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        For all who have loved…

        …and suffered for it.

        You are not alone.
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      Hundreds of the nearly thousand letters between Vincent van Gogh and his brother Theo, now considered one of the greatest documents of the human experience, were used to help construct this novel, its narrative, and dialogue, especially the dialogue of Vincent himself. Johanna van Gogh-Bonger’s diaries and her correspondence with Theo van Gogh were utilized along with the journals and memoir of Paul Gauguin. An article published in the American Journal of Forensic Medicine and Pathology, Dec. 2020, was used to postulate its ending.
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      The van Gogh Family:

      
        
        THEODORUS ‘DORUS’ VAN GOGH 1882-1885; Pastor; Vincent’s father

        ANNA CORNELIA CARBENTUS VAN GOGH 1819-1907; Vincent’s mother

        VINCENT VAN GOGH 1852-1852

        VINCENT WILLEM VAN GOGH 1853-1890; Painter

        ANNA CORNELIA VAN GOGH 1855-1930; Vincent’s sister

        THEODORUS ‘THEO’ VAN GOGH 1857-1891; Art Dealer; Vincent’s brother

        ELISABETH ‘LIES’ HUBERTA VAN GOGH 1959-1936; Vincent’s sister

        WILLEMINA ‘WIL’ VAN GOGH 1862-1941; Vincent’s sister

        CORNELIS ‘COR’ VAN GOGH 1867-1900; Soldier; Vincent’s brother

        JOHANNA ‘JO’ GEZINA BONGER VAN GOGH 1862-1925; Teacher, Translator, Writer; Theo van Gogh’s wife.

        JOHANNES PAULUS STRICKER: 1816-1886; Theologian and Biblical scholar; Uncle to Vincent van Gogh by marriage. Father to Kee Vos.

        VINCENT ‘CENT’ VAN GOGH: 1820-1888; Art dealer; Uncle to Vincent van Gogh

      

      

      Her

      
        
        EUGENIE LOYER: 1854-DOD Unknown; with her mother, ran a boarding house and kindergarten in London.

        MADAME ESTERE DENIS: DOB-DOD Unknown; wife of a farmer and Vincent’s landlord in the mining town of Petit Wasmes.

        CORNELIA “KEE” STRICKER VOS:1846-1918; Vincent’s maternal first cousin.

        CLASSINA ‘SIEN’ HOORNIK: 1850-1904; Seamstress, cleaning woman, prostitute.

        MARGARETHA “MARGOT” BEGEMANN: 1841-1907; Van Gogh family neighbor in Nuenen, the Netherlands.

        (EUGÈNE HENRI) PAUL GAUGUIN: 1848-1903: French Post-Impressionist artist.

        SISTER EPIPHANY/MADAME DESCHANEL: DOB-DOD Unknown; Mother Superior of the cloister at Saint-Paul-de-Mausole (asylum for the mentally ill).

        MAURGERITE GACHET: 1869-1949; Daughter of Doctor Paul Gachet

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        I cannot, I will not, I may not live without love.

        Vincent van Gogh

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Johanna Bonger Van Gogh

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        1924

        The Netherlands

      

      

      “You think you know him. You don’t. You think you know what happened to him. You do not.”

      “Mother!”

      My son sputters. Tea spills as he drops his cup and saucer on the curly-legged table beside him.

      He rises to his feet and kneels before me.

      His father’s greenish-blue eyes bore into me. I sigh from the comfort of them.

      I cup his face in my veiny hand. His face, long like his father’s as well. But capped by the startling red hair of his Uncle Vincent.

      “I am not long for this world. I feel it, my son,” I say. I know. Of that, there is no fear. Only of what I leave behind. “And when I am gone you will learn the truth. I’d rather you learned it from me.”

      It’s not well done of me. To dive into it. My son and I were speaking of his work and mine. In mine, it is there. The string, the true thread of such surprising colors. The colors of women, of love, and of lust.

      “Now, Mother …” That long head shakes.

      I can’t stop my grin from forming as his shaggy hair shakes. He’s in need of a barber. I look at this young man as a child, I know. But he is that. My child. My only child.

      “It is all right,” I assure him. Trying desperately to, for it is my truth. “I am almost ready. I will be with your father, with both of them, again.”

      I may be the widow of Theo van Gogh, but the two of us were never truly alone. Vincent was always a part of us.

      I rise. Old bones creak. I groan.

      My son, Willem, as he likes to be called, rises, and takes my arm. I lead him into my study.

      Vincent’s art covers my walls, piles in corners. The Van Gogh family letters—some I’ve translated for I speak many languages; some I’ve read but not yet translated—stalagmites of varying sizes at various places. The odd pairing of my husband’s old carved desk with the straightly cut modern chair behind it can barely be seen.

      “This will all be—”

      “You know I have little interest in all this,” Willem says, sounding like a child.

      “Yes, yes,” I tut. “I know your mind bursts only when it sees numbers … your engineering.”

      Now I hear Willem chuckle softly. He knows the true depth of my pride.

      He helps me sit on one side of the beige brocade settee. I pat the other with an expectant look.

      The time is drawing closer. I find it harder to swallow. I have no time for preamble. There is no time. I tire so easily these days.

      “You will read my diary.” Once more I startle him. Unintentionally so. If there is a proper way to do this, to confess others’ sins as well as my own, I do not know it.

      “Your diary?” He turns to face me. “I never knew you kept one.”

      He is curious now. I’ve presented him with a puzzle. Perhaps it will help.

      “I’ve kept one almost the whole of my life.” My gaze drops into my lap. “Save for the time I was married to your father.” A marriage that lasted not even two years.

      Would he ask why I didn’t write during those years? I hope not. The answer is a tangle of love and despair.

      No, it is better I tell him. Tell him all of it. No matter how it will test me. How it may hurt. I will tell him the truth. I will pray he loves me still.

      “There is the story of your uncle, of Vincent van Gogh, the story that the world has taken as truth.”

      Willem has always worshipped the uncle—the man he was named for—that he knows only from my memories. The ones I’ve shown him.

      “They say he went mad because of a certain kind of disease.” I try not to blush. I lose the battle. “It is not what caused his madness. They say he cut off his ear for a prostitute. He did not cut it off for her. It may be that he did not cut it off himself.

      “And they say he killed himself.” I bang my moist hand on the fabric between us. “He … did … not.”

      Willem gasps, flinches. I feel the cushion below me flutter with his jerky movements.

      “But how can … why have you not—” He tries to interject.

      I pay attention to none of it. I can’t. For once begun, this spewing of truth cannot be stopped. I can only hope he will be my son—that I will live in the same place in his heart—when the telling is done. I am, at last, ready.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Anna Carbentus Van Gogh

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        1853-1864

        Groot Zundert, The Netherlands

      

      

      1

      She held the squalling baby in her arms, one not of this world for more than seconds. Her grasp on him obligatory, loose and low. Its feel like that of the March wind.

      “A fine, healthy baby you have there, missus.” The plump midwife wiped her hands of the blood and viscous fluid upon a rag. “What will you be calling him?”

      Anna looked down at her second-born son wiggling in her arms. The fuzz upon his head the red clay color of the Carbentus family, her family. She gained no pleasure from it. Disappointment chilled her heart; she wished he resembled his father as their first child had.

      “Vincent. It is Vincent.”

      “But—”

      “Anna, are you sure?” Her husband Dorus stood in the doorway, his first glimpse of wife and son in his eyes. The white collar of his profession encircling his throat. “Is it wise, for you, for our son? This one lives. Should it bear the name of the one that did not?”

      “It is Vincent,” Anna said. That and no more.

      Months later, the parsonage house echoed a repetitive refrain.

      “Missus, the babe needs you.”

      “I am needed elsewhere at the moment.”

      

      2

      The first Vincent had only been in the ground three months when Anna asked for the resumption of marital relations. She did not ask for the pleasure of it. She rarely thought of the pleasure. It was her duty. Duty, one of the commandments inculcated into her as a child. One not forgotten.

      Dorus had thought it too soon. He’d agreed with the doctor. The midwife. She’d heard them talking but dismissed their words.

      She had been lost for a time after she had lost him—days lost in her chair by the window, rarely moving, hardly eating. The maid would place a full plate before her; Anna would send it away, equally as full. She floundered beneath a dark, churning current. Unsure herself if she could rise above it.

      Yet Anna never spoke of her pain. The depth of it. Her melancholia, a family trait. One that dared to tremble her stiff upper lip. She could not—should not—speak of it. It was what she had been taught. It was what she would teach; the choking, proper silence that had been engrained in her since birth. She trapped it all within, prodigiously learning the ways of the Carbentus family. But oh, how it churned in her gut, her mind. Her tempest confined, no matter the pain, just as she had been taught.

      No one ever taught her how to cope with the death of a child.

      In the three months after the birth and death of the first Vincent, Anna paid little attention to visitors. Made few visits. She often sat at the piano for hours, playing the same gloomy tune. Again, and again.

      Dorus, a reverend three years her senior, knew. She could see his knowledge of her in his eyes. He knew her want was not of him but what he could give her. Anna thought of another child not only as a panacea to her pain but as a replacement for what she had lost.

      If only it had worked.

      After the second Vincent’s birth, she stood in the shadows still. Lived in them. And they in her. Much like the parsonage itself.

      With buildings two stories taller than the parsonage flanking it, the sun, the light, no matter how bright, struggled to find its way in. One long single hallway lay beyond the front door. In a contiguous line, unbroken by any window, it bound the formal front room to the single dark back room where the family lived, then carried on to the small kitchen at the end. Just beyond lay the washroom and barn. In the barn, the only loo.

      Anna would often stand at one end of the hallway, searching its long, dark depths. At times, she thought if she began walking down the gloomy path, it would just continue, on and on, with no end in sight. She’d be lost forever. Anna carried a candle when she traipsed down it, day or night. Just in case.

      After Vincent, the children kept coming. Three boys and three girls would be born in twelve years. A strange precision of births. All six born between mid-March and mid-May.

      Anna loved all her children. What mother did not? She did not love them all the same. She did not deny it nor apologize for it. She mothered them all, each in their own way, nonetheless.
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        * * *

      

      “Vincent,” Anna called to her young son from the shadows of the open front door. Nicely for others could hear. She hid her plain face and fading red hair in the darkness of the threshold. She hid her darkness.

      He was there again, in the street in front of the parsonage, playing with the children of merchants, of peasants. The same dirt and dust that covered them shrouded him.

      “How many times have I said that you are not allowed to play with the street children?” Inside the parsonage, with the door closed, she spoke as she pleased. She snapped out the words through curled lips. “Do you refuse to listen, or do you not understand?”

      Five-year-old Vincent stared up at his mother. Did she see fear or anger in his hardened eyes? He said not a word; gave her no clue.

      “You will ruin the family name associating with those dirty urchins.”

      Their good name; a cross high up on a main wall.

      Vincent remained mute. Silence was an argument in itself.

      “If we could do whatever we wanted,” she warned him as she warned all her children, “unharmed, unseen, untroubled … wouldn’t we stray further and further from the right path?”

      The child gave her not a word to whip him with.

      “To the kitchen, Vincent,” she instructed. The words hissed out between her teeth. “You will scrub the floor. With your hands. On your knees.”

      Vincent went without complaint. If only he had complained.

      Anna watched as he silently walked away from her to do as she bid.

      In her mind, she screamed at him, screams whose truth she denied. Talk back at me, I dare you. As I long for you to do. Light the fuse of my ire; allow it to burn openly before it consumes me.
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        * * *

      

      In the wintertime, Anna tutored her children. The rudiments during the day, family history while gathered around the stove after dinner. And reading, books upon books; Dickens a favorite and not just at Christmas time.

      No matter the season, Anna preached to her children as her husband did his congregation.

      “Duty above all other things.” So fine did Anna try to cling to these words, she embroidered them for when they—and she—needed reminding.

      In the housebound winter months, duty came in the form of making gifts. Embroidery and knitting for the girls. Woodworking and pottery for the boys. Every one of them learned to draw. Some better than others.

      During fair months, they all worked in the garden. Long and narrow like the parsonage itself, the garden lay behind the barn, hemmed in by beech hedges. Dorus cared for the trees and the grape and ivy vines. Anna tended the flowers. Each child tended to their own small plot. Vincent chose a swath of land far from the others. Her youngest, Wil, planted nearly on top of Anna’s own. How anything grew in that child’s stultifying air, Anna did not know. She could barely breathe in it.

      “Lay your seeds even and straight,” Anna instructed them repeatedly. “It is how we learn the normal life more and more … make your paths even and straight.”

      Most days, weather allowing, they walked. One hour precisely in the middle of the day. Dorus in his top hat, Anna on his arm. The children and their governess, the ducklings that followed. From the dusty streets to the fields. It was their right, as she believed it. Working people never had the luxury of a mid-day walk.

      “He is lagging behind. Again,” Anna often hissed in her husband’s ear.

      “Come along, Vincent,” Dorus would call out dutifully to his eldest son.

      Vincent would shuffle his way up to them. The family portrait they formed was perfect in Anna’s eyes once more. Anna was an artist. Their lives were her canvas. She painted perfection upon their days. A thin coat was all she could manage. She painted the parsonage with color; the colors all faded to grey in the emotionless household.

      What didn’t fit perfectly was a sliver of wood just under the skin. She plucked and poked at it with her sharpest needle. She tried to remold it—him—in her image of perfection. A constant, frustrating attempt.

      She instructed them daily. She rarely, if ever, touched them. Anna lived by her own commandments of pleasantness and duty.
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        * * *

      

      The rushing March wind carried the promise of spring. Anna could not feel its caress.

      She sat at the piano, and though the morning rain had passed, she played its ponderous song again and again. Anna played so long, she did not realize the children were returning till she glimpsed them through the window at her side, till she heard flits of giggles.

      Some of them skipped. Some roiled toward home. Lastly, came Vincent. Head hung between his shoulders, where it seemed to live. Shuffling at his lethargic pace.

      From her window she watched him stop as she had so often. Stop at the grave of her first Vincent. He stared at the headstone, face puckered.

      He could not grieve whom he had not known. He could not morn as she did. Yet pain lay slathered on his face. Where did it come from? But truly, did she care?

      

      3

      Another March brought that day upon them again. A sparkling, early spring day. Vincent turned eleven.

      They had taken their daily constitutional, heading home through the back wheat fields. Dorus was not among them. He often traveled to those in the distant reaches of his parish. It was a sick parishioner, a dying one; that and only that would take him away on this of all days.

      “Can we walk by the garden, Ma?” The second Vincent’s voice dared intrude on the darkness she reveled in. He asked it of her every year on his birthday. On their birthday. It was the birthday of two Vincents and the anniversary of one’s passing. Both could be honored. Should be.

      There were two routes to the backdoor of the parsonage. One led through the garden. The other through the cemetery.

      Anna’s feet kept their rhythm and direction.

      They stopped at the gravestone.

      “Pray,” she commanded her children.

      All did save the living Vincent. He did not clasp his hands. He did not close his eyes. He stared at the stone. He never prayed at the gravestone that carried his name, his birthdate.

      “The world is a place where disappointments will never cease. It is full of troubles and worry. Learn to endure,” Anna preached to him … commanded.

      “Learn to endure,” Lies, the middle girl, mimicked her mother, muttering as she often did.

      Vincent did not clasp his hands. He did not close his eyes.

      “Until you pray, Vincent, we will not leave.”

      His brother, Theo, sidled closer, bucked shoulders with him.

      Anna ticked her tongue at Theo. His was such a kind, sweet soul. But she would not allow any child to overrule her.

      “You will pray, Vincent.” It was not a command now. It was fact.

      Vincent closed his eyes. His arms hung by his side. It was all he ever gave her on this day. Strangely, no tantrum came, as it did so often from this Vincent.

      “Come, children. We must celebrate Vincent’s birthday.”

      But which Vincent she meant, none could fathom.

      

      4

      “I worry about Vincent,” Dorus said one night when they were alone. With six children, they weren’t alone often. Only when they put their heads upon their bed pillows or woke upon them.

      “Why?” asked Anna. A single, ambiguous word. Its ring, annoyance. She had just lain the weight of her body and her burdens upon the ticking. She reveled in the relief. Must it be further delayed?

      “He does not play with his brothers and sisters as he used to.”

      “Doesn’t he?” Anna knew her husband’s tone. The notes of serious concern in it. A tone she rarely disregarded. But it was of Vincent, and she was so very tired. Anna allowed her eyes to close. She tried to keep her ears open.

      “They were all playing jump-the-ditch in the garden this afternoon, but not Vincent,” Dorus explained. That tone tightened.

      “Was he there?”

      More and more of late, Vincent liked to wander in the wheat fields. As she thought of it, even in the haze of half-sleep, she remembered Vincent used to bring Theo with him. He rarely did anymore. She said nothing of that to her husband.

      “He was. Vincent was there. Sitting under the arbor. Reading and scribbling while they jumped and laughed.”

      The bed sagged and joggled her as Dorus lay beside her. Anna hoped it portended the end of the conversation.

      But Dorus continued. “It is unhealthy for him to be so separate from them. So removed. Unhealthy for him and them.”

      “You are surprised by this?”

      The child had been a challenge since birth. Always needing. His were not the only prickling needs, but the sharpest. Anna had stopped saying so to Dorus. He was just a babe, he would say. All babes need differently, he would say.

      Dorus continued. “Of course, I am. Especially his detachment from Theo. They have been so close. The lad is hurt by it.”

      His words dispersed the thickening fog of her sleep. Anna could not—would not—allow Theo to be hurt.

      Where Vincent was shy, Theo brimmed with cheer. Where Vincent rebelled, Theo conformed.

      “I remember watching Vincent with Th-Theo.” Tugging sleep slurred Dorus’ words. “Watched him teach Theo how to build sandcastles and shoot marbles.” Dorus yawned. Sleep tempted away his worry. He did not relinquish it easily. “No more. I … I see that no more.”

      “Sleep now, Pa,” Anna, nearly there, encouraged. “I will see to it.”

      With the assurance, Dorus gave in to slumber.

      With her husband’s slumber, Anna sighed into her own.

      Her last thought before it took her was, I will see to it. I will see to Theo.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Anna had only to wait for a few days to pass to see to it. To study the interplay of her two oldest sons.

      As she and some of the children worked in the garden, as others played in it, Vincent stepped through the back door. Anna waited. He didn’t join in the garden-tending. He didn’t join in the games. He made for the path that led out of the garden and into the fields.

      Theo, squatting beside her to drop seeds into the rows she made, saw Vincent too. Watched him, then jumped up and chased after him.

      At the edge between there and nowhere, Theo’s call stopped Vincent.

      “May I come too?” Anna heard one call to the other.

      Theo ran until he caught up, shorter legs scissoring. They were too close to yell; they spoke too softly for Anna to hear. She watched them, red and blonde hair aglow in the summer sun. Expressions of desire and denial on their faces.

      Theo kicked at rocks and dirt and anything in front of him as he returned to his mother’s side. Anna said nothing, as if she had seen nothing, as Theo took to his knees beside her, picking up his packet of seeds.

      Birds cawed as they chased each other about. Their chirps like the giggles of the other children playing in the garden. Cicadas buzzed in the glory of the heat.

      Where Theo once placed each seed with delicate precision, he now threw them. Tossed them away into the dirt without care or concern.

      “You must find peace and joy within yourself,” Anna finally spoke to Theo. The words on her tongue tasted sweet. “We cannot look for it in others.”

      Theo looked up to her face, then to the path upon which Vincent had wandered away.

      “But don’t you think we should please others? Be pleasing to them?” The pale eyes that pierced from his brother’s face, glowed from Theo’s. “We must please others. We must,” he chanted.

      Even Anna’s stone core crumbled a bit at the onslaught of his words. The sadness in them and on his face.

      “Dearest Theo,” she wiped a spot of dirt from the apple of his cheek, “We cannot always please others. No matter how hard we try. But know this, you are a spring flower to us. Even in the depths of winter.”

      The boy glowed once more. He reached into the open rows of dirt and gently spaced the thrown seeds into their proper place.

      Vincent returned to the parsonage just as the family readied to sit down to dinner.

      Anna watched. Anna waited.

      They all sat. Grace was said. They passed the food around. Their discussions had not yet begun. The moment was ripe.

      “My angelic Theo helped me so much to prepare this fine repast,” Anna declared. “I did not even need to ask.”

      Dorus grunted, smiling as he chewed a mouthful. “Our pride and joy. That you are, my boy,” he said.

      Vincent ate quickly and left the table.
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        * * *

      

      “It is just you and I today, Vincent.” Anna took up her sketchbook and box of pens and pencils. A tick of her chin demanded that her son do the same.

      “Really, Ma?”

      She could have easily heard the exuberance in her son’s voice. She did not.

      “Yes, your brothers and sisters are visiting their friends.” Was an eleven-year-old too young to hear notes of impatience? All her children had friends among those families she deemed worthy, only the well-to-do. All save Vincent. She never bothered to question why. On this day, she knew only that she was glad for it. She needed him alone to tell of the fate that awaited him.

      They walked to the fields in silence. Vincent’s legs scissoring to keep up with his mother’s plunging stride. He was long-legged and deep-dimpled. His red curls sprang thick from his large head. The dimples rarely showed. They needed the invitation of a smile. Few ever came. He could have tried to smile more, to her mind.

      They settled on the back of the abandoned wagon in the abandoned field where wildflowers and spindly trees lived. As the sun moved higher in the sky, the shadows diminished upon their pages. Bird song shouted in their silence.

      “Rise up,” Anna instructed her son. A moment of curiosity. Vincent sketched hunched over his pad as if postulating himself.

      Vincent did as he was told. Anna looked upon his work. Silence came again. This one a different sort.

      “You have rendered those flowers well,” Anna commended, if flatly. “Try smudging the edges with your finger. It will give them a softer aspect.”

      Praise and expectation were a marriage in this van Gogh family.

      If he smiled, she didn’t see it. She did see him do exactly as she instructed.

      Silence companioned them once more.

      “I like doing this, Ma.” He lifted his head. He did not do so often.

      “Sketching?” Anna kept her gaze on her own pad. She missed the adoring gaze gifted her. Would she have seen its truth even if she had?

      “Yes … just the two of us.”

      The scratching on her pad ceased. She heard his quickened breathing in its place. She closed her sketchbook with a snap.

      “Come. I must begin preparing supper.”

      Vincent’s head dropped once more, but his eyes found the sun, still high in the sky.

      She did not tell him that which she came to tell him.

      Nor would they ever sketch alone together again.

      

      5

      “Your Uncle Cent and Aunt Cornelia have arrived, children,” Anna called to them as a military leader called his troops to attention. For this visit, as for all visitors, Anna donned a lighter cloak, one that somehow hid the darkness.

      Dorus’s brother Cent, another Vincent and an art dealer, and Anna’s younger sister visited less often than other relatives. His flourishing business and their distant home made more frequent visits difficult. The infrequency suited Anna well; she need not see their fancier clothes, their grander carriage.

      Cent, older than Dorus by two years, appeared younger by ten. He wore his tightly fitted waistcoat with youthful flair. Custom made, most certainly.

      Ten years younger, no childbearing to batter her body, Anna thought she and Cornelia appeared more like mother and daughter than sisters. But oh, that ridiculous contraption, that bustle she wore.

      “Children,” Anna called once more. She rushed about, serving cookies and tea, discussing the royal family and all their doings as she and her sisters enjoyed doing.

      They came and quickly. Anna flaunted her children before the childless couple. Cornelia may have beaten Anna to the alter, yet she failed miserably at producing children. They came, all save Vincent.

      “Ah, here they are,” Cent sparkled as his nieces and nephews filed into the room, the front parlor where religious detritus had been abandoned, replaced by their best candlesticks sitting upon doilies.

      “Oom Cent!” Theo was the first to cry out, the first to hurl himself into his uncle’s waiting arms.

      Aunt and Uncle hugged each child in turn. Wil climbed upon her aunt’s lap, her claws of demanding attachment digging deeply. Lies lined her siblings in a row, her need for control in control. Anna’s lips flattened and pinched.

      “How much you have all grown. But where is Vincent?” Cornelia asked. Of course, she would.

      Stories of the boy flitted through the families on the wings of letters. Obstinate, unruly, troublesome, and contrary. These were the words that filled the missives about the second Vincent. Perhaps Grandmother van Gogh, may God be with her, had done right when she’d boxed his ears, sending him away with the two-handed smack after an insufferable outburst of his temper.

      “I am here.”

      Vincent stood in the doorway of the formal front room. He dared not enter it. His clothes confessed where he had been. A cloud of dirt covered his shoes and pants. Grass and wheat fragments fluffed his shirt. He appeared to pout, but it was simply the natural protrusion of his lower lip and lumpish chin.

      Cornelia rose and went to him, equalizing her greeting with another embrace, even as she balanced the two-year-old Willemina on her hip. Anna watched as Vincent leaned into it. The embrace. The uniqueness of it.

      “Please remove yourself and those clothes,” she instructed.

      Vincent turned, a backward glance toward his uncle, climbing the stairs to his attic room, one he shared with the servants.

      Uncle and aunt chatted with the remaining children while they awaited Vincent’s return, delighting in the little people’s jolly tales of play, their recitations from literature, and the special drawings presented as gifts. Vincent had still not returned.

      “Children, will you go see to your brother?” Anna tasked them. “Take him to table where you will await us.”

      Not one of them argued or dithered, though Anna could see, on more than one face, the wish to stay in these relatives’ company. Lies trotted gleefully off to assert her dominance.

      “We will all have a merry dinner together,” Anna appeased them. The words came from the cloak of lightness she donned for her company, not her children.

      “They flourish,” Cent praised Anna. Not a family member on either side did not know of her obsessive dedication to motherhood. “All possess a fine mind and spirit.”

      “Thank you, Cent. They give us no remorse,” Anna acknowledged. “For the most part.” A mutter—those last four words—from out of her gloom.

      “Vincent?” Cent spoke the name and the question with the single word.

      Anna answered through her teeth. “We punish him often and far more severely than any of the others. To no avail.”

      “It’s as if he purposely chooses the ways that lead to difficulties.” The admission did not come easily from the quiet Dorus. “It is a vexation to our souls.”

      “Perhaps I shall have a word or two with him while we are here,” Cent offered.

      “It would be most welcomed,” Dorus responded before his wife could dismiss the offer. No one raised her children—saw to their growth as human beings—other than she.

      “Would you like to see the improvements we’ve made to the garden?” Anna slithered away from the topic of her son.

      “That would be lovely, sister,” Cornelia rose with Anna, the men following. “It is a day to be out of doors. Perhaps we should all roll in the grass as Vincent has done?” She chuckled, as did the two men.

      Anna stomped silently as she led them out to the gardens.
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        * * *

      

      Dinner was a pleasant affair. Anna watched over her children’s table manners; a hawk hovering in the air, prepared to swoop down at the least misstep. Not a swoop was necessary. Not even toward Vincent. She wished he conversed more, smiled more. He squandered his smiles, gave almost all of them to his Uncle Cent.

      They stayed at table long after the maid had cleared it. A custom Anna preferred. The conversation was a pendulum; at one peak, the tribulations of the men’s professions, family dramas and illnesses, and the politics of the day. At the opposing peak, Uncle Cent made the children squeal with tales of his travels, far and wide, of outlandish barons of commerce and their equally outlandish behavior. Dorus countered with unnamed but mischievous parishioners. It was the best he could do.

      Anna disapproved of the latter. Her husband would learn of it, and clearly, in their bed that night.

      “But where has Vincent got to?” Uncle Cent asked amid a moment of laughter. He had not heard Vincent’s.

      Every gaze turned to see the boy’s chair empty. How and when it became such, none could say.

      Anna rose. “Excuse—”

      “I will see to the boy.” Cent bounded to his feet. He made for the front stairs.

      “More coffee, Cornelia, Dorus?” Anna stood over the table, her own cup in her hands. Since the Dutch government had mandated a quota for coffee bean growth, it had become the most popular beverage in the land. The land prospered. No one questioned its effects on the people.

      “I would.” Cornelia held out her cup. As did Dorus.

      “Anna, let the maid—”

      “I have it in hand, Dorus.”

      As if that had ever been questioned.

      In the small kitchen, cramped a bit, as the two cooks and the maid waited should they be required, Anna placed the empty cups on the stove.

      “Fill them,” she instructed one or the other, “but do not bring them to table. Keep them by the stove. Keep them warm.”

      She did not stay to see if her instructions were followed. There was no need.

      Instead, Anna crept up the slim and narrow back servant stairs. She made her way to the attic in almost complete silence. Their voices grew louder as she climbed. She tiptoed—a thief in the night, stealing words she had no right to.

      “Why did you leave, Vincent?” Cent asked his nephew.

      No answer came. Anna envisioned a shrug.

      “I, for one, missed you,” Vincent’s uncle continued.

      “You … for one,” came the brooding reply.

      “You look more and more like your mother and her family.”

      “I rather wished I looked like you. And Father, of course.”

      “Yes. Of course.”

      Wood creaked. One of them moved. Anna backed down a step. Just one.

      “How old are you now, Vincent, sixteen?”

      Did she hear a soft chuckle?

      “I am eleven, Uncle,” Vincent responded.

      “And what do eleven-year-old boys like to do?”

      Were there whispers in the silence that Anna peered into or a searching?

      “I don’t know many other eleven-year-old boys, but—”

      “What of friends?”

      Another pause. Another shrug, no doubt, thought Anna. She wished her son had answered. She hated mysteries.

      “But of late, I have found so much in nature to enjoy.”

      “All boys love playing outdoors. It is good for them.” Anna could hear the smile in Cent’s voice.

      “Oh, I don’t play, Uncle, I look and watch.”

      “Watch? Watch what?”

      “Life. The life of nature. I follow the larks to their nest. I am ever so quiet; they never know I am there. I sit and watch as the mother lark tends to her children. She is ever so kind to them.”

      How Anna longed to rush into the room and shush him. How she wished Vincent would tell his uncle how Theo used to accompany him. How she wished he would tell why Theo no longer did.

      “And the water bugs.”

      The boy speaking sounded so enthused. Was it still Vincent?

      “Water bugs?” Cent’s voice squeaked to the peak of the attic room.

      “Do not laugh, Uncle. They are quite fascinating. They move in the strangest sort of motion. I can watch them for hours.”

      Cent laughed aloud. A proud laugh.

      “Yours is a curious mind, Vincent. Curious and wide. Perhaps someday you will come and work for me. I would always welcome such a mind.”

      “Truly, Uncle?” Her son’s voice cracked, caught in the in-between of boy and man, raised by excitement.

      “Truly.”

      “I would like that very much.”

      Anna backed her way down the stairs, slowly and silently.
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        * * *

      

      Cent kissed her cheeks last before entering his gilded carriage drawn up in front of the parsonage.

      “Thank you for your lovely hospitality, Anna, as ever.”

      “You are most welcome. It has been a pleasant visit.”

      “Indeed. I only wish I could have said goodbye to Vincent.”

      Anna croaked, an indistinguishable mumble. Her eldest had not joined the entire family, servants too, to bid farewell to their guests. Once again, he defied her. Once more, he would be punished for it.

      “Perhaps you still can. Look up,” Anna pointed. A mother’s instinct.

      Cent’s eyes followed and there he found him. Behind the top window of the parsonage, in the shadow of the roof’s peak, Vincent sat, high forehead flat against the glass.

      He sat there too often, staring out at a teeming market square. A dirty, disorderly place. Taverns spewed out stumbling young men. Fallen women danced and flaunted their wares. Vincent watched all kinds of life. Those in nature. Mundane and ordinary lives. Greedy, dirty lives.

      She would have kept him from seeing it. She would have, in the end, kept him from living it. Anna turned her gaze from him there under the shadows.

      Cent raised his hand to the boy. Only when his mother turned her gaze away did the boy raise his own.

      

      6

      Anna enjoyed having visitors. She enjoyed their leave-taking more. For with it returned the precision of days. With the creep of an early fall chill, with the shortening of days, a new precision was about to become the norm. School would soon begin.

      The public school sat just across the market square from the parsonage. All the van Gogh children attended after the age of seven. Anna did not approve of the education they offered for children younger than that. She saw to that herself.

      This year, Theo would join his sister Anna, where she had been for two years with Vincent. Where she had thrived for two years. Where Vincent had not.

      Vincent’s schooling brought them only shame. Noisy, unruly, defiant. These were the reports from Jan Dirks, the schoolmaster with a predilection for boxing the ears of those he deemed deserving. He reported Vincent as perpetually deserving. Though he reported every one of Vincent’s truant days—the many of them—he never seemed disappointed by them.

      There would be no such reports on Vincent again this year. At least, not from the likes of Dirks.
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        * * *

      

      It rained that morning in October. It would not deter their journey.

      Anna had packed Vincent’s belongings herself, without explanation to maid or son. Dorus had told him a surprise awaited. Vincent, like his mother, held little affection for surprises.

      A single valise packed, they packed their angry son into their yellow carriage and set off. For once, Anna was grateful for her son’s morose ways. His silent, seething anger. Vincent spoke not a word to his parents. Would he come to regret it? He asked them no questions. His silence saved her from the misery she might have endured had he known where he was bound.

      They traveled north to the town of Zevenbergen. As the journey neared its little more than two-hour end, Vincent seemed to return to this world, this life. Gazing at the mansions that lined the street. Anna could see his confusion when they pulled up to the largest one. She could see it was a happy sort of confusion. It couldn’t be helped. The disappointment that would soon come.

      “The Provily School,” Vincent read the sign through the rain-splotched window when it came into view. He turned with the eyes of an owl to his parents. “I am to go to school … here? So far from home?”

      “It’s a special school, Vincent,” Dorus murmured without looking at his son. “Yours is a special mind. Capable of so much. The Provily School is just the place for boys like you.”

      “It is a boarding school …”

      Was that a statement or a question? Anna couldn’t tell. It mattered little. His packed bag spoke the truth of it. The darkening of his gaze spoke of Vincent’s dawning understanding. He would not be returning home with them.

      Anna had taught her children many things. How to exist outside the confines of family had not been one of them.

      The carriage entered the circular drive. It stopped at the bottom of the steps. Anna and Dorus unpacked their son’s case. They unpacked their son. They placed both at the bottom of the stairs.

      “Do your best, Vincent.” Dorus patted his head. “Learn well.”

      “Do what you are told,” was all Anna said.

      Like a delivered parcel, he stood on the steps. A single valise at his feet. The rain plastered his hair to his head and streamed down his face. It was the rain, that and no more, Anna was certain of it.

      He watched as they got back in the carriage. She could feel his demanding, pleading gaze on her. She swiped it off as she did the water falling on her shoulders.

      They drove away. Anna did not turn back for a last look of her eldest son. Not once.
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      My son’s eyes bulge at me once more. Confusion and disappointment have darkened them. I can only imagine what it must feel like to hear such harsh words about one’s own family—one’s grandmother—from one’s mother. Have I caused a crack already?

      “I always knew Oma Anna was not the most …” Willem struggles out of kindness. “Emotionally demonstrative person. But I never knew her true feelings about Oom Vincent. Though I did wonder …”

      Once more, he falters. This time I do not understand why.

      “You wonder …?” I encourage him ever so softly. I know his struggle for I am living it.

      Willem turns his face, one bursting with the handsomeness of early adulthood, to me. “Just before Oma died, I remember asking her why none of Uncle’s paintings hung on her walls.”

      “And?” I prod again. He needs it. I feel at fault for his dazed sadness. I must help him find his way through it.

      “She told me she didn’t like them.” Willem flops back on the settee, an incredulous chuckle rumbling in his broad chest. “She told me she threw most of them away. Did she?”

      The question is like a well-aimed arrow. I do not try to dodge it.

      “She did,” I tell him.

      For a moment, we mourn their loss together.

      “Did she really leave him … like that?” Willem’s voice cracks on the question. Better there than on me. He has no children of his own, yet. I long for the day he does, to hold them in my arms. I hope all I say this day does not separate me from them.

      Yet even without children of his own, my son echoes his empathy, the pain he feels for the uncle-child he didn’t know.

      “She did. No wave back. No look back. Who would not feel abandoned, I ask you?” My frustration interjects itself. The pain I feel on Vincent’s behalf.

      I shrug it off. Willem thinks I’m cold and tightens the paisley shawl that covers my shoulders.

      I strive to bring him back to all that is yet to say. I pray I can make him understand. “An abandoned child makes for an ever-abandoned adult. Yes, we grow. And as we do, we slowly snip at the ties that keep us upright till we can stand on our own.

      “Vincent’s ties were hacked. Legs not yet strong enough to carry him. Such a wound, such a sear, stays. Scars. And with it, the weakness.

      “Without ties, we are sentenced to wander, forever searching for each ragged edge to mend.”

      “My father was one of those edges, wasn’t he?” Willem asks.

      I smile. His understanding makes it easy. “He was.” I clasp my son’s hand. “It took years, years away from the parsonage, years spreading their wings in different directions, before the brothers bonded once again. Before the wedge of comparison—one hammered between them throughout their childhood—slipped away. Before they bridged the chasm between them. When it did, when the brothers rebuilt it, they constructed it of the hardest, sturdiest steel. And though it swayed now again throughout their lives, it never came tumbling down.”

      This brings Willem great happiness; I see his eyes brighten with it. I hope he will remember.

      “Your father and your uncle wrote to each other, letters upon letters that fill my house, that I took upon myself to read … every one of them. I’ve read them, compiled them, organized them, translated them. Perhaps I’ve done so to honor Vincent and my dear husband. Perhaps to forget my grief … and my guilt.”

      “Your—”

      “No matter,” I cannot let him in, not there, not yet. “They will serve us well, you and me. Their words laid bare all their truths. Too many truths. Including those of their parents. I give you only words they gave to each other.”

      “You tell me only what you have read in these?” Willem’s hand sweeps the room and the towers of letters. He seems as flabbergasted by this as anything he has heard. So far.

      “I do. I am,” I’m insistent. “You will know, I will make sure you know, when my statements are my opinions. The rest—all of it—comes from these letters.”

      My eyes flick to my desk, the other sources. He will learn of them in time. I carry on. “Vincent’s temper shortened ever more at the betrayal of that abandonment. He was the fiery red-headed child with the country accent and a perpetual frown. He later commended to paper that never had he felt such isolation. Until the asylum.

      “Years later he compared himself to Christ, abandoned in the Garden of Gethsemane, begging for his father to deliver him from the place.

      “So in need was he, that his father was called to the school within weeks. Though Dorus consoled, he left Vincent where he was until Christmas. It was a short visit home until they whisked him back.”

      I speak brusquely, harshly. My anger is ruling me in this moment. Once more, I pray Willem will not later slap me with it.

      “For two years, Vincent drowned them with letters rife with homesickness. For two years, the school’s founder, Jan Provily, sent a hailstorm of letters complaining of Vincent’s behavior … his isolation, disruption, his constant homesickness. Dorus visited from time to time. Anna never did. Vincent returned home for holidays and other special occasions, only to be returned, protesting every time.

      “The school was too close to his home, the school informed them, too easy for Vincent to imagine his return. He needed to be farther away.”

      I close my eyes. I imagine the darling son sitting beside me enduring such pain. I close my eyes to the tears that rise.

      “They heeded the advice. They moved Vincent to the Tilburg School, a building that was once a royal palace, donated by the king. To Vincent, it looked more like a prison than a palace. A building now four hours away, twice as far as the Provily School. Vincent often traveled by train to visit home. His family often forgot to pick him up at the station.”

      “How is that possible?” Willem demands. My anger is seething into him.

      I have no answer save a shrug. Anything else would be conjecture, one born on rage.

      “Vincent withdrew deeper into himself where darkness began to swell. Yet somehow, he thrived in school, hurling all his frenetic energies into his lessons, so many subjects, including art. And though he excelled, though he excelled to the top of his class, after less than two years—and two months before the end of term—Vincent walked out of the Tilburg School, never to return.”

      “Good for him,” my son mutters.

      I do not tell him how Vincent made his way home. How he had walked most of the way. Walked for over seven hours.

      “For the next year and a half, he clung to life at the parsonage, though he kept himself apart, immersed in his reading and his walks. For the next year and a half, he refused to talk about his future, to choose a direction. For the next year and a half, his mother harangued him to do something—anything—with his life.

      “At last, in July of 1869, having just turned sixteen years old, Vincent could stand it no longer. His father accompanied him on the train to The Hague. His father registered Vincent as an office clerk at Goupil & Cie in The Hague, an art dealership his Uncle Cent first conducted business with, then became part owner of with a friend, one Hermanus Tersteeg, a man who was to flit in and out of Vincent’s short life.”

      “How cruel of them,” Willem interjects, “to send a child of sixteen out into the world to work.”

      His words put me in the strange position of defending them.

      “But it was done, you see, back then. That was not where her cruelty came from. You see that now, do you not?”

      Willem nods, barely. He is still weighing it all. There is still so much left for him to weigh.

      “Nor was such a fate only Vincent’s. At only fifteen, my dear Theo was sent to work as well, at another branch of Goupil's, this one in Brussels. Why, you may ask, did they send your father away so soon, the son they called their ‘pride and joy’? For the money he could earn, money to save Vincent.”

      Now, Willem balks. His face crinkles with skepticism. “To save the son they thought so little of? Surely not.”

      “It is true. Once more, it was a product of their times and a reflection on each family by how they dealt with it. For it was a devastation for any family were a son to draw a low number in the draft. But at that time, in the Netherlands, a family could pay for another man to take their son’s place. The cost was steep, 625 florins, more than a year’s worth of Dorus’ salary. They sent fifteen-year-old Theo off to work to help pay for it. Thus began a financial interdependence that was to last a lifetime, that could have brought …”

      “Ma?” Willem fears for me. I feel it. I hear it in the simple two-letter word.

      He had called me mother when my tale began, a more grown-up way to refer to me he had learned at university. I loved hearing Ma.

      Yet I can speak no more of that. Of the money. Not yet. I will have to face the truth of it—my truth of it—when the time is appropriate.

      “Vincent’s discovery of art exploded in The Hague, ignited by the work of a fellow Dutchman, Rembrandt, the world’s favorite at the time. And in The Hague, Vincent discovered women. And though his first crush came to nothing—perhaps because it came to nothing—Vincent discovered those other types of women.”

      I pick up and don the wire-rimmed spectacles that help my sixty-three-year-old eyes read better. I pick up the letter to read from it, to hide my face behind it. These words cannot be my own, especially not to my son.

      “He wrote to Theo of them. Vincent wrote, ‘If I cannot get a good woman, I shall take a bad one. I would sooner be with a bad whore than be alone’.”

      Willem tries to hide a small grin. In it, I see both the amusement of a young man and the despair of a nephew for his uncle.

      “Was this tawdry behavior the cause or was it Vincent’s unrelenting homesickness? It didn’t matter. What mattered was that after nearly three years, Tersteeg and Uncle Cent removed Vincent from The Hague, where such women were plentiful. They transferred him to Goupil in London.”

      I take off my glasses. I cross my hands in my lap. I stare at my son.

      “And in London, Vincent met a young woman named Eugenie.”
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      She was a beautiful girl. Though perhaps not as beautiful as she thought. No matter. She had a man, if he ever came back, and she had someone to flirt with. The strange young man had been besotted with her from the moment he had arrived.

      He had arrived less than three weeks ago. How curious that he should be staying in the same room. She knew his admiration to be true. She could see it in his changeable eyes whenever she walked into the room. A strange bit of fluff, but fluff he was to her. No matter.

      “Eugenie!” Her mother’s annoyance climbed the stairs. “If you please.”

      Eugenie huffed. Her mother only said please for show, for the boarders. She continued her self-perusal in the mirror. She was taller than most women. But that only made her more noticeable. Her hair, redder than his, she wore up but tousled. At nineteen, elegant features sat on an oval face. One that held but a semblance of the child she had been. She was fully a woman. If saying it to herself was not sufficient, the curves of her slender body shouted it. She listened. She believed. She wielded the power that came with that belief.

      “Eug—”

      “Coming, Mother.”

      Eugenie hurried down the stairs, into the communal dining room. An oval table, padded chairs, a sideboard heavy with food. Red draperies matched the padding on the chairs. A fire crackled in its hearth. She flitted into her chair by her mother’s side like a hummingbird upon a flower. Across from her sat their new boarder.

      On this night, as on a few since his arrival, Mijnheer van Gogh, as her mother instructed her to call him, was the only boarder to take his evening meal with them. In the fleeting moments they found themselves alone, she called him Vincent. As he prompted her to do. The other boarders, all men, preferred to sup elsewhere, at gentleman’s clubs or other places her libidinous imagination pictured.

      Her mother had opened their home at 87 Hackford Road to boarders not long after her father’s death. Not so awfully long ago that Eugenie did not remember him. Not so very recently that she did not miss his attention. Together, mother and daughter ran a small day school for boys as well. Male boarders. Boy students.

      Vincent had only been living with Eugenie and her mother, the widow Ursula, for less than a month, and yet his comfort with them resembled a long and intimate relationship. They conversed easily, the three of them, and the man endeavored to help about the house whenever he could. Eugenie found the powerfully built young man, a year—almost two—older than she, oddly attractive.

      Across her plate, she studied him. The oddities of him. The full, sensual mouth above a jutting boulder of a chin. Blue-green eyes forever in the shadow of a cliff brow. Full thick hair above a cathedral dome of a forehead. All this and that, jumbled on one face.

      “How are you finding London, Mijnheer van Gogh? Now that you have been here a bit,” she asked as she bit her bread. Her pink tongue licked the crumbs from her lips. His eyes never left them.

      “I have been here for more than a bit,” at last came his answer. “It is only living in your house that is a bit new to me.”

      “Oh?” This from Mevrouw Loyer. A small woman of little flesh, her bones threatened to poke through it. “Where did you reside before?”

      “A few places, to speak truth.”

      Eugenie giggled. Mother and boarder stared.

      “Forgive me,” she squeaked out between more giggles. “But I do believe our parrots speak better English than you, Mijnheer.”

      “Eugenie!” Mother scolded daughter.

      The man stilled his fork. He sat back in his chair. His large head tilted. The birds chatted. He listened.

      “Perhaps you are correct,” he admitted, leaning forward, smiling into his plate. “I will attempt to improve.”

      Eugenie realized the role of coquette took practice.

      “Do not change for me. I find your accent pleasing.”

      This time he smiled.

      “And why did you move so much?” Mevrouw Loyer brought them back. “We do prefer our boarders to stay, if possible. It is not good to have too many strangers coming and going.”

      “Oh no, Madame. It was only money.” He shook his head. Eugenie thought the room might shake with it. “It was only because of money. Until my recent salary increase, I could not afford the good rooms in good houses. With each raise I received, I moved to better accommodations.”

      “Ah, I see,” the mother said. “And is your room here a ‘good room in a good house’?”

      Eugenie watched his gaze travel across the pretty flowered wallpaper. Onto the flowers upon the table. Over the dainty bric-a-brac that filled other spaces. Over her.

      “It is the best room I ever lived in,” he replied.

      He was not the first man Eugenie had flirted with. Such a statement could be considered mere flattery to appease. She had heard such words before. From Vincent’s lips, they came sincerely but with a pinch of sadness.

      “It is a room without sloping beams,” he continued, though neither woman prompted. “It is without peeling blue wallpaper and unmatching green border.”

      “If you have lived in such a room, I am sorry,” Mevr. Loyer spoke for the superiority of her home. Her gaze upon the man spoke something different.

      “As am I,” Eugenie sympathized. Such a room sounded ghastly.

      “No need. No need,” Vincent assured them with a smile. It disappeared. “I do not think it was the rooms themselves that displeased.” He tacked against the wind. “It is so pleasant here, you almost forget you are in London. The view here is the loveliest.” He tacked back.

      Did he speak of her? Eugenie believed he did. The view from half the house looked out upon their well-tended, thickly treed neighborhood. The other half on their well-tended garden. Neither could compete with her beauty.

      It did him no harm. To look. To enjoy. It did her good to let him. Surely, he took her no more seriously than she did him. Surely, he knew about her man, the one who had stayed in the same room as Vincent did now. Mother would have told him. If she hadn’t … well, silliness can live in ignorance too.

      After dinner, all three retired to the parlor with its leather Chesterfield sofa, matching chair, and lace curtains. They sat in the masculine, feminine room. Mother Ursula in her rocker.

      “Do you know, Mijnheer, that one of the best ways to improve your speech is to read aloud?” Eugenie picked up her embroidery. She stitched not a stitch.

      “It is true. I was told the same in school when learning German and French, as well as English,” Vincent conceded.

      Eugenie bounded up. Searched the corner bookshelves. Returning with an “a-ha” and plopping herself beside him on the sofa.

      Eyes bulged at her. At her so close. Then to her mother. Ursula did not look up from her embroidery. She stitched many a stitch.

      “I will be right here.” Eugenie’s arm brushed his like a spring breeze. “Should you need any assistance.”

      She handed him the book. It was one by Dickens. His smile became one of many pleasures.

      It did him no harm. Eugenie convinced herself.

      

      2

      Eugenie did not have to rise as early as he did. But sometimes she would hear him leave as she did that morn. Fuzzy grey light was all this day yet offered. Still, she jumped to her window to watch him walk away. A silhouette behind a curtain.

      When he first arrived, he lumbered away. Now, he bounced.

      He had told them he must leave early as he had to walk to the pier on Thames, travel for an hour on a steamboat, then through the jostling crowds to arrive at Goupil’s on time.

      Eugenie returned to her bed. Eyes drooping, sometimes closing. Mind humming. He’d told them he didn’t mind; the pleasant accommodations made the journey worthwhile. Wouldn’t he prefer to live closer to his place of work? Wouldn’t he long to … if not for her? She fell back to sleep. Her man’s letters beneath her pillows. Vincent’s visage beneath her lids.
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        * * *

      

      “You write an inordinate number of letters, Vincent.”

      He looked up at her. His eyes more blue than green when captured in the late summer sun.

      “It is true of late,” he admitted. “Of late, I have more that I wish to share with my family.”

      Vincent rose from the wicker chair in the very English front garden of the Gothic house. It was Sunday. He had no work to rush to.

      Eugenie sat in the one beside it. “And what do you write to them?”

      Vincent sat back down with a plop. “Well, I … um …”

      “Oh, I did not mean to pry.” Eugenie hid her lips behind a fluttering hand.

      He stilled it with his own. “You did not. You have not.” Vincent pulled his hand away. “I write to them of many things. Now.”

      “Now?” she prompted.

      A massive shoulder rose and fell. “When I first came, to London that is, I fear I wrote them mostly of them, of my missing them. I wrote of the cold London I had found.”

      “I thought you said you arrived in June?”

      “I was not writing of the weather.”

      Eugenie sat back. She understood. She let her fingers twirl the lone curl she allowed to rest upon her shoulder. “And of what do you write to them now?”

      “I have written many letters this day.” Vincent sat back and shuffled pages. “In this one, I report to my parents how well I am trying at my work, how I am improving.” Shuffle. “This one was to my sister Anna. She will soon be leaving school.” Shuffle. “And this one I wrote to my brother Theo. I—”

      “He is your favorite.” Eugenie leaned toward him. “I see it in your eyes.”

      He allowed her to look further in.

      “He is not my favorite.” He turned at a bird’s chirp. As if he heard a voice in it. “He is the closest brother in age. He is …”

      Words melted to whispers. He dipped his chin. “Perhaps you are right. Perhaps he is my favorite.”

      Eugenie laughed at his blush. “And what did you write to this favorite brother?”

      “I told him of my adventures boating yesterday. With my work colleagues.” He seemed done until he fairly shouted, “They invited me!”

      “That is why your skin is so red.” It was one explanation. Eugenie thought there was another.

      “And look.” Shuffle. Shuffle. “Here I send him a drawing of this house, your house.”

      Eugenie snatched the paper from his hand. Tilted it toward the light. “Why, Vincent, this is very well done of you. You should show Mother.”

      “Do you think so?” He seemed to brood over the pencil sketch. He seemed to look in the windows. “I will make her another if you think she’d like it.”

      “I do. I most certainly do, Vincent.”

      Later that evening, after supper, Vincent and the three other boarders—Germans to the one—played and sang about the piano for their hosts. Eugenie did not think Vincent sang well. She applauded him loudly.

      

      3

      Fall came. Leaves donned their most colorful cloaks, then fell away. Chill crept into the air.

      Another meal with Ursula, Eugenie, and only Vincent.

      “We may ask you to help with the boxes of decorations before you depart for your holiday home,” Mother Ursula informed him. “One of our boarders usually does.”

      “Is there no one else, no other man who can help you?” Vincent asked. His concern stilled his fork.

      “Well, there is—”

      “Not most years,” Eugenie answered over her mother’s attempt. She reached out, taking the bony elder’s hand. “We do well, we two.”

      Vincent laid down his fork. Sat back in his chair. Regarded them with a single raised brow.

      “We really do, Mijnheer van Gogh,” Ursula assured him. As if she felt she must. She continued to adhere to proper etiquette whenever she addressed him, no matter how close they had become. As she believed she must.

      “I believe you, Madame,” came his reply and with it their surprise. “I believe you are both such brave women. You have weathered hardship and weathered it well.”

      Eugenie had eyes only for her mother. There, in that moment. In their gaze, the past flit.

      Jean-Baptiste Loyer, the husband and father, had fallen ill with consumption when Eugenie could still tell her age with her two hands. He had left France in shame but wished to die there. Only there. With his wife and daughter, he returned. All three in a single-room cabin by the sea. Each night friends carried his weakening body to the shore. He would watch every sunset till his last. And there he died with one in his gaze.

      Ursula leaned forward. She kissed her daughter’s forehead.

      Both heard Vincent gasp.

      “What is it? Are you well?” They each asked, each alarmed.

      Vincent shook his head. He smiled. “I believe I have never heard or dreamed of anything like the love between you.”

      “Oh,” Eugenie chirped. “How very sweet of you.”

      She never would have thought it. Genuine, mannered kindness from such an odd man. He seemed the sort that did not serve it well. Or often. Like he wore his four-in-hand tie on the low collar of his white shirt. His top hat and gloves. A puzzle piece that demanded to fit into the wrong space. But he had proven her wrong yet again.

      Vincent nodded, accepting her compliment. Forks were picked back up. Food eaten.

      “I will help you with your boxes, Mevrouw, and perhaps a bit more.”

      “Whatever do you mean, Mijnheer?”

      Eyes more green than blue bounced between them. “If I would not be an imposition, if it would not disturb you, I was wondering if I should stay in London for Christmas this year?”

      Eugenie stifled this gasp, denying the real reason as she believed it to be. She had to believe she did no harm. “What of your own family?” she asked.

      His shoulders hunched. Almost to where they had been when he had first arrived.

      “It is an expensive journey. I have only so much funds. I can send them presents or myself. Not both,” he chuckled. Small boulders rolling over each other. “I think they would prefer the presents.”

      Mother and daughter laughed at the jest that was not one.

      “I would not want to intrude on your private celebration. I could find somewhere nearby to retreat to if you did not wish me to stay.”

      “You may stay, Vincent,” Ursula assured him. It was the first and only time she called him by his given name. Propriety abandoned—just this once—for the sake of consolation.
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        * * *

      

      Vincent helped them decorate the house with holly. He helped them bring in the tree and adorn it with little cakes as well as candles. The house filled with the scent of freshly baked cookies and the cinnamon-like, woodsy smell of the tree. Eugenie laughed at the clumsiness of his hands, sticky with sap. He laughed with her.

      On Christmas day, they shared a fine meal of roasted goose with chestnut stuffing, parsnips, and Brussels sprouts too. Christmas pudding and eggnog filled them with sleepiness. Perhaps too much of the latter for Vincent.

      “This is my first Chrisssmas away from my family,” he slurred.

      Mother and daughter balked.

      “Oh, you poor fellow,” Eugenie cooed. “I hope you are not too sad about it.”

      Vincent, slumped a bit upon the Chesterfield, smiled. “On the contrary. The English are far merrier in their celebrations than I am accustomed to. I hope only that my family had as happy a Christmas as I.”

      Eugenie patted his arm, rose, and went to the piano. Vincent followed.

      “Thank you for admitting me to your family,” he said to both mother and daughter.

      As they caroled together, as Vincent confused the words, singing some in Dutch, Eugenie felt the slightest chill in the fire-warmed room.
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      “We see less and less of you these days, Mijnheer,” Mother Ursula said words Eugenie had been mulling throughout the first month of the new year. “I hope we have done nothing to keep you away.”

      Eugenie had yet to decide if the man’s longer absences suited her or not. She had not forgotten his words at Christmas, words of family, his family, and theirs. She had not discarded the worry that came with them. Small tugs of her small conscience.

      But what good was her beauty if it was not admired? And if he did not admire it, who would? She had no care for the esteem of the Germans. There wasn’t much. If they felt more, they did not expose it. Germans rarely did. She needed Vincent’s admiration, his infatuation, until the summer. Needed it like budding flowers needed rain. The flowers did not know it was rain, only that it fed them.

      “Of course not,” Vincent quickly allayed. Too quickly? “I have been working longer hours.” He peeked at them from beneath the ledge of his brow. “You see, I have earned a promotion and another raise.”

      “How wonderful,” mother and daughter chorused.

      Vincent nodded his ponderous head at their praise. A shaggy dog petted by his owners.

      “I have written to my family about it. As did my superior, Mr. Obach, as he must. How pleased with me they are.”

      He spoke with a strange wonder. He spoke of something bright and new.

      “I hope to help them, you see,” he continued, deep voice confessionally low. “Their financial burdens are …” He hesitated. Strange eyes whirled a bit. Did he look for something, someone? “My father is a humble parson and I have many brothers and sisters.”

      “You need say no more,” Ursula assured him. “You do your duty as a good son.”

      “Yes, my duty,” he mumbled a bit. “My mother taught us much of duty.”

      “She did a fine job of it.”

      “I believe so.” Like a candle lit and extinguished, his brightness came and went. “May I broach another subject?”

      “Of course, Mijnheer,” Eugenie urged. She hoped the new subject would be the new frock she wore.

      “My sister, Anna, the eldest of the girls, has finished her schooling. She hopes to become a governess. But there is not much opportunity in Helvoirt, where my father and family have been moved.”

      “Nor many eligible men, I would imagine.” Eugenie released her disappointment with a dash of spite.

      “I have written to her, my sister, of you.”

      Eugenie looked up. Vincent looked straight at her. Her gaze fled to her mother.

      “I have written of both of you.”

      Did his strange eyes see into minds? What had he written of them, of her?

      One of her duties was to see to the post. Ensuring letters written were placed in the postman’s hands. She sorted through what he left, making piles for each boarder. She could find out for herself. It would not be the first time.

      “Of the comfort of your home and your hospitality.”

      “That is kind of you, Mijnheer,” Ursula replied. Her daughter pondered the sharpness of her mother’s mind. Yes, her days were long and full of work. Fatigue found Ursula existing, not living. Listening, not hearing. Perhaps she talked without speaking. Perhaps her mother had never told him the truth—the truth about her daughter and the other man. Eugenie found more to ponder.

      “And I thought, I hoped, that is,” Vincent continued, moving food about his plate, taking not a bite, “that she might come to stay here. Just for a while. Until she finds a suitable position. If she were to have income of her own, it would be one less burden on my father’s purse.”

      He countered objections before they could be made.

      “Well,” Ursula ruminated.

      Eugenie watched them. Waiting without breath.

      “The Germans will be leaving in the spring, and I have not yet even bothered to look for other borders. I don’t see why she could not have one of their rooms.”

      “Oh, thank you, thank you,” Vincent whimpered his gratitude.

      Eugenie huffed a sigh. She knew of that vein of weakness in the man, had felt it from the beginning. She looked away, not wanting to see it as well.

      Vincent clapped his hands together, rubbed them.

      “Now we, my sister and I, need only to convince my parents.”

      “They do not approve?” Eugenie became interested once more. He spoke little of his family before now. What words he did speak said much.

      The man tilted his head to one side, then the other.

      “They are very protective,” he said at last, “especially of their daughters.”

      “As well they should be,” Ursula piped in. “I shall send letters to your parents and your sister. I will invite her myself.”

      “I will write to her of your kind offer this very night. I cannot thank you enough.” He turned from mother to daughter. “I am certain we will all be very happy here.”
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        * * *

      

      They were there the very next day. In the pile of other outgoing posts.

      She brought them to the loo; the only place her mother wouldn’t pester her, at least for a few minutes. Eugenie hoped that would be enough. There were two. Vincent had written two letters after retiring to his room the night before. One to his parents, the other to his sister.

      She lifted the wax without cracking it, a skill Eugenie had learned some time ago. She had learned much of the world by perfecting the craft. She took extra care with both circles of red wax. Vincent seemed to her a man of suspicions. If there went the son, so too did the family.

      She exhaled relief to find there was no inner envelope in either. Of course, there wouldn’t be. Vincent lived frugally.

      To his parents, Vincent wrote no more than what he had told her and her mother the night before. Words of opportunity and relief of financial pressures lay on every page. The formality seemed odd for a son to offer his parents. She did not spare a moment to think on it. The words to his sister were far different. Far more disturbing.

      Without hitching her skirts, Eugenie sat. Gaze pinging across the page.

      You will find it so different here than your boarding school, perhaps even the parsonage. They are so warm and welcoming. Her fears went unrealized. These words were meant to assuage a young girl’s fears, nothing more. So far. Until … They will be for you as they are for me, a second family.

      “Oh dear,” she whispered to none but herself. If she wondered if she took the meaning wrong, she quickly realized she did not.

      I find everything here to be as beautiful as I did when I first arrived.

      Be kind to her for my sake.

      These last words, the last before his signature, could not be denied.

      Her mother would be furious. She would call Eugenie a minx and limit her interaction with the boarders. She had tried it before. To no avail. Ursula would remind her of all the times Eugenie had laughed too loudly at his not-so-amusing words. Castigate her for all the times Eugenie brushed too close to Vincent. The times Ursula heard. The times Ursula saw. There were many she did not.

      No! Eugenie jumped to her feet. No, it was not her doing, her fault. What sort of grown man could not tell the difference between flirtation and faithfulness, fun and far-reaching? They had never even held hands. Nor would they ever.

      She folded the letters, taking extra care not to make new creases. Returned them to their wrapping. For a moment, Eugenie considered tossing them upon the fire. He would only write more. She would temper her behavior toward Vincent. Enough to cool his ardor. Not enough to pique her mother’s curiosity.

      

      5

      What was it about spring that turned minds to thoughts of love? Eugenie was far too old to accept the nonsense of birds and bees, though both seemed to reproduce a great deal in the spring.

      It was the blossoming. The burst of renewal from tree, flower, and shrub. The burgeoning of life. And the fresh, clean air to breathe.

      Eugenie felt the tug of it though she could not name it. The yearning that came when the air warmed. She would write to him, the true him of her heart. She would write of her yearning. Till then, if she could not yet have exactly what she yearned for, she would trifle with the easiest target.

      Their walks began that spring. At first, Eugenie and Vincent kept to the house gardens. Soon, they were promenading on Sunday afternoons in the park. Ursula always chaperoned. But she tired easily. Plopping herself upon a bench, letting them continue without her.
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