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CHAPTER 1
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1875


“Where are the dogs?” Sammy asked, staring up at her.


Fanny Osbourne stood at the boat’s rail, holding an umbrella against the August drizzle. Her feet were planted apart, and each of her boys leaned against a leg. Around them, a forest of masts creaked in the dark harbor. She searched the distance for the shape of a city. Here and there smudges of light promised Antwerp was waiting, just beyond the pier.


“We’ll see the dogs tomorrow,” she told him.


“Are they sleeping now?” the boy asked.


“Yes, they’re surely sleeping.”


Lanterns illuminated the other passengers, whose weary faces reflected her own fatigue. After a ten-day Atlantic crossing, she and the children had transferred to this paddleboat for the tail end of their journey, across the English Channel to Antwerp. Now they huddled on deck among the others—mostly American and English businessmen—waiting for some sign that they could disembark.


Fanny had begun spinning stories about the famous cart-pulling dogs of Antwerp soon after they boarded the ship in New York. As her sons’ patience waned during the long trip, the dogs’ feats became increasingly more fantastic. They swam out to sea to rescue the drowning, dug through the mud to unearth gold, gripped trousers in their teeth and pulled old men out of burning buildings. When they weren’t busy delivering milk around town, the dogs carried children through the cobblestone streets, calling upon bakers who handed out sugar-dusted cakes and apple fritters. Now, moored a few yards away from the great port city, Fanny hoped that the dogcart was not a thing of the past in Antwerp these days.


“Eleven o’clock,” said Mr. Hendricks, the baby-faced surgeon from New York who stood nearby, eyeing his pocket watch. “I suspect we won’t be getting off this boat tonight.” They watched a cluster of customs officials exchange heated Flemish with the captain of their channel steamer.


“Do you understand what’s happening?” Fanny asked.


“The Belgians are refusing to inspect anyone’s trunks until tomorrow.”


“That’s impossible! There aren’t enough beds on this little boat for all of us.”


The surgeon shrugged. “What can one do? I am philosophical about these things.”


“And I am not,” she muttered. “The children are exhausted.”


“Shall I try to secure sleeping cabins for you?” Mr. Hendricks asked, his pretty features wreathed in concern.


The man had been kind to Fanny from the moment she’d met him at dinner the first evening of the voyage. “Why, art!” she responded when he asked what had prompted her journey. “Culture. Isn’t that the reason Americans travel to Europe?” The surgeon had stared intently at her across the table, as if deciding whether she was mad or heroic for bringing her three children abroad for an entire year.


“My daughter and I will study figure drawing and painting,” she’d explained. “I want her to have classical training with the best.”


“Ah,” he said knowingly, “you, too, then, are a voluntary exile. I come for the same reason—the best of everything Europe has to offer. This year it’s Paris in the autumn, then Italy for the winter.”


She had watched him maneuver a forkful of peas into his mouth and wondered when he had time to work. He was a bachelor and quite rich, judging from his itinerary and impeccable clothes. His soft black ringlets framed an unlined forehead, round pink cheeks, and the lips of a putto. She had glanced at Sammy next to her, pushing his peas onto a spoon with his left thumb. “Watch how Mr. Hendricks does it,” she whispered in the boy’s ear.


“I can see you have mettle, Mrs. Osbourne,” the surgeon said. “Do you have any French?”


“I don’t, but Belle knows a little.”


Hendricks emitted a worried hum. “If the Old World is to work its magic you’ll need to learn the language. Flemish is spoken in Belgium, but French is a close second. If you plan to travel at all, that’s the better language.”


“Then we all must learn it.”


Having determined the fastest route to the mother’s affections, the surgeon smilingly made his offer. “I would be happy to teach you a few phrases.” Every afternoon for the remainder of the journey, he had conducted language lessons for her and the children in the ship’s library.


Now she told Hendricks, “Don’t ask about the sleeping accommodations quite yet. Give me a few moments.”


Fanny glanced over at her daughter, Belle, who shared an umbrella with the nanny. She beckoned the girl, then bent down to her older boy. “Go to Miss Kate, Sammy,” she said. “You, too, Hervey.” She lifted the four-year-old and carried him to the governess. “Do keep in the background with the children, Kate,” Fanny told the young woman, who took Hervey into her arms. “It’s best the officials don’t see our whole entourage. Belle, you come with me.”


The girl’s eyes pleaded as she ducked under her mother’s umbrella. “Do I have to?”


“You needn’t say a word.” Looking distraught would be no challenge for Belle right now. The wind had whipped the girl’s dark hair into a bird’s nest. Brown crescents hung below her eyes. “We’re almost there, darlin’.” Fanny Osbourne grabbed her daughter’s hand and pushed through a sea of shoulders to reach the circle of officials. Of the Belgians, only one—a lanky gray-headed man—had a promising aspect. He started with surprise when Fanny rested a gloved hand on his forearm. “Do you understand English, sir?” she asked him.


He nodded.


“We are ladies traveling alone.”


The official, a foot taller than she, stared down at her, rubbing his forehead. Beneath the hand cupped over his brow, his eyes traveled artlessly from her mouth to her waist.


“We have come all the way from New York and have experienced nothing but chivalry from the English officers on our ship. Surely there must be some way . . .”


The Belgian shifted from foot to foot while he looked off to the side of her head.


“Sir,” Fanny said, engaging his eyes. “Sir, we entrust ourselves to your courtesy.”


In a matter of minutes, the plump little surgeon was trundling their luggage onto the pier. On deck, the other passengers fumed as a customs man lifted the lids of Fanny’s trunks, gave the contents a perfunctory glance, and motioned for her party to move through the gate.


“Bastards!” someone shouted at the officials as Fanny and her family, along with Mr. Hendricks, followed a porter who loaded their trunks on a cart and led them toward an open horse-drawn wagon with enormous wheels.


Near the terminal, masses of people waited beneath a metal canopy. Women in head scarves sat on stuffed grain sacks clutching their earthly valuables: babies, food baskets, rosaries, satchels. One woman clasped a violin case to her chest.


“They come from all over,” said the surgeon as he helped the children into the wagon. “They’re running from some war or potato field. This is their last stop before America. You can be sure the pickpockets are working tonight.”


Fanny shuddered. Her hand went to her breast to make certain the pouch of bills sewn into her corset was secure, and then to her skirt pocket, where she felt the smooth curve of her derringer.


“Take them to the Hôtel St. Antoine,” Hendricks ordered the driver as the last trunk was hoisted into the back of the vehicle. He turned to Fanny. “When you know where you will be staying permanently, leave a forwarding address at the desk. I will write to you from Paris.” He squeezed her hand, then lifted her into the wagon. “Take care of yourself, dear lady.”


Less than an hour later, ensconced in the only available room of the hotel, she stepped behind a screen, untied her corset, and groaned with relief as it dropped to the floor, money pouch and all. She threw a nightgown over her head and climbed into bed between her slumbering boys. In the narrow bed an arm’s length away, Belle’s head protruded from one end of the sheet, while Miss Kate’s open mouth sent up a snore from the other.


Fanny leaned against the headboard, eyes open. It had been a harrowing monthlong journey to get to this bed. Twelve days’ travel on one rock-hard train seat after another from California to Indianapolis. A few days’ respite at her parents’ house, followed by a mad dash by wagon across flooded rivers to catch the train to New York before their tickets expired.


Six thousand miles lay between Fanny and her husband. Whether he would send her money, as he had promised, was uncertain. Tomorrow she would think about that. Tomorrow she would enroll herself and Belle at the art academy and wangle a ride on a dogcart for the boys. Tomorrow she would find a cheap apartment and begin a new life.


She got out of bed and went to the window. Across the square, Notre Dame Cathedral soared above the other night shapes of Antwerp. The rain had stopped, and the unclouded moon poured white light through the lacy stone cutwork of the church spire. When the cathedral bells rang out midnight, she caught her breath. She had believed in signs since she was a girl. The clanging, loud and joyful as Christmas matins, hit her marrow and set loose a month’s worth of tears.


If that isn’t a good omen, she thought, I don’t know what is.


She climbed back into bed, slid down between her boys, and slept at last.










CHAPTER 2
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In the morning, dressed in a blue jacket and a plaid skirt, Fanny tied a red scarf around her throat. Wrong, she thought, peering at the mirror. With her olive skin and wavy black hair, the effect was too much the contadina, not enough the artist. She tied on a sober white cravat, then ferreted around in her trunk, collecting the things she’d brought to present to the school: the letter of recommendation from Virgil Williams, her friend and teacher at the San Francisco School of Design; her silver art school medal; the charcoal sketch of the Venus de Milo that had earned her the first-place prize; and a collection of Belle’s best drawings.


“You will need to exchange this downstairs.” Fanny gave some bills to Kate Miller, who was dressed and getting the children organized. “Take them to have baths first, then to a bakery for breakfast. After that, you should go over to the cathedral and walk them all through it.” She handed crayons to Hervey and two drawing pencils to Sammy. “Make a nice picture of the church for Mama,” she said.


Out on the slippery cobblestones, Fanny took in the morning foreignness of Antwerp. She let go a relieved sigh when she spotted a wagon filled with shiny brass milk cans being drawn by a large harnessed dog. Two army grenadiers wearing high black bear-fur hats passed in front of her, followed by women in winged white headdresses bound for the flower market with baskets of roses balanced on their round hips. A few doors down from the hotel, old women lit candles in front of a shrine to the Virgin. The damp air at the Place Verte was heady with the mingled odors of flowers, horse manure, and bacon wafting from the hotel’s restaurant. Except for the dogs, all of it—the flower market, the preposterous headgear, the religious statues on street corners—surprised her, for she hadn’t read much about Belgium before she’d set off.


Fanny had chosen to come to Antwerp, rather than London or Paris, for reasons she knew to be vague, reasons issuing from her gut rather than from a thorough study of tourist guides or school brochures. Virgil Williams had told her about the Antwerp academy, but there were a number of good art schools in Europe. She’d never met a Belgian, but she’d heard they spoke a kind of Dutch. Her father’s people were Dutch and decent folks, mostly. There was a trove of paintings in churches and museums to be copied in the practice of landscape and figure study, though Paris would have served even better. She’d heard that it was cheap for Americans to live in Antwerp. That was the sum of it.


“Go study art in Europe,” said her friend Dora Williams, Virgil’s wife, when Fanny confided her situation. “It’s one of the few respectable ways a woman can leave a rotten husband.”


During one of Sam Osbourne’s contrite moments, after Fanny discovered he was supporting yet another whore in an apartment in San Francisco, she saw her opening. She extracted a thousand dollars from her husband along with a promise of monthly checks, bought train tickets, and darted for freedom.


Now, with a penciled map from a porter at the hotel, Fanny found her way through a maze of narrow, winding streets to the old convent that currently housed the Royal Academy of Fine Art. A young man at the gate directed her to a stone building blackened with age. When she approached the carved wooden door, she noticed above it a frieze depicting a draped male figure in the Greek style, holding a chisel above a block of stone. Beside him sat a goddess clutching a handful of sticks—no, they were paintbrushes. She felt goose bumps rise on her arms as she turned the heavy doorknob and stepped inside.


“I do not have an appointment,” she said in English to a man at a desk. “But you may tell the gentleman in charge that I was sent here by the director of the San Francisco art academy.”


Monsieur de Keyser, his chest puffed like a pigeon’s in his morning coat, examined the items the American woman had spread out on top of his desk. In the pregnant silence, Fanny sat opposite him on a chair so high that her feet barely touched the ground. Behind the director, from floor to soaring ceiling, important-looking oil paintings proclaimed the school’s stature. Her eyes took in green landscapes, portraits of powdered aristocrats, still-life oranges on shadowed cloth. Was the looming wall of art intended to make prospective students feel small? That was precisely the effect it was having on her.


“Why, why were you not born a boy?” the director cried out suddenly, throwing his arms heavenward. “You could learn more here in one year than in five at your San Francisco school.” The man was saying “it’s a pity” and “on your own . . . six months of hard work on anatomy, then a year in Paris and another in Rome” when it came fully clear to Fanny that none of her work or Belle’s would ever hang in this room. There wasn’t a prayer that she could talk her way into this school.


Her cheeks went hot. She stood up abruptly to take her leave, gathering her things before he could see the tremble in her hands.


In front of a café across the street, a woman in an apron was sweeping. Fanny pictured what awaited her back at the hotel—Belle’s eager face, Kate Miller and the children asking, “What are we going to do next?” Fanny went into the café to collect her wits. At a table in a corner, she lit a cigarette and ordered coffee, all the while looking up at the tin ceiling to keep tears from spilling. What a fine mess.


The scene she’d glimpsed this morning at the St. Antoine came into her head: women in pastel dresses breakfasting beside pretty pyramids of buns and fruits in the marble-floored palm court. She closed her eyes and heard her husband’s voice bellowing in her brain. What fool notion made you haul the kids over to Europe on such poor information? How on earth had she imagined she could make it all work?


She reached into her bag and took out a piece of stationery to write a letter.


My dear Mr. Rearden,


We enjoyed a comfortable voyage over on a ship that was only half full. On the second day at sea, who should appear on board but our nanny, Miss Kate! I had told her that I could not afford to take her to Europe, and we all said our goodbyes in New York. But the girl is a loyal soul. She quietly bought her own steerage ticket, and when she showed up on deck, she cried and said she would not cost me much, only meals. And so we are a party of five . . . Belle had her first proposal on the boat. A wealthy cotton man from Kentucky asked me for her hand. Of course, I told him no. She is far too young. I had similar interest from a New York doctor, who declared his devotion every time he saw me. Quite a bother.


The art and pastry of Antwerp are divine, and you will be pleased to hear that the charming old wooden shoe has not disappeared from the streets. Alas, the art academy is just as old-fashioned and not nearly as charming. Can you believe they do not accept women students? The director was distressed to have to refuse us. He offered to personally oversee our private instruction. I am thinking on it.


We are having the time of our lives . . . 


Fanny sealed the letter, addressed it to Timothy Rearden, Director, Mercantile Library, and imagined her friend opening it. She pictured him going over to the Bohemian Club after a long day and having a drink with her husband. Rearden had remained friendly with both her and Sam during all their marriage troubles, though Fanny’s relationship with him was much closer. For a while she and Rearden were a tiny bit romantic, holding hands and sharing a kiss during one of her covert visits to his rooms. But they had both backed away from that kind of intimacy. She was still married to Sam Osbourne, in name, anyway. Even now she and Tim Rearden flirted some in letters. He was a confidant, a scold, an adviser, a brainy playmate of some stature among their fashionable friends back in San Francisco. Best of all, he encouraged her writing, which was her first love, far more than painting. And he was a great gossip. He could be counted on to mention to Sam the details of her letter. Better that Rearden, rather than she, break the news about her failure at the painting school. Sam would be in full-blown fury when he found out.


The next item of business was clear: Get out of that blessed hotel. What they would do, after that, she hadn’t a notion. Of one thing she was certain: She would not go back to the humiliating role of betrayed wife.


Walking to the hotel, she noticed a fine old three-story brick building with a facade that zigzagged in steps up to a peak. At the entrance hung a sign that read boarders in Dutch, English, and French. Above it, etched in stone, was hôtel du bien etre. She consulted her French dictionary. The Hotel of Well-being.


Dear God, let it be.


Fanny reached to turn the doorbell ringer, but her fingers missed it by an inch. She was accustomed to such frustrations as a petite woman. While other people might view each other eye to eye, she found herself confronted by vest buttons, tie pins, and bosoms if she didn’t tilt her head back.


She opened the door unannounced and found herself in a front hallway, where she nearly bumped into a white apron stretched across the belly of a bald man who introduced himself as the owner.


“I am wondering if you have rooms for a family of four,” she said. “Five, actually. We have a governess who can sleep in a room with my daughter. You see . . .” In a spurt, Fanny poured out her predicament—unhappy marriage, surprise nanny on board, rejection by the art school—after which she appended the fact that she couldn’t pay the hotel’s asking prices. The bald man’s expression shifted from confusion to alarm to sympathy. Soon enough he was patting her back and showing her to a suite of rooms two doors down from his own family’s quarters.


Elated, she stopped at a shop on the way back to the hotel and spent too much on a box of chocolates. She would surprise them with it after dinner. The children deserved a special treat. Didn’t they all? It had been a long and wearing journey.


At the St. Antoine, she found Sammy and Hervey cutting capers on one side of the room, trying to make themselves dizzy. On the other side, Miss Kate sat on a chair, drilling Belle. “Pencil of the barber,” the governess droned.


“Crayon du coiffeur,” Belle replied lazily.


“The academy doesn’t take women,” Fanny announced, dropping her satchel on the bed.


“They don’t?” Belle sat up. “What are we going to do?”


“We will go on living. We will have breakfast tomorrow morning, one way or another. We will go to the American embassy and get help finding a teacher. What is your suggestion? And why are you still in your robe? We have to check out.”


Kate Miller leaned forward in her chair. The young woman’s eyes darted from mother to daughter to mother. Sammy and Hervey, who were on the floor, looked up cautiously.


“Don’t blame me, Mama,” Belle said, pulling the dressing gown close around her neck.


Fanny saw the concern on their faces and knew she was taking the wrong tack. “I’m sorry, Belle. It has been a frustrating morning, but a little bit funny. You should have seen the man who ran the school. He was so puffed up.” Fanny thrust out her chest in imitation of Monsieur de Keyser and pranced around the room like a prig. When she came to the part where he bemoaned that she and her daughter were not boys, she tugged at her hair and waved her arms dramatically. The children giggled, even Belle.


“And what did you say to the director?”


“Why, I told him I didn’t care one whit for his stuffy old painting school.”


“Oh, well . . .” Belle sighed. “It was too good to be true, anyway.”


“We’ll have none of that talk. This is your chance, Belle. This is our time.”


The girl looked at her warily.


“Virgil Williams says you have a real artistic gift,” Fanny said.


“Virgil says this, Virgil says that. It turns out Virgil isn’t right about everything, is he?”


“Go get yourself dressed!” Fanny ordered. “We will simply hire our own teacher.” She lifted Hervey off the rug and settled him on her hip. “Did I mention I’ve found a different hotel? Pack your things lickety-split, my pigeons,” she said gaily. “We have a new home.”










CHAPTER 3
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“Papa” Gerhardt—for that was what everyone seemed to call the man, including his wife—took Fanny and her party into the family’s sitting room. There she met the matriarch, a shapely woman whose round flat face resembled one of the painted plates depicting the Virgin that Fanny had seen in a shopwindow. Surrounding her was a gaggle of offspring.


“There are eleven,” Belle said to her mother.


“I think that’s excessive,” Fanny muttered under her breath.


The oldest boy, their translator, who hovered nearby, looked puzzled. “Excessive?” he asked.


“Expensive.” Fanny smiled. “It’s expensive these days to have a big family.”


All of the Gerhardts spoke some English, though it wasn’t necessary. Alliances formed instantly. The middle girl took possession of Belle, who was her age. Sammy claimed a pretty daughter about his size, and Hervey was adopted by the older boys and girls, who promptly began stuffing him with sweets. Fanny’s family had arrived at a moment when everyone in the household was engaged in preparing surprises for the wedding anniversary of the parents. Soon the Osbourne clan was elbow-deep in the planning, too.


Fanny and Miss Kate settled the rooms. In the evening, with the children and nanny out of earshot, Fanny told the Gerhardts about the long and arduous journey. “There was terrible flooding around Indianapolis. The oats and corn were thriving when we arrived, but by the end of the week, when we were to depart, the crops were underwater. There was no train service out of that town, of course. I waited for a couple of extra days but couldn’t postpone any longer. I decided to try to get to the next station by wagon. At least eight times, the horses plunged over embankments into raging streams. It’s a miracle we didn’t all perish. At one point, we went across a bridge. Just minutes later we turned back to see it collapse.”


The Gerhardts registered the proper horror, but there were more details to the story than Fanny chose to share. She had talked to several drivers before she found one willing to push past the blockades and chance his old omnibus. Daring as he was, even he had to be ordered on. When they came to a shaky bridge that had not been demolished by the roaring river below it, there were men waiting nearby to alert people to the peril. The driver had not wanted to cross the frail span, yet she had insisted on it.


“As we continued our journey, word went with us from one driver to the next that I was bent on getting our train to New York and was not to be trifled with,” Fanny said. “I’m actually a little frightened now to reflect on how desperate the whole enterprise was. I risked not only my life but my children’s as well.” As she heard herself tell the story, though, she was as awed by her daredevil journey as the Gerhardts were. The mother sat next to her on the divan in the parlor, catching her breath from time to time. The father wrung his hands, got up, and poured Fanny a beer. “Brave girl,” he said when they all retired at the end of the evening. He and his wife embraced her.


The family was so familiar in its simple warmth, Fanny felt as if her Indiana childhood were playing out in front of her. The children practiced dances and piano and violin pieces and wrote little dramas for the upcoming party. Fanny’s boys played in the parlor while the smell of frying onions drifted in from the kitchen.


It half-grieved her to see the tenderness between the parents, for it showed how poor her own marriage was in comparison. Yet she wanted her children to know what real family happiness looked like. They should know what to want. Belle had been a honeymoon baby; she’d seen plenty of happy times growing up. But the boys had come along later, after sieges of hard feelings. Both were conceived during fragile reconciliations. In his seven years, Sammy hadn’t seen nearly enough of his father.


The days in Antwerp filled up. Miss Kate, whom Belle called “the governor” for her large size, brusque manners, and the dark down across her upper lip, worked at tutoring Sammy while Fanny and her daughter went out for hours to view the most important pictures and often to try to sketch them. The Osbourne women were an oddity in Antwerp, which turned out to be a rather small town. When Tim Rearden sent a package in care of the American consul, it was delivered directly to their little hotel rather than to the consulate. “I believe,” Papa Gerhardt told her, “you and Belle and your governess are the only American women in town besides the consul’s wife.”


Belle was right. Virgil and Dora Williams were not as worldly as Fanny had given them credit for being. “Europeans are accustomed to women taking grand tours on their own,” Dora had insisted. “You will find plenty of other female students like yourself. Women have been traveling without their husbands for years—to reinvigorate their lives.”


Fanny had laughed. “Ah, to be reinvigorated.”


“I don’t believe they take their children along, though,” Dora added.


Fanny had looked at her friend in wonderment. “That’s out of the question. My children are coming with me.”


During the second week in Antwerp, when she went to the cathedral with Belle and Sammy in tow, they positioned themselves in front of Rubens’s Descent from the Cross and sketched furiously. Off to the side, she noticed a cluster of curious locals staring at the peculiar little American family.


Fanny interviewed a drawing teacher who told them to go to Paris, where they would find the Julian Academy, which admitted women, but she dismissed the idea. They would stay here for a while, pursuing their own course of study with a tutor. Many of the things she wanted for her children—for herself—could be had in this place. The Gerhardts had taken them to their bosoms. On the boulevards, the men in baggy pants and funny little jackets began to look ordinary. In her letters to friends back home, she changed her signature, abandoning the family spelling of Vandegrift for the Dutch spelling. Fanny van de Grift Osbourne. She liked the look of it. Much more authentic.


One evening she noticed Hervey was listless. Earlier in the day, the boy had been under Kate’s wing while Fanny was out.


“Who are you today?” she asked her son. Hervey was wearing a coat she’d sewn for him that was like those worn by the San Francisco firefighters he so admired. The costume was one of two she had packed for him. The other was a soldier costume. Sometimes he dressed half as a soldier, half as a fireman, wearing his firefighter hat and carrying a sword so he could quickly switch roles if the spirit moved him.


The boy looked down to check what he was wearing. “All fireman,” he said.


Fanny noticed his yellow ringlets were wet underneath his paper helmet. She put the back of her hand to his forehead. “He’s got a fever,” she said to Kate.


“He didn’t have it this morning.” The nanny’s tone was defensive.


“Draw some water, cool but not cold.”


Fanny bathed Hervey, then put him into bed with her. After three days, when he continued to be feverish, she called for the Gerhardts’ doctor.


The man poked and prodded. “In truth,” he admitted, “I’m a little baffled.” He wrote down a name—Johnston. “You need to take the boy to Paris to this man. He’s an American. Very competent.”


Within two days, Fanny, Kate, and the children were on a train.










CHAPTER 4
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In the seat opposite Fanny, Belle cuddled Hervey under her arm, while across the aisle, Miss Kate read a book to Sammy. Fanny felt the tension in her body ebb some as she leaned back in her seat. Hervey was sleeping, his curls falling over his forehead. She smiled as she noticed for the hundredth time how different her children were; a stranger wouldn’t know they were related. Hervey was a tintype of his father, blond and blue-eyed, with a gentle nature that was all his own. Belle’s beauty was earthier: She had Fanny’s complexion, the same wavy hair that went where it wanted, the same dark brown irises shot through with streaks of gold like cat’s-eye marbles. Belle’s looks were an exaggeration of her mother’s, though; her eyes were bigger and bolder, her figure more voluptuous.


The girl peered out the window, lost in what thoughts, Fanny didn’t know. She was so close to womanhood. Fanny believed their emotional landscapes were similar: Both were tenderhearted, headstrong, tough and vulnerable all at once. Belle was saucier, far more impertinent than Fanny had ever been to her own mother. But studying her in the fading afternoon light, Fanny found herself thinking, I was that girl. I was that girl.


She was Belle’s age when she met Sam Osbourne, and she was standing on stilts in her mother’s garden. Fanny was the oldest of the Vandegrift children, the ringleader of the pack, lively as a cricket and still playing at a child’s game when the handsome young man showed up at the house. Sam was almost nineteen, far more mature and sophisticated than the boys in the neighborhood. He was bright, with a degree from Asbury University and an impressive job as the private secretary to the governor of Indiana. He was charming, and he shared her sympathies against slavery.


Did any of that matter to her back then? What do a man’s prospects mean to a girl of sixteen? No, it was his handsome face, his pale hair, the slender cut of his jacket, the little Vandyke beard he stroked. It was the sunny way he could tease her out of a snit, the way he looked at her so hungrily. It was the romantic notion that he counted Daniel Boone as one of his ancestors. It was his shiny boots, for God’s sake.


She had married him when she was seventeen, and within nine months they had Belle. They were all children together, really. Maybe that accounted for why Belle sometimes seemed less like a child than a sibling; often enough these days, she was taken for Fanny’s sister.


Those first three years of marriage in Indiana, Fanny had sewn tiny dresses for Belle and made a cozy nest of the house her father had built for her as a wedding gift with materials from his lumber company. In the evenings, Sam made love to her in every corner of that house. He was full of ideas and excitement, though she noticed that he fell from time to time into slumps of dark rumination. To Fanny, the melancholy only made him more attractive. In those days, she’d believed such brooding revealed a deep soul. When Sam went too deep, though, she had to pull him up out of the mental holes he dug.


“Was he a soldier in Lincoln’s war?” Mr. Gerhardt had asked one evening.


“Yes.” She understood why he asked it. Sam had gone off with the Indiana Regiment to fight in 1861 and had come back a different man. Probably just as all the soldiers in Belgium and China and Greece, in every war since the beginning of time, returned home: changed. The small faults in Sam’s personality became enlarged. He was bent on getting rich quick. He drank more. He was still loving and sweet to her, but he was restless in a new way. With the gallant intent of getting her sister’s consumptive husband to better weather, Sam left her and the baby and headed out to California. George, their brother-in-law, died on the journey. Sam hadn’t turned back. He’d buried George and kept going, on to the gold fields.


Fanny reached across the space between seats and felt Hervey’s head, nestled in the crook of Belle’s arm. His cheek was warm, but so was her own hand. She couldn’t tell anything by feel just now.


“Don’t look so worried all the time, Mama,” Belle said. “It puts creases in your forehead. Go to sleep, why don’t you?”


Fanny closed her eyes and returned to musing. How trusting I was in those days.


When Sam sent for her, she didn’t hesitate. She sold their house and sent him the money so he could buy a claim in a Nevada silver mine. His letters were full of stories about gold and silver miners turned to millionaires in the space of a month. Once he sent her a chunk of ordinary-looking rock that had a seam of silver in it. Excitement ricocheted around inside her when she held it in her hands. She and Belle would have to take the same route Sam had, by train to New York and then a ship down to Panama, where they would cross the isthmus by land, then sail up the Pacific coast to San Francisco. It would take twenty-nine days. People worried aloud to her parents about malaria and bandits, about a comely twenty-four-year-old woman traveling alone with a child. Jacob Vandegrift gave his daughter a derringer pistol to put in her pocket. “Carrying all that cash,” he told her, “you’ll feel safer with a gun on you.” Her father didn’t know she’d already sent most of her money to California. She was short on funds from the moment she set out.


Despite Jacob Vandegrift’s sober countenance and his occasional outbursts of temper, a sentimental heart beat beneath his barrel-hard chest. That day at the train station in Indianapolis, he looked bereft when he handed over the free tickets he’d secured as a stockholder of the railroad.


“What will we do without you, Frances Mathilda?” he said. “You are the glue.” Her mother had shown characteristic calm. “You’re a sensible girl, Fan. You will be just fine. The world has a way of taking care of you.”


Even then Fanny had looked much younger than her age. At the beginning of the journey, when she walked down the train aisle comforting five-year-old Belle, someone said to her, “Where is the child’s mother?”


Fanny shook her head as she remembered it. That whole trip had been full of mishaps. She’d run out of money at one point, and a sympathetic passenger passed a hat to help her. Somehow she and Belle survived the journey. When the ship from Panama spat them out onto San Francisco soil, penniless, Sam had been waiting, and a few days later, they’d charged off to Nevada in a stagecoach, dreaming of glory. During that first year in Nevada, they’d lived in a miner’s shack in Austin, where they watched their savings disappear down one barren shaft and then another before Sam gave up chasing silver. Discouraged, they moved on to Virginia City, where he took a job as a clerk of the court. Fanny sewed for the wives of luckier miners, and for a while, it looked as if they might get themselves upright. Then Sam began keeping company with the local prostitutes who populated the bars. It was a habit he repented of, only to take it up in grander fashion in San Francisco.


Why didn’t I leave him sooner? After all the discoveries of his betrayals during their eighteen years of marriage—the love notes stuffed in pockets, the gifts that weren’t for her—every time he swore he would change, she eventually reconciled with him. The last time was different, though. Fanny had been sitting with Belle in the Oakland cottage’s parlor with the door open. It was a warm day, full of April smells. The young woman had come up the walk to the porch—how she balanced a hat on that preposterous chignon was a mystery—and announced she was there for “a friendly visit.” Fanny knew from the clownlike rouge on the strumpet’s face what she was dealing with. “Don’t come a step closer,” she warned. When the woman put her foot on the threshold, Fanny shouted “Get out!” and the brazen creature turned tail, revealing a bustle the size of a wheelbarrow on her ruffled behind. Fanny glanced around to find Belle, who had witnessed the whole thing, shaking.


Fanny walked out into the yard that day and paced frantically. She looked with new eyes at the ivy-covered house and her beloved garden, just breaking into bloom. The papery orange poppies that had delighted her the day before seemed pure mockery. For so long she’d tried to make a happy household for her children, despite the rancor when Sam was home. She’d been putting a pretty face on this life of lies, telling the neighbors that her husband had to keep an apartment in San Francisco for the sake of his city job, that he regretted spending only weekends with his family. When she was among their artistic friends in San Francisco, Fanny held her head high, pretending her husband’s philandering no longer hurt. Sometimes she flirted defiantly with Sam’s friends; other times she affected a worldly hardness. In fact, every betrayal she discovered was a humiliating wound.


Staring at the cottage that day, she knew she had to leave, for in staying, she felt as tawdry as the whore at the front door. The strain of Sam’s unfaithfulness brought low the whole tenor of life inside the walls of the cottage, even when he was gone. Fanny carried his dishonor like a sign on her back. How long would it be before the children, too, bore the shame that was rightfully their father’s?


From their earliest years, Fanny had read to the children, put clay and paintbrushes into their small hands, taken them to music and dancing classes with high hopes that they would acquire a sense of beauty. She wanted Belle to have the advantage of fine-art training. She wanted Sammy and Hervey to become educated gentlemen. She wanted a creative life for herself. But in the oppressive atmosphere of the house, where was the air for dreams to breathe?


It was with these thoughts filling her mind that Fanny had packed their trunks, announced to the children they were going to Europe, and made a dash.


Their time in Antwerp had been too short, only a few weeks. When she announced they were moving to Paris, Sammy protested, “But we just got here.” He looked out the window of their flat and asked fretfully, “Will there be dogs?”


Gazing at her little brood as they rattled in the train coach toward France, she felt a streak of optimism. Hervey will be back to himself in a few days. We probably should have gone to Paris from the outset. She shook her daughter’s knee. “Are you awake?” The girl opened her eyes, nodded. “You know,” Fanny said, “I have the best feeling, Belle. I just know something good is about to happen.”










CHAPTER 5
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Fanny and Belle sat side by side at the atelier, sketching. On an elevated platform, a nude model rested her elbow on a fluted column. Rodolphe Julian, the proprietor of the academy, circulated among the aproned students who had positioned their chairs at different vantage points around the model.


“Pas mal,” Fanny heard Monsieur Julian say as he examined a Russian artist’s drawing. The teacher frequently said it while observing her work, too. She believed she fell roughly in the middle of these women: not even close to the best, though certainly better than the wealthy dilettantes passing the year in Paris.


She and Belle had hurried over to the studio early this morning. On Mondays a new model began posing, which meant vying with other early birds for the week’s best positions. Fanny attended the classes spottily at first. But Hervey had improved so quickly under the care of the American doctor that she was free to come with Belle. In the morning, the students worked on studies of the head; in the afternoon, the nude figure. One week it would be a man, whose private parts would be covered, just. The next, it would be a fully nude woman.


This afternoon a soft light from the studio’s overhead windows fell on the model’s voluptuous body. The woman had bright red hair, but her face and breasts were not visible from Fanny’s vantage point. So she made a study of the woman’s round buttocks and full thighs, narrow ankles, sharp scapulas, and slender waist, where the impression of a skirt band remained. An elderly French student rose with a tape measure in hand and, without touching the model’s flesh, measured her legs. “Don’t torment the woman, Marie,” someone remarked in a dry tone.


The others in the room were all women. Monsieur Julian was progressive on that point. He accepted female students but kept them separated from his male students. Someone had told Fanny that the women students were charged twice the tuition. She simply shrugged. Monsieur Julian had clearly seen a business opportunity—the squeamishness of other art schools regarding the propriety of women drawing from the nude—and seized it. Female students barred from entering the École des Beaux-Arts flocked to this place for training in academic figure studies, and they paid whatever fee was demanded. That was how things worked, and she wasn’t going to complain.


The atelier was especially crowded on Mondays. The women shared stories of shoes bought cheap over the weekend, of romantic interests, of difficult roommates. They laughed about a previous model who had been forced to hold the pose of the Dying Gladiator for a full hour. He had patiently arranged his body as if it were collapsing but kept himself upright with one arm. He curled his lips and wrinkled his forehead as the expiring soldier did in the famous statue. One of the American girls shaped the model’s hair into clumps to appear sweaty from battle. When the poor man was due his break time, the old Frenchwoman, Marie, had handed him a robe and sent him to the basement for coals for the stove. He never came back. The mention of his name, and the image of the fuming gladiator stumbling out onto the snowy streets of Paris in a robe, sent them into bouts of wicked laughter.


The artists settled into quiet concentration. Fanny’s nose detected two or three perfumes, and coffee, and an unfinished salami sandwich buried in a lunch tin. She felt joyous to be working in this airy room alongside these gifted women. This is what I love, she thought. The beginning . . . the possibilities. At the School of Design in San Francisco she had accompanied Belle to classes and, in the process, discovered her own knack for drawing, as well as a thrilling new social circle. She had thought herself rather sophisticated in her painter’s coat and white cravat. Virgil Williams’s school attracted some fine California artists. But Paris drew pupils from around the world.


The schools here—the École des Beaux-Arts, Académie Julian, and Carolus-Duran’s atelier—were of a different caliber entirely. Brilliance was common in these hungry painters who’d found their way from Russia, Sweden, Spain, England, Belgium, Poland, and a half dozen other countries.


One of Fanny’s fellow students, Margaret Wright, was an American journalist with a wry sense of humor. Twice widowed, she was living abroad with her daughter, an artistic girl who was Belle’s age, and a son just a bit younger than Sammy. Margaret had come over to Europe a year earlier and was supporting herself by sending articles to newspapers back home about life in England and France. Fanny admired her spunk and they forged a quick friendship. This morning she was sitting on Fanny’s left.


“Did you go to the Louvre?” she asked.


“We did,” Fanny whispered. “Saw the actual Venus de Milo. It took my breath away.”


“I know. It just causes people to fall silent.”


Fanny began to laugh.


“What is so funny?” Margaret asked.


“I was just thinking about when San Francisco got a copy of the statue as a gift from the French government. When the crate was opened, they discovered the statue had no arms, and there was a huge outcry. The Art Association sued the shipping company for damages. And do you know, they won.”


Margaret rolled her eyes. “Americans can be such boors,” she said.


Fanny scanned the room to see where Monsieur Julian stood among the easels. He came in every morning and spoke to no one as he rolled up the cuffs of his white shirt. To spare it from charcoal, he said once, though of course it was to enter his role as master, and to show off his arms, muscled as a barbell lifter’s. Monsieur Julian cultivated a mystery about himself, but everyone knew he was once a wrestler. His drawings were tacked up around the walls, along with the work of his students. The master was bent over an American girl’s drawing. “Proportion!” he exhorted as he slashed heavy charcoal lines on her composition. The girl, eighteen at best, with brown hair cut in a flat fringe across her forehead, blinked at the ruined sketch.


“Hang it all,” she muttered, crumpling the paper and starting over.


The room held its fair share of Americans. Fanny suspected they were, as she was, positively gleeful to be out of their old element. When Belle learned one of them was the sister of Louisa May Alcott, she nearly fell off her chair. “It’s Amy!” she had whispered.


For every pas mal Fanny garnered from the instructor, her daughter received a more enthusiastic appraisal. It was slowly dawning on Fanny that it was too late for her to be an accomplished painter. When she first arrived at Académie Julian a month ago, she harbored fantasies of becoming good enough to make a little money with her art. She worked hard to improve, as she had done with her writing. Now she saw her talent with a brush was rather ordinary. Oh, she may have won a silver medal for her work at Virgil’s studio in San Francisco, but here, she saw she was outclassed. Belle had a chance, though. More than once, Monsieur Julian had put up her drawing as the best of the day. If only she opened her eyes to it, Belle could experience a finer kind of beauty in Paris than Fanny had encountered in Indianapolis or San Francisco. With enough study, she could actually be a professional artist—a portraitist rather than a painter of pottery. That was what many of these women would do: return home and make a reputation by doing portraiture or pursuing teaching.


Fanny glanced at the clock and saw their time was nearly up. She worked faster, adding shadow to her study. But the model was breaking her pose. The woman stepped off the platform and slipped a camisole over her head. The sight of her red pubic hair caused Fanny to feel awkward. An underskirt came next, then a dress. This is no place for modesty, she reasoned. And yet it seemed somehow unprofessional for the model to be so abrupt as she slipped out of her classic pose and climbed into her clothes right there in front of all the students. The models should go behind a screen to avoid creating the reaction Fanny was feeling now—as if a lovely dream had been interrupted.


The apartment on Rue de Naples was in Montmartre, the highest point in the city. Fanny was pleased to get a whole floor for fifteen dollars a month, plus two dollars for the concierge. It had a formal dining room with tall mirrors, and a kitchen with a porcelain stove and a hydrant that brought artesian water up to the apartment at no extra charge. Her building was full of artists and poets who had formed a tight little community.


Once Hervey’s health was improving, Fanny went out with the surgeon she’d met on the ship from New York. He would show up with a liveried attendant whose sole purpose was to remove the surgeon’s elegant cape when he arrived and put it back on him when it was time to leave. Fanny didn’t doubt Hendricks’s interest and delight in her, but she suspected he was only pretending to be a serious suitor, and that his annual trips were personal dramas in which he acted the dashing American abroad. He needed a ladylove on his arm, and she found it amusing to play the part as he gadded about Paris looking romantic, with his shirt collar turned up and his cravat tied in a bow à la Byron.


Mr. Hendricks would help Fanny into his perfect carriage and ride through Paris with her, seeking cheap furniture for her flat. They delighted in looking for the whimsical old painted tin signs that designated a particular business. Enormous gray eyes peering through round spectacles signaled an eye doctor. They saw huge scissors above a tailor’s door, a Napoleon-style red and gold bicorne hat outside the milliner’s, a black tin lobster for a fishmonger, and an enormous fork for a hotel restaurant. When they found a sign portraying a chair, they knew they were in the right neighborhood. Mr. Hendricks ordered the driver to halt.


“I’m an old hand at making silk purses out of sows’ ears,” Fanny told her friend, who looked confused standing in the middle of one dusty shop after another. Hendricks was clearly an innocent when it came to junk stores. “It just takes some imagination,” she explained. She bought the cheapest possible chairs and tables, after which the sweet fellow whisked her into his waiting carriage and called out to his driver the name of a restaurant in a better neighborhood, where he treated Fanny to a meal of oysters, mignonnettes d’agneau, and vintage Veuve Clicquot, interspersed with tender squeezes of the hand.


“You get good light in here,” Margaret Wright said the first time she visited Fanny’s apartment. They stood looking out the window of her parlor, with its view of windmills at the top of the hill, and below, the city’s battered buildings.


“It’s not the Paris my friends back home crowed about,” Fanny said. Dora and Virgil Williams had seen Paris in the days before the Prussians blasted the city to rubble.


“It’s a ruined battlefield,” Margaret observed. “I know a woman who was one of the Commune people. She’s quite poetic when she talks about those glory days. All the workers rallying to be heard in the new government after the siege, women demanding new rights . . . This neighborhood was a main outpost for them, you know. Awful how it all ended. So many Communards executed, maybe right around here—and only, what, five years ago?”


“Five years ago,” Fanny said thoughtfully. “I was carrying Hervey and setting up a new household in Oakland. I knew almost nothing about it.”


“How brave those people were, to stand up that way,” Margaret mused.


Fanny realized that when her new friends talked about the siege and the uprising afterward, she lost interest. She saw signs every day of the war that had been waged in these streets; on either side of her building, the former houses were piles of stone and boards. She had only to walk around the neighborhood to see abandoned cannons strewn here and there. But it was somebody else’s war, not her own.


“Your Communard friend would probably despise me,” Fanny said to Margaret. “I’m not very political. I can’t bear the type of woman who makes a profession of going around giving speeches. Oh, I believe in women’s rights in a general sort of way. But truth be told, I’m more of a clinging-vine type.”


Margaret burst out laughing. “You? A clinging vine?”


Fanny shrugged. “I don’t want to be a stately oak that stands alone. It makes me lonesome to think of the oak with no shelter, no support, except what it provides for itself.”


“Now, that surprises me,” Margaret said. “You are the woman who left her husband and brought her children over here so you could paint, for goodness’ sake.”


“I know. How can I say it? I don’t want to live the rest of my life without a man. Someday I would like to find another . . . a good man. Right now, though, what I want from Paris is some beauty in our lives, some peace and happiness. And do you know? I think Paris, after what it has been through, wants the same things.”


Once Fanny had settled her family in Montmartre, once Hervey began to return to himself, a wave of freedom washed over her. Away from Sam and her family and neighbors and even her artistic friends in San Francisco, she felt a sense of contentment unlike anything she had known since she was a child. Six thousand miles it had taken, but at last, the seething hurt inside her calmed. She commenced taking notes for a story she would write about the new Paris growing up around her. Maybe a story about construction of the basilica of Sacré Coeur, which was under way at the top of Montmartre. People seemed to like stories about European cathedrals. There wasn’t much to see yet, but she might be able to sell a piece on the hilltop church to a magazine, the way Margaret had done, and make a bit of money to supplement Sam’s monthly check.


She loved the anonymity of Paris. In Antwerp she had been a curiosity. Here, there were single women from around the world, going about their business with nary a second glance. Fanny was not new to the bohemian style of life; she had befriended writers and painters back home who fit the category. But the women at the San Francisco School of Design were subdued compared to these free spirits. We are living among the lotus-eaters, she wrote to Rearden.


She and the children were surviving cheaply, as most of the artists were, yet they hardly noticed it at first. For very little, she could buy cooked vegetables and slices of meat that required only heating. Her mother had always been fond of the saying “You can’t get blood from a turnip.” Well, there’s one point on which you and I don’t agree, Ma. Fanny had always possessed a knack for making something out of nothing. When the spirit moved her, she threw together onions, chicken backs and carrots into a pot and invited a group of students from the atelier to a jolly dinner.


Later, when she tried to recall the early weeks in Paris, she wouldn’t be able to remember one moment of pleasure from that time. For by December, Hervey had fallen desperately, deliriously ill.










CHAPTER 6
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It had begun with chills and swollen lumps in his neck. Then red patches appeared on his skin.


“Scrofulous consumption,” Dr. Johnston said.


“Scrofulous?”


“He’ll develop ulcerations. He will bleed. It’s possible it is in his lungs as well. He may recover, or he may not.” Johnston, whose kindly face sagged with sadness, looked directly at her. “Do you understand?”


“Yes,” she said. But she didn’t. Not then.


“Give him seven grains of quinine mixed with water to make a teaspoon. And spread this on him.” The doctor put a jar of salve into her hands.


“It burns my eyes,” Sammy cried, running out of the room when Fanny applied the claylike stuff all over Hervey. Belle had already made haste out the door on a pretext of getting a newspaper.


“I won’t lie,” Fanny said. “It is not the best smell on earth, but it’s no bother if it makes you well. Isn’t that right, Hervey?”


The boy nodded, covering his eyes with a washcloth.


“We have to do what the doctor tells us.” Fanny bustled around the room. “You’re going to be in bed for a while, sweetheart. It’s no fun being sick at Christmas, but we have one another. That’s the main thing.”


There wouldn’t be any Christmas at all, but it wasn’t yet time to tell the children. Sam had written recently that he had no money to send them that month. With Hervey’s illness, medicine came first and other needs after. The food she and Belle and Sammy ate was the simplest possible: black bread, smoked herring, soups.


At seven, Sammy suffered most from the lack of money. He was a sturdy boy, but he’d developed a wan look as he’d grown older: pale hair and eyelashes, light skin beneath freckles. In Paris, his pallor had grown even more pronounced.


Once, when Fanny went out to get medicine, Sammy accompanied her. Emerging from the chemist’s, she found the boy, nose pressed against the window of the patisserie next door, eyeing the glazed fruit tarts. He was hungry for something besides stew and bread, and it grieved her that there was nothing she could do about it. Each morning he ate only a roll and milk before he walked out the door in his little uniform to attend his private school. At least he got lunch there and had a happy place to be during the day. Thankfully, the tuition was paid up through May. They were all growing thin, including Hervey, who had lost his appetite. Fanny gathered together a few pieces of jewelry and pawned them, then bought expensive foods to encourage the child to eat, but to no avail. When Hervey left untouched some grapes—plump violet greenhouse grapes that Sammy eyed for two days—Fanny quietly put them on the older boy’s bedside table.


The winter days passed slowly. Her admirer, the surgeon, had departed a month earlier for Italy, and she wished she had not restricted herself so much to only his company. Without him, she had no male protector in Paris.


On his last visit to their apartment before his departure, he had looked at Hervey lying on the sofa, looked at her and the children growing thinner, grimaced at the shabby furnishings, and blurted out, “What will become of all of you when I leave?” It was not insincere, his concern. But it wasn’t enough to keep him there. She couldn’t blame him for fleeing troubles that he didn’t want as his own.


Fanny fought off melancholy with sewing projects during the gray winter hours—patching stockings, making a costume for Belle. Mr. Julian announced that he would give a fancy dress party for the ladies at the New Year, and everyone was encouraged to come. There would be piano music, and the students already knew the refreshments: brioche, wine, and fruit. Fanny’s stomach growled to think of it. She pieced together a colorful dress for Belle out of two old ones, and a headdress from the leftover material. Fanny wanted the girl to feel as festive as the others. She would stay home, but it would be a chance for Belle to escape the dreariness of evenings in the apartment.


Every few minutes, Fanny looked up from her sewing to observe Hervey. He was so thin now. Once his cheeks had been fat, and he’d had the sunniest disposition. She had carried him in a sling when he was tiny, when his head was smooth as an egg, and they fit together as if they were one piece. How vividly she remembered the day he was born! The midwife had held him up by the feet, and Fanny had fallen instantly in love with that little upside-down petal-pink face. He was her final vote of confidence in her marriage and the last good thing she took from it. How, in the face of such beauty and hope, could Sam have taken on yet another woman? Fanny knew then that Hervey was her last child, and she would keep him for herself. She would never say it aloud, but of the three, he was her best beloved.


During those lonely Paris hours, she sang every song she could think of to Hervey, and helped him hold a crayon in his hand to draw the lions, always in cages, that he preferred as his subject matter. When the boy slept, she kept herself awake by composing lengthy letters, cajoling her friends to write. Do send me some gossip, she wrote to Rearden. You know I love to hear about our literary friends. But no bad news. I could not bear it right now. Above all, don’t tell Sam that Hervey is sick, I beg of you.


Day to day, she debated whether to alert Sam. The strange reality was that she could not discern how serious Hervey’s illness was. In the past week the boy had been delirious with a fever, but then yesterday he had recovered. He’d sat up, smiling, played with Sammy, and seemed nearly well enough to go out for a walk in the park.


Rearden sent a letter scolding her for the reckless trip; he had put down on paper the words Sam was surely thinking. But her old friend—old sparring partner, more like it—included money to buy Christmas presents, and for that Fanny could forgive Rearden his cruel remarks. When the envelope arrived, she was sitting in a chair with the remainder of their cash in her lap, trying to imagine how they would make it to the end of the month. The surprise funds briefly brightened the miserable household. Fanny bought toys for the boys and new drawing pencils for Belle, and filled the kitchen cupboard.


Through the bitter cold of January, she kept two fires going in the parlor during the day to keep Hervey warm as he lay on the sofa. At night, she and Miss Kate took turns staying awake beside him. His sores had begun to bleed and had to be dressed constantly. His frail little body had to be shifted to take the pressure off new sores.


When Belle and Sammy returned home from their classes, they kept vigil by Hervey’s side. One day Belle brought a newspaper and sketchily translated an article about a wealthy California woman who had taken over a whole floor at the fancy Hôtel Splendide. A picture showed a woman in a white dress and feathered hat, surrounded by her entourage.


Fanny studied the faces in the paper. “I know this woman,” she said. “I knew her when she didn’t have a nickel. In Austin, Nevada.”


Belle perked up. “Truly?”


“Tell about the camp!” shouted Sammy, who never seemed to tire of the old stories.


“It was winter,” Fanny began. “Belle and I hadn’t been in camp with your father all that long. We heard there was going to be a party in the next settlement, a few miles away. I had brought a trunk full of dresses with me, only to find that they were far too fine to wear in Austin, Nevada. The camp was just a gulley of falling-down shacks, and the few women living there had to wash their things in the brown river water. No plumbing. No furniture. Nothing but a makeshift bed and a couple of pots in your father’s cabin when I got there. But I did get to wear one of those nice dresses the night we went to that party. Somebody had made a sled out of a big wood box with some runners on it. There wasn’t a mirror to be found in the whole gulley. When the other women came to get me, one of the girls held up a lantern and a metal pie pan so I could see to fix my hair.” Fanny touched her finger to the newspaper. “This woman in the article—she was the one who held up the tin pan.”


“Oh.” Belle sighed, struck by the fairy-tale ending. “And now she’s rich.”


“At least somebody got rich,” Fanny mused. “I bundled you up in a blanket that night, and we piled onto the sled with the other ladies and sang all the way to the next camp.”


“Did I dance?” Belle asked.


“Like a dervish. I’ll never forget you swirling around that room. You were too little to need a partner. Oh, and I remember that was the night I met that preacher, Reverend Warwick. He had two gold front teeth. I said to him, ‘I didn’t know there was a minister in these parts,’ and he said, ‘You musta heard of me by my nickname. It’s Smilin’ Jesus.’ ”


Sammy knew that part of the story already, but he laughed heartily, as they all did. How desperately they needed to laugh.


Fanny remembered the night in Nevada as if it had just happened. At that party, she had danced until dawn, with a different partner for every tune. Some of the women, she learned, were from the whorehouse in the next camp. Later, Fanny wondered if Sam’s philandering had already begun by the time she and Belle arrived in Austin.


“Will you call on her at the Splendide?” Belle asked.


Fanny knew that her daughter was wondering if she might work herself into the rich woman’s good graces. “No, I won’t,” she replied. She studied the photo of the woman she had known. How strange to think they had been together in that hardscrabble mining town, each of them part of a couple bent on striking it rich. How could she have dreamed then that she would someday end up in Paris, camped nearby and yet a world apart, in a suite of cheap rooms with her three children and without her husband?


She realized then how much she really did miss Sam and how afraid she was for Hervey.










CHAPTER 7
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By mid-March, Fanny was frantic; Hervey’s condition had deteriorated badly. Three different times she hired a carriage to go out into the countryside to find a farm where she could get fresh oxblood to replenish the iron Hervey was losing through bleeding, then hurried back to the flat so he could drink it while it was warm. For several days she searched the apothecaries of Paris, looking for the ground-up bark of some tropical tree that supposedly could cure tuberculosis. None of the treatments—not the doctors’, not her own—could turn the tide for her beautiful child.


Some nights during her vigils, she had to fight to keep her eyes open, she was so exhausted. Alone and scared, she made promises. Please, she prayed. Please. Strange events began to occur in the dim light. Staring at the fireplace mantel, she saw a vase and jug about to fall from the edge. Time and again, she jumped up to rescue them only to find nothing in her hands. During the day, she felt as if her feet were not touching the pavement. Instead, she floated just above it, weightless. She did not mention the weird sensations to Belle or Kate.


One night while she was keeping watch over Hervey, the boy woke and asked for water. When he reached out to take the cup, she saw light streaming from his fingers. She wired Sam the next morning: Come immediately, regardless of expense.


Every two or three hours a new wound appeared. “Blood. Get the things, please, but wait until I’m ready.” Fanny fetched the washbowl, bandages, and probe to clean each new opening in her boy’s delicate skin. He squeezed his eyes shut and said through gritted teeth, “Now, Mama.”


The pain of treatment was so shocking to his body that he would become violently sick to his stomach. Others in the household could not bear to stay in the room. Sometimes when he went into seizures, the joints of his legs and arms made a sound like the snapping of brittle branches. It seemed his skeleton and organs were disintegrating. Blood rushed from his ears.


Fanny lay with him in her arms, murmuring words of comfort through his hours of agony. She prayed that if there were indeed a merciful God, He would strike the boy unconscious so he would feel the pain no more. But the child never lost his mind. Despite his agony, he never cried out, not even when his bones, near the end, pushed through his pale skin.


When Sam arrived the second week of April, his knees buckled at the sight of his son. Fanny had tried to prepare him ahead of time, but at first Sam could not bear to look upon the child. It was Hervey who patted his father’s head to comfort him.


Fanny watched in dumb wonder as her shy boy became precocious in dying. He said goodbye to Belle. He kissed the hand of Miss Kate, who had shown herself to be a storybook heroine in her devotion to him. He gave his toys to Sammy.


At the end, Hervey said, “Lie down beside me, Mama.” And then he was gone.










CHAPTER 8
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Fanny’s breath came slowly. But for an intermittent shiver, she sat perfectly still. At the request of the other students, she had returned to Mr. Julian’s studio to pose for the morning head study. It was four weeks since Hervey’s death.


“So sad,” the Russian girl remarked as she studied Fanny’s face, running her forefinger along the contour of her cheek. The other students gathered around. “Can you bear to sit?” they asked.


She could have said no. But these women had comforted her like sisters during her boy’s illness. Anyway, it hardly mattered where she was. Here, at least, they understood her stupefaction. If they wanted to draw despair, it did not trouble her to face them.


For two days she bore witness to her son. Sitting for the artists, she did not see them. She saw only the gentle, heroic Hervey. How could any of them begin to understand what she had witnessed: a five-year-old boy with more courage in his tiny, wasted body than she had ever seen in an adult.


It haunted her that his was not a proper burial place, but there wasn’t enough money to pay for a headstone, let alone a decent site. Fanny, Sam, and the two children had walked through the streets to the Saint-Germain cemetery behind the little white casket. There, amid headstones and statues of weeping angels, they clung to one another as her baby was lowered into a small unmarked rectangle of French earth. As they were leaving, the cemetery superintendent approached, followed by a dolorous nun who translated for him. “Your lease will expire in five years,” the nun explained. “If you can’t keep up the grave permanently, the remains will be moved into a common grave with others.” The word “pauper” was not uttered, but Fanny assumed that was what the official meant by “others.” He pointed approvingly at a child’s grave surrounded by a small iron fence. Lying flat on the ground, the stone was etched with the outline of a cradle and one word: Regret. The superintendent led them to a nearby grave where the figure of a sleeping woman, her arms crossed over her breast, topped a grave. “Le gisant,” the man said. He turned to another marker. “Un obélisque.” The nun translated in a monotone. “The reclining statue. An obelisk, perhaps. These are some of the possibilities you will want to consider for your son’s grave marker.” Looking at the superintendent’s pitiless expression, Fanny wanted to spit in the man’s face.


“He died peacefully,” Sam said repeatedly when they returned to the apartment.


“He did not! What do you know?” she shouted at him. She wanted to pummel him, though her husband had been only kind to her since his arrival. What use was there in recrimination? The man was suffering badly. But the loss did not bring them closer; they grieved at opposite ends of the apartment.


In the days that followed, she suffered searing headaches, collapsed from dizziness, lost her memory. She found she couldn’t spell when she tried to write notes on the black-bordered stationery Belle brought home. After nights of wakefulness, when slumber finally came, she dreamed Hervey was uncomfortable, lying so long on his back in the coffin; he needed to be turned.


“You kept getting out of bed, trying to turn over your mattress all night,” Belle told her in the morning.


Sam feared she was going mad; he said as much. “You don’t seem to know I’m even here,” he told her.


He was right. His voice was the buzz of a fly in the next room.


“You must go away someplace warm and rest,” a doctor told her. “Your nerves have experienced a terrible shock. Sammy is pale. Too thin. He could fall sick, as Hervey did.” The last sentence snapped her into awareness. She got up out of bed.


“I know of a quiet place not far away,” Margaret Wright told Fanny. “An inn at Grez, on the Loing River. It’s close to Barbizon but away from all the bustle, and cheap. It’s near the Fontainebleau Forest. I’m going there sometime this summer.”


The future, such as it was, assumed a shape. They would leave these heartbreaking rooms and take in the country air for a while. Miss Kate would not accompany them; she had turned up an old aunt in Paris who offered her a room.


In May, Sam delivered his family to the inn. Before he returned to America, Fanny argued for more time in Europe. “I want Sammy to be a gentleman. He has a chance at that if he attends school here.”


“One year,” Sam said. “That’s all I can manage or tolerate.”










CHAPTER 9
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It was still cool when they arrived in Grez-sur-Loing. Nestled in the midst of vast farm fields, the village was a smattering of stone houses, a picturesque bridge, and a ruined twelfth-century tower with ferns growing in its cracked walls. In those first few weeks at the Hôtel Chevillon, they bundled in coats and wool scarves and arrayed themselves along the bank of the river—she and Belle with paintbrushes and Sammy with a fishing pole. Within speaking distance but silent and worlds away from one another, they gazed fixedly at the water.


The Loing River was just beyond a long garden behind the inn, a rambling stone building that was empty except for them. Madame Chevillon, a motherly sort, took it upon herself to fatten up the children, who cooperated with gratitude. Fanny expected her own plumpness—her loveliest feature, Rearden once told her—was gone for good. She was so reduced from her previous self that Sam had paid a seamstress to rework her old clothes and make an inexpensive dress.


The Chevillon was an eating place for a few men from around the area. They came in wearing muslin shirts soiled from the day’s work, washed their hands in the kitchen, then settled down to mutton, wine, and local gossip. With its crackling fireplace, rows of pickled vegetables huddled on the windowsill, and pots huffing on the stove, the small room reminded her of an Indiana farm kitchen. The smells and the hum of conversations she couldn’t understand offered some succor.


Margaret Wright had told her the Hôtel Chevillon was the most bohemian of the bohemian gathering places near the Fontainebleau Forest. “Barbizon has become too fashionable. It’s overrun by poseurs more interested in the mise-en-scène than in producing any actual art. The real painters go to Grez,” Margaret had assured her with authority, although she’d not yet been there herself. “And you needn’t worry. They will leave you alone, I think.”


As the weather warmed, Madame Chevillon prepared for more guests. White sheets flapped on the clothesline; broth simmered on the stove. On a morning in late May, Fanny and Belle looked down from a window on the staircase landing to see a black-haired young fellow step out of the diligence that had brought him. Bob Stevenson, a twenty-nine-year-old Scot from Edinburgh, was the first of the regular summer crowd to arrive, and he looked every inch the artiste type Margaret had described. He wore trousers that ended at his knees, stockings with red and white horizontal stripes, and a smirk.


Seated next to him that evening in the dining room, Fanny found him rude.


“There’s an onslaught about to begin,” Bob Stevenson remarked, filling his glass with wine. “Once the others start to arrive, you’ll discover this isn’t the place to be if you are hoping for a little peace. Madame Chevillon said you had come for the quiet.”


“Oh,” Fanny said.


“Is that right?” the man persisted. “There are places not far from here that would serve you much better if you are here to rest . . .”


“I was sent here to rest,” she said, squinting at him across the table. Though he was just another young fool, he spoke English. “I had a son.” Her voice sounded dull and distant. “My children had a brother. He died . . .” She looked up at a corner of the ceiling, counting. “. . . six weeks ago.”


The young man turned crimson. “I’m sorry,” he said.


“Strange that they prescribe rest when you lose a child. There is no comfort in resting. One only thinks more.” She lit a cigarette. “Do you believe in heaven, Mr. Stevenson?”


The man was disarmed. “No,” he said. “I’m sorry.”


Fanny let out a bitter little laugh. “Well, I guess I’ve got a foot in the same camp nowadays. I’ll tell you one thing,” she said, inhaling deep. “If there is a heaven? My boy has jewels in his crown.”


Belle stood up then. “Come along, Mama. You, too, Sammy. Let’s walk down by the river.”


When they appeared at breakfast the next morning, Bob Stevenson rose from his seat and bowed slightly. “You and your daughter are painters, Mrs. Osbourne?”


“We are.”


“Might I interest you and Belle in a little outing? There is a certain place I like to sit to get the perspective of the main street. Your son can come along. We’ll give him a brush.”


Fanny shrugged, nodded.


Later, when she understood that Bob Stevenson had come to the Hôtel Chevillon ahead of his friends in order to frighten off the intruding Americans, she comprehended the shame he must have felt when he learned of her loss. For Bob was a decent man, it turned out, from decent people.


After that first day of painting, Belle stayed behind with Sammy, who preferred to fish. For about ten days, only Fanny and Bob went out to paint. They sat together for hours on the main street of Grez, discussing art and life and passersby while painting the quaint stone buildings. Bob’s canvas was the better one, but he complimented her work. For short stretches of time, Fanny’s gnawing sorrow eased.


In his gentle way, she realized later, Bob brought her along in small steps to the point where she could talk to people again. There was no obvious show of gallantry, no sign of pity on his part. They had merely conversed like normal people. But it felt as if he had flung a rope bridge across the chasm that had formed between her and the rest of the world since Hervey’s death.


When his friends began arriving in June, Fanny didn’t retreat to her room. She felt a measure of her old self returning. She was able to greet each one warmly. And they, in turn, made her family part of their peculiar circle.










CHAPTER 10
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Bourron was a short train ride from Paris, but Louis Stevenson nearly missed the stop. His damp cheek had stuck to the window in his sleep, and it was only the abrupt separation of skin from glass when the train halted that shocked him awake. He grabbed his knapsack and leaped onto the station platform, still groggy. It was dinner hour, and the plangent sound of pots rattling in a house nearby made his belly growl. If he were to catch the end of supper at the Hôtel Chevillon, he’d have to step lively, but Grez-sur-Loing was only four and a half kilometers away, a snap for a walking man. His legs—unfurled after three weeks in a canoe—rejoiced in the freedom.


Louis climbed down an embankment next to the tracks and found the path through the woods toward Grez. He remembered the trail from a year ago. He and his cousin Bob had followed it to a pub in Bourron, then staggered back to the Chevillon, singing “Flow gently, sweet Afton” and baying at the moon. It had been a perfect summer idyll, an escape from Edinburgh and parents, a wild splash into la vie bohème.


Now, as the darkening violet sky drew down upon the horizon’s last strip of gold, he picked his way over fallen trees and brush until he spotted an open field next to the main road into Grez. It was August, and he had already missed two months of raucous pleasure with the friends who’d arrived earlier. He shouted, “I’m coming!,” laughed at the hoarse caw of his voice in the evening silence, then broke into a run. In a few minutes, the hotel came into sight, its yellow windows and doors beaming like campfires in the gloaming. Louis went around to the side of the building and entered the back garden through the carriage doors so he wouldn’t be noticed. As he crept across the stone terrace, he could see familiar faces at the dining room table, as well as an equal number he didn’t know. Madame Chevillon’s niece Ernestine languidly cleared plates. There was Henley with his great, unruly red beard and his hogshead of a chest, shaking with laughter. Charles Baxter, Louis’s old university comrade, who’d clearly had a snoutful, was smiling at a robust young woman with olive skin and wavy hair—Spanish or Italian, perhaps. And Bob, looking handsomely disreputable in his newly drooping mustache, was listening to a small woman at the end of the table.


Louis moved a step closer. The woman appeared to be a sister of the other, for her straight nose and dark hair were similar and her skin the same pale caramel shade. She was sitting sideways, with her feet propped on a slat of Bob’s chair, and between draws on her cigarette, she leaned near to his ear to speak. Bob’s usual sardonic expression was nowhere in evidence.


Louis watched for several minutes before stepping toward one of the open French doors. He stopped and turned to the garden. In the dim moonlight, he made his way to a small fountain, where he splashed water on his face and neck and raked wet fingers through his hair. Then he knelt, opened his knapsack, and recovered from its bottom a rolled-up black velvet jacket. Shaking the coat, he pulled it on and smoothed it as best he could. From a pocket in its lining, he produced an embroidered felt smoking cap and placed it on his head. Once more Louis’s hand went into the bag, this time coming up with a red sash that he tied around his waist. As a last touch, he tucked his white linen pants into his high boots.


He walked quickly to the house, pausing to consider each of the two doors. Rejecting both, he chose the open window. With the grace of a high jumper, he threw one long leg and then the other over the windowsill and hurtled himself into the dining room.










CHAPTER 11
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Noise exploded in his ears—whoops, cackles, clapping, the sound of chairs scraping the floor as one friend after another entered the fray of bear hugs and backslaps.


When the chaos subsided, Bob stepped forward and spoke to those still seated. “Ladies and gentlemen—those of you who don’t know our newly arrived guest—may I present to you my cousin Robert Louis Stevenson, Louis to his friends. And to the lads in this room who know him best, the Great Exhilarator!”


“Hurrah!” they shouted. “Exhilarate us, Lou!”


Someone passed a glass to Louis. “To guid-fallowship,” he said, lifting his voice along with the wine, “to guid health, and the wale o’ guid fortune to yer bonny sels!”


He threw back his head and let go a giddy laugh when the wine hit his tongue. Pure gladness coated his mouth, slid down through his chest, lit up his arms and legs. My God, how joyful a picture the dining room made. It looked as warm as a Flemish painting, all golden and peopled by dear friends and ragged, lovely strangers. They smoked pipes and cigarettes, a company of exiles with paint-speckled forearms that united them into a band and declared their intentions.


Will Low, the sweet-tempered American painter Louis had met the previous summer, gestured to the end of the table where he was chatting with a young boy, the only child in the room.


“What took you so long?” The boy looked up at him through pale lashes. “Everybody’s been waiting.”


Louis crouched down near his chair. “And what might your name be?”


“Sam,” he said. “Sammy. But these people call me Pettifish.” His shoulders went up in a question. “I don’t know why.”


Louis laughed. “Is it short for petite fish? I’ll wager it is. You know, my father had a name like that for me—called me Smout. It’s a Scottish word for a small fry.”


“Why do grown-ups want to name us after fish?”


“Ah, that is a good question. I haven’t the faintest idea. But I’ll tell you how I ended it. Charged him a penny every time he said the wretched word. You might consider that.”


“Sam’s here with his sister, Belle,” Will explained, nodding toward the pretty, dark-haired girl next to Baxter. “And at the end of the table,” he continued, “that lovely lady . . .”
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