each day helped my cause. Rebuffed by my indifference, none ever pursued me for fear of being labeled a seeker of the faculty’s favors. They never taunted me either; not even the bravest chanced igniting my father’s rage.


  Despite his threats, my attendance at school was poor. I moved from year to year with fewer and fewer days actually spent in the classroom; but with him as my private tutor, I had no fear of falling behind. On the contrary, without the other children retarding my growth, I was able to progress with such alacrity that it eventually became impractical for me to attend the class meetings. Father’s pleasure in my intellectual achievements soon displaced his impatience with my frailty. He began to see my confinement as a positive thing. He began to make plans for my future. To be a teacher (no matter how fine) in a small village in upstate New York was for him a disgrace; an accident of fortune. I was to become a lawyer. I was to have the most successful of public careers. I listened and knew otherwise. (I know he would have reconciled himself to what occurred. But that is neither here nor there.)


  Our house, on reflection, was perfect for the three of us. It had the requisite number of rooms and a “spare” bedroom reserved for my expected sibling, but later converted into my mother’s sewing room when I was six. The “finished” attic was my father’s study. It was reached by steep ladderlike stairs that took up most of the narrow central hallway. The basement was used for storage. There always seemed so much space in that house. I was astonished on my last visit to see how small, in reality, it is. One often reads of this phenomenon, but it is strange and disconcerting to experience. One wonders if only spatial relationships are distorted by memory. Does anything survive the past intact?


  To facilitate my studies, he built an oak desk the length of one wall in my room. He stained it to match the desks in his school. The surface accommodated my lessons and our evening tutorials. By my tenth year, to my relief, I was completely free of the classroom. I was no longer forced to expend energy overcoming my inadequacies on the playing field or at the convivial luncheon table or in any other group activity.


  At five o’clock each evening, the family convened at the dinner table. Most often we ate in silence. My father and I read. My mother sat entertaining fantasies. After final grace, my father and I retired to our desk, where we worked until nine at a combination of subjects from Greek to differential calculus according to a strict program. Shakespeare was the one constant. Saturdays we worked from eight in the morning to noon; after lunch, he would real aloud one Shakespearean play: tragedies, histories, comedies, in ordered rotation by date of completion. My mother was allowed to listen; she darned or crocheted during my father’s excellent performances. Each evening of the following week we discussed that play line by line.


  Some assignments I was expected to complete after he retreated to his study for the evening. I would place that work on the steps outside my door for him to approve or reject. Other assignments I finished the next morning or afternoon, in preparation for our evening.


  From my tenth to my sixteenth year my days were my own to structure. I held myself accountable for every waking moment. I imposed an order so compelling that it carried me beyond self-discipline into a realm of self-mastery that I cannot now imagine. Yet, I remember. And my journals corroborate it all.


  For a long time, I would go to bed late. I never had trouble falling asleep. I would read until I felt tired; with my light extinguished, sleep would soon come. Often, over my head, I heard my father pacing in his study. My mother always retired early. No sooner had my father left me to my work, his step quietly ascending to the top of his private stairs, than my mother would appear with cookies and milk to kiss me good night. Her kiss was the harbinger of my most precious hours. Invasion no longer possible, I would descend to secret depths beyond the sound of my own voice, achieving exquisite solitude. Father’s footsteps overhead merged with the wind-and-rain sounds of foliage rustling, and with the creakings of the ever-settling house to follow (or to lead me) into my dreams.


  The mornings were of a different order. From my earliest years I was haunted by bad dreams. Their stray, elusive slivers pricked my nascent consciousness, inflaming it with fear and crippling anxiety. Knowing I could either surrender to the seizure or struggle against it, I kept distracting novels from father’s library by my bed. They helped restore the equilibrium lost after sleep. (Years later, at the height of duplicity at Gaywyck, when nightmares returned, I again relied on novels to disperse the terrors that lingered upon awakening.) Since my father never realized how easily my studies came to me, I often continued reading for most of the day.


  Father discouraged my appetite for novels, convinced that it encouraged daydreaming and passivity. It was mother who supplied me once father’s meager supply was exhausted. She managed it with the help of Father Howard, the parish priest, who was in every other way a good friend to my father, his organist. The prelate administered the sacraments to me if I missed Mass several Sundays in a row. (Although raised a Quaker, Mother practiced no religion because there was no Quaker community in our area. Father Howard came to understand that Mother was not a candidate for conversion. They each acknowledged the other’s right to a personal God of one’s own definition. Mother said she doubted his sincerity on this count.) One morning she discussed my need with him. He offered to approach Miss Grimmond, a wealthy pillar of his church. She lived with a female companion in a Greek-revival manse at the center of the village, and with the assistance of Mr. Cullam’s Bookstore, Gramercy Park, New York City, she too read novels voraciously.


  I liked Miss Grimmond. We knew each other by sight from Sunday Mass, but had, of course, never spoken. She was small, like I was, and about twice my mother’s age. She was the only person I ever observed who seemed as shy as I; she was rich enough to be affectionately termed “eccentric.” Not only did Miss Grimmond read novels, but also every major weekly and monthly magazine published in the country. (Her father made his fortune in local crude oil. She attended private schools and had a European grand tour, but for personal reasons preferred living in that great parental house.)


  The afternoon my mother spoke with Father Howard, a package was delivered by Miss Grimmond’s friend Annie. It contained Ivanhoe (which I’d read), Wuthering Heights, Mansfield Park, and The House of the Seven Gables (read as well); also, old and new copies of Century, Lippincott’s Magazine (where I was soon to discover Dorian Gray), and all the Harper’s issues containing the Trilby serial. A note, written in clear, precise script, requested details of books read, preferences, and encouraged me to master French because I would soon be old enough, she said, to appreciate the current glorious Golden Age in that culture.


  Whenever a package passed between us, there was always a letter – sometimes pages long – full of gossip about our favorite authors and books ordered from Mr. Cullam. She inquired which new ones I wanted (and why), and expressed mutual concern for our health. We devoured the journals, skipping the trash written for and by women who existed on impossibly high moral planes, or written for women by men with absurd worshipful notions. Miss Grimmond and I pretended the heroines were friends whose behavior embarrassed us personally. We both preferred the “serious writers.” (All this stood me well at Gaywyck.)


  Our favorite modern novelist “in the great tradition” was Mr. Dickens. My letter to her after I finished David Copperfield for the first time (in my thirteenth year) brought her only visit. On that early autumn afternoon, we sat in the front parlor discussing novels in general and Mr. Dickens in particular, while my mother served tea. Miss Grimmond spoke to her spoon throughout the visit; I spoke to the sugar bowl. When she rose to leave, she handed me the packet she’d been holding on her lap all the while. It contained our copy of David Copperfield in which she had written: “To my special friend, Robert Whyte. Remember me! Angela Grimmond. 1895.” When I left home for Gaywyck nearly five years later, it was the only book – aside from my journals – that accompanied me.


  Referring to that time, I have called myself “shy.” “Shy” is not a forceful enough word. “Shy” is an evasion of the truth. “Easily frightened,” yes. “Morbidly sensitive,” yes. “Timid and cautious,” yes. But also much more than that. Much, much more. I was menaced by every other human being. I saw everyone’s capacity to inflict pain and expected every intimacy to bring disaster, shattering my inner balance irrevocably. I knew myself capable of such horrors. Terrified of myself, I became terrified of others. How the change occurred from reclusive child to wretched adolescent, I cannot say. Sufficient unto the day …


  I prayed. I devoted myself to the Blessed Virgin Mary. Still no solace came. More in anger and disappointment than from intellectual curiosity, I began reading the philosophers who positioned themselves against the Church: Kant, Schopenhauer, Nietzsche. By middle adolescence I had repudiated superstition. I was pleased to know that God was dead. Not even to Him and His did I owe allegiance. I had myself. I had my books. I had my journal. And, of course, I had my mother. My father observed my progress, even encouraged it, never explaining his own attachments to the Church.


  If I were well enough to leave my bed, Mother would call me to breakfast at seven immediately after Father left for school. If I were not, she would appear with a tray, kiss me good morning, and sit by my side making pleasant conversation. We never spoke of our feelings or of her past. We never spoke of my father beyond her platitudinous praise of him as a good husband and a good provider. We usually spoke about day-to-day things, like her garden or my studies. All that changed when Annie began delivering packages. Then we talked about the stories we were reading. We studied the Penfield posters in Harper’s, and the Maxfield Parrish ones in Century, and the Sartain mezzoprints in Graham’s Magazine. It always annoyed us that we couldn’t decorate the house with them, but they would have given away our secret. We satisfied ourselves by staring at them and pointing out our favorites to one another.


  Miss Grimmond sent Mother Godey’s Lady’s Book. We admired the elaborate wood-engraved covers, and pondered the imaginative costumes recommended for women of fashion. The only time I ever saw her “silly” was when we paged through the new Godey’s; she excitedly turned to the back to discover how a particular effect was achieved “just in case” she was ever in need of it. (Once she laughed so at an elaborately layered cape suggested for the opera that she had to stretch across my bed and take deep breaths to regain control over her convulsive giggles. That was an exceptional experience! I have my journal open to the morning’s entry. It is scattered with exhilarating exclamation marks.)


  Sometimes, in the morning, I enjoyed helping her with the lighter household chores. While she always complained that they bored and fatigued her, I found them relaxing. She particularly loathed dusting. We had very few objets d’art in our house; inanimate things that had nothing to do but collect dust, and people who had nothing to do but remove that dust, she found equally absurd. “Spare, simple living,” she said with pride, “is what God made us for. No fancy whatnots in the Garden of Eden.” Small, beautiful things, she said, belonged in museums or in magazines. Her notions of good living were not the stuff of Gaywyck.


  Afternoons, I was alone. She was occupied with her chores or in her sitting room with the door closed. I read, wrote in my journal, and prepared lessons for Father. My journals for this period contain conversations with my parents, records of dreams, plans for a healthful regimen that would transform me into someone large and tall, hirsute and muscular, and long rambling essays on life’s meaning, as well as catalogs of my failings, lists of my favorite things, notes on books, and even “receipts” neatly printed among the desperate, confused notions that the time of which I wrote was my eternity. Thousands of pages: to read them today is to cradle myself in my own arms. Whispering assurances, I calm the sobbing child.


  In the journal for my fourteenth year, there appear my first references to sex. Veiled and very carefully phrased, though detectable nonetheless, they are concerned with finding ideal beauty in a combination of my parents’ best qualities. But while my mind was just beginning to explore the possibilities, an incident occurred that shocked me senseless – although search as I may, I can find no reference to it, beyond a report of the event. Suffice it to say that from that day forward I expelled all thoughts of my sexuality from my waking hours.


  I remember the event so clearly that only the most cursory glance at the pages of my journal is required, and then just to make certain of the peripheral details. I was helping my mother dust the books in my father’s study. I had just finished relating a long, detailed account of Jane Eyre’s adventures. It was snowing heavily and the silence of the house combined with the silence of the world outside to make me feel in the warm center of a timeless universe. Mother seemed distracted and strangely withdrawn. Standing by my side, she began talking about Father Howard, who had visited that morning. A chance reference was made to a neighbor pregnant with her ninth child. My mother remarked – not without humor – on the perils of being a good Catholic wife. Then, free of hesitation, she looked at me and asked, “Do you know where babies come from?”


  I blushed, mortified. I could not look at her. I muttered that Father had explained. I continued dusting.


  “You’re like me, Robbie, in the important ways. God is good not to torment us with any concern for … I feared you would take after your father in that regard, but God is good.”


  I prayed she was finished so we could continue our morning as if nothing had happened. There was more to come. Afterward I knew nothing would ever be the same again.


  “When I was carrying you …” she began, then paused.


  My heart pounded. I stared straight ahead at the wall of books, seeing nothing.


  “While I was carrying you, I prayed for a daughter. When you were born, I was disappointed. But not now. You are so much like a girl, I feel God has answered my prayers.”


  She put down her dustcloth and kissed me. Those words chill my soul. Not the coldness of my schoolfellows nor the anger of my father at my incompetence and disinterest in masculine pursuits devastated me as did that affectionate kiss.


  There are entries in a much later journal that point to my constant consideration of the masculine/feminine soul, but they are inconclusive as argument and unimportant beyond acknowledging the differences in male and female role functions inherent in the social order. But for a few lines, they are of no value, merely evidence that the subject was frequently on my mind. They are to be seen as the fulcrum on which future events will balance. I quote the lines of consequence:




  

  I see plainly that I have the body and thus the soul of a man. It follows, then, that all of my actions are the actions of a man. Therefore, whatever these actions may be – according to the incontrovertible laws of nature – they are masculine.


  




  Between my mother’s loving words and the “death” of her spirit, three long years intervened. Slowly, imperceptibly she grew more silent; toward the end, it was like living with a mute. Developing monstrous headaches in the last year, she requested my father hang thick black drapes in her room to block the light. Wearing only her nightgown, she remained in seclusion for days, eventually weeks. Father and I shared our fears as she gradually ceased to function. The doctor said it was “woman’s trouble.” He assured us it would pass. We began to take long walks over the frozen fields on winter evenings after our makeshift dinners. We commenced becoming friends.


  My journal for the early part of 1899, my seventeenth and last year at home, is full of grieving. It is concerned with the loss of my mother, who died to us one wet spring day when she withdrew into a wordless, unreachable world. Tears fell from her sightless eyes like rain running down empty windows.


  I found her weeping at the kitchen table. It was morning. When I offered breakfast, she made no acknowledgment of my presence. I hastily prepared my own and, frightened, retreated to my bedroom. I wanted to talk but was afraid of provoking more intimate revelations on the order of those shared in my father’s study; although, I confess, I was more afraid of what I sensed to be the truth of her condition. Ostensibly, I stayed closeted to read that entire day. In reality, I was paralyzed with guilt and terror, waiting for my father to come home.


  Arriving nine hours later, he discovered her as I’d left her. I heard him speak softly and gently at first; then his voice began to rise in anger, until he was shouting frantically in panic and fear. He burst into my room where I sat holding Nana. I told him all I knew. He bellowed that I should have run for the doctor. (Had I gone, would anything have been different?) He tore the novel from my hands, cursing it and me. Dragging me into the kitchen to watch my soundlessly weeping mother, he rushed for Dr. Martin.


  The doctor came. He pronounced that profound melancholia had deranged her nervous system. We put her to bed. Three days later, after silently lamenting for three sleepless nights, she was taken by Dr. Martin and my father to the state mental hospital in Rochester for examination. My father returned alone.


  Rather than drawing the two of us together, the tragedy of my mother’s madness ended the rapport that had recently developed. Rarely was there overt hostility, but no longer was there tolerance for my preferred way of life. I wrote in my journal that I felt he accused me of stealing her love. Whatever love she had for him had remained untouched by me. The love he craved, that he assumed I’d usurped, had never been but in his fantasy.


  When he announced his plans for me to sit the Harvard’s entrance exam, I knew the time had come for me to disabuse him of his ideas for my life. I refused although I knew it offered no threat. I was in no emotional condition, I said. He informed me that I had no choice, and contrary to my own fancies, I would not be able to spend the rest of my life in my bedroom. I said I had no desire to enter any university, least of all one as competitive and demanding as Harvard. Again he informed me that I had no choice: I was no longer welcome in his house. It was my fault, he shouted. Her worry and disappointment over me was the cause of it all.


  I went to see Father Howard. He had frequently told me I could call on him if the need arose.


  In four days, he had found a solution to my problem.


  Two days later, on 28 September 1899, I left for Gaywyck.


  My fate galloped to meet me.




  



  



  Two


  



  



  



 IT OCCURS TO ME THAT AT CRUCIAL moments alternate routes seem to exist. Life provokes illusion. By rejecting Harvard and all it represented, I thought to remain unplumbed. By embracing the hermetic world of Gaywyck, I hoped to stow away my heart uncharted and unknown. Seemingly to avoid self-revelation, I pursued life as though mirror-reflected: mistaking left for right and back for front. Fleeing from my demons, I arrived in their midst. Forced to do battle, I achieved victory over the dark in the depths of the cave of the heart.


  I remember little of the journey from Rochester to Hoboken. I know I was strained and overtired. I had not slept the night before: my excitement and fears kept me pacing my room. When the sun rose, I walked through the woods that surround our house. The peace of the late-September dawn calmed me; I felt a momentary contentment recalling Father Howard’s description of my destination. Gaywyck: a great, secluded mansion “in the classical style” on the southern shore of Long Island, surrounded by dense woods on three sides, the fourth exposed to the sea. Never having seen the ocean, I was exhilarated by the idea of living within hailing distance, of being summoned by its pounding surf as familiarly as I was now by this day’s dawn. When I cleared the trees, I glimpsed my father’s pale face in his study window. He appeared to be crying. Ashamed, I glanced away. I looked again. He was gone; the windowpane seemed wet in the sun’s reflected light. I sighed, relieved. I felt too fragile to face another confrontation. I hurried to my room to finish packing and to dress in my best gray broadcloth suit.


  According to my journal, the train left Rochester at 10:00 A.M., arriving in Hoboken at 3:00 P.M. The weather upstate was cool and bright-clear. Father Howard drove me to the station in Miss Grimmond’s carriage. My father and I parted at the door without any show of affection or grief. Instead of the bustling world of Harvard and the law as he had planned, I was heading for a deserted estate on Long Island and the position of librarian to one Donough Gaylord. I respected his disappointment. I wished he could have respected my right to choose my own life. I waved good-bye.


  Once on the train, as the tints of autumn slid by, I was stunned by a sadness too deep to sustain without tears. It was as if the seat had collapsed, dropping me through my life with not a soul to break the fall. I saw my scowling father standing rigid in the doorway, his hands by his side. I saw my absent mother’s ghost, a weeping Madonna, framed in the window. I heard Father Howard officiously repeating instructions as if he were intoning some arcane litany of exorcism.


  Opening the box lunch packed by Miss Grimmond, searching for a napkin to wipe my face, I found a note wound around a five-dollar bill:




  

  Dear Robert,


  Such an important day! Be brave and strong, Robert, you who are so dear to me.


  Do great things for me.


  All my love,
Angela Grimmond


  




  The comfort in those simple, perfect words! I looked through my own reflection and smiled with my complicitous self.


  It grew warmer as we chugged south, and the conductor suggested we open the windows. I spent the journey reading David Copperfield, eating (Miss Grimmond had packed food for three), gazing at the scenery, and picking grit out of my eyes. By the time we reached Hoboken and I stepped off the train, the force of the heat slapped me giddy.


  I was to be met at the depot by a Mr. Martin Head. I walked a few feet down the platform, then stopped in panic when a porter overtook me. I had no idea where he came from but the trunk he juggled was mine. He extended his free hand to take my gladstone. I surrendered it, convinced I’d never see either again. (I studied his face; a description might be required at a later time.) Bravely I resumed walking. Reaching the end of the platform. I positioned myself directly outside the gate and waited, heart pounding, for Mr. Head. The terminal was vast, every inch of it crammed with scurrying people. The porter disappeared into the crowd. Before I could shout after him, a very tall, very thin redheaded man approached me. He was short of breath and perspiring heavily. He introduced himself as Mr. Martin Head. He put himself at my service. Totally bewildered by the heat and the crush, relieved beyond speech by his having discovered me in the throng, I nodded meekly, muttering, “Yes, yes, yes, thank you,” and fell into step beside him.


  “My trunk and gladstone?”


  “Been collected. Ferry over here.”


  “Is it always this hot in September?”


  “Stinkin’ Indian summer. Don’t know why it’s blamed on them.”


  We walked across the station, through a long wall of doors, down a gargantuan ramp where Mr. Head gave a uniformed man some coins, and across a cool dock to the waiting, churning ferry.


  “I’ve never been on a boat before, Mr. Head!”


  “She ain’t much of one.”


  That doesn’t matter, I thought. He conscientiously maneuvered us into a position that guaranteed a view of the skyline. Enormous birds flapped and squawked overhead. I wanted to ask their names but my guide was perspiring heavily and seemed submerged in some personal misery. I kept as still as I could.


  The changing look of Manhattan Island was familiar to me from the dramatic pictures I’d studied in the pages of Harper’s Weekly, but as it loomed into view, my jaw dropped. I never knew I had a passion for the gigantic until that skyline awakened it. I wanted to know, now, all about the great lives that sustained the mythic place, and especially about the greatest of saviors, Donough Gaylord, who held dominion over my life. I saw his city bright with imperial glitter, his streets walled, man-made canyons. Sailing across the calm river toward his seemingly silent fortress, awash in gleaming daylight, I felt storybook wonder: Atlantis and Ninevah! With a surge of joy I felt all my lost illusions restored. He would make everything well. He would grant my one wish: peaceful, never-ending solitude. Had I known … had I but known …


  At Pier 43 Mr. Head delivered me to the short, elegantly dressed, elderly Mr. Edmund Goodwin, who wore gray spats with pearl buttons. Before I could thank Mr. Head properly, my second courier spun on his heel, exclaimed, “We’re late!” and moved in the direction of the street. Alarmed, I followed, waving to a pale Mr. Head, who smiled and said something I did not hear for the noise. I think he wished me well. I could not have used anything more.


  The pier and its surrounding area was so unpleasant, so foul-smelling, so god-awful hot, so crowded, so rotten to the eye and nose with garbage strewn underfoot, with crates stacked precariously everywhere, with vendors hawking fruits, vegetables, umbrellas, clothes, newspapers, animals. At the curb, a clutch of filthy, tattered urchins screamed and danced in front of a stately ebony brougham drawn by a pair of the most perfect black stallions I had ever seen. Buffeted, I was embraced and engulfed by the tremendous activity around me. I was lost. I felt sick. Where was Mr. Goodwin? I noticed again the splendor of the equipage and for the first time the ornately scrolled letter G embossed in gold on the door above my reflected, panic-distorted face. The door opened. My image slid off its shiny surface like a glazed bun off a tilted plate. Mr. Goodwin beckoned me with a wiggling index finger from inside the carriage.


  “I slipped around the other side,” he said.


  I stepped up and found myself enveloped in a cocoon of the most gorgeous gray velvet. Gently closing the door, he rapped twice on the wall behind him, setting the jewel box of a coach in motion.


  He never lifted the shades! My first impressions of the streets of New York were based solely on sound and smell and a few yards of sidewalk in front of Pier 43. Outside, the din lessened slightly as we pulled away from the pier, but what I assumed to be the ordinary sounds of the city were most disconcerting: I felt hounded by the thunder of construction, threatened by what seemed an irate mob, and pursued by enraged horses neighing and stomping on all sides. But the most appalling noise was the howl and clangor of the municipal transit system’s cable cars. The enchanted labyrinth was inhabited by monsters!


  Mr. Goodwin spoke twice. The first time, he identified the horrifying roar passing overhead as the Sixth Avenue elevated train. (From Harper’s I was able to fit an image to the pandemonium. I nodded knowingly while smiling gratefully.) The second time, he announced we were at our destination. How he knew is beyond me. The carriage had stopped so many times, only to start moving again with a gut-wrenching jolt.


  He descended, offering much-needed assistance. I was as shaken and wobbly as if I had been to sea in a rickety tub rather than riding for thirty minutes in high style through the streets of the world’s greatest metropolis. For the first few moments I swayed on the sidewalk in the glaring heat. Hordes of strangers bustled by, smiling at me and gaping enviously at “my” carriage and pair.


  As I cataloged my impressions, I gathered this piece of the island was far removed from Pier 43. It was relatively quiet, immaculately clean, there were no street vendors, and the people looked as if they’d leaped from the pages of Godey’s. I took a deep breath and glanced at what rose before me: Saint Patrick’s Cathedral on Fifth Avenue between Fiftieth and Fifty-first streets in the midafternoon sunlight. I was unprepared for the immediate impression it made on my dazzled senses; the gleaming white Victorian-Gothic structure looked like a huge cake!


  An elderly, portly cleric interrupted my thoughts (such as they were) by introducing himself as Father William Collins of Saint Paul’s on something-or-other street, “just off Fifth.” He repeated his name. I stared blankly. Leaning toward me, he whispered gently, “Yes, it does overwhelm one with its majesty. Greater than Chartres, much greater! So fine! Take your time, my son; collect yourself. I do understand. So fine!”


  I looked into his large blue eyes. Such a dear man, I thought. I also remembered who he was, which was more to the point; Father Howard had said his name at least twenty times in as many minutes.


  He most courteously dismissed Mr. Goodwin (“You’ve succeeded beautifully, so beautifully!”), who returned to the carriage at the curb. The priest and I stood silent for several minutes among the parade passing on the sidewalk. He seemed lost in meditation. (I studied the New Yorkers, noticing the trim cut of the men’s suits, and felt as if I were wearing a flour sack.) Then, turning to me, Father Collins informed me that he thought me calm enough to enter the cathedral, “to confront its magnificence.”


  “Live the experience, my son, as I know you will. Father Howard wrote me of your sensitive, gentle soul. Being pensive myself, I do understand.”


  He winked conspiratorially. Taking my arm, he slowly led me up the steps, guiding me into the cool gaping mouth of the edifice.


  Devoured by a cake, I thought. Curiouser and curiouser …


  Father William Collins obviously loved Saint Patrick’s Cathedral, and what I was doing there was a mystery soon solved. He told me in a mellow whisper as we moved down the central aisle that he had convinced Mr. Gaylord of the necessity of my seeing this great monument to Christ and to Saint Patrick during my brief sojourn, in the hopes it would inspire a rebirth of faith, “rekindle the divine light.” The matter was of course just between me, Father Howard, himself, and God, since Gaylord had not been told of my “waning fervor.”


  “Not his concern, my son! Though he is concerned about everything in your sad history. So sad! Your mother is in my prayers, rest assured.”


  The mention of her made my heart race. I looked away. When he asked if I didn’t see “an iridescent quality in the window tracery,” I smiled politely, not having the heart to contradict the sweet old man.


  What relief when I trudged out into the open air and stood on the cathedral’s steps again! The balm of the bright hot sunshine! Father Collins checked his watch and announced the time approaching 4:12. My interview with my employer was scheduled for half-past six. Father suggested dinner before the ride down to the Gaylord town house at number 15 Gramercy Park on the corner of Irving Place. He gestured toward an empty black victoria at the curb. As we neared it, I spotted the same scrolled gold letter G that had adorned the previous carriage. Like that other vehicle, it was of rare finish and proportion, appointed in the same gray velvet upholstery. Black stallions, twins to the other pair, clopped the pavement, anxious to carry me farther toward my destination.


  “Mr. Donough thought an open carriage would be acceptable from here to Number 15,” Father Collins explained as we climbed aboard, “with a stop for dinner at Childs on Forty-second Street, which was my suggestion!”


  The ride down Fifth Avenue was tremendously exhilarating. Such a variety of traffic! Such hustle and bustle! So many beautiful people! All the pictures in the world can’t capture the fervor of it. The city pulsates! And all the while, my companion chatted delightfully about the glories of the town, pointing out those buildings he could identify by owner or occupant, most of whom were members of the Four Hundred or attended his church.


  At the corner of Forty-second Street and Fifth Avenue, the carriage stopped without our signaling. We descended. While Father spoke with the driver, I looked about me. People of all shapes, sizes, and colors, yet with touching similarities, overheated and fatigued, thronged the streets. They wore the most astonishing varieties of costume; some looked dressed for the stage and others looked as if they’d only just arrived from foreign lands. They all seemed absorbed in private thoughts and impervious to everything, and all in a frantic hurry.


  “What’s the big rush?”


  “They’re hungry! Been working all day. Probably all going to Childs!”


  Across the street, on the southwest corner, an immense excavation yawned. It was the widest, deepest man-made hole I’d ever seen. A large sign identified it as the proposed Forty-second Street branch of the New York Public Library.


  Like me, I thought, a vacant space soon to be occupied by a splendid building and books.


  We walked to Childs along Forty-second Street amidst thousands of souls speeding in various directions. The restaurant was a sparkling clean establishment, all tile and marble, with an endless number of tables. Between the tables, ten-foot standing fans churned the air above our heads. The waitresses wore white blouses, pert black bow ties, and full white aprons. It was a noisy place but (to me) inviting and exciting.


  We sat at one of the round tables, joining four other gentlemen. Never having been in a restaurant before, I was relieved when he recommended the “regular dinner.” (“Such a bargain at fifteen cents, Robert!”) My veal was delicious, and Kathleen, our waitress, after promising to visit Saint Paul’s that coming Sunday, gave me a second order of fried potatoes “on the house.” I ate heartily, though silently, feeling comfortable with my companions, who soon were engaged in congenial conversation. I was thinking of the ride down Fifth Avenue, and imagining Donough Gaylord.


  After dinner, we found the hansom waiting outside. Forty-five minutes remained before my appointment. The driver was instructed to go slowly down Fifth Avenue, then across Twenty-third Street so we might see Madison Square Park, then down Fourth Avenue to Twentieth Street. In the carriage, I found a thin gray blanket of the softest cashmere for our laps. When we spread the blanket to avoid the evening damp, a woven scrolled black letter G embraced my knees like some great spider.


  We rode for several blocks until I summoned the courage to ask:


  “Have you known the Gaylord family for a very long time?”


  His mood changed completely. All traces of joviality disappeared.


  “I have been the family’s spiritual adviser for decades. I baptized Mr. Donough and, to my eternal sorrow, I buried his mother, his father, and his twin brother, Cormack. They are a remarkable family, remarkable!”


  He began relating his version of the Gaylord family history. I sat enthralled, oblivious to all else.




  



  



  Three


  



  



  



 AT THE AGE OF THIRTY, Donough Gaylord is New York’s most eligible bachelor. Keeping such tabs is of paramount importance in my line of work.” Father William Collins chuckled. “He is the most generous, the kindest, and the most compassionate person in New York, perhaps in the entire world.” Three years before, Gaylord had given Saint Paul’s a new rectory. Three days before, upon hearing from Father Collins of my plight, he had sent an offer of employment, although he knew nothing of me.


  “Most men admire him the way they admire the moon.”


  Before Donough Gaylord’s mother, Mary Rose, took ill, the family spent every Christmas season in town at Gramercy Park. Father Collins, their pastor, her friend, had been a frequent visitor and companion. When the family retired permanently to Long Island, he and Mrs. Gaylord maintained a lively correspondence and during the summer months he visited them for week-long vacations. He had also been familiar with Donough Gaylord’s grandparents. Grandfather Donough, like his son and grandson, though generous to Holy Mother Church, was not amenable to the religious influence; neither had the Southern-born grandmother furthered God’s cause as Boston-bred Mary Rose had done.


  Jennilee Turner had been one of the most sought-after belles in the Atlanta of her day. Although she was not classically beautiful (her brown eyes were too prominent), men seldom noticed when tangled in her charms as Grandfather Gaylord had become one lilac-scented afternoon in 1834 during lunch in the scuppernong arbor. The forty-four-year-old bachelor, visiting Georgia on business of another sort, asked for her hand after dinner that same day. His fortune, made in shipping, doubled in railroads, then quadrupled in Manhattan real estate, satisfied her ambitions; his impetuous passion convinced old man Turner that his exasperating daughter had met her match. Theirs was the biggest wedding Atlanta had ever seen.


  The house in Gramercy Park was purchased and work was begun on a summer retreat. Gaywyck was erected as a monument to her beauty and as a testament to their love. Set on a rise, it was built of the finest oak and teak to designs by James Dakin in his most lavish Southern style: three stories of porticoes and pillars with half-acre corridors and rooms upon rooms opening into more sun-filled rooms overhanging the sea. Willow groves and oak stands were laid out; an avenue of limes, an herb garden, shrubbery mazes, a Chinese teahouse, and of course a scuppernong arbor. Both homes were furnished and maintained in an extravagant style that made them justly famous. Until the outbreak of the Civil War, Jennilee and Donough Gaylord were the reigning couple of New York society, envied by everyone who knew how truly happy they were.


  Their only child, Cormack Donough Gaylord, was born in 1835. He was educated by private tutors, and everything money could buy was bestowed upon him. He was endowed with astonishing beauty and a multitude of talents. At the age of five, he spoke five languages, not counting classical Greek and Latin. At eight, Franz Liszt advised his parents he had the makings of a concert pianist, “if he wishes to lead such a horrid life.” At fourteen, he published an article in the New York Times evaluating Mr. Edwin Booth’s New York debut as Cassio to the father’s famous Iago. But at seventeen he touched upon his true genius. With money received as gifts and allowance, he made himself independently wealthy with “a killing” in peanut butter; he was the first to package and sell it as a grocery item. Then, during the Civil War, he shrewdly invested capital on both sides of the Mason-Dixon line, making certain his investments existed independently one from the other, so that whatever parts might be lost, the whole could not be destroyed. When the war ended, his money had increased two-hundred-fold and not even the depreciation of American currency disrupted his rise.


  The Gaylord wealth, like a few other private fortunes, flourished as no others had done before. Economists explained the phenomenon as one due to bizarre coincidences and inexplicable fates, “like the collision of the sun and moon,” one wag jibed.


  There occurred other collisions less propitious.


  As the war progressed, Jennilee Turner Gaylord worried herself into illness over her parents. Removed to Gaywyck to escape the chaos of the city, she built for them a brick cottage on the grounds, but they refused to leave home, never believing the war would reach Atlanta. Impetuously, without her husband’s knowledge, she sped south to coerce them.


  Traveling at night via the Gaylord steam yacht, she was guided by a renegade Confederate, Captain Scott, who had made millions jumping the blockade for her husband. She arrived the same day as General Sherman. In the midst of the carnage, while the Athens of the South blazed, they boldly confiscated an open buckboard. Collecting her parents, who insisted on carting the family silver, the portraits, the pets, and four devoted “nigras,” they made for the outskirts of the city in the direction of the camouflaged boat. Close to the sea, a convoy of looting Yankee soldiers stopped them for the wagon, and senselessly shot them dead. Only Captain Scott survived.


  Grandfather Gaylord did not accept his wife’s death complacently. He became obsessed; violence surfaced at the slightest provocation. He abdicated in his son’s favor, leaving the boy to manage the family’s holdings while he devoted his life to avenging his wife. With the help of friends in Washington, he won General Sherman’s approval to track down the men responsible (“War is not licensed barbarity!”). He set a huge reward on their heads, hired bounty hunters, circulated posters proclaiming Jennilee’s martyrdom, and offered the tottering Confederacy vast sums (in gold) as well as hefty promises of material aid (steel, wood, cloth, seeds) for reconstruction. Before the war’s end, each man in that marauding convoy was slain. He personally assassinated Captain Scott. At the helm of the renovated steam yacht, he sailed into retirement at Gaywyck. In 1867, aged seventy-seven, after being thrown from a wasp-stung horse while examining his potato crop for parasites, he died.


  During the frenzied postwar boom, Cormack Gaylord was the most eligible bachelor, the most sought-after dinner guest in fashionable New York society. Like his future son, he was reputed to have only two passions: money and opera. The latter he discovered at the opening of the Astor Place Opera House, which his father helped build; that performance of Verdi’s Ernani awoke in him at age twelve an interest that continually provided his richest pleasures. (He spoke of the American premiere of Donizetti’s Roberto Devereaux two years later as the happiest night of his adolescence.) Throughout his youth and early manhood he attended regularly; in maturity he arranged business trips abroad to coincide with performances he wished to hear; and by the age of thirty-three, he was a prime mover in the project to rebuild the Academy of Music after the disastrous fire which he watched from the roof of his Gramercy Park home.


  With the Academy reopened, joined by Pike’s Opera House (later the Grand Opera House) and the famed Metropolitan, opera was for a brief time the center of attention in certain circles, for reasons far removed from musical appreciation. Ambitious young ladies, encouraged by scheming mothers, became staunch devotees, vying to learn the latest arias in hopes of enchanting Gaylord during the suppers arranged for after whatever piece all were attending that night. (Gaylord’s valet made a tidy sum informing the anxious of the week’s arrangements. Years later, when the current Gaylord was “about town,” a similar interest in opera flowered, but with much less success.)


  In March of 1868, on a visit from Boston, eighteen-year-old Mary Rose Reagen attended the opera with her aunt; coincidentally, it was by Verdi. She wept throughout the performance of La Traviata, observed clandestinely from the neighboring box by Cormack Gaylord. The performance was a mediocre one, and the very young Irish beauty in her gown of white mull with pale beige lace was of far greater interest to the middle-aged bachelor. Unlike her peers, she did not spend the overture chatting with friends, the first act waving to acquaintances in various parts of the house, the second on the grand staircase discussing the fashions of the day or the latest liaisons, and the third asleep or preparing to exit during the fourth in order to attend some gathering at which Gaylord was the headlined attraction. From the moment the performance began, she sat transfixed.


  Initially, he was amused by her intensity. Her spontaneous responses touched him. Then the tilt of her head, the impatient gesture she employed to quiet a companion who attempted conversation during the “Sempre Libera,” the audible sigh she made when the curtain fell on Act One, and her quivering response to the rising gas light, conspired to draw him to her.


  Mrs. Lacey, the chaperoning aunt, was an annoying, fatuous busybody; but he was willing to concede that three marriageable daughters were a heavy burden. She was doing the best job she could within the confines of the appalling “mating dance” devised, he believed, to give women something to do. He had learned to forgive the hounding.


  Entering her box at the first interval, he was introduced to the niece who smiled warmly. As polite conversation was resumed, he noticed that she refrained from joining in the general discussion, preferring to sit musing by herself. Until his comments on the performance caught her attention, she did not address him directly. Then, displeased with his lack of enthusiasm, she declared she had thought it a splendid performance and although it was only her first Traviata she knew she would never tire of it however poorly sung or gestured, and had she been at the first American performance in 1856 and heard La Grange she hoped nothing nothing would ever diminish its magic for her …


  While everyone present stood or sat stunned by her declaration, Cormack Gaylord smiled. He apologized for his insensitivity and his unforgivable ennui. She blushed, apologized for her impertinence, and informed him that it was the most beautiful and important night in her life, and even if he spoke the truth – something she refused to consider – he must not insist she agree with him. He assured her he could never be tyrannical with one so enchantingly lovely. She laughed, blushing again, and held his eyes with her own.


  He returned to his box for Act Two. Amused, he watched the aunt scold her penitently bent head until the music started; then the bowed profile was lifted and its attention turned toward the stage with such determination that the chastisement was brought to an abrupt halt. Not even a heated lecture on the Gaylord millions could distract her from Traviata.


  During the second interval, he strolled. Miss Reagen of the Boston Reagens was badly shaken by Violetta’s plight. He hoped she would have the stamina to endure Act Three. The evening had taken an exhilarating turn. His spirits were high. He impulsively accepted an invitation to visit a business associate’s box, where the chilled champagne was delicious, until the resident twin daughters began straining for his attentions. Unamused, he quickly returned to his place. He was getting too old, he thought, for all the socializing required in the business world. He needed to make some changes. He needed something more acceptable as a private life, something that would make things easier.


  The young girl visiting her aunt sat enrapt, oblivious to his presence. Bemused, he studied her. When she began to weep, he felt a rush of tenderness. Surrendering to her sorrow, she allowed her tears to flow unchecked; by the end she was crying uncontrollably. When the houselights went up, she continued to sob unashamedly in her aunt’s arms, soothed by the other members of the disconcerted party. Cormack Donough Gaylord looked on. Already captivated by her beauty and what he perceived to be her integrity, he capitulated to her innocence and the absence of affectation. Such a one as this, he thought, needs to be protected.


  He took no supper that night. Nor did he sleep. The next morning, and every morning thereafter, he sent her a cluster of camellias. The following week, to the day, he called. She and her aunt received him cordially. Thanking him for the flowers, she extended her hand, which he took. Leading him into the parlor, she began discussing music in general, opera in particular. She attended often in Boston, but her father had not considered Traviata suitable for a young woman, which she hoped explained why she was unfamiliar with it in performance. Her father, she added, found many things unsuitable for a young woman. She revealed above her aunt’s protestations, that her ambition was the operatic stage.


  “Past tense,” she emphasized, sadly drawing his attention to her syntax. During the previous year, she had slowly come to realize that she lacked the physical stamina and fanatical discipline required; she had struggled to relinquish her ambitions without self-pity. Worried she would never “regain her senses,” her widowed father had unwisely interfered. While not denying her abilities, he scoffed at her priorities.


  “Women of your social class,” he informed her, “do not have ‘talent,’ they have ‘gifts,’ which are cultivated not for themselves but for their husbands’ pleasure and their husbands’ profit.”


  His meddling curdled her sadness into anger. She saw herself as chattel having no life (or “gifts”) of her own. Dangerously depressed, she was given permission to visit her aunt, who suggested the opera to raise her spirits.


  “And did it raise your spirits, Miss Reagen?”


  “Oh, yes, Mr. Gaylord. I finally heard Traviata. It did make me feel much better.”


  He stayed for three hours. Before leaving, he asked her to sing something. Pleased, she sang “Libiamo” from La Traviata beautifully, accompanying herself on the parlor spinet. He accepted an invitation to dinner. At home, while dressing, he imagined her reactions to Gaywyck.


  All of his visits were pleasant and encouraging. He found her intelligent, well-educated, thoughtful, kind, generous, and scrupulously truthful, a virtue he thought no longer extant in young women. She, for her part, found him constantly stimulating, patient, compassionate, gentle, and respectful of her ideas and feelings, which greatly pleased her. As each was beautiful, neither considered beauty extraordinary, accepting their mutual attraction as natural and preordained.


  They were eager to know each other well. Visits occasionally began at breakfast; luncheon often extended to teatime. He arrived full of plans for the day: outings in one of his carriages, excursions on one of his boats, or tours in one of his private railroad carriages. Always considerate of her wishes, he was never annoyed if she preferred a walk through a museum, or a quiet day in the garden. The courtship extended for two months. On May 1, she returned to Boston. On May 3, he journeyed to Boston to ask for her hand. On June 6, they married.


  At first sighting, she loved Gaywyck. She had the paintings from their honeymoon in Italy and England and France hung at Gaywyck. The expanse of the rooms, she said, suited them better, and the sound of the sea worked a perfect counterpoint. Masterworks were raised in various chambers, which were renamed and redecorated accordingly. The Rembrandt self-portrait was placed in the main library. The Botticelli Madonna she hung in her bedroom; the Crevelli she hung in his. The Vermeer she placed in her sitting room. The enormous Titian was hung in the main parlor, then removed to the third-floor library because she found it oppressive; in its place was put the mysterious Rossetti portrait of a woman who dramatically resembled her. The Della Francesca angel was set in the small downstairs study. The others were lovingly dispersed to rooms that were frequently used by relatives or friends; and after they were all settled on appropriate walls, Mary Rose Reagen Gaylord announced she never needed to visit New York or Boston again. The Empire furniture bought in France was shipped to Gaywyck.


  But there was the opera. For that she endured “the endless journey” into New York via their steam yacht or private coach. For the music she tolerated separation from the sea, her pictures, and the serenity. Cormack, semi-retired, hired talented young men and trained them to oversee his business involvements, maintaining contact via his telegraph system and a courier service. An assistant ran his office at Gaywyck. More and more like his father, Cormack became the gentleman farmer. But together he and Mary Rose ventured into the city; for a week or two their house at Gramercy Park came alive with late suppers and musicales. Until she became pregnant. Then everything changed.


  From the moment Mary Rose discovered herself with child, she withdrew into herself. After the initial shock and anger, her humor grew dark, her mood depressed. He had known of her loathing for children and her fear of childbirth; she felt betrayed. Her confessor, Father Collins, tried to foster her “duty” to the will of God, but she refused all guidance. Fleeing to Gaywyck in despair, she locked herself in her rooms. After five days she admitted her aunt and the priest; but not her husband. As the days became weeks, his anger and confusion became fear; although her two intimates assured Gaylord she was “coming around,” he sent specialists of every kind to see her. When she refused them all admittance, he at least felt he was doing his best. Then, suddenly, she appeared in his study one evening, followed by a smiling priest and a nodding aunt.


  “I have been very foolish,” she whispered. “Forgive me.”


  There was no explanation for the change in her behavior. It was accredited to answered prayers.


  She asked for new costumes, everything to be in white. An apartment on the third floor was converted into quarters for three seamstresses and their designer-mistress, who arrived almost immediately. She asked for a doctor-in-residence; a family physician agreed to spend four days a week at Gaywyck. She asked for a full-time nurse; one was moved into her sitting room, which was destined to become the nursery. She asked to receive communion every morning; the local priest appeared to say Mass in the newly organized chapel in the third-floor library, with the large Titian supplying a proper sense of decorum and the magnificent jewel-encrusted chalice – a gift from Cormack to the local church – supplying the proper sense of occasion. (A special dispensation had to be arranged, allowing the priest to say Mass twice a day: once on his own altar for his parishioners and once at Gaywyck; owing to Cormack’s friendship with Cardinal Fanning, the delay was of no consequence.)


  She asked for music. A chamber orchestra was housed in the cottage built by Jennilee Turner Gaylord. Each day, at midmorning and after tea, they made music in the willow grove or in the main parlor or the music room, depending on her whim. Vocal soloists, stars of the various companies on her patron list, frequently visited to perform arias and entire scenes from her favorite operas. Boxes of music arrived daily for her perusal, and selections were rehearsed by the musicians in the mornings and afternoons. With performances and rehearsals, music was always in the air that summer, like the buzzing of the bees and the cries of the seagulls and the rumbling of the sea.


  Mary Rose was amenable to suggestions from everyone. Except for this languid passivity, she seemed to have regained her senses. Father Collins, visiting in early July, attested to the healthy good spirits that pervaded Gaywyck.


  “It was like a grand party at the height of the season. People you couldn’t get a ticket to hear at the Met for love or money were warbling on the lawn! So exciting!”


  The birth was expected at the end of November. Having grown larger than ordinary, and preparing for a “heavy” baby, the mother allowed herself little excess, spending most of her time reclining on divers chaises in and out of the house. Her day had a definite shape: Mass, breakfast, music, lunch, a nap, a walk, clothes fittings, tea, more music, another nap, dressing for dinner, reading, prayers, bed. She seemed to thrive on the order Gaylord created for her, until the end of August. Increasingly distressed by her figure, she announced herself “repulsive” and retired once again to her quarters, venturing forth at night with her aunt to walk along the beach, or in the late afternoons on her second-floor balcony out of view to hear Schubert, Beethoven, or Mozart. She remained in seclusion, awaiting the birth of her son.


  “It will be a son,” she assured Father Collins, “for I will never allow a child of mine to go through this torment. And if I know anything, I know God grants Cormack his wishes.”


  At midnight on the twenty-seventh of October 1869, she became unduly anxious and profoundly agitated about the impending birth. A fierce storm had risen outdoors. The wind, encouraged by the turbulently hissing sea, moaned brutishly, slammed against the house, and rattled the windows through closed shutters. She awoke screaming. The wind, she said, was sucking the baby from her womb. The doctor was called, a sedative administered. Drugged, she slipped past her dozing aunt and sleeping nurse. Through the window of their office, Cormack and his assistant saw her white form stagger over the rise and descend to the sea. Bounding down the lawn to the rainswept slope, the husband jumped to the flooded beach below and tore her, unconscious, from the roaring, battling sea.


  Within an hour, after an excruciating breech delivery, a five-pound boy was born. He was named Cormack Donough Gaylord. Ten minutes later, the doctor’s shout “There’s another one coming!” electrified the household. A second boy, three pounds five ounces, was born. He was named Donough Cormack Gaylord.


  Mary Rose regained consciousness immediately. When told she delivered twins, she laughed crazedly and shouted for her husband.


  “I hope you’re pleased,” she said to him. “Two for your pleasure.”


  He remained silent. Thanking the doctor, he withdrew from the room. She demanded the boys be placed at her side. The smaller, Donough, caused concern, but the doctor assured her he was perfectly healthy, neither premature nor sickly in spite of his tinier frame. Often with twins, he explained, one draws more nourishment in the womb; often one is larger; often one is heavier.


  Nevertheless, she fretted. She demanded a specialist from New York. She raged that the infant Cormack should have “bullied” his brother even before birth. She raved hysterically until a stronger sedative induced sleep and allowed the doctor to attend her ripped and bruised body. To his astonishment, within two hours she awoke, screaming for her sons, who had to be nursed before she would rest quietly. Then she slept for twenty-one hours. When she awoke, Father Collins was at her side. She seemed calm. Relieved, the household prepared to celebrate the birth of the twin boys.


  From their first to their fifth year, the boys were confined to the grounds of the country estate and were always in their mother’s presence. The house in Gramercy Park was dark except for the rooms occupied by Cormack Gaylord Sr. when in town for business, an arrangement that occurred more and more frequently and for more extended periods. He began appearing at the opera without her, accompanied by Father Collins or whatever young protégé he happened to be training at the time. Everyone commented on what a faithful and understanding husband he was for one so handsome and still so young. He gave Mary Rose everything she required, never balking on grounds of expense or practicality.


  One of the most eminent pediatricians, a specialist in twins, stayed at Gaywyck for the first precarious year, when children are most perishable. Cormack offered him an annuity equal to the value of his thriving practice, a laboratory and library in the now-deserted cottage, and a private railroad carriage to carry the more tenacious parents who insisted on keeping appointments with him. The Vermeer room, adjacent to Mary Rose’s bedroom, was converted into a perfectly appointed nursery, and the rooms opposite into quarters for the nurses, the nanny, and the nursery maids (one for each baby). Detailed records were kept to make certain the growth rates, feeding schedules, and behavioral patterns were in order. Nevertheless, Mary Rose feared for their safety. Only when the wall between herself and the twins was removed did she feel at peace.


  Whenever they cried, she tended to their needs herself, forcing the staff to stand about idly. She fed them, changed them, played with them, and sang them to sleep. She preferred them in her own bed, rather than in their ornate cribs. She walked with them when they howled, often through the night as one woke the other, so that both would have to be held and soothed. She dressed them for guests and undressed them for bed. She even took over the preparation of their food when she was forced to concede she was not producing enough milk; a wet nurse was forbidden. She would sit for hours watching them sleep, humming endlessly, softly, as if pausing would snap the thread of their dreams.


  Regularly during dinner with her husband when he was at Gaywyck, if the sound of crying reached her ears, she would rise from the table, frequently not returning. One evening, when she seemed particularly overwrought and distracted, Cormack suggested she return to town with him and Father Collins for the new production of Norma at the Metropolitan Opera House, precipitating a scene of such violence that he feared for his person. In her rage, she accused him of every conceivable sin. Many he acknowledged. Many he repudiated. Many he had assumed concealed. Forced to call the doctor, he never again interfered with her obsessive concern for their twin sons. He returned to Gramercy Park hoping the current “phase” of her maternity would end.


  Growth, as always, changed things; only Mary Rose’s all-pervasive involvement with her children remained the same. The boys grew: Cormack first, Donough following. Cormack remained the larger for the first year, then Donough equaled him in height and weight; but the older retained the lead in all things. He began to crawl first, observed by Donough, who soon followed, copying his brother’s movements. The same pattern was established with standing, walking, and talking. Since they were never alone, all of it was carefully noted. By the middle of their second year, they had a personal language of expressions, gestures, and sounds so impenetrable that a tutor was hired to help straighten the phrases and untangle the syntax.


  Julian Denvers, a quiet, gentle man, religious and infinitely patient, was of medium height and slight frame, with thin, long brown hair, brown eyes, and a waxen complexion. He had studied most of his life to become a Jesuit, but, realizing before his final vows that “it was not God’s will,” he was recommended to the concerned Mary Rose by Father Collins. At their first meeting, the young man and the anxious parent got on very well. She was favorably impressed with the quality of his education, and felt his disciplined presence would be a good influence on her sons.


  He was touched by her devotion to her children. When she offered him the position, he accepted. From that day, he never left the Gaylord employ. Spending most of his time with the children, he also saw a good deal of the mother, developing a rapport that gave him a mastery over her temper and inexplicable mood shifts. This made him invaluable to Cormack Sr.


  The twins’ second birthday marked a turning point. She allowed the nanny more responsibility in the day-to-day caring for the boys. She invited people to the house; Gaywyck was again vibrant with social activity. It was as if by living for two years, they convinced her of their ability to survive. Also, she had detected during their infancy what she considered a talisman, though the doctor assured her it was not uncommon in twins. One child was a “mirror image” of the other.


  She discovered a birthmark under Cormack’s left arm in line with his left nipple; Donough had an identical one on his right side. Cormack’s left eye was slightly larger than his right; Donough’s right eye was the larger. The hair whorl at the top of each child’s head was exact, except Cormack’s grew counterclockwise. And, at a very early age, Donough preferred his right hand, while Cormack favored his left. Thrilled, Mary Rose took comfort in displaying this “sign from God”; greatness lay dormant in her sons. She celebrated their second birthday as a personal victory.


  “God wants such perfect creatures as angels in heaven. I forbade it. Now they’re two, and each has two for himself and for the other. Jesus loves them.”


  Mary Rose requested her friends to visit, ostensibly to renew acquaintance, but in truth to display her prodigies. Eager mothers arrived, carrying their children. They seldom returned. Cormack was a rough little boy who instigated games that inevitably led to scraped knees and bloody noses. “Boys will be boys,” Father Collins offered in supplication, but the mothers were not soothed. Soon most of the visitors were single women or married women without children, who often stayed a month at a time. The house was filled with laughter. The musicians were re-instated. Cormack Sr. returned for extended periods, pleased that matters were under control.


  From their earliest days, when they slept together on their mother’s breasts, and the nights when they slept side by side, each sucking the other’s thumb, they were inseparable. When asked how she could tell one from the other, Mary Rose smiled sagely and answered, “A mother knows such things.” Mr. Denvers, however, lacking a mother’s powers, admitted difficulty. He was instructing them in four languages (the major “opera tongues”), and often became convinced the same boy was doing the responding or asking the questions. No matter how intensely he concentrated, they succeeded in confounding him. (“How severe can one be with a three-year-old tot?” he asked himself, answering: “Not very!”) Since the lessons were given outdoors, they moved about or simply answered to the other’s name at a strategic moment, always sensing those moments of doubt. Also, he discovered they were ambidextrous, a fact he never disclosed to their mother.


  His idea for the gold rings expressed just how well he understood his mistress’s mind. Knowing she would reject anything that disrupted her plans to make them reflections, one of the other, he acted accordingly. As he expected, she did not object; she was, in fact, delighted. Cormack was given a gold ring for his left pinky finger; Donough was given one for his right. For their mother, the duplication was complete. For the tutor, the exasperation was no more.
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