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Foreword: Historian of the Heart



by Gary Soto


The title of this novel alone encourages a smile—what, fourteen girls in a Cuban Irish family? Now, this is new, daring even, for a Latino writer in the early 1990s to tackle in American fiction, this blending of ethnicities. Readers may weigh this hefty book in their hands—it’s a true saga—unaware that what greets them will be sisters with unabashed romantic tendencies. The oldest weep from their bedroom window at the moon, for instance, while down below flowers toss in the breeze.


But this outpouring of emotion is hardly surprising—Oscar Hijuelos is very much a historian of the heart. As with The Mambo Kings Play Songs of Love, The Fourteen Sisters of Emilio Montez O’Brien is lavishly told. And he seems to dare himself. He writes about a period that preceded his own coming-of-age experiences in New York City during the 1950s and 1960s. Set around 1920, the story is divided, like slices of an ornate frosted cake, into five servings, all with marvelous details of a domestic comedy, and it begins with a biplane spiraling from the sky, a handsome aviator emerging from the wreckage. Then Hijuelos travels even farther back, to the 1880s, with narrative jaunts to Ireland (the O’Brien part) and to Spanish Cuba (the Montez part). Indeed, we get a history lesson, along with the calamities and joys that surround these sisters, particularly the eldest, Margarita, an enchanting flirt. Their father doesn’t know what to make of the one-after-another appearance of daughters. True, he and his wife parent them, but he, a portrait photographer and owner of a theater in a small Pennsylvania town called Cobbleton, is boggled. Still, he is joyful and admittedly influenced by his daughters’ femininity. The mother, in turn, is more solemn and practical. She has daughters, lots of them, each with slight family variants in their personalities, each with the talent to sing and create music. There’s no sly (or overt) matchmaking, for she doesn’t have time to play the cagey mother eyeing prospective husbands (this sort of meddling hardly comes up, for the sisters themselves know how to attract men). Above all, their mother is busy with the domestic requirements of feeding, clothing, and housing her brood. I name the first and last of the sisters: Margarita, born in 1902, and Gloria, born in 1923. Until finally, this decades-long pattern is broken in 1925 with the final birth: a boy! It’s a surprising debut, and over the years, he is coddled and given massive amounts of love. To no one’s surprise, this late gift of a boy child becomes playfully self-centered and so dashing he believes he has a great calling. He likes what he sees in the mirror—himself in all posturing angles. With all that familial adoration, what might he attempt? He becomes an actor, of course, first in New York City and, later, in Hollywood, playing such parts as a lieutenant to Napoleon with few lines, and minor roles in Tarzan movies, among other characters that don’t get his name on the marquee.


When I discovered this book ages ago, I searched my memory for a family as large as the Montez O’Briens. I remembered the Alvarez family, a large Mexican American family in Fresno, my hometown. The Alvarezes lived in what we called “the projects” and included ten children, with two sets of twins. The first five had “American” names such as Carolyn, Jeff, Susan, Sharon, and… (I gulp here) Gary. Perhaps, after reflection, the immigrant parents scolded themselves—these American-named children were dunces at school. The second half of the children, therefore, were christened with honorable Mexican names: Raul, Paola, Aurelia, Beatriz, and Manuel. One can only imagine the identity crisis. Was one half eating the white bread of the 1960s, the other half homemade flour tortillas?


You have to smile, tap a finger against the cover of The Fourteen Sisters of Emilio Montez O’Brien—clever, so clever, Señor Hijuelos. Smile, readers, and recall literary history. In the early 1970s, the Big Three domestic storytellers were the three “Johns”—John Cheever, John Barth, and John Updike, each a masterful prose stylist, each with novels that featured families with money, entitlement, Ivy League ambition, decorum, all followers of social registries, all lost after the luster of their apparent positions wore off. On their own, the characters in the novels of the three Johns turned out spectacularly average.


By the time he was in his early twenties, Oscar Hijuelos was aware of these writers, along with others of the same ilk, and would have gone on believing that these figures were the hallmarks of literature. But a happenstance encounter with a “bone-thin Chilean graduate student” enlightened him. He writes in his memoir, Thoughts Without Cigarettes—not at length, just a short passage that reveals much—about this encounter. The two are passing time smoking cigarettes between classes, a jive-ass pair talking mumbo-jumbo, with Hijuelos reluctant to speak Spanish, the Chilean stubborn to switch over to English. However, after learning of Hijuelos’s penchant for writing fiction, the Chilean, unknown but possibly mystical, begins to preach a sermon on the works of Pablo Neruda, Julio Cortázar, and Jorge Luis Borges. Inwardly, Hijuelos shrugs: Who are these people? He thinks he knows one name, but certainly not his work. The cigarette break ends and the Chilean hustles away, never to be seen again. The moment was a turning point. I imagine Hijuelos, with smoke unraveling from his nostrils, sprinting up the cement steps of the campus library of City College. There, among the stacks, he located the writers and others, including José Donoso, Juan Rulfo, Carlos Fuentes, Mario Vargas Llosa, and, stylistically the most inspiring and helpful, Gabriel García Márquez. These Latin American writers, world figures, began to speak to him. They became models for his own work and may have even influenced his manner of dress and social demeanor. García Márquez is present in The Fourteen Sisters of Emilio Montez O’Brien. In this, Hijuelos’s third novel, the descriptive passages edge toward poetry, plus preposterous characters and outcomes that force the reader to laugh. The title alone is evocative of Latin America. It’s grand and seductive, with a bit of comedy. Who doesn’t want to prance side by side with this gaggle of sisters?


While The Fourteen Sisters of Emilio Montez O’Brien has its literary influences, the work is solely Hijuelos’s. It is an American novel and, perhaps, a Great American Novel. Essentially, it tells the story of these Americans and offers familial identity—in this case, the melding of racial groups, Irish and Cuban, along with a father’s American entrepreneurship and the sisters’ penchant for music, romance, and plain fun.


I imagine that Hijuelos’s own childhood was not lost on him. It was imperfect, insulting (he was heckled because of his weight and eyeglasses, for instance), and it included an illness that nearly cost him his life. He faced self-doubt, wars on the street, wars between parents, some drugs and drink, some hip posturing when he was a teen, musical interests (he played guitar), disdain for his neighborhood, love for his neighborhood—in short, confusion. What writer is not born from confusion?


Occasionally, Hijuelos was prodded to Sunday service at an Irish Catholic church, which, right before his eyes, in the early 1960s, became Spanish speaking, with sermons delivered in broken Spanish by Irish priests. The names Mary and Joseph became Maria and Jose, for instance. No matter the language, the result was comical: Young Oscar, as he reports in his memoir, falls asleep while his mother, combating disrespect in that holy temple, nearly succumbs to sleep herself.


In this novel, arguably his most pleasurable, Hijuelos set out to present a story that, to a small degree, involves himself, racially. He was Cuban American—true. But he was also, in the blood lineage passed down to him, Irish Celtic—or so his memoir insinuates. In his childhood, he was fair-skinned and blond, rubio in Spanish. When he traveled to Cuba with his mother and older brother, he was bounced on the knees of his aunties and uncles, hugged repeatedly, offered sweets, and observed from a distance. His mother was Cuban, his father Cuban. But this blond boy with curls? Light skin? The relatives were forced to wonder: Is this what happens when you go to the United States? You become blond?


I’m a writer and I know a thing or two about writers—I never invite more than two into my house at any given time. Hijuelos begins his memoir Thoughts Without Cigarettes with the phrase “Pretend it’s sometime in 1956 or 1957…” Now, here’s a clue about writing fiction if there ever was one: Fiction is all about pretending, and—the beauty of this realization—I offer my own conjecture, as I too here pretend and offer a piece of biographical history that I can’t back up. Let’s pretend that Hijuelos started The Fourteen Sisters of Emilio Montez O’Brien with the thought of adding a dimension to his personal life: I’m Cuban American, I’m Irish American somewhere inside me, I’m a mix of every lovemaking over the centuries. He’s at his desk, chuckling to himself. To get started, he bites his pencil for creative nourishment. “Let me see now, what I can do with this?”


Hermano, I see what you have done. You have written a masterpiece.
















The author gratefully thanks the John Simon Guggenheim Foundation for support during the writing of this novel.



















A lot of people wrongly discount the quality of photographs produced by the type of camera I use, mainly because it is bulky and inconvenient to move. You have to fiddle with plates and chemicals and make sure that your subjects do not wriggle around or blink as they pose, for with this camera they must remain still. And some people don’t have the patience. But that’s a lazy outlook. Not to take anything away from the Kodak Brownie, mind you—it makes pictures nice enough to frame, but this apparatus, in my opinion, captures not only the superficial qualities of its subjects but also, because of the time it takes to properly collect light, their feelings, as they settle on the subjects’ expressions; sadness and joy and worry, with variations therein, are collected on the plate.


—NELSON O’BRIEN to his son, EMILIO,
 (while explaining his preference for his archaic folding-bellows-type camera, with Thorton-Pickard shutter, in 1937)

















The Fourteen Sisters of Emilio Montez O’Brien



NELSON O’BRIEN = MARIELA MONTEZ




MARGARITA b. 1902


ISABEL b. 1904


MARIA b. 1906


OLGA and JACQUELINE b. 1908


HELEN b. 1910


IRENE b. 1911


SARAH b. 1912


PATRICIA (who lived) b. 1914


VERONICA b. 1916


MARTA b. 1917


CARMEN b. 1919


VIOLETA b. 1921


GLORIA b. 1923


EMILIO b. 1925

















The House Where They Lived



The Handsome Man from Heaven


THE HOUSE in which the fourteen sisters of Emilio Montez O’Brien lived, radiated femininity. Men who passed by the white picket fence—the postman, the rag seller, the iceman—were sometimes startled by a strong scent of flowers, as if perfume had been poured onto the floorboards and ground. And when the door to the house—a rickety, many-roomed Victorian affair some few miles outside the small Pennsylvania town of Cobbleton, with teetering beams and rain-soaked clapboard façade (and with gables, rusted hinges, and a fetid outhouse on a foundation that tended to creak during heavy rains, a roof that leaked, surfaces splintering everywhere)—when their door opened on the world, the power of these females, even the smallest infants, nearly molecular in its adamancy, slipped out and had its transforming effect upon men. Over the years a thick maple tree, standing out in the yard, had been the scene of numerous accidents: men were thrown from their horses or, begoggled and yet blinded by what they may have taken as the sun, skidded their Model Ts, their Packards, their sporty sedans off the road into a ditch, axles bent and crankcases hissing steam.


Even their Irish father, Nelson O’Brien, photographer and the owner of the Jewel Box Movie Theater in town, sometimes noticed the effects of their feminine influence on himself: this gentleman would move through the rooms of the house feeling a sense of elation and love that sometimes startled him; on other days, he had the air of a lost sailor looking out toward the edges of the sea. Struggling with his thoughts, he’d try to understand just what his pretty girls were thinking, and he, a brooding man, aware of life’s troubles, did not know what to make of their gaiety. Sometimes, when his daughters were gathered in the parlor, he would walk by them slowly, as if passing through a corridor thick with silk curtains that had been warmed in the sun. And he would find himself sitting on the couch with one of his little daughters on his lap, playing a silly game like “smack-your-Poppy-on-the-nose,” or easily spend a half hour trying to teach baby a single word like “apple,” repeating it until he would pull from his jacket pocket a watch on a chain and, noticing the time, make his way out into the world to work, leaving his quivering, exuberant daughters behind. And they would call out to him or follow him to the door, and when he got into his Model T to drive into town or along the country roads to some job, they would gather on the porch, waving goodbye to their father, who at such moments would experience a pleasant befuddlement.


Once, around 1921, when Margarita Montez O’Brien, the oldest of the sisters, was nineteen, an aviator brought down his biplane, a Sopwith Camel, in a hayfield about a quarter of a mile west of the house, a dizziness having come over him just as his plane was passing overhead, as if caught in a sirenic beam of influence that flowed upward from the parlor, where the sisters happened to have gathered in chaotic preparation for a midday meal. He had been flying west over the fields of grazing cattle and sheep, silos, barns, and farmhouses, a banner advertising the Daredevils’ Flying Circus trailing behind him, when they heard his engine sputtering, the propeller jamming in the distance, and out their window they watched him drop down through the clouds, his craft much like a falling and sometimes spinning cross. And because they hadn’t seen very many airplanes in their lives, they had rushed outside to their porch, along with everybody else in that part of the countryside.


At that time of the day, some of them were sitting around on couches, studying their schoolbooks, yawning, laughing, sewing, while others were stretched out on the rug before the fireplace, trying to contact the spirits with a Ouija board or playing rummy or Go Fish, good American card games. Still others were in the kitchen helping their mother (hers was the voice that, sighing, one heard every now and then as she would cross a room). And the twins were practicing—Olga playing the piano, Jacqueline the violin, and the third of the musical sisters, Maria, singing, everything from “I’d Rather Love What I Cannot Have Than Have What I Cannot Love” to “The Sheik of Araby” (or, as a joke, to announce the arrival of their father, “Ta-Ra-Ra-Boom-Dee-Ay”). And others were scavenging for chairs, preparing the children’s table for the toddlers and pulling the long oak table, with animal feet and lion knobs with brass rings through their noses, away from the wall and setting each place with its proper utensils, plates, and glasses—all this work for a single meal, momentous.


There were thirteen sisters then—counting little Violeta, four months old, who had been born in February of that year, colicky and quite adept at waking the house up in the middle of the night, when she’d scream out for her tired Cuban mother’s milk; and excluding the fourteenth sister, Gloria, who would be born in 1923. The oldest of the sisters, Margarita—or Meg, as her Irish father called her—had been born aboard a ship bound from Cuba to the United States in 1902. Then coming into the world with a scowl, Isabel had been born in 1904, in that very house, like the others, and was named after the queen who had ruled Spain at the time of Columbus. And then Maria, the third of the sisters, was born in 1906, Maria whose effortless and nearly weightless birth had filled her mother’s belly with light and the candle-like warmth of grace. Mariela would name this daughter after her own mother, Maria, in Cuba, as she too was a beautiful and graceful presence who would never bring harm to others. And little Maria would be blessed with a nearly divine singing voice and with so good a disposition and such humility as to have the air of a saint or an angel culled from the choirs of the Lord. Then came the birth (and death) of Ebe, who lived for five days and passed away in 1907 because of a draft from the window, coming down with a fever which she, poor thing, could not overcome. Because of that trial, Mariela wanted to name the next daughter Dolores, but the following year, perhaps because of a curious conjunction of the planetary spheres, melodious with astral harmonies, the twins Olga and Jacqueline arrived, among the sisters the two who loved each other the most in their cribs and wailed and cooed in harmony, banged and kicked in time, and were most aware of the musical nature of things. Olga was named after a Russian ballerina whose picture had once appeared in a local advertisement for a ballet company that was to perform in Philadelphia during the weeks of her impending conception, and who was shown pirouetting on a point of light, impressing their mother. Jacqueline was so named simply because their mother had liked the ring of the word, sounding Parisian and worldly and auguring, to her mind, a good life. These were the mellifluously cooing daughters whose presence, with Maria’s, would inspire music in the household, for their father, Nelson O’Brien, would one day buy them a weighty upright piano, an accordion, and a violin and they would learn to play and sing, their first teacher a Miss Redbreast, for piano and violin, and the elegant and most Parisian Mrs. Vidal for voice, so that the house would fill with lieder and popular songs—“If Money Is Friendly, It Ain’t on Speaking Terms with Me!” They would hum as babies and later sing, these two sisters, along with Maria, one day forming the musical trio that would be known as the Three Nightingales, the Chanteuses, and finally, and more simply, as Olga, Maria, and Jacqueline. The following year their mother rested, but in 1910 she brought Helen into the world, the little female, or “mujercita,” as her mother called all the babies, naming her after the glittery label on a facial ointment, The Helen of Troy Beauty Pomade, said to eradicate wrinkles, to soften and add a youthful glow to the user’s skin—a fortuitous choice because, of all the sisters, she would be the most beautiful and, never growing old, would always possess the face of a winsome adolescent beauty. Then in 1911 the ever-plump, from the cradle into life, Irene was born, and then Sarah in 1912, pensive and a little angry, the first of the fourteen sisters to feel as though her older sisters were aunts. She was the first of the daughters whom their mother relegated to the care of the others, and she spoke fewer words of Spanish than her older sisters and tended to feel lost in the house when they started chitchatting in the parlor. Then came another girl, who strangled on her umbilical cord, and she was called Patricia, and that name passed on to the next girl, born in 1914, Patricia, the ninth living sister, who because of her namesake’s misfortune came in the wake of grief and seemed terribly aware of shadows and fleeting spirits—sometimes spying them in the hall, in the windowpanes, and in the mirrors. She’d hope for a glimpse of that other Patricia, who frightened and castigated her and who would over the years bring her to the edge of an affable, spiritist eccentricity, so that one day she would live in a nondescript house in northern New York State, in a community of spiritists, and hang in her window a little sign reading, “Fortunes Told.” Then in 1916 Veronica was born and she was named after the saint who had covered Christ’s bloodied face with a veil. She was the sister who would perceive the suffering and torment of men in this world and who would like a strong man to protect her, even if she would confuse harshness and abruptness of action with strength, as if it would be her destiny to wipe the bloodied face of a husband who was to bring unnecessary pain into her life and the lives of others. Then Marta was born in 1917, then Carmen in 1919, and poor Violeta in 1921—pleasure-bound and promiscuous, happy and delighted with the pleasing complexities of her body, the sister who liked to linger the longest in the bathtub, touching herself and pinching her breasts so much that they grew the largest, whose nipples would become famous with her lovers for being so cherry-red, and whose left labia had a mole, which intensified the pleasure of love.


These were calamitous sisters, ambitious sisters, sisters who stood by the windows at night weeping over the moon; they were sisters who cut out advertisements from the newspapers for pretty dresses and sat in front of an old foot-pedaled Singer sewing machine making lace bonnets and lace-trimmed dresses. They were sisters who had once sat dreaming about the Great War; sisters with arched eyebrows, who undressed quietly, their skirts and undergarments falling softly to the floor, whose toes turned red and breasts taut-tipped, nipples puckering when they bathed, sinking into the water; sisters who played the piano, stoically practicing their scales and daydreaming about a world in which music gushed and every blossom sang. They were small-boned or buxom sisters, sisters with moles and sisters whose infantile nakedness revealed the featureless beauty of angels, sisters whose bodies began to quiver voluptuously, some with the high and wide cheekbones of their father, those who would be tall, those with blue or hazel eyes or the dark eyes of their mother, and some who were petite and elegant, some whose eyes would suggest mischief and mirth: vibrant, sad, funny, and powerful sisters.


Their presence was so intense that, even at night, when slipping off into dreams, Margarita, the oldest, sometimes could not escape them. Not that they were always physically there, but while sleeping she’d come across them in other manifestations: as wiry ivy, entangled and dense on a wall, as a piece of rope knotted many times into itself, or as a spool of yarn being pummeled and drawn through the legs of chairs and tables by a playful cat. She sometimes found herself imagining the night sky and counting out the stars over the horizon, and two planets: Jupiter, her father, the Irishman Nelson O’Brien; and Venus, the morning star, her Cuban mother (as, in life itself, her mother had an affinity for looking up and watching for heavenly motions from the porch of their house). And she often dreamed about flocks of birds and schools of fish, and buzzing hives, herds of cattle and sheep. Weather vanes spun, porch chimes rang, flower petals fell from the clouds, a dozen (or more) moons rose. Sometimes she dreamed of roaming through a house much like the one in which they lived but with an endless number of rooms whose doors opened to another succession of rooms, each dense and crowded with the rudimentary objects of Margarita’s and her sisters’ lives. (Some rooms, she would remember years later, were cluttered with dolls—china dolls, bisque-headed dolls, rag dolls, Marie Antoinette dolls—and sometimes, just when she would begin to feel queasy, knowing that in fact her sisters were still all around her, the dolls simply hopped to their feet, turned into figures of flesh, bone, and blood, and, as in a fairy tale, became, quite simply, her sisters.)


Even while innocently attending to their business, the Montez O’Brien sisters were able, whether in a crib or in the bud of their troubling, alluring femininity, to produce such disturbances as to make even an experienced pilot (a veteran of the campaigns of France during the Great War) grow lachrymose and, without knowing why, lose control of his aircraft. As farmers stopped before their plows, kids climbed trees, and housewives with aprons on and plates in hand gazed up at the sky, the aircraft’s shadow passed over the quilted earth, a jagged, wobbly, T-shaped phantasm breaking up and subdividing each time it passed over a fence or sloping rooftop. Then the engine stopped altogether and the Sopwith Camel dropped down in a blunt glide toward the ground, where its tires blew out from the impact and its wings clipped a haystack, the craft rolling along a field, scaring away the grazing animals and sending the crows and blackbirds out of the trees, before it tumbled over on its side.


When the sisters, among others, arrived at the wreck, the pilot had already made his way out of the plane, zigzagging like a drunkard around hay mounds and limping past the most docile cows with sad beetle-brown eyes and fly-wracking tails. He was wearing a brown, wind-worn leather jacket, a helmet, and aviator’s goggles, his handsome brow smeared with engine grease. Overwhelmed by delirium and a desire to sleep, he found the sight of the sisters, who’d surrounded him, too much to resist. Soon the powerful Isabel and the rotund and ever-hungry Irene were helping him back to the house. There he collapsed on the parlor sofa and fell asleep.


Later, opening his eyes (he’d dreamed about swimming through a dense, nearly gelatinous water thick with wavery plants and blossoms), the aviator, weary and a little startled, suddenly found himself in the center of this household. Female molecules, the perfume of their bodies, the carbon dioxide of their breath, left him light-headed, and the excitement of the landing and subsequent sleep made him voraciously hungry. It did not help that Irene and Maria, two of the most natural cooks in the world, were in the kitchen preparing fattening and delicious food, inexpensive but enlarging, as these sisters were fond of using heavy cream and butter and liked to fry potatoes and onions and chicken and had become specialists when it came to making big pots of Irish-style beef stew, which was really like a Cuban concoction called caldo gallego with a broth base. And even though their mother had never been one to dwell on the finer details of cuisine, often daydreaming and burning the bottoms of pots, these sisters displayed great natural talents in this regard, knowing their sweets and fats and herb-spiced sauces. As a result, there was always great industry in their kitchen. They made applesauce with boiled raisins, pancakes with sugar, flour, and butter. Muffins and cookies, long loaves of the hardiest breads, all came from their oven—foods which, like the sisters’ collective personalities, had a pleasant effect on those who passed into the house, so that even their father, who tended to think women “fat,” especially when they were wide of hip and heavy in the chest, could not resist picking around in the kitchen cupboards and pantry boxes. The foods he ate, despite his reservations, were so flavorful that he would often astound himself by the servings he wolfed down, as if the naturalness of such consumption seemed to contradict the steely aloofness of being a man. These meals were not only delicious and fattening but they were rich in affection, as the sisters poured not only butter and sugar and blueberry and blackberry sauces over the pancakes they served, but they inculcated the very substance of this fare with such natural tenderness and love that one arose from their meals filled with a sunny optimism, a desire to laugh, and a generally cheerier outlook on life.


This the pilot felt when, swarming around him, the sisters served him a piquant lemonade and some leftover beef stew and potato salad, their eyes on each movement of his knife and fork, impressed by his knee-high leather boots, the half-moons of dust and oil on his brow, the boniness of his hands.


In something like an Arkansas accent, he remarked, “I don’t recall having eaten anythin’ quite so tasty in a long, long time, ladies. I thank you.”


He noticed, too, a pretty young woman across the room in an indigo dress with a red bow, and long black hair to her waist, Italian or in any case Mediterranean-looking—Margarita, with her blue Irish eyes, intently watching the pilot’s handsome face. When he looked at her, she smiled and seemed aglow, as she was sitting by the window, a book in hand, she would one day recall. In the natural light, form radiant, her quite beautiful gypsy-looking face was marred only by a slightly crooked row of teeth—her father Nelson’s other physical legacy to her—so that her smile was tight-lipped but pleasing just the same.


Margarita had been reading one of L. Frank Baum’s Oz tales to two-year-old Carmen when the plane had started buzzing downward, and by then she was immersed in a dog-eared edition of Sir Walter Scott’s Ivanhoe, which she had taken from one of the cluttered bookshelves to be found here and there around the house. This, ladies and gentlemen, was the great stash of books that Margarita and her sisters, on her behalf, had collected after a fierce storm in 1915, when the old public library roof was torn away and such books as its humble collection held were carried aloft and scattered over the countryside and left for dead, as it were, their covers buckled, pages swollen and torn or lost, ink running, and text sometimes indecipherable. The sisters headed out with a wheelbarrow and baskets, picking the books out of puddles and fields and out of treetops and down wells and off barn roofs, in the end returning the best-preserved to the library, for which they were paid a penny apiece, and coming away with those books in too bad a condition for the library to keep—a hardship for the collection, but a boon for the household, and especially for Margarita, who loved books and thought that there had never been enough in the house. Suddenly they had gone from owning a dozen books—photography manuals, two Bibles (one in English, another in Spanish), an atlas, a Catechism (wonderful with its evocation of dark little devils and luminescent angels with burning swords and souls that, as in The Picture of Dorian Gray, turned black with sin), and a few other books in Spanish which their mother brought with her in 1902 on her journey from Cuba, one of them entitled La vida en el planeta marte, or Life on the Planet Mars—to possessing several hundred warped, water-stained, mildewed volumes unsavory in appearance but whose presence, despite their flaws, had made Margarita quite happy in her youth. And there were also the books she would pick out from a barrel in front of Collins’ General Store in town, which sold for five cents apiece, obscure stories for the most part, written by retired schoolteachers and New England high-society matrons, with titles like The President of Quex: A Woman’s Club Story or The Life of Mary Zenith Hill, Explorer of the Heart, books in whose pages she would often find pressed flowers and old valentines—“For my love, thou art the dearest blessing, dearer than the sun”—and sometimes more well-known books inscribed by their famous authors—“With best wishes for a jolly Christmas, Rudy Kipling, London 1906.”


Perhaps the docile way Margarita wiped his face with a lemon-scented handkerchief and looked him deep in the eyes, doting upon him, inspired the aviator to call her “kid,” as in “Thank you much, kid.” And while she, being the oldest of the sisters, felt complimented, at the same time it made her feel a little angry—a second-classness anger, a skin-darker-than-what-people-were-used-to-in-these-parts anger, a female-wanting-to-be-taken-seriously anger. And yet, because she liked him so, she thought of his daring exploits and how he had nice full lips, a hard jaw, a curly head of hair, all manly, like in those old army recruitment posters in the town hall, and she blushed.


That was when the twins, Olga and Jacqueline, hoping to impress the handsome young man, stood by the upright piano performing “Come, Josephine, in My Flying Machine.”


The Parlor


IN THOSE DAYS, the parlor reflected the creative longings of their mother, Mariela Montez, and the artistic bent prevalent among certain of her daughters. (In fact, without knowing so, the pilot had stumbled into the household in the middle of what would be known as their painted-glass years.) This creativity was expressed at times in song and in the cookery of the household, in the sewing of quilts and gay embroidery—farm scenes in general, but also, to honor the Catholic Church, scenes out of the lives of the Apostles and saints—and in other ways, for the sisters were forever trying to make the household a more pleasant place in which to live.


When, for example, it had become second-oldest Isabel’s idea that more color would greatly benefit the ambience of the parlor, some years before, she had traded a week’s labor in the biggest general store in town for a thick roll of a flowery paper that turned that room, with its dark wood walls, into a cheery paradise of violet and marigold patterns. And with that wallpaper soon came a host of potted houseplants—spider plants and wandering Jews—which thrived in the morning and early-afternoon sun. And it had been third-oldest Maria’s idea to decorate those walls with prints of birds (beside the fireplace, one could find our willowy friends the bobolink, noble goldfinch, and hermit thrush), which had cost ten cents each at a church sale and which she had put in frames herself on a rainy afternoon, those birds sharing the walls with crucifixes, shadowy mirrors, images of St. Francis, the Holy Mother, and a few photographs—the professional work of their father, Nelson O’Brien, taken during his years in Cuba, around the turn of the century, alongside photographs of his daughters, one by one and in group shots, as they came, year by year, into the world.


The sisters also sewed bright peacock curtains with florid trim, blooming with sunlight, and they had decorated the fireplace mantel with the bisque-headed dolls of their childhood. There was a clock with a reverse mirror painting of an idyllic Japanese scene, chiming on the hour—it was three when he’d heard it—and kerosene lamps and candelabra set here and there. Then a great cabinet piled high with plates and silverware, and beside that, an RCA horn-speaker phonograph machine, next to a stack of unsleeved metal and acetate recording discs. And there were hand-painted glass jars and vases which the younger sisters, such as Veronica or Marta, five and four at the time, would fill with wildflowers from the yard. The making of these glass objects had started a few years before his visit to the house, when Mariela Montez, bored and wishing for a diversion from the daily chores and trials of child-rearing, took an ordinary pickle jar and, sitting down in the kitchen with some mail-order paints, began to decorate it, producing with her inspired fingers crude but winning scenes of the tropics—green hills and overwhelming palm trees, with a backdrop of sea and sun. For the second, she made a design of flowers, like those she remembered growing out of the stone walls in Cuba, big bougainvillea and light blue roses, and this success led her to a third jar, which was a simple portrait of a house with a wrought-iron balcony, with some friendly people standing on its porch, perhaps a house such as she would see on the streets of her neighborhood in Santiago de Cuba. Each subsequent piece turned out better than its predecessor, and these objets d’art soon began to fill the house.


That simple performance had inspired a craze among the sisters, and they soon took up the painting of jars. And once they covered all the jars in the house with birds and trees and suns and scenes of night, they went a little mad, climbing on chairs and bringing down the ball lamps and covering them with paint, so that the light in the household was diffuse with lime greens and cerises and pale blues. By the time they had nearly exhausted this proclivity, their father, Nelson, started to complain of headaches from the somewhat obscured lights, and so they had to undo the work with turpentine, returning to the painting of jars, selling the leftovers for a few pennies each at the fair.


And there were bassinets and cribs everywhere, ironing boards and laundry baskets piled high with dampened under-drawers and diapers, menstrual “rags,” as they were called at that time, camisoles and flannel gowns, simple cotton dresses and dresses made of crinoline and muslin and lace. Bonnets and stockings which Helen or the plump Irene were stoically ironing as the pilot opened his eyes.


He saw that the furniture was old.


Although they were not poor, their father had always tried to conserve his funds, and while he had prospered during his years of life and marital bliss with his Cuban wife in America, he did not have much faith in the certainty of the financial future. Hence the fact that they owned very little new furniture, much of it having been acquired with the house at the time of its purchase many years before, in 1897, when their Poppy had first arrived from Ireland to seek his fame as a photographer, or bought cheaply at barn and church sales. Even discarded furniture was not beyond them, as the older sisters were constantly finding ways to beautify the most faded and cracked surfaces: chairs that had looked as if they would fall apart were fortified with wires and glue, and if the finish was drab, the sisters would paint them white or black and then, cutting out nature scenes from magazines, transfer those pretty pictures before applying a final coat of varnish. (At times, they turned out so well that the sisters would sell these pieces at the Sunday markets or at the big county fairs for a few dollars, enough perhaps to buy a slightly better class of shattered chair, which they would also transform and sell or keep in the household for their enjoyment, rockers with plump straw cushions and animal-footed love seats being especially welcome.)


That afternoon Margarita, sighing, put aside her book and lost herself in speculation about the man; she knew that he was a “daredevil” with a flying circus, and that in his injured state he most certainly needed the attention and affection of a young woman like herself, and he seemed magnificent, stretched out on the couch, lanky and strong. He was wearing a pair of leather trousers, all gnarly and ridged in certain places, his maleness provoking in Margarita a strong curiosity as to what might happen if, alone in the house, she knelt beside him and gave him a tender kiss. She was, after all, at an age when she felt most curious about love and, if truth be told, a little bored with the mundanity of her life in that household. Mainly, however, she slipped back into her reading and did her best to keep the little ones such as Veronica and Marta from playing too noisily around the man. With great patience, and thinking that she and the aviator might become friends, she awaited his recovery.


Nelson O’Brien and His Beloved Wife, Mariela Montez


LATER THAT afternoon Mariela and Nelson returned from an excursion to a nearby town. Nelson O’Brien, on that sunny day, had decided to take his wife, Mariela, along with him on one of his photography jobs. Hired to photograph a wedding, they had gotten into his Model T, loaded up with his tripod, his bellows-type camera with the Thorton-Pickard roller-blind shutter, his black trunk of chemicals and portraitist plates, and made their way down the road at nine in the morning, as it happened, their automobile disappearing in a cloud of monarch butterflies swirling around the apple blossoms. Their mother, who rarely had much of an opportunity to leave the house, and who was always concerned about her public appearance—she hated to go out without being elegantly dressed—made a very good impression at the wedding, comporting herself like a lady (in silence, for she did not much like to speak English). A small but voluptuous woman with beautiful eyes, an oval face serene and intelligent in its definition, a great head of dark hair and olive skin that gave her the air of a gypsy, she had worn an ankle-length bell-shaped dress with puff sleeves and a ruffled silk belt of her own design and a leghorn hat in whose brim she had stuffed artificial flowers. By the time they got home, the parlor was swarming with female giddiness and energy and Mariela was in a state of elation, for she had danced with her husband, Nelson, something else that was rare in those days.


Furthermore, Nelson O’Brien had gone through the entire day in a state of unusually good cheer—no sadness or moodiness about him—and had remained completely sober, thanks in part to the Volstead Act of 1919, but also because he, in order to please her, had refrained from imbibing his usual substitute, a medicinal concoction called Dr. Arnold’s Relaxation Heightener which helped this kindhearted but sometimes doubting and frightened man through many a hard day of spiritual torpor and bone-aching depression.


He was not enormous, perhaps five ten in height, tending toward a slight paunch, but big-boned; and with his ruddy face, reddish-blond hair, handlebar mustache, and Celtic eyes, he sometimes resembled those engravings of country folks from tales about old England or Ireland—the looks of a blacksmith or a carpenter whom one might find working, ever cordial, ever friendly, in a village square. The sisters would remember that he’d walk with a stoop to his shoulders, that he favored brown derbies, top coats and jackets, dark green Argyle stockings, button-fly trousers, pinstriped shirts with detachable collars, and plaid-patterned Teck-brand cravats, and that he would wear these outfits until the threading wore thin, long after they had gone out of fashion. (Years later they would laugh among themselves, Margarita remembering how on some mornings she would look out of her upstairs bedroom window to the yard, where, weather permitting, her father, Nelson, would perform his calisthenic exercises, a practice he had taken up after he’d read an article about prolonging life and good health that had run in the Cobbleton Chronicle sometime in the spring of 1920. Though he worked hard, his body had nothing of the stringiness one observed as a generality among men of the working class, gaunt and sinewy fellows whose arms rippled with taut muscle and bone, their forearms and wrists gnarly like the roots of great trees. Because of this he was often chagrined by the profile of his unclothed anatomy, due, he figured, to the inactivity of sitting upright in the warm seat of his Model T during his travels over the countryside, and perhaps to the soul-sweetening and gut-expanding ingredients of his occasional tonic—and while he had kept himself in good trim for much of his youth, age and his dietary habits added to Mr. O’Brien’s girth. So it happened that in his spare moments, most usually during the early-morning hours, when the fields started to burn with light, the sisters would behold their father going through the paces of a rigorous exercise routine: arm stretches and leg bends, push-ups and sit-ups, and much that involved the expansion of the chest and the sucking in of the stomach. These he performed in a sleeveless jersey and form-fitting black tights which gave him the appearance of an acrobat or a circus strongman: with his hair parted in the middle and his curly-tipped mustache, ends pointing straight toward heaven, he would go through this regimen with manly grunts, great heaves of breath, and so much exertion that he would sometimes frighten the birds, alarm the dogs, and cause much consternation in the household. His fair head would turn blood-red, his cheeks would puff out, his red-blond locks would dangle, beaded with sweat, and the sisters would swear that he was on the verge of a heart attack. And yet he always managed to survive this ordeal and with time acquired the somewhat puzzling physique of an oak door, and his footsteps seemed suddenly weighted with steel. Chairs and tables toppled over, china trembled in his wake, delicate flowers crumbled in his grip. And though he was not given to vanity, going about the task of sponging himself down in the cool bathroom as efficiently and quickly as possible, he was spotted, at certain moments when he thought himself alone, making a muscle in front of the mirror.) He spoke a slightly brogued English, his construction clipped as in “’Twas a lovely day,” or “’Tis a pity,” and a passable but sometimes forgetful Spanish (in the middle of the night) which he had learned down in Cuba around the turn of the century during the four years he had lived there, and which he came to use reluctantly, for he often made mistakes.


That day, for the wedding, Nelson, splendid in a brown $12 suit with red cravat and suspenders, rode hatless, for he enjoyed the rush of the wind against his full head of reddish-blond hair, and in the pleasant sunlight as they drove along in his automobile, derby by his side, his cheeks and fair face had gotten some color. As Nelson entered the household, he carried a great box of hard candies and caramels left over from the celebration—and emptying his pockets, he withdrew not only some rice and a few cigars but two crisp bills, a ten and a fiver, as he liked to call them, his payment, excluding the cost of prints, for the day. Sober, he would regard his wife with amor—the kind of amor the oldest sisters, Margarita and Isabel, knew took place at the end of the evening, when they were all supposed to be asleep and not listening for bedroom noises, agitated springs, gasping, rocking movements, moans of pleasure, or any other such unparental sounds, drifting down the halls, as if they were wall-less and not a single cicada nor a rushing wind existed in all the world.


Before such occasions, their father’s eyes became mischievous with desire—well, there were thirteen of his offspring in the world by then, weren’t there? Margarita would tell herself, the existence of all half-Cuban, half-Irish females much indebted to their mother and father’s bedroom conviviality and the fact that, for all their conservatism, practiced in many other areas of their life, they delighted in and felt enlivened by the act of love. They were in such good spirits that afternoon, laughing and speaking affectionately—he in English and she in the music of her Cuban Spanish—that, were it not for the pilot’s presence in their parlor, Nelson and Mariela might have escaped upstairs immediately to the canopy bed of their room (with its door that often squeaked open at the most inopportune times) for a “nap.”


But the pilot was still there when they arrived, and Nelson, responsible and friendly, decided, after hearing of his accident, that it would be best for the young man to spend the night with them.


“Then tomorrow you’ll feel rested before you take care of your business.”


So later, cleaned up and wearing a fresh shirt which Nelson had lent him, the pilot, whose name was Curtis, joined the family for dinner. He sat beside Nelson at one end of the long table, and the two men, like old companions, spoke of “manly things,” their conversation turning to talk of war, the pilot having been shot down in France by the Germans, and Nelson having witnessed firsthand the war in Cuba between the Spanish and the Americans, when, a young man, he had gone down there as a civilian volunteer—company photographer—with the 1st New York infantry brigade.


“’Twas ruination and death, I recall,” her father told him. “A pure despair such as the Lord should never allow in this world, tell you that.”


It would be hard for Margarita to remember everything the two men discussed—only that they often nodded in mutual respect—for that had been so long ago and she, while recalling that day, was a very old woman. But she remembered that Isabel, Maria, and the twins were curious about her behavior, that while cuddling little Violeta, she would take a quick look into the pilot’s eyes and swear to herself that he was like a character out of a Sir Walter Scott novel, noble, pure and, in memory, bathed in a saintly light, and that she had wanted him to hold her, to take her off to some distant and beautiful place.


“Well, sir, I work for this outfit, an aviation company based in Camden, New Jersey, the Daredevils’ Flying Circus. Most of us learned to fly during the war, and that’s mainly what we like to do. We stage shows here and there, mostly at state fairs and Fourth of July celebrations and such. I’m just a pilot, I can do loops and spirals, stuff like that. But we’ve got some fellows who walk out on the wings, and that always excites the crowd.”


“And can you earn a good living that way?” Nelson asked him.


“It’s okay, nothing special, but better than being out of work. If you can do three or four shows a week, you can make some money. The worst part is that we’re always traveling; it gets a little lonesome going from town to town and pitching a tent out in some field or living out of hotel rooms.”


What else was there? Violeta threw up all over Patricia; Isabel washed her. Their mother, Mariela, listening in silence and smiling from time to time when the pilot looked over at her, had excused herself from the table, so that she could attend to the little ones. Their father yawned, and the pilot, speculating as to the cause of his engine failure, decided that some of the fuel lines had gotten jammed, or maybe his mechanic had forgotten about the oil, but listening, Margarita disagreed: the pilot had been lured down by the femininity of the household.


A Spring Night’s Idyll


AROUND NINE O’CLOCK that evening, when most of the electric lights and kerosene lamps had been dimmed in the house, Margarita, in a nightgown, left her room and went downstairs to the parlor. The pilot was sitting on the couch, looking through some old magazines, and seemed most preoccupied. The next day, he’d have to hire a truck to haul the airplane back to Camden and he would have to pay for it out of his own pocket. He had a Saturday Evening Post open before him and a clump of one-dollar bills spread out on the floor. He was worried about money, she about romance. Her breasts were very beautiful then, and though she would wear a corset and a slip, cleavage hidden, it was a time when the very suggestion of lingerie seemed outrageous and provocative to men. Before heading downstairs, she’d opened the top three buttons of her flannel gown. She stood in the hallway wetting her palm with saliva, and stuck her hand in her gown, rubbing herself so that her nipples stiffened like buttons through the material. She had gone downstairs to look for a book and, after finding her copy of Ivanhoe, sat across from the young and distraught man and, sighing, said, “It’s such a lovely night, but I just can’t sleep. Sometimes I like to take a walk in the field outside the house.” Then: “Would you like to join me?”


And he did, following her out into the field and walking with her toward a fence at the edge of their property, where she asked the pilot if he would like to sit down on a pile of stones to watch the stars. And just as he sat beside her, the sky, as if cooperating, sent two streaks of light shooting across the horizon.


“Did you see them?” she asked, and he nodded. “Yes, miss.”


“Oh, but call me Meggy, if you like.” Then: “My, but I love this place! Do you know that when I was very little, before many of my sisters were born, my mother used to bring me out on warm nights to watch the sky. I was a kid when Halley’s comet came around, do you remember that? It was bright as anything and low in the sky and each night we would watch it until our eyes became heavy with its light. I didn’t know much about anything scientific in those days, but I used to believe that it came out of heaven. Do you remember that?”


“A little. I remember walking with my father—he was a fireman—along the streets of our little town, and standing on a street corner and noticing that comet, bright as a Fourth of July sparkler, coming up over the roof of a house, and thinking, When will wonders end?”


They sat for a long time, quietly, her hand settled just next to his, her hand waiting for his hand to touch hers, but that did not happen. And when he, yawning abruptly, got up and announced, “Guess we should be getting back,” she followed after him and asked, “Curtis, do you think I’m pretty?”


“Yeah, I pretty much do.”


Then she said, “And are you sure you want to go back to the house? Wouldn’t you like to sit out here longer?”


“I’d like to, but I can’t. I’ve got a lot on my mind.”


That was all, until they made their way into the house and Margarita, fancying him and thinking that they’d entered the preliminary stage of a romance, bid him good night in their parlor—for he was to sleep on the couch, under some quilted blankets—her lips pecking at his right, stubbly cheek, her eyes closed, as she wished for more.


Later, in the bedroom that she shared with the twins, Margarita settled in bed, and by dim lamplight started to read Ivanhoe again, until, having fallen asleep, she began to feel her nipples pinch the sheets through her gown and a quite pleasant sensation in her female center, so that, without knowing it, she passed the night grinding her hips into the bed and sighing—until her sister Isabel, hearing her, peered into the room briefly, for she thought that poor Margarita (with the crooked teeth that never allowed her to smile) was having a bad dream—in the same way that the sisters would sometimes hear their father, in his own bad dreams, moaning at night. She had gone in to dim the gaslight beside the bed, Isabel bending to pick up from the floor the copy of Ivanhoe that had slipped from her older sister’s fingers. And when she heard Margarita sighing again, she decided to waken her.


“Are you all right?” Isabel asked her. “¿Todo está bien?” repeating the question in Spanish, the language she used when wanting to be more emphatic, or affectionate.


“Yes! And now please leave me alone!”


With that, poor Isabel felt her fair Irish face flush. (It was the big-boned, wide-shouldered, tall Isabel who had been born with the most Irish appearance and the old-fashioned Cuban morality and a tendency to get herself involved in everyone else’s business.) She left the bedroom as if a bee had stung the tip of her tongue, and feeling, as she would much of her life, a little unappreciated by her older sister, whom she considered too immature to make her own decisions. She had no idea that Margarita had gone to bed that night in a revelry of fabrications about the pilot, that in the name of self-amusement, and because she had perhaps become a little bored with Sir Walter Scott’s tales of knightly daring, she had invented or allowed herself to drift into a most pleasant and unladylike dream—the pleasurable memory of which would come to her even years later, when she, a much older woman, would turn to look at the glowing aqua-blue dial of an electric clock and then into a mirror, remembering.


Margarita’s Dream, 1921


SHE WAS WEARING a diaphanous wedding gown and a veil that gave her the mysterious air of a harem girl, a Salome, her hair coiffed into a great wisp of curls, blossoms such as she had once worn at a May festival, sunk into the crepe of that veil. Her skin, olive-colored like that of her Cuban mother, had miraculously lightened, and her teeth had straightened. Her breasts, which she’d always considered much too large, took on the proportions of the breasts she had once seen on a statue of Aphrodite in an art book. In the dream, she and the pilot were joined in a long, impassioned kiss, prelude to their honeymoon—for, apparently, they were married—which would begin with a flight in his airplane. (She heard the musical twins at the tinny upright piano playing “Come, Josephine…”) He took her up through the clouds into the chilly heights, in loops toward the sun, and in bed Margarita was so convinced she was flying that her breath shortened, she gasped and had the sensation of falling headlong, piercing the atmosphere, like a pebble through water.


Landing in a field, they found their honeymoon abode, a simple cottage. A private place, for not one of her sisters, nor her mother or father, nor the passersby on the road, nor guardian angels, nor the eyes of God were upon them. They could do whatever they liked: he carried her over the threshold of a bedroom, and through the window she could see cows and sheep grazing in the distance. At first they simply sat on opposite sides of the bed. And he started to speak softly, his voice quavery and uncertain: he began by making a confession. He had deceived her. He was not the good man that she had imagined. He wasn’t a virgin. He had been with other women, sophisticated women, tramps, who knew their way around a bedroom. In France, during the war, he had seduced the women of Paris and learned the secrets of love, and while he was telling her this, he could not help but run his fingers down the front of her lacy dress; and soon enough he was standing behind her, holding her breasts in his hands and pressing against her. That was when Margarita, exercising some restraint, broke away from him and cried out, “Let’s go running in the fields.”


Soon they were out amid the dung piles and flies, and the cows sidled toward them with great interest. She would recall feeling a need for distraction, even though her loins ached for release (she was grinding into her bed), and so passed part of the dream picking flies off the cows’ heavy lids. He sat down on a bundle of hay and watched her. He told her, in his Arkansas twang, “I love you, doll.”


From a hilltop they could see far into the distance—toward farms and a winding river, the fields covered with dandelions and daisies. He undid her dress and was soon suckling her, in the way she imagined a man would, his head to one side of her, so he could hold and suckle her at the same time, his neck muscles stretching. And soon she was feeling the long, slender bolt of flesh—his male appendage—which he’d let out from his trousers. (She imagined its appearance, deciding it would look like a six-week-old river trout, having seen different versions of that anatomy on hounds and country animals—her mother sometimes covering her eyes when, in the wagon, they would pass by two horses coupling in the field. She remembered many things in a simple moment: how she had once watched a quite proper lady in town turn purple and then faint at the sight of a Clydesdale horse spontaneously mounting another—and on the main street of town, not far from the church! And recalled the afternoon, some years before, when she had been naughty and gone off by herself to follow the river that crossed under the bridge near Tucker’s Pond; book and a little bag of fruit in hand, she passed some good and earnest young men—Tom Sawyer types, she had thought—fishing with crayfish lures; and moving along the mossy bank, she came to a place where the whitewater flowed and bubbled against the rocks. She could rest there, eat an apple, and read in peace without anyone to disturb her, for she had come to love her privacy and there was little of that in her household. When she reached her spot, she’d found that it had been commandeered by some schoolboys who had slung a rope up over the thick branch of an oak and were swinging naked in a long, sweeping arc over the water, their pink snout-hooded privates flying with them through the air. And there had been the time when she and Isabel, taking a shortcut through the town cemetery—where they liked to play “ghost” among the blackened and wind-weathered, half-toppled tombstones centuries old—made their way past the seventeenth-, eighteenth-, and nineteenth-century dead and were near the gate on a gray and dreary day when the groundskeeper, slightly addlepated, approached them, his demeanor normal except for the fact that he wore neither trousers nor breeches and allowed them—out of senility? mischief? insanity?—a good look at his lackadaisically hanging lantern of flesh, for that was what it seemed in that moment, the two sisters covering their mouths as if to suppress their cries of grief or laughter or surprise as they hurried off toward a path that would eventually lead them to the main road out of town and home. Those few incidents passed through her mind in this particular moment of fabrication.) But he never stopped kissing her breast and she never stopped touching him with her soft and elegant fingers and then he started to touch her, and not just her breasts but down below her navel, and she began to squirm, a sensation that warmed honey had been poured between her thighs overwhelming her.


Then she was back in the airplane: from up high, aloft in the clouds and looking down, as she had years before when as a little girl she’d once dreamed of being transported by angels, she saw that the countryside, with its patches of brown, green, and clay red, the irrigation ditches and streams and rivers, farmhouses and silos and cross-hatchery of roads, resembled a wavery quilt or a great flag. As the plane continued to arch upward through the clouds as if to break through the roof of life itself (to arrive in some heaven of pleasant sensations), he turned to look at her, smiling and gallantly nodding his head. A long, silk scarf flowed behind him in the wind and he laughed, telling her, “Let me show you something, sweetheart,” and he pulled up on the throttle so that the plane rose steeply into the sky and then he brought it abruptly down, countering gravity and telling her, “Hang on,” and just then she sensed gravity dissipating. A book, Scott’s Ivanhoe, which had accompanied her into the dream, and a silver chatelaine purse with beaded fringe began to float off her lap during the dive; her hair also began to float and she had similar sensations throughout her body, her interior organs, her breasts, and every strand of her hair stretching upward as if to float free of all concern.


In bed, she pressed her legs together so tight an insane rushing pleasure filled the length of her womb. She squirmed, she shook, she moaned, her bones slipping out through her skin and clattering about the room, and she felt herself falling backward as if she had stepped off a cloud. Then she opened her eyes, the mattress damp beneath her, and realized that when the shuddering had rushed through her, she had kicked off the merry-looking quilt and had almost rolled off the bed: she had given the sheets such a tug that she had wrapped herself in them like a Greek goddess, and because it was still so dark—the dawn would come in a few hours and there would be the cock’s crows and the neighing of horses, roused from their stalls, the sunlight edging slowly along the field—the moon through the window appeared in her half-sleep vision like a burning shield and she sighed, unable to rest any more that night.
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Making her way along the hall (and hearing through the doorway nearest the stairs the whispering voices of her mother and father, who sometimes spoke fitfully throughout the morning hours—about what, no one would ever know), she went down the rickety stairs to the kitchen, where she lit a kerosene lamp, and, sitting at a table, passed the rest of the night sipping buttermilk, eating apple slices and pieces of pan-fried, sugar-coated bread, and reading Sir Walter Scott.


That fried bread’s aroma, a lilting thread of nearly crystalline or carmelized air rising to the upper floors (smoke curling in cat’s-cradle configurations up the stairs and under the doors of the rooms where her sisters were sleeping), roused the ever-plump and food-loving Irene from her slumbers, and this sister, in a great flannel gown and with red ribbons in her pigtails, soon had made her way into the kitchen. And although she was half asleep, her eyes nearly shut, she, like a somnambulist chef or a spirit nostalgic for the earthly happiness of tasting a sweet upon its tongue, also sliced up some bread, fried it in butter and sugar, and sat beside Margarita, happily devouring this pre-morning snack, though without saying a word to her older sister. For her part, Margarita was used to this, having spent many an hour with Irene in the same sort of situation—that is, Margarita diapering, ironing, sewing, washing dishes, sweeping the floor, or intently reading a book or a magazine, while Irene assumed the posture of someone whose vocation in life was the savoring, mastication, and digestion of all pleasurable foods. That night, she remained beside her oldest sister, filling her belly, and then as abruptly—and as sleepily—as she had appeared, she took (as Walter Scott might have described it) “her lady’s leave.”


Then Margarita sat alone, occasionally looking out the window for dawn, and happy when the morning star, Venus, that brilliant pearl of light shrouded by the morning mists and milk-white in its solitude, began to rise over some distant willows, a greenish water-stained luminescence burning around them ever so briefly, and she listened carefully for the puttering of a biwing aircraft engine, for she was at the age when she sometimes thought that her dreams, no matter how frightening or naughty, were premonitions, that over the aureoletically splendid horizon would appear the gallant and handsome pilot, up from the sofa and in the air, his heart enthralled by the prospect of seeing her again, his knees weak with desire, and his head filled with the promise and hope of love.








[image: image]











The next morning, when her father drove the pilot into town (they had waved at him as he made his way, limping, out to the automobile), Margarita, feeling most interested in the man, insisted on coming along and she luxuriated, sitting behind him in the back seat, inhaling deeply of his adventurer’s leather and the sweet Brilliantine hair tonic that he had scrubbed into the dense head of curly hair as he dallied before the washstand earlier.


When they reached Main Street and the pilot climbed down, Margarita, extending her hand delicately covered in a white doeskin glove, bid him farewell again and told him, in a whisper: “Please come back and see us.” Then: “Or at least come back and see me.”


“I surely will,” he told her.


Another Saturday


TWO MONTHS had passed, it was a Saturday, and the Montez O’Brien sisters had more or less forgotten about the pilot; that is, all but Margarita, who felt a little slighted that the gallant aviator never returned. That morning the sisters were out in the yard under the shade of the spreading chestnut tree, parasols in hand or sun hats on their heads, the littlest ones playing tag out by the barn and running in circles or jumping from the rear of their old cabriolet, that elegant, high-wheeled wagon which their father, Nelson O’Brien, used as transport in the days before his purchase of an automobile. To the south, a grand view of hills and other houses, prosperity in the air and felicity communicated by the sunlight, feminine in its giving nature. Nine years old, Sarah was up on a stepladder filling the bird feeders, like lanterns off the lower limbs of the trees, with seed, for, during those months, tawny sparrows, blue- and yellow-rumped warblers, goldfinches and meadowlarks and blue jays, among so many others, would in memory come flying across every spring morning of her youth—crowding the branches and swooping around the delighted, spinning child, as if she had the powers of a female St. Francis, whose image hung on the kitchen wall, titmice and petite chickadees scampering and hopping on the lawn below, pecking after the fallen bits of nut and grain.


These were beautiful bird feeders, some dating back to when the house had been built many years before; others, resembling pagodas and little churches, gifts to the family from their mother’s good friend, Herman García, a most un-British Puerto Rican butler who, working for one of the richer estates of their town, represented exactly one half of the rest of the Spanish-speaking population of Cobbleton, the other half (excluding the Romance-language teacher, Miss Covington) being a certain baker, Mr. Roig, a tall, pock-faced Spaniard who resembled Abraham Lincoln, and his wife, famous in the town for their many-tiered wedding cakes, their puff pastries, strudels, and pretzels. (“One has to adapt,” Mr. Roig, with his deep Basque voice, used to say. “When in Rome, do as the Romans do.”) And while these Basques were friendly with the family—whenever Mariela and her daughters went into his shop, he would always chat with her—it was García who had over the years become a regular visitor to the household, dining with them every so often on Sundays, when he would show up with his two sons and his young wife, his arms filled with gifts for the house. Over time, he would bring them cribs, rocking horses, children’s chairs, a hat rack, wooden puppets, even a domino set that he made for Nelson O’Brien on his birthday (he rarely played with them, preferring the game of checkers), all of the aforementioned items constructed in a little workshop behind the cottage of the estate where he was a butler and sometime chauffeur, and where his wife also worked as a maid. Many years before—it must have been around 1909 or 1910—their mother and Mr. García had met in the town post office, he waiting for a letter from San Juan, she for one from Cuba. He was “new” in those parts then, as he had arrived to work from New York, on the recommendation of a former employer (“You don’t have to pay him much, you know”), on the estate of a prominent banker. With his dark-whorled eyes, his great crooked nose and gaunt frame, he had an ascetic, nearly monkish bearing. But that was not his way: a man in his late thirties at the time, he had been married to a woman fifteen years younger than himself. And despite his appearance, he was ebullient and friendly. He, too, had felt the loneliness of being one of the other foreigners in town, but had the advantage of having relatives who lived in a place called Harlem, New York, and so now and then, on his free Sundays, when he was not visiting the house, he would take the train into that city, return late at night, and the next day, usually in the mid-afternoon, appear at the door of the house where the sisters lived, holding a bag filled with plantains, yuca, mangoes, malangas, and other foods that would not appear on the shelves of any store in Cobbleton for another sixty years or so. (Years later, a large Shop-Rite would take up half of Farmer Dietrich’s field. And its manager would notice those items listed on an inventory order sheet and check them off, for he had heard that there were inhabitants whose peculiar tastes had brought these foods into demand.)


Their mother was seated before a picnic table in the yard, with little Violeta, healthy and brimming with life, on her lap, enjoying the breeze and looking forward to that moment later in the day when García would invariably show up to discuss the next afternoon’s menu: would they cook a suckling pig? or a big pot of chicken to go with their other dishes? They still had some green plantains left over from the week before, and half a sack of black beans—a happy prospect, in terms of the stomach and heart, for whenever García visited the family, Mariela Montez would feel elated, as she considered him both a friend and an artistic confidant, to whom she allowed access to her most inward thoughts.


Trusting him in a way she had trusted few others, Mariela was reminded by García of a poet named José Luna, who for the years of her childhood had been a close friend of her father in Cuba and a frequent visitor to their house on Victoriana de Avila Street in the city of Santiago. This Luna had been a chaste and impoverished, elderly Don Quixote–like fellow, whose poetry (who could say if it was good or bad?) had been an inspiration to her own young life. So much an inspiration that now, these years later, whenever she sat down to write her own poems, or “versitos,” as she would call them, she always felt that in some way they were written for this man—and the life she had once lived. And because she saw something of José Luna in García, he was about the only person to whom she ever showed them. Even though she sometimes read these verses, often religious and contemplative musings, to the older sisters, like Margarita, who understood much of what she had written, she never took their opinions seriously, as, in her view, their comprehension and use of Spanish, in the main conversational and gossipy, could not begin to grasp her poetic intentions. At some point during his visits, Mariela would take García aside—out to the yard or for a walk in the field around the house—and recite these poems to him, the man walking quietly and perhaps stoically beside her, hands in pockets and head nodding, as she would go on with her orations of poems that she would not read to her own husband. Sometimes they would walk for an hour through the fields. There was a path that cut downhill from their property to another farm where there was a great meadow of wildflowers, a favorite place for the sisters to collect bouquets of convolvulus, heartsease, and snapdragons, and there they would find a place to sit while Mariela recited. Found in a cigar box in 1972, a fragment of a poem, circa June 1920, scribbled on the back of a calendar page, entitled “Lamentation of the Crow”:




Poor Crows, dark and heavy-winged,


with their ugly beaks and horrid caw-caw.


They, too, would like to fly to heaven


and live among the pure doves


and the flamboyance of the peacocks…


[Breaks off]





They would sit there for so long, sometimes until it began to get dark, when the farthest ridges of the hill disappeared gradually in the shadows and the last pink radiances of the sun were swallowed by the sky. And although no one would say it, there would remain for Margarita and the sisters the impression that something might have been going on between their mother and García—the unthinkable, perhaps, the two of them walking in one of those fields after she had bared her soul with those verses that she kept a virtual secret from the others, stopping behind a tree for a quick kiss, was that a possibility? the two embracing at that time of the day when the meadows were liquid and mist-ridden and the wind tousled the grass and chilled the fingers, so that they would hold hands, up along the serpentine path, ever so quietly breaking their hold at the first sight of the house or the barn in the distance.
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These walks brought her much satisfaction. But they confused the sisters, because, despite her initial elation—she would come back to the house laughing and ever so happy—later, washing dishes, breast-feeding her little one in a corner, their mother would seem suddenly so overcome with sadness that she could not open her eyes and her hands would begin to shake. And then their father, who sometimes noticed this and ascribed it not to melancholy or soulful longing for a different life or homesickness but to what in that epoch was known as “feminine weakness,” would take from the kitchen a bottle of Dr. Arnold’s Relaxation Heightener and pour three tablespoons of this curative potion into a tin cup for his wife. Then he would tell her, “Drink it down. Now, that’ll do the trick.”


Margarita’s Bath


THAT SATURDAY MORNING, while her father was out in the yard among his daughters, the horses, the birds, and his wife, performing his exercises, Margarita was locked up in the bathroom, just off the back porch, taking one of her twice-weekly baths. Much work was involved in this simple act in those days, the water heated on the kitchen stove or on a burner in the bathroom and poured from buckets into the metal, gondola-shaped tub to keep it warm, always aiming the hot water in a certain direction—that is, between her legs—its lick of heat slipping down over the matted, sea-orchid-like opening of her pubis, the young woman luxuriating in the flow, the sensation of bodily pleasure, a way of getting outside herself. The room was one of the few private places in that house where she could remain alone, to read, to hum, to do whatever she liked, without anyone seeing her, tranquilly floating in the bathwater.


(Someone’s eyes were always on you, a small hand tugging at your skirt, a voice calling from another room: Margarita! No privacy unless you locked yourself in the bathroom or in the recently installed toilet, which was off a hall from the kitchen. On cold winter nights, she would lift her nightgown hem to her knees, pulling down her underdrawers, her buttocks touching the weathered wood of the commode seat, a shocking feeling—and it was fly-ridden and sometimes unbearable in the summers—but there she would sit, just to be alone and pass the time, until someone—and there was always someone—would bang on the door and demand, “Margarita! Please let me in.”)


Being the oldest and always surrounded by younger sisters whom she had to look after, Margarita spent much of her youth, in that crowded household, busy, sometimes reluctantly, with chores and the upbringing of the others. She had also been the first to experience many things: the first to attend Miss Peterson’s grammar school in Cobbleton; the first to contend with the taunts of her fellow students, who had confused her initial shyness with stupidity; the first to experience shame whenever her mother, who did not speak very much English, met with her teachers; the first to be ridiculed because she possessed that Cuban’s dark spirit and skin in a town filled with Swedes and Finns and Norwegians and Germans; and the first to daydream about running away. But she had also been the first to experience the simple pleasures of this life: the first to inhale deeply from the garden’s aromatic blooms; the first to run, turning in circles, under a heaven of falling snow; to watch with sweet interest the swallows exercising in the clouds; and the first to rest in a bed beside her mother, listening as her mother read to her from the books she had brought with her from Cuba, one about the planet Mars and the other about the creation of the earth, the travels of chosen people and the salvation of men’s souls. And she had been the first to look at the maps of Cuba and Ireland which their mother had cut out from some old book and put in frames in the hall so the children would at least know the cartographic appearance of those distant lands in which their parents were born. And the first to hear her mother singing a zarzuela in Spanish and to hear her father, corny as he could be, moving through the rooms of that house on one of his good days, whistling an Irish air; and the first to navigate through the two flowing rivers of language in that house, to sense the music and the voluptuousness of each and yet to feel them sometimes warring inside her, when she was not sure if she was a bit more of a Montez or of an O’Brien. And she was the first—or would be the first—to wake up one morning and, looking back, sigh wistfully and with affection for that time when her life had been filled with many moments of earthly happiness.
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Year by year, she had watched the rooms of their house fill with cribs and basins and mounds of diapers and with new sisters, who ran, charged the sunlight on the walls, danced and squealed, cried, shouted, plucked flowers, sucked sugar cubes, smeared jelly into their hair, pounded the floors with their little feet, turned in circles, sang in and out of key, rested in her arms, yanked on her apron, napped in corners, piled on top of one another, and, filling the house with exuberant femininity, made like Spanish-and English-speaking sprites.


Attentive to her duties in the household, she had, as a little girl, always felt “saintly” and humble in the manner of a good, demure, and obedient daughter. She had been the kind of young girl who, in the days when she knew mainly work, was rarely seen in the house without a laundry basket, an iron, a broom in hand. She was obedient then and lived in a good tremulous fear of failing her mother, wiped chins, wiped bottoms, learned to cook, to sew, to spend an hour turning the crank-driven mechanism of a pot-shaped laundry machine, later diligently appearing in the yard with bundles of sheets and dresses, stockings, underdrawers, and linens and sheets, which she would pin to lines, doing all such work cheerfully and without a thought for herself.


But as she got older she happily discovered the benefits of her seniority and was not at all reticent to play the mistress of the house when Isabel and the other older sisters (Maria, Olga and Jacqueline, Helen and Irene) reached the age when she could give them work. They, in turn, did the same with their younger sisters, to whom the oldest were like aunts. And while she had never truly been freed from housework and always enjoyed the simple pleasure of bouncing a newly arrived Montez O’Brien sister on her knee (yes, and sniffing the sweet scent of unspoiled, talcum-powdered skin and curly locks, and feeling the touch of soft, grasping fingers, the tip of their digits damp from sucking, nails marked by a swirling white moon, on her nose and chin and cheeks), she had by now, and with great delight, experienced something of the outside world. She could look back to those times when she went to work for her father, sometimes accompanying him on his photography excursions and business trips, and helped to run the movie house, where she had been doing odd jobs for the past seven years—back to 1914, when the theater first opened. (She did everything in the Jewel Box Movie House. Sometimes she was the projectionist, the ticket taker, the usher, the lobby manager, the distributor of promotional items by the entrance; that is, she would oversee the distribution of such items—certain of the younger sisters, “cute as all-get-out,” as they used to say, standing inside the doors in their ruffle-skirt pink and yellow dresses, their knee stockings, and with ribbons in their hair, giving away decorative and entertaining items whose purpose was publicity for the theater and for silent movies in general. They’d distribute “Hoot Gibson” and “Buck Jones” glasses, Abraham Lincoln spoons, lead doughboy and lasso-twirling bowlegged cowpoke figurines, Spanish fans that opened to the words “The Jewel Box Movie House,” and “For the Best and Latest in Biograph and Kinescopic Entertainments!”; and Kewpie and Raggedy Ann dolls, and, later, during the King Tut craze of 1923, Pharaoh whistle rings and jigsaw puzzles of the Great Pyramids. Cap pistols, too, and on the last Sunday of the month, “Hollywood Star of the Month” plates, featuring such prominent screen idols as Rudolph Valentino, Theda Bara, Mae Marsh, Douglas Fairbanks, and Julia Opp.)


Still, she valued her privacy and loved the bathroom, as it was in some sense a historic place. It was in that room, during that very same act of bathing, one autumn day in 1915—she had already passed into her fourteenth year—that Margarita Montez O’Brien moved from the physical oblivion of childhood into the sudden awareness that she had acquired the body of a woman. That day she had removed her dress, stripped down to her underbodice and camisole, slipped those off, and then climbed out of her cotton underdrawers and, looking into the large speckled mirror on the wall, with its oak cherub frame, first realized that the thick womanly shock of black pubic hair between her legs and the plump breasts that she was observing had just burst forth, as if overnight, overtaking the child that she had once been. There she stood, curvaceous, sweaty, with mangly body hair which erupted not only below, its highest reaches a thin delicate line of hair rising to her navel, but under her arms and all over her legs—which young women in that epoch never shaved (unless they were “professional ladies”). Once she had gotten over this change, fascinated (and sometimes repulsed) by the sight of her own body, she got into the unbookish habit of parading about naked in the upstairs bedroom and posing before the dresser mirror, where she would examine herself carefully, her hands touching her breasts, as if to measure their daily change in size and weight. She would do this even when the room was chilled and goosebumps covered her skin and her nipples puckered, her body stretching in all angles, as if to accentuate the natural grace of her form, or to transform some unpleasant feature. This physical onslaught seemed to have come over her suddenly and without anyone, not her mother or her father (certainly not him!), to explain what was going on.


(And she never knew that the mailman, Mr. Smith, once saw her standing naked before her bedroom window and every day for months afterwards would dally by their mailbox, looking up at that window on the chance of seeing her again, that for many nights, when the mailman would go home and sit down to dinner, he could hardly bear to look at the affectionate and matronly corpulence of his wife, and that on some evenings the mailman would tell her that he was going out for a walk and, putting on his boots and coat and hunter’s cap, make his way into the rawness of the season by lantern light, trudging along the back lots and streets of Cobbleton and down the mile or so of road to the house where the sisters lived. He would stand in the darkness, observing their silhouettes through the yellow-lit windows, unable to understand what he, a man of forty or so and married for eighteen years, with three children of his own, was doing there. One night, snowflakes like porch moths fluttered down around him and still he remained another hour, until every one of the lights in the house dimmed and the winds had risen and a chill had entered his bones, and he sadly made his way homeward, back to the comfort of his own household.)


In those days she became so self-involved, spending long hours in the bathroom and bedroom, that Isabel, who’d always had the disposition of a matronly aunt, would bang on the door to rouse her from her reveries, or, if she happened to be passing by and saw her older sister in a natural state, would throw her a robe, a sheet, a blanket, and ask, “What’s wrong with you, anyway, that you suddenly detest clothing?” And reluctantly Margarita, who tended to defer to her younger, more authoritative sister on the practical matters of life, would get dressed, that matter of exhibitionistic glee or vanity resolving itself over the coming months and gradually giving way to other, more humble pursuits, such as crocheting, embroidery, dressmaking, and the playing of parlor games with her younger sisters, and to other diversions which in that epoch were deemed proper to the upbringing of a young lady (and boringly so, because Margarita in the midst of a card game, in the process of choosing between a queen of hearts and a seven of clubs to discard, sometimes yawned or let out a sigh, the sigh of a young woman from whose life the excitement of adventure and love was absent).


Although she kept much of what had taken place in her body a secret—or tried to—it was the bloodied evidence of her sheets and the complaints of the twins about her moodiness that made her mother, Mariela Montez, realize what was happening to her daughter. Feminine and suddenly voluptuous, Margarita not only began to attract the solicitous smiles and glances of shopkeepers and male passersby in town, but during a certain time of the month she began to experience pains so severe (as if her kidneys had been punched, her rump were stuffed with broken glass, her belly filled with stones, and her intestines with prickly worms, as if a thorny rope had been wrapped around her internal organs and had been pulled taut by a powerful and unrelenting wheel to the point of breaking—that’s what it was like) that she would take to her bed for days at a time, feeling both disgraced and powerless. And while the severity of those pains would pass with the years, the humiliation would not: she always hated wearing a strip of cotton from a torn sheet pinned like a diaper over her vagina to absorb the flow of her monthly cycle’s blood, and found that the cloth made her feel self-conscious as she walked, especially when she accompanied her mother or father to town or was hurrying along the streets with her younger sister to shop, convinced that people somehow knew about her condition, that she was marked or smelled bad or was leaving a trail of blood behind her. And because Mariela, who’d never bothered to explain the biology of the occurrence, always reminded her to put on the trapo, or “rag,” as it was indelicately called, Margarita despised the term and its implication, finding it an offense to the haughtier part of her female disposition.


And yet she got accustomed to all that and used her experience to make things easier for her younger sisters, Isabel being the first beneficiary of her sister’s knowledge and research (for Margarita had studied the symptoms and biophysiology in a book that she’d borrowed from Dr. Schultz, the family physician, who had delivered each of the sisters with the exception of herself, Isabel navigating the sometimes turbulent waters of that condition with cantankerous piety. And she had advised Maria as to what to expect—Maria would stoically sit out on the porch, rocking in a wicker chair, discomfort teeming through her body, bones, belly, and head painful with the “female malady”—and had recently introduced her to the concept of “hygienic dressing” and the safety pins to her two playful and elegant sisters, the musical twins, who, sharing the experience so closely—Olga’s menses would begin a few hours before Jacqueline’s—always endured its discomforts together. (Margarita could tell, for during those times Jacqueline’s violin playing, celestial and melodious, would begin to screech and shriek as if to call out to all the other mournful violins in the world, and Olga’s piano playing became more halting and she tended to lose her patience with lovely chords like the E-flat major of a Mozart sonata and would, for no apparent reason, begin to hate every note on the piano, abruptly slamming her palms down at random on the keys and crashing the fall board so hard that on two occasions the cherrywood cover loosened from its hinges—and then, frustrated, she would head up the stairs, forlorn and lost to music, throwing herself on the bed to cry.)
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In the early afternoon Margarita bathed and put on a sweet pink dress and sun hat, a pair of low-heeled lace-tied shoes, and decided that she would go for a walk along the country roads to the field near Farmer Tucker’s pond where she would often sit under a tree with a book and read for a while before heading off to town to work in the movie house, for in those days she was already known as the sister who liked books and it was a normal thing for her to seek solitude. She’d always liked to read—books taking her out of herself and the “little shames” Margarita would feel in her young life, beginning with the image of her ever-pregnant mother, Mariela Montez, whom she loved very much but whose dogged “foreignness” and absolute determination to remain Cuban in an all-American town, the other Spanish-speaking inhabitants of which could be counted on the fingers of one hand, prevented her from caring in the slightest about the way she spoke English, which she did only in snippets with her youngest daughters, from Helen on, and with her husband, even then saying little—“I’m coming,” and “Yes,” in response to a question or an order, at dinner instructing her daughters, amid the slurping of soup and the chomping of buttered slices of bread, to pass their father another bowl of stew, and saving her gossip or her most rarefied opinions for her older, Spanish-speaking daughters. She had not bothered to teach the babies Spanish; like a grandmother, she’d delegate that work to the oldest daughters, if they so liked. She regarded the youngest girls, following her in packs about the house, their heads filled with English, with both pity (“The poor things are too distracted to learn proper Spanish”) and contempt (“They don’t really want to learn!”), forming her strongest alliance with the oldest sisters, like Margarita and Isabel, who of course had their own opinions on the subject. For Margarita, the oldest, the soft and beautiful vowels of the language were one with the tint of her skin—she’d once gone to the rail station to see her father off on a trip to New York and some wise-guy kid, a soldier, had leaned over the caboose railing and called out to her: “So long, gypsy!”—words that had somehow stuck in her gut and sent her home in a sad mood, up to her room, where she sat before the mirror plucking the barely perceptible bridge of black hairs over her nose and scouring her chin for facial hairs—what gypsies had… This in itself did not make Margarita ashamed, for she much enjoyed the music of her mother’s voice, her mother reading to her as a young girl from a Spanish Bible or from La vida en el planeta marte, or singing in some heaven of old Cuban danzons, lines of which Margarita would be able to remember into old age. All that was good, and warming to her heart, but there was also her mother’s absolute terror of the world outside their house, which had always made Margarita unhappy.


When Margarita Was Alone


SHE DID NOT MIND the solitude of her walks, when she’d experience the odd sensation that she could go on forever in one direction and never escape the household. She’d carry a straw basket filled with books—some of which she had read a dozen times—and a copy of one of the Philadelphia newspapers, the Philadelphia Times, and the local, the Cobbleton Chronicle, which were usually two or three days old. Sometimes as she left the yard and watched her younger sisters at play—Marta, Veronica, and Patricia, running in circles, each properly attired in lady-like fashion, in dresses that reached down past their knees, and high stockings and beribboned hats—she had the impression that she could have been observing herself; and she’d think about what she had been like as a little girl, in those days before she’d started to appreciate and deplore her maturity and awareness (fledgling) of the way the world worked.
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She loved the open air, the sight of a sparrow alighting on the ground, a breeze through her curly black hair, and the scent of the wildflowers all around her, what an old Mennonite farmer used to call the work of the Lord. (He was gone now, as she made her way along the country roads, but she’d remember how, when she was a little girl, this captainly-looking fellow with his great white beard and in a black top coat and bent-up hat would come by in his wagon and at the sight of her suddenly command his heavy-hoofed Clydesdale horses “Whoa,” these animals coming to a halt, their reins jingling. And the farmer, tipping his hat, saying to her, “Isn’t it a nice day, yes? And do you know why, because it’s the work of the Lord”—that’s what he would say, his hand spread out toward the fields and the vivid life around them, God brilliant everywhere. Then he would reach into his pocket and, with his immense frame towering over her, his hands thickly calloused, would give her a little cube of sugar or a hard candy, telling her: “Now you be a good little girl and always pay heed to your parents.”) Sometimes, in a “naughty” mood, she would open the top buttons of her dress so the sun could warm her breasts under the slip and camisoles she’d wear. (She also daydreamed about swimming naked where the willows bent low over their own maudlin shadows in the waters of Tucker’s Pond—how she had been tempted to do so, especially on unbearably hot summer days.) A bluebird flew overhead and disappeared in the treetops, then darted out of the branches, followed by another bluebird, the two singing merrily.


She sighed and remembered the handsome pilot and her dream of love. She read the Cobbleton Chronicle, full of local farmers’ news, and news about the more provocative events taking place in the outside world—an announcement, for example, that a new contest called the Miss America Pageant would be held that coming September at Keith’s Theatre on the Garden Pier in Atlantic City, New Jersey, or, sadly, that Mr. Enrico Caruso, the great Italian tenor (whom she had once heard sing), had been called forth from this life. Also an item about the lynching by a mob of Ku Klux Klansmen of “two negro males, suspected of thievery” in Alabama. What else did she read? On the society pages: “Mr. and Mrs. Pendergast of Chestnut Hill will be arriving in New York from their extended tour of the Orient aboard the steamship Crescent out of Southampton, England, on June 17”—the words “Orient” and “Southampton” enchanting her. (“The name is Dame Margaret,” she fancied herself haughtily instructing a ship porter. “Please do be careful about moving my trunk into the stateroom.”) She twitched: there was a photograph of Suzanne Lengleng, Wimbledon tennis champion, in a scandalously short tennis outfit, leaning over a net and shaking the hand of a vanquished opponent. For a while she stared straight up into the blue of the sky, experiencing nothing but its blueness for many minutes—no leaf, bird, cloud, or aviator in sight…


Then her eyes fell on an advertisement whose illustration showed a young woman crying hysterically in a dark room, stretched across a divan that seemed to be floating in the air, imagining that rugged pilot’s fingers touching her, his lips on her neck, and she noted the headline over the ad: “Often the Bridesmaid but Never the Bride.” And that was true in her own case. Over the past few years, she had watched three of her high-school friends get married, but that did not really bother her, though the girl in the purgatorial shadows of solitude, pictured in the advertisement that read: “The Diary of a Lonesome Girl,” wandering aimlessly in a many-roomed, lightless house, seemed reminiscent of herself on those days when she felt that love would never come into her life.
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Of course, she knew all about love—feeling so much for the family and affection for movie stars like Valentino and Ramon Novarro and for literary creations like David Copperfield or Captain Blood, and for those avuncular types who slipped in and out of her life such as the milkman and the postmaster and the stable owner and the ice-house man. But little else, as life in their town, she thought, was a bore, and left her with much time to read, to cultivate herself as a lady and pursue her impure thoughts, as the handsome Catholic priest might have put it. On many a day she sorrowfully regretted that her family lived in Cobbleton, as quiet and orderly a town as one might ever find but with little promise of romance, unless one counted the society balls, to which the sisters were never invited. In her habits, she seemed restless, and because she was naturally pensive, there had been talk of sending her to secretarial school or to a women’s college, where she might apply herself to education courses or household management; but, most of all, her mother and father simply wanted her to get married—the proper destiny of a young lady of that epoch.


But there were no men in that town who appealed to her, not the men who would sometimes come with their haughty dates to films at the movie house, or farm boys, or the sons of railroad workers; nor was she interested in Rafael García, the butler’s oldest son. Ever attentive and courteous, and a few years older than herself, he’d follow Margarita about the house, treating her with so much respect and reverence as to turn her stomach. This young Rafael, as darkly serious but not as handsome as his butler father, was a studious and quiet fellow. During the few moments when he would say anything at all, he tended to speak about his life as a college student in Philadelphia—“the only Puerto Rican in that school,” he would say in his low voice—where he studied law. For Margarita, whose head sometimes floated in the clouds, he was so practical, sincere, and “good” that she found him a bore, her own preferences tending toward the more adventurous type of man such as she perceived her father, Nelson O’Brien, to be, or the likes of that pilot.


While away at school, he’d write Margarita long, evasive, and finally (that is, obliquely) confessional letters, which she would never finish and would tuck away in a lacquer box, and while she would write him back appreciative notes, she did not give him much thought. Then something new began to appear in the bundles of mail that would come to the house: little envelopes, smelling of violet perfume and love poetry, addressed to Margaret from an “anonymous admirer”—Rafael himself, of course—poems which he may have styled after the ditties that appeared in little “love booklets” such as could be found in the local pharmacist’s, which cost ten cents and came nicely bound in pocket-size editions and had, with their flowery designs, something of an air of Japanese art, much in vogue then. His own poems were carefully written out, in as fine a script as he could manage (the g’s and h’s shaky, the w’s bending to one side, the j’s often not dotted), and surrounded by a border of hand-drawn cherubs and blossoms—why, the man must have spent hours on those notes. The poems, as Margarita would recall them years later, could have been composed by an adolescent boy. One ditty called “Dreams of You” went as follows:




In Spring my dreams of you


come joyously welling


up like the waters of brooks


bubbling clear in the sun.


What a joy in the telling,


for to my heart you will


remain forever dear.


Come the roses of May


or the snows of December,


my love for you I will


always remember.


Gray be the skies or like azure


the blue, far be the day


I slumber without my dreams of you.





These and others arrived from time to time, and she knew the poor fellow’s reserve would dissolve just by looking at her—he had always looked at her in a certain way, even when she was a little girl—his expression conveying to her, as male expressions would, the simple wish that he might connect with so pleasing a being, as if she were an angel with the power to remake a man’s life, his sense of the past and of himself, as if a woman was something in which a man and his history, his pains, his failings, could reside.


Sometimes she would accompany him out to a dance or a movie, though not without misgivings: Rafael had inherited the Negro blood of a grandmother, and although she did not care about it herself and liked the “boy,” as she’d call him, thinking him far from a man, it made Margarita uncomfortable, as she did not like the feeling that people might find new ways to look down on her. She did like him and sometimes thought that, were he a few shades lighter and more handsome, she might entertain the idea of a romance with him. But it would not happen, and whenever he tried to hold her hand as they walked down the street, she would pull it away.
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That was during the time when Margarita believed that all men could fall in love with her, and she had acquired an alarming tendency to flirt—when she would come to town, knowing (or wishing it so) that the men were looking at her. If she went into Mr. Roig’s bakery, as she did that day before making her way to the movie house, and there was a handsome man waiting about beside his wife, or one of the hicky farm boys with his mother, she would have fun dallying with loaves of bread, pouty as she appraised them, nose whiffing the grain, eye darting to see if she was being watched, and, while doing so, sometimes imagining the most lurid conversations with men, for she was aware, coming from so fecund a household, of the laws and bawdiness of nature. (How many times had she looked on a tree branch in the spring at a configuration of blossoms and realized that it was one butterfly mounted on another?) As she and her vivacious younger sisters walked in a group, the unspoken rule among them was to relate by posture and general giddiness a contempt for men—to parade in a startling procession, on their way to church or to the movie house, aware of how men tipped their hats and young boys whistled, while they comported themselves with the mischievous authority of European countesses.


She believed that all her sisters were lovely, save Isabel, with her matronly wide, hard-boned face, freckly, she thought, like an apple, her moody disposition and propensity for plain dresses—but she had always enjoyed the attention they attracted when she and her sisters went to town together and marched as a chatty, clamorous group down Main Street to a dance or a silent picture at their father’s movie house, or while hearing Sunday Mass at Father Mancuso’s church, a casual and capricious flirtation prevailing whenever they saw men and (consciously or unconsciously) exerted their female influence. In those days she wanted to be like the women in those engravings of famous goddesses that she saw in the old history books—Demeter, Aphrodite, Venus—or like a Gibson Girl from old magazines like The Saturday Evening Post, which their mother, to practice reading English, kept in the house. All these had in common the same serenely lilting foreheads, genteel and somehow transcendent—what medieval physiognomists would define as “noble.” She wanted to be as beautiful as the lady depicted in a Grecian tunic, reclining on a couch, who was on the label of the Helen of Troy Beauty Pomade jar, which, at thirty-five cents a jar, often found its way into the house—and wished, while posing one afternoon, her hair pinned up in a great mangled coif above her head, that she could resemble the beautiful Florentine lady, Beatrice, pictured on the wall of the Cobbleton Library, crossing the Ponte Vecchio to meet, as the caption confided, the poet Dante. She saw images of herself, or suggestions of her own hopeful feminine beauty, so often repeated—on coins, stamps, magazine ads, movie posters.


Spring Photograph


THE SPRING, ice beds breaking up and the trees budding, she remembered, was her favorite season in adolescence, the world fertile, the sunlight contagious, her head filled with nothing but the future. Their father, Nelson O’Brien, sleeves rolled to his elbows, would stand behind the tripod of his folding-bellows-type camera, posing the sisters out under an elm tree in their yard, blanket spread out underneath them as if they were having a picnic, butterflies fluttering about, and the Pennsylvania countryside radiant as far as one could see; or he would have them climb on a wagon, the littlest ones squirming and carrying on, while their mother, Mariela Montez, ever serious and moody in an introspective way, seemed unable to smile. She would stare intently ahead, her expression passive, the very same expression she would maintain for cameras for the rest of her days. A great silence would ensue as Nelson, with artistic and fatherly pride, head disappearing under a black velvet cloth and hand on a pneumatic bulb, recorded for posterity the feminine progress of his daughters. Photograph taken, life would come swirling back into motion—Margarita and Isabel tending to the household chores and the care of the little ones, diapers everywhere, while their mother would make her way through the house, her stride often weighed down with the emergence of life, for it seemed she was always pregnant.


There was something else in regard to the photographs. Even though Margarita had always seemed outwardly humble, bowing her head and averting her eyes when a man or a woman would pay her a compliment—“My, but aren’t you the prettiest thing”—she, having her moments of vanity, secretly believed that it was so. (“If you look too long,” she can hear her mother saying in Spanish, “your reflection will swallow you.”) Years later, when regarding those photographs, cracked and tinted by age, she would take a good hard look at herself and find that she had had, more or less, pleasant but ordinary looks as a young woman—she would blossom with age—and that while she certainly had something of a foreign air about her, which would always seem to intrigue men, she was not beautiful, though her father, Nelson, would tell her differently.


“You have classical features like a Venus,” he would say while posing this daughter, alone in his studio (crack of light, chemical flash, the child brilliantly smiling). “You know that, yes?”


The funny thing was that he’d tell each of his daughters, be they plain or beautiful, that they were equally “generous to the eyes.”
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Margarita would remember that in the earliest days of her life, before her father would buy himself the Model T, they would go to town in a cabriolet, the simple carriage pulled along by their serene horse Hercules, who liked to eat apples and who inhabited the barn along with the swallows. They would ride the few miles of tranquil country road to Cobbleton, her mother holding her younger sister, Isabel, born in 1904, the plainest-looking baby in the world, with a broad, sunken-featured face, but with pretty eyes, wailing away, Mariela ever pregnant, with Maria or the musical twins, Olga and Jacqueline, perhaps, cuddling her daughter and looking off into the woods around them and saying, “Hmmm,” when asked by Margarita’s father, “Are you comfortable?”—the Irishman tugging on the reins and giving out a click of his tongue to encourage their horse, with its cocking ears, forward, the man hunkered over and brooding, a derby atop his head, his blue eyes straight on the road, his clothing smelling of a cherry blend of pipe tobacco and burned firewood.


They’d make their way down past Farmer Tucker’s pond, where in the winters the girls and the other children of the town would learn to skate (and where poor Sarita, born in 1912, would fall into the frozen water through a crack in the sun-softened ice and develop the infection that almost took her from the family), and the roads known as Farmers’ Crossing, where, if you made a turn in either direction, you could ride past miles and miles of dairy and wheat and corn farms, before coming to the gentle glen, glorious in the spring (and she can’t help imposing this), where years later her first husband, then a new gentleman acquaintance, would nearly succeed in seducing her. Everywhere she looked along that road, there were farmhouses and silos, farmers working their fields, and dogs to bark protectively, and little stands and tables on which there were unattended baskets of apples and pears and fresh corn, each costing ten cents, which one would put in a tin cup: cows and horses grazing, the fields running in bands toward the horizon, and flocks of wild geese and wrens and crows spiraling in loops toward the sun.


They’d come to Cobbleton, whose streets were lined with thick oaks, hickories, maples, butternuts, and locust willows, trees that in the summers provided much shade. Her Cuban mother never knew the names of those trees. To her, Margarita imagined, they were simply trees, great decorative and flower-boughed ornaments that sprouted out of the ground, shedding leaves in the autumn, covered with snow and knobby tubes of ice in the winter, and returning in the spring—elms (olmos), oaks (robles), and white-barked birch trees (abedules), among others that she simply thought of as árboles, as in “Look at that pretty tree,” her mother, if she knew them, keeping the Spanish equivalents of their names to herself. And she was the same way about the names of flowers, happy when there was an equivalent, rosa for “rose,” but moving through their yard that would grow thick with claveles, violetas, azucenas, flamenquillas, hibiscos, and botones de oro, without knowing that in English they were called carnations, violets, lilies, marigolds, hibiscus, and buttercups. Literate in Spanish, she simply could not relate the English names of things to her daughters; intelligent and secretly erudite, she, in her linguistic solitude, moved through this world tentatively: “Oh, look at that! “¿Cómo se llama eso en inglés?” to Margarita. “¿Cómo se llama un granero aquí?” And Margarita would tell her, curtly at times: “It’s called a barn here, Mama.” She would be happy to inform her mother of such things, but at the same time she would feel annoyed at having to relay such “common” information again and again, tired of being the teacher of her own mother.


When they’d arrive in town, people, lining benches, were fanning themselves, gents moving in and out of the shadows, and the world, as in a film of that time, filled with a kind of oscillating light. Her father, or Poppy as she liked to call him, would head off to the Farmers’ Market to buy some chickens, which they would later carry home squawking in a wire cage and defeather over a bloody tub in the yard, and great bags of rice and potatoes and carrots or whatever they might need. In the post office, they would ask if any letters from Cuba had arrived, by way of Havana and Tampa, and every few months one would, Mariela tearing open the envelope, always scented with the tropics and the perfume of blossoms, to receive the family news. Thus Mariela had learned about her father’s ailing health—he’d broken his hip a few years before while hoisting a Chinese lantern onto the eave of the porch—the birth of nieces and nephews, and the political situation, Cuba now being a republic, all summed up in her mother’s arthritic script; her own responses, meticulously written, conveying an ever-cheerful tone, for Mariela could never allow her parents to sense her own self-doubts about her new life.


It was rare that anything came posted from Ireland, sometimes a note from Nelson’s old parish priest, with its little prayer pamphlets and news of life in the town, where nothing much seemed to happen (and he would shrug), and at Christmas the occasional greeting from an old friend who’d been informed of his whereabouts. Very little else from that distant place.


They would stroll along Main Street, among the good citizens of the town, who by that time had gotten more or less used to the ever-pregnant Spanish lady whose aristocratic demeanor and tendency to silence in their presence set her apart. There was something else: though she was a beautiful woman who liked to dress well—she favored great plumed hats, which with vibrant creativity she would further adorn with beads, artificial birds, and flowers, and wear white gloves and carry a parasol to avoid direct contact with the sun (“It will turn your skin to parchment, children”)—her coloring, “Mediterranean,” “swarthy,” or “Mex,” as it was sometimes referred to in the yellow press of the day, made some people distrust her. And she displayed her religious inclination on her breast, wearing a large silver crucifix with a sullen Christ on a chain around her neck, an heirloom, which may have seemed ostentatious, for in that town religion was concealed within the heart and displayed only during evening prayers and in the pews of the Protestant churches.


There was also a Catholic church in that town, with a handsome and youthful priest named Father Mancuso. Like a circuit judge of the Old West, on Sundays and Wednesdays he would travel from town to town, saying Mass and hearing confession. In the days when they had first arrived in Cobbleton, Nelson had taken her to this simple church, St. Anthony’s, tucked away some few blocks behind the Jewel Box Movie House on Main Street, where she heard an eleven o’clock Sunday Mass. And although she did not know enough English to pursue a confession, she returned on a Wednesday at four, joining a line of penitents and awaiting nervously to see if God would hear her confession in Spanish.


“Padre, quiero confesarme, pero no hablo inglés muy bien.” Then she added: “I want confess, but my English is no so good.”


“Well then,” he asked, “parla italiano?”


“¿Italiano?” and she thought about it and said: “Quizás un poquito.”


“Allora, possiamo fare la confessione in italiano e espagnolo, si?”


“Bien, padre.” And she began her confession and then asked, “¿Pero usted me entiende?”


“Così così, un poco.” And when he laughed, it was the first time she’d heard laughter from such dark seclusion.


“Ma, debemos provare tutto a nome di Dio.”


Absolution for her sins, the cleanliness of her soul, and much happiness that she had someone new to talk with, even if she did not understand everything he had been saying.


Those walks to town, to market, were mainly conducted in silence. Margarita could barely recall any conversations between her mother and father—just intimations: “Shall we go in here?” Or: “I have to go to the bank,” her father would say. Or her mother, attention caught by the sight of an item of interest, would happily point it out to the children: “What a beautiful hat that woman has on!” Or: “Look there at that little bird on the fence.” Or: “That horse over there is smiling at us!” But they would always greet passersby, men tipping their bowler hats and derbies, the ladies with their parasols and ripple-layered, out-of-fashion Empress Eugénie hairdos, nodding and occasionally smiling.


Still, her mother was a fragile, changeable being. Whenever she and the children attended to a chore, and Nelson was elsewhere, and they entered one of the shops, like Collins’ General Store, their mother would become timid. The shopkeeper’s wife, addled by problems of health—people whispered that she suffered from a terrible rheumatism—was sometimes so severe that Margarita would think the thin-lipped porcelain cups, with their little Cupids adorning the sides, were shaking and the air would have (in memory) a singed smell, as if an electrical wire had been smoldering inside a wall. Quiet and sullen, Mariela might say, “Good afternoon,” but that was all. And she would begin to get nervous, standing in a corner of the shop and wanting to touch, but refusing, the things around her. Suddenly she would become tentative and the very thought of examining one of those delicate cups was enough to bring down the entire rack of tureens, bowls, and pitchers above them.


Needing an intermediary, she would then begin to ask questions:


“Margarita, ask the lady how much for that sack of flour.”


“Yes, Mama.”


“And, Margarita, would you please explain to her that last time we were here she did not give us the correct change.”


“Yes, Mama.”


Once she was out on the street again and free from nerve-racking scrutiny, either her gaiety would return or she would take on the air of an offended aristocrat—“Who does that woman think she is, looking at us in such a way!” Those looks—those expressions of opinion with a glance of the eyes—seemed terribly important to her. “That woman, the poor thing,” her mother would say, “is pure envy. ¿Sabes que es una envidiosa?”


The daughters would nod.


“She’s jealous of us because we are so pretty to look at? Yes? And because we are a happy family, while that woman suffers from a terrible solitude, and a state of solitude makes a person envy everyone else in the world.”


“But, Mama,” Margarita would feel like asking her, “why are you so afraid?”


“Whatever these people do, children, don’t forget the family is all that matters, that even though you have the name of O’Brien, my family name, Montez, is just as good as any other. Do you understand me?”


(And she did, Margarita and her sisters regarding themselves not just as O’Briens but as Montez O’Briens, their mother’s family name slipping away from the more traditional Spanish order and going before their father’s: the utterance Montez O’Brien falling quite simply on their ears as more “American.”)


Strolling, they’d pass the three-story red-brick building near the town square, Miss Peterson’s elementary school, which all the sisters and their brother would attend, with its proud forty-eight-star American flag on the front lawn, and then come to the ordinary white clapboard house, with its Georgian porch, where one could find the offices of both the Morality League and the Good Citizens’ Club. Sometimes they would make their way to the hotel and its dining room, where Nelson would treat the family to heaping bowls of ice cream, Mariela always ordering vanilla and Nelson, not prone to appetite, contenting himself in the days before Prohibition with a glass of whiskey or a schnapps. And she would remember that when she was older and at liberty to roam along the main street with her younger sisters, she liked to sit on the high front steps of the town hall, where President McKinley had once given a speech, and they’d be sucking on hard candies or eating ice-cream cones, ever careful not to stain their pretty dresses and content to watch the wagons and trucks and automobiles moving along the street. Those steps were especially good for watching parades on the Fourth of July, circus processions and the great displays that the drum-banging Democrats and Republicans would put on at election time. (And she would remember that on the Fourth of July her father would walk around with an American flag pin on the lapel of his jacket, samples of which he sold with other patriotic buttons outside his photography shop for a dime, the buttons stuck to a board on which he had placed velvet mounting. He’d hoist an American flag over the doorway of his shop and, climbing a high ladder, tack a flag to the porch rim of the house, so that people could see this flag from the road, this great symbol of patriotism covering the east view windows of their parlor and kitchen and leaving that part of the house in a kind of perpetual shade. Proudly—for passersby always noticed it—he watched as a troop of soldiers in full uniform marched past the house, turned their heads, and gave the flag a salute. He saluted them back, his eyes squinting, as if caught by the light—the soldiers’ brilliance, their heroism, their manly virtues rising in a cloud of dust around them.) Sitting for hours sometimes, Margarita would never suspect or even begin to imagine that some years later she would be walking up those very same steps to a reception, blushing and laughing as she passed through a storm of tossed blossoms, a wedding bouquet in one hand and the skirt of a long, flower-embroidered bridal gown hoisted high in the other, her heart in love.


The Photography Studio


OFTEN, they would accompany Nelson to his photography studio, where he would sit waiting for customers or he’d go see if someone had dropped off a note, requesting his services, through the mail slot of his door. He would sometimes find customers waiting inside—for this was an honest town, where few would steal—and he would go about his work methodically and with good cheer, removing his jacket and working in a vest, his shirtsleeves rolled up to his elbow. He’d light the room with a chemical flash (a flint spark igniting the magnesium and potassium chlorate), and with a press of a pneumatic bulb take the shot. Margarita, observing this from the bench he kept before the window, would notice on the faces of his subjects, male or female, expressions of timidity, arrogance, vanity, jealousy, love, anger, envy. And remembering now, it makes her smile, proud of how the years give validity to youthful insights, to feel that her opinions of certain of her father’s subjects seemed to be true.


Mr. Henderson, a banker, natty in a tuxedo, after the fashion of the President, whose mouth seemed weak and quivering when he posed beside his gargantuan wife, or Dame Henderson, as she referred to herself, with her belly, wide as the doorway, sucked in and countless necklaces, shimmery and opaque, tinkling on her breast each time she took a breath to sit still—“And, Mr. O’Brien, or should I say Señor O’Brien, pleeeease do capture me in a flattering light”—this Mr. Henderson, whose eyes seemed so frightened, would, years later, try to drown his wife in their bathtub and suffer in the process, hitting his head against the rim, a concussion of such force that he would spend his last days on the porch of their house in a wheelchair, a bald man in pajamas, tended by a nurse, his lips quivering and his eyes welling up with tears, as he watched the life around him. There, too, against the backdrop of velvet, pleat-centered curtains, she had seen impossibly dim-minded husbands ordering their wives around, and always with a scowl, shaped like the coil of a light bulb, across their brows, growing more intense and cruel over the years, the young brides’ ankles, arms, and jowls thickening, and their once-innocent faces growing heavy with accumulated grief. One such couple, a certain Mr. and Mrs. Dietrich, farmers, seemed so chatty when they’d first come to her father’s studio in 1912 or 1913. He, with his proper suit, hair parted in the middle, and huge farmer’s hands, would say to her, “Now you sit here, my dear,” while she, a vision of happiness and feminine allure in a puff-shouldered dress, racy for those days, that she had sewn for herself, seemed delighted, squealing and making jokes about the prospect of having children—“Soon enough we’ll be filling the room, Mr. O’Brien, with kids.” Yet this same lady, over the years, gradually retreated into silence, her cheeriness and verbosity disappearing. (On the other hand, Margarita thinks, there were very happy couples who, year after year, returned to pose at the studio, their loving expressions unchanged, becoming ancient and quietly dramatic, like those very couples whom, in later life, she would see browsing through the library, the man never letting go of the woman’s hand.)


Her father kept a lot of props around: a large Grecian-shaped vase in which he would stick ostrich plumes, a head of Venus, another of Julius Caesar, both on pedestals, which he had purchased in Philadelphia, and he had a number of backdrops, the most popular being a scene from “classical Arcadia” with centaurs and forest sylphs dancing about rolling hills, depicted after the fashion of romantic British landscapists of the nineteenth century, this canvas ordered from a scenario parlor on the Lower East Side of New York. Sometimes he used the daughters as models, posing them for fanciful shots in the spring, their hair garlanded with flowers, and in little tunics, tossing petals out of a basket as they danced about a Maypole—this for a calendar which he would print. On another occasion, he had posed them with umbrellas against an Oriental landscape, trees in the distance laden with snow, again for a calendar, and for aesthetic interests, the daughters supposed. He also took them to some pretty spots high in the countryside, looking west over the Susquehanna, and to isolated waterfalls that sent up rainbowed mists, his daughters in their proper lace dresses spread out on rocks, parasols open behind them, the white water flowing around them, as if this was the most natural thing in the world. Or they would go to a lake, where the girls could pull up their skirts and go wading in their bloomers in the water. So many other shots, his daughters growing, as it were, before his eyes: for example, the first time she could recall seeing snow, when the sisters huddled in a sleigh, whiteness everywhere, and he had taken their photograph in what seemed like the North Pole; and there had been the time, speaking of winter, when he had bought them ice skates and taken them over to Farmer Tucker’s pond, where she and Isabel and Maria tried to navigate the blue sheen of ice, the snow falling around them like blossoms, all of them slipping, their bottoms aching, shouting out in fun. And what about the Christmas season during her childhood, when life seemed so sweet—the way life was conveyed in certain books and in love poems and gooey valentines—the shops on Main Street brilliant with decorations and a big tree put up in the square, strung with candles and antique-looking ornaments. Photographs, too, of the kids mounted on horses or on dromedaries at the traveling circus, or eating blueberry pie at a county-fair pie-eating contest, lips blue, teeth dotted with blueberry seeds, breath sweet with sugar, stomachs processing pie into good American waste; or posed in the field, the sisters pigtailed and alert, watching the autumnal migration of birds heading south (to Cuba?), or watching the sunset, the moon later glowing over a blue-tinged field.


(He’d even traveled to the site of a great coal-mine disaster—was it the Darr Mine disaster, Margarita wonders. There in 1909 he gave away medicine and blankets and set up his camera, returning to Cobbleton desolate but vaguely elated, with dozens of photographs of sad-souled, twisted-spine, begrieved men with lantern caps—shadows swirling like moths around them—laid out in the mud and on planks and stretchers, expressions gnarled, faces blackened, limbs slack, hands hanging down into the dark; and he’d spent a day developing the plates, appraised them for their humanity, and then put them into boxes that he’d store in a shed.)


In fact, Nelson O’Brien not only made photographs of his daughters, but from time to time, when the fancy struck him, he would rent a moving-picture camera and for the hell of it, and because he was a lover of gadgets (in the closets in his house, in his photography studio, and in the theater, there were piles of camera, machine, and movie-equipment catalogues) and, as always, had artistic pretensions, fancying himself a director, make home movies of his daughters at play, which he would show, projecting the developed film against the side of the house on late summer evenings—the sisters moving through the world in an almost mannequin-like fashion as if their limbs were joined by screws and hinges. And horsing around, director O’Brien had filmed a few short, five-minute dramas, scenes of which he had taken out of a book of plays about early Pilgrim life in America (all these films gone now forever).


On sunny days, her father, Nelson O’Brien, would sometimes pose his subjects across the street in the town square, where there was an equestrian statue of a Revolutionary hero: he with colonial flag raised and the horse’s bronze hoofs high in the air. Or he would look for a garden-like spot, sometimes taking his subjects to a farmer’s field where the light fell kindly through the trees and where flowers seemed to be everywhere.
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Now: the saloon, a pianola’s ragtime melody floating out through its doors into the world, and she would sense that establishment’s tug on her father, who would sometimes slip inside for a quick mug of beer. On one of those days, after a tormented night of sleep when he had his sad dreams about Ireland and he had dallied in the saloon too long, Mariela, impatient about waiting outside in the summer heat, marched in with the children, passed the “No Ladies Please” sign with its curly script on the wall, and demanded in quickly flashing Spanish that he reassume his paternal responsibilities. He reacted by wiping some froth from his mouth, and, his face turned all red, told her, in a Spanish that he now rarely used (except, Margarita supposed, during moments of intimacy, for sometimes she would hear his deep-timbred and slightly brogued Spanish cutting through the silence of a country night, as he would tell his wife, gasping, breathing heavily, “Ay, eres linda,” and “Ay, mujer, mi mujer”), to please mind her business and not embarrass him in front of the men.


During such incidents, when he would feel humiliated—there would be others—he’d walk quickly ahead, leaving them all behind, and, mounting the carriage, or later his automobile, he’d ride away, disappearing along one of the country roads, only to turn up an hour or so later, having regained his composure, to collect his family and bring them back to the house.
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She’d also remember the presence of spittoons and chamber pots in the corners of the rooms, the annual spring visits by a crew of men who would arrive with shovels and kerchiefs over their faces to dig out the murky content of the outhouse and cart it away for use in the fields. She would remember the grand day in 1916 when the plumbers came and installed a modern water closet and faucet-run bathtub in the room off the kitchen. Then another day when the electrical lines were run out from town and single plug sockets were set in the walls, and the appearance of spiral-corded lamps—light filling the rooms and an atmosphere of modernity entering their lives. What else?


That and many things, and then the late afternoon, when she would hear about the aviator again.


The Jewel Box Movie House and Nelson’s Commercial Trade


ALTHOUGH SHE’D often been her father’s companion on his treks about the county, she felt a special connection to the Jewel Box Movie House, as she considered herself part of its history and had been ten years old when the idea of opening that theater—back in 1912—had first occurred to him. Up to that time, their Poppy had been supporting the family through his on-and-off photography trade, with which he could make a living—his wages supplemented by some savings from the old Irish inheritance which had brought him to America in the first place (that and a wish for adventure), and from the occasional odd jobs he would take here and there. In those days, when he was not going about in the Model T with his new celluloid camera with drop-leaf shutter, taking portraits (or, as he preferred, with his reliable camera of old), he depended on the commissions he earned as a traveling peddler of goods for the great Hemmings Co. of Chicago, a position he had acquired after reading a recruitment ad in a Philadelphia newspaper, dated November 12, 1908: “Wanted: Men of Vision! Men with Unstoppable Goals! Men with Unbreachable Ambitions! Men with a Love of Commerce and Unstinting Determination! To SELL the GREATEST and UNCONTESTABLY durable goods AVAILABLE to the common CONSUMER in AMERICA!”


He had written a letter (“Dear Sirs, I am the sole supporter of a growing household, of Irish inclination, who, having a sound profession in the photography trade, wishes to supplement his income. I have no experience selling goods, man to man, but I come from a family of merchants in Ireland, and I am certain that, whatever your needs might be, I can fulfill them”). And when they had not responded, he had left his wife and five daughters (Margarita, Isabel, Maria, and the twins, Olga and Jacqueline) and taken a train out to Chicago to the offices of the company, where he obtained a brief interview with an officer, securing, with his earnestness and gentlemanly courtesy, an appointment to be the regional sales representative in the districts surrounding Cobbleton, where he earned ten and a half cents on every dollar’s worth of sales. He was destined, it seemed, to a connection with black trunks, for in a trunk similar to the one in which he carted about his photography equipment he carried samples of his company’s goods in the back of a wagon or in his Model T, traveling from town to town and farm to farm, trying to persuade hard-pressed customers—farmers and torpid factory and mill workers—to buy everything from animal-footed stoves to Spanish fans, all of which could be ordered from a fabulous ten-thousand-items catalogue whose proud cover was emblazoned with an American eagle and American flags, stars spiraling everywhere. Back then, he also sold all kinds of potions and pills: kidney and liver pills, pills to ease constipation and pills for troubled hearts, nerve pills intended to strengthen men afflicted by “femininely inclined emotions”; remedies for diarrhea, colic, malaria, bronchitis, asthma, croup, mumps and pleurisy; a liniment called Angel Oil that was composed of “vegetable oils and electricity,” and another item named Death to Microbes. Most popular was a medicinal called Larson’s Vegetable Cure for Female Weakness, which was purported to do away with ailments specific to women: inflammation, ulceration and falling of the womb, languor, nausea and deeply felt feminine fear; it also did away with hysterics, sparks before the eyes, dread of impending evil, shortened sleep, dizziness, palpitation of the heart, depressed spirits, and countless other ailments associated in those days with the monthly cycle, which tended to make women weep.


She had to give her Poppy credit, for he was always hatching schemes to make money. (One of his more practical and profitable ideas came to him in 1908, when there were forty-six states in the Union. That year he had bought some stock in the American Flag Company, so that when two states were added in 1910, he quadrupled his original investment.)


But it had been in 1912 that her father decided one day to open a movie house, the idea coming to him during a visit with an old friend from his days in Cuba. There had been a rare trip to New York City that year, a high-class outing during which Nelson tried to provide his wife with opportunities to take in culture. Nelson had initiated the journey because of Mariela’s low spirits—she would sometimes pass days in silence—and Margarita and Isabel had accompanied them. On that visit they had gone to the Metropolitan Opera House and heard Enrico Caruso singing the role of the Duke in Rigoletto, and in the ballroom of the Waldorf they had watched the Russian dancer Pavlova perform. On other days they passed their time in the penny arcades of Times Square, where, with a derby tipped over his brow, Nelson O’Brien peered through the eyepiece of nickelodeon machines. They walked, the females lifting the hems of their dresses when crossing the dung-splattered streets, Nelson with his trouser cuffs rolled up and his tripod and folding-bellows-type camera in his arms (Margarita and Isabel playing with an Eastman Brownie camera, whose existence Nelson accepted—now everyone could take a photograph, even children—but secretly feared). They saw automobiles on Fifth Avenue, mainly Model Ts, and an endless succession of horse-drawn coal, ice, milk, fruit, and pots-and-pans wagons. Calliopes on the street corners, organ-grinders and their monkeys (“Be careful,” their Poppy would say. “Them little beasts’ll pick your pockets clean”). Uptown at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, they saw such things as they had never seen before: mummies and ancient sarcophagi. They saw Roman statuary and Winslow Homer’s Prisoners from the Front. They saw paintings by the artists of the Flemish school, by the American naturalists, by Spaniards like Madrazo and Alvarez. They saw Delaroche’s Napoleon. Down at Coney Island, Nelson blushed at the sight of a belly dancer named Abdullah’s Loveliest Daughter, and they rode on carousels and Ferris wheels. They also witnessed an aviation display—three bi-wing planes flying in formation, making loops over the clouds—the first such display any of them had ever seen. (Ah, the aviator!) For the sake of promotion, three pianists, lined up in a row, were playing popular tunes. Back in Manhattan, they were among the crowds as a suffragette parade, proud ranks of women in flower-brimmed bonnets, marched up Fifth Avenue with arms joined, one of these ladies handing little Margarita a feminist rose. Then they went to a movie house where they saw some cowboy films, Mariela leaning over and asking Nelson to verify her own translation of titles like “The Posse advanced upon the desperadoes.”


They stayed with a man in the movie business named Harrington, a tall cowboy-like fellow whom Nelson had befriended years before during the Spanish-American War in Cuba. His residence was on Gramercy Park, a many-roomed flat with a view of the private green, his long hallway filled with the souvenirs and mementos of his travels. Harrington, resplendent in pajamas and a fur-collar robe, was the head of a film outfit in New Jersey and lived in the company of a young, pretty girl, who, appearing in a navy-blue dress, cut high at the knees, seemed very anxious to please him—Margarita remembered that.


The two men hadn’t seen each other for years, and reunited, they had embraced and were soon drinking champagne, the children served glasses of chocolate and soda by a gloomy manservant. Mariela sipped, taking in their conversation and trying to understand it, while Harrington, forwarding his ideas, regarded Mariela with a gallant and patronizing attitude, the men speaking in English.


“My friend,” Harrington had said to Margarita’s father, “it’s a pleasure to see you again, both of you!” (Toast.) “And I hope,” he added, nodding to Nelson, “that you will take my advice this evening: I’m telling you, my boy, there’s money to be made in the movie-exhibition business.”


That evening, they dined in a German restaurant on Fourteenth Street where Mariela found the food too saucy and the waiters brazen. But she enjoyed the playing of the Viennese waltzes and the pom-pom rhythms of the orchestra. Out on the dance floor and under the light of an ornate chandelier they danced and for the first time she learned, in the arms of the immense and towering Harrington, some American steps—first the turkey trot, and another called the grizzly bear.


It was after that journey that Nelson decided he would one day buy or rent the old Jewel Box Theater, which opened its doors only when traveling theatrical companies came to town. (It was at the Jewel Box that Nelson and Mariela saw a production of John Millington Synge’s Playboy of the Western World, put on by the Dublin Dramatists Society, then on a tour of the country. Margarita could remember her father’s pleasure in hearing the Irish actors performing, their rolling r’s, the clipped cut of their sentences, their melodies unfolding.)


But it took him nearly two years to realize this ambition. Gutting that theater and refitting it with new seats—that is, new secondhand seats—and with carpeting, he officially opened the Jewel Box Movie House in 1914, the year that the Patricia who lived was born. A special room was outfitted above the balcony with a slot window, and a great canvas screen raised above the stage, on which played the first feature film ever shown anywhere in that town—a four-reeler called From the Manger to the Cross, a New Testament epic that had been “made in Palestine” by a certain R. Henderson Bland, the posters for said film featuring, for all the world to see, a triumphant Christ rising into heaven. Charging ten cents a head, with Margarita selling tickets and Isabel as usher, Nelson O’Brien, dandy in a black long-tailed suit with top hat and striped cravat, had made a speech that night, thanking the people of Cobbleton for attending: “You know me as the fellow who takes photographs of your babies, and as the official photographer of certain civic events and other affairs—I thank you heartily for allowing me that privilege—but tonight I am here to welcome you to this silent-film exhibition. What you are about to see is a very special picture, famous all over the world, I’ve been told.” He cleared his throat. “Well, I just want to say that I hope all of you enjoy the evening.” And as a spontaneous reflex he called upon Mariela, waving her up onto the stage from her seat in the front row.


She had only two words, “Gracias, gracias,” before sitting again.


As the film played, the family and the audience much enjoyed themselves. Christ, whom they’d always known as the hanging figure on a Cross, or suffering in an altar panel (or as a statue, the object of a prayer), was shown at his birth, and then, after some time (after walking on the Sea of Galilee, after being tempted in the desert for forty days by the Devil, and after his triumphant arrival in Jerusalem), carrying his Cross up to Golgotha, the hill where He would be crucified. Then Christ in a great robe and in a halo of light, a spirit to his disciples, as real as the Christ who had appeared to them in their dreams, all so beautiful.


During the first months of exhibition, Nelson was also to show the films of Mary Pickford and Lillian Gish, William Faversham and Charlie Chaplin. He brought in some local musicians, a pianist and violinist to accompany the films, and a minstrel troupe to entertain the audience before the movies started. (They would sing “Fido Is a Hot Dog Now,” “Down in Jungle Town,” and “The Man Who Broke the Bank at Monte Carlo.”) He showed The Vixen, with Theda Bara, The Wharf Rat, with Mae Marsh; and sometimes a film by his old friend Harrington.


A Saturday Night, 1921


MOVIE TICKETS cost fifteen cents, the program that day being a number of short one- and two-reel Laurel and Hardy films, one Chaplin, two Keatons, and a romantic melodrama starring John Barrymore. She would get there around four o’clock to begin selling tickets for the five o’clock show—a stack of magazines under the counter inside, Colliers Weekly, The Saturday Evening Post, and Romance, a cigar box (Havanas) where she would keep her change, the dollar bills going into her pocket, and the family making money. Her father would arrive later to greet the audience officially, as he did every weekend night, and with him would come his wife if she felt up to it, and certain of the sisters, walking to town if the weather was nice, for it could be a pleasant, chatty, lantern-lit stroll along the country road on a balmy night—and exciting when a truly popular film was playing, an actor like Rudolph Valentino (whose picture their father kept in the window of his photography shop, among those other photographs of local subjects) attracting crowds who’d come in automobiles and wagons from towns around, everyone waving hello and with wagonloads of school kids singing: a festive atmosphere, the sky cheery with stars—eyelets in the deep blue, as one of those old-time crooners might sing. Margarita would be waiting for the patrons: men in bowlers and derbies, wearing waistcoats, while their ladies wore taffeta and cotton dresses, the more fashionably young, razor-cut Romeos in camel’s-hair coats and pleated trousers, fellows from the “good” side of town showing up with their dates in their knee-length tassel-hemmed dresses, hair bobbed (as she would have liked to have bobbed her hair, instead of keeping it long), with multi-looped fake-pearl necklaces and silver lamé or cloche hats, pulled down snug over the eyebrows for what they called the helmet effect.


And yet Margarita, with her large, expressive blue eyes and exotic looks, exerting the female influence, attracted much of her own attention, certain of these young men giving her a wink or later slipping out during the show for a smoke and approaching her to see if she’d like to take a spin in one of their sportsters—“You know, maybe head out for a picnic next Sunday down by the riverside where there’s a pretty nice view, huh?” And she would smile, shrug, and say in an accent slightly touched by both her father’s Irish brogue and the trilling r’s of her mother’s Cuban Spanish, “I must think about it, but do come back,” since she distrusted those whom she’d seen with their dates. She’d sigh, selling those tickets, “Good evening, ma’am,” “Thank you, sir,” and smiling at some of the things she heard coming from the boys—“Ah, you’re fulla balloon juice,” and “Don’t rubber me now”—phrases her mother would never know.
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She was passing the time in this way and greeting her father’s usual customers—one by one they came, the Fitzgeralds, the Dietrichs, the Emersons, the Dunbar family. Along, too, came Miss Covington, the Romance-language teacher from town, and one of her mother’s few friends, the one town lady who was a frequent visitor to the house and who had, in the days when her mother first arrived, gone out of her way to befriend her, and the handsome priest, Father Mancuso, to whom, from time to time, Margarita, in a spirit of mischief, would make bawdy confessions (“I don’t know, Father, but last night I dreamed of running naked through a house”), his presence stirring within her good Catholic soul a bit of naughty sinfulness. And then would come Mr. Roig and his family, and of course, driving up in his employer’s touring car, Mr. García and wife, whom Margarita always let in for free.


Then the family would turn up, her father leading them, the littlest ones remaining at home with one of the older sisters, or with their mother—though she loved those silent movies about romance with titles like A Woman Betrayed and Love’s Lost Hope, love stories, often tragic, set against the backdrop of glamorous New York salons and mansions, beautiful, virtuous, and ambitious women—good girls from poor backgrounds marrying handsome society gents, as would happen to Margarita. The sisters would take their places behind the candy counter, selling honey-roasted peanuts in paper cones and sourball candies to the customers, the others filling up a row near the front of the theater, where the family customarily sat, so that between films, if they so liked, the musical twins could get up and perform a duet at the organ, their sister Maria singing along with them, the family happy.


Usually, Margarita would remain in the ticket booth until about six, and then, closing up, join the family inside. But that evening, as the sun had started to set, a great clamor had arisen on the street—the horses in the stables bolting and neighing, kids running along and banging pots, automobiles honking horns—for, buzzing over the buildings of the town, was the Sopwith Camel, pulling along a brightly colored banner, an advertisement: “Come See the Daredevils’ Flying Circus at The Pennsylvania State Fair! June 7–June 14, 1921.” Drawing crowds into the street and out of the theater, the airplane circled overhead and then made its way west, the buzz diminishing and the plane shortly out of sight.


And Margarita, recognizing the craft, for a moment relived her initial hopes about the pilot, heart racing and, if truth be told, a certain desire for release aching in her bones. But when the biplane left town, she resumed her ordinary expectations of life, finishing in the booth a magazine story recounting a chance love affair between an Italian noble posing as a peasant sheepherder and an American society girl on vacation on the island of Capri, and just as the text described to her how, while they were standing together on a terrace of Tiberius’ villa, the count, “in a magnificent, soulful whisper, told his new love: “Ti voglio bene”—which in Italian means “I love you”—and took the woman into his arms… Isabel came walking down the street and, approaching her older sister in the booth, said: “The aviator, did you see him, sister?”


“Yes.”


“Well, did you know that not an hour ago he came to the house to visit?”


“Yes?”


“And he’s invited us all to go flying with him one day at the state fair.”


“All of us?”


“All who want to. Mama is not too happy—she lives in ancient times, sister—but he told us that when the county fair comes to Monroe we are to be his guests.”


And, looking at her sister’s expression, Margarita realized that she, too, must have daydreamed about the pilot.


“It’ll be fun, won’t it?”


“Oh, sister, I think so…”


Later, as she sat listening to the pipe organ, watching the ghostly figures of an elegant Manhattan couple dancing across the floor on the Jewel Box movie screen, she imagined the Mediterranean, the silvery rippling sea and the olive trees growing around Tiberius’ villa in Capri, tried to imagine what it would all look like from the vantage point of the bi-wing craft. Around ten that evening, while walking back along the road, the air so fresh, the way lit by a lantern, she had looked up and watched a series of meteors breaking through the atmosphere—it was a time when the night skies were so clear, before they would be diluted by too many earthly lights—and in the streak of falling stars, she saw the pilot’s face.


Her Flight into the Clouds


SHE CAME TO THINK of him as the handsome man from heaven, not as Curtis, and the day the family went to the fair, a few weeks later, she had awakened feeling wet between her legs and not from her monthlies but from a sweet sensation, as if a ball of candle wax had coiled and expanded inside her; she’d touched herself until the ball was released and then, a little saddened, for the experience would always make her feel that way, even in old age, she sat appraising herself before a mirror and became quite glum, because she was nowhere near as beautiful in reality as she was in her own mind, nothing like the ever-elegant ladies of the magazines nor as pretty as certain of her own sisters, particularly Helen, who was a natural beauty. She derided her crooked teeth—they’d grown in after the manner of her father’s, twisted about by the introduction of too-large rear wisdom teeth—and she wished she didn’t look so much like her mother (a part of her glorying in it, for on good days she fancied in herself a resemblance to the courtesans of a Queen of Spain or of a flamenco dancer, such as she had seen in the movies—enchanting vamps with Syrian princess eyes and Pharaoh’s daughter’s lips—while on other days she sometimes wished she could close her eyes and look like Clara Bow or Theda Bara or Gloria Swanson or Lillian Gish). Dallying before the mirror, she had tried on different dresses before settling on a navy-motif smock with stripes about the sleeves and neckline and white felt-covered buttons down the front—nearly frumpish, save for the fact that this dress was sleeveless and therefore inviting to men, who could catch a glimpse of her curvy breasts, even if covered by a camisole. And wanting to make herself truly sexy by wearing a bit of ox-blood lipstick, which good girls avoided, she compensated, biting down on her lips until they took a darker coloration.


At the fair itself, they stood in a crowd eating cotton candy and applauding, first a rodeo, a contest for best cows and bulls, and then turned their attention to the sky above the hippodrome tent, where the aviator’s bi-wing craft flew in a formation of similar planes—flying in loop-the-loops and tumbling in free fall, flying upside down and then nearly atop one another, daring acrobats hopping from the wings of one plane onto another. When the air show ended, the sisters made their way to the makeshift landing field, where the pilots, standing before their planes, signed autographs for the crowds of children around them. Waiting patiently, the oldest sisters—Margarita, Isabel, Maria, the twins, Helen, and even ten-year-old Irene—finally got a chance to greet the aviator who had spent some few hours at their house, and he thanked them again, and offered to take each up for a ride. The other pilots were doing the same, but for a charge—a buck a head—the seats behind the pilot filling with giggling adolescent girls and stoic and manly show-off boys. One by one, the aviator took the sisters into the air and Margarita, thinking that she would be the last to go up, watched each of her sisters lifting off from the ground and being carried up through the clouds (each climbing out of the plane happy and exhilarated, even Isabel, who could not keep from laughing, and each remembering that afternoon many years later, the kind of event that would crop up in the midst of a holiday evening, during a reunion when Maria might mention, while sipping a bit of brandy and throwing her head back in reflection, “Do you remember that handsome aviator who took us all up into the air? My God, what a day!”), until it was her turn. “Are you ready, Miss Margarita?” the pilot had asked her. And she had blushed, saying yes, and, remembering her dreams of elation and flight, followed his instructions and put on a helmet and goggles as her sisters had done, strapped on her belt and, waiting for the lift upward to heaven, closed her eyes.


Before lowering his goggles, he winked at her and shouted over the engine’s loud hum, “Won’t be able to say much, once we’re up, but just relax,” and she had convinced herself that the actual flight would follow her dream, that they would soar over the countryside and he would land in a quiet place, but what actually happened was this: the craft lifted off the ground and did indeed climb up toward the sun, but the slightest indication of the plane looping or tilting on its wing began to affect her balance, as if a bead of mercury were shifting in her ear and over the softest organs in her abdomen; through her stomach and large intestines seemed to flow a glutinous matter, which, shifting about inside her, induced in her such a feeling of nausea that all she could do was swallow, hoping that she would not lose the contents of her stomach and her wishes for love. A few times he had looked back and she had grown so teary-eyed that he had asked, “Are you okay? Miss?” And when, after climbing some five hundred feet higher, so she could see how the earth began to curve in the distance, how Cobbleton and the patches of farm property and the railroad tracks and rivers flowed in obvious and simple patterns—as in the dream—she started to call out to him, “Curtis, I think I want to land now,” he told her, “Okay, miss,” and slowly brought the plane back down, gliding in, nose up, to a proper stop, the pilot hopping to the ground and helping the quivery-legged Margarita onto the field.


It was all for the best: she went off to one of the fair outhouses to vomit, the prospect of romance and kisses behind her, and the aviator, surprising all, introduced the sisters, who were grateful for his generosity, to his fiancée, a little blonde, a sweet farm girl whom he’d met some time ago at another fair.


Two Sisters: Maria in Photographs, Irene on a Bike


THE EARLIEST known photograph of Maria Montez O’Brien, the third-oldest sister, was taken sometime in 1908, when she was two years old, posed by her father in the lap of her mother in the studio of his shop, the tot resplendent in a baby bonnet and lace dress, her lovely brow revealing in that moment a wary appraisal of the world around her—her father, as it happened (Margarita would remember), shaking a rattle to make sure that she looked at the camera and to prevent her from kicking about, her eyes intense and in fact focused not upon her father but through the shop window, watching a man, sleeves rolled up, fiddling with the engine of his milk truck. At the age of three, the short-cropped hair had grown out and her little hands were clutching her mother’s hand, and while she had not yet suffered any trauma in her life and had begun the discovery of music, the ongoing business with the delicate etiquette of toilet training gave to her sweet mouth something of a twist, nearly anguished, for out of the Arcadian bliss of her daily routine, playing with dolls, entangling her fingers in her mother’s and older sisters’ hair, kissing her father, came a new discipline which, on the evidence of her disenchanted expression, did not make her happy. On the other hand, at the ages of four, five, and six, Maria, posing now alone and with her other sisters who were joining the family, especially the twins, Olga and Jacqueline, with whom she would always remain the closest, began to resemble the “mature” Maria, as she had now started to enjoy all the tasks at hand, especially when it came to teaching the littler ones about the daily necessities of life, her expression saying, “Though I am petite, I already know how to take care of things.” By eight, her face started to suggest the splendid refinement of the elegant woman she would become, her hair having grown long and kept in a ponytail behind her, the slope of her high and serene forehead suggesting the virtuous nature of her future personality, angelic. And pride, too, because Mrs. Vidal, her music teacher, had already singled her out from the dozens of potential music students in Miss Peterson’s grammar school in Cobbleton for her “special” talent—the woman hitting a middle C on the piano and having Maria hold that note for a long time, and, taking her through a scale of ascending half steps, making the discovery that she had the voice of a nightingale. At ten, she had given her first recital for the Ladies’ Society, singing an engaging “Ave Maria” at Christmas during a pageant, this young diva, no longer posed on anyone’s lap, not on her mother’s nor alongside Isabel or Margarita, but standing by the piano, an expression of accomplishment and separateness and a beaming smile on her face, for she already knew that she was going to bring pleasure to the lives of people. At that time she, the most devout of the sisters, truly believing in God, and having made her First Communion in Father Mancuso’s church, would take on the air of someone unafraid of death (for death would take her into the mansions of heaven). By age thirteen, the onset of puberty rendered her face drawn, implying a terrible moodiness. Other photographs from those days show her in the company of the twins, who had already begun to blossom musically under her encouragement, their poses, standing side by side, predicting the careers that would keep them together for much of the rest of their lives. But at sixteen, in 1922, there registered on her face a recognition of her own limitations: it was in the autumn of that year that Nelson O’Brien, on the recommendation of Mrs. Vidal, had taken Maria to the Philadelphia Institute of Music to audition for a special operatic program, where it was determined that she, the poor thing, while having a pleasant mezzo-soprano voice, good for the works of Massenet and Gounod among others, did not have enough of a voice to consider that life professionally, so that the photographs of that year conveyed a terrible disappointment, eyes squinting, face downcast. She would recover, taking solace in the pure enjoyment of bringing along the twins, who, despite their operatic-quality voices, would never consider outdistancing their older sister’s accomplishments. Early on, they had decided that their fates would be intertwined—and they would be, as the Three Nightingales, the Chanteuses, queens of Philadelphia and New York and small-town cabarets and musical reviews, eventually enjoying a fair livelihood that would take them often to the ports of Europe on cruise ships.


Then the mature Maria, aged nineteen and in love, for one of the two times in her life, with a plump tenor from a nearby town who would come to Cobbleton to sing duets with her in the parlor of Mrs. Vidal’s house, this fellow—what was his name? Henry Maine—a true talent, a year older than she and able to sing everything from German lieder to Italian bel canto with breathtaking finesse, the two twilling away amorously like songbirds and stealing (when left alone for a moment while Mrs. Vidal would answer the doorbell) little ennobled kisses, nothing with the tongue, that would drive Maria to the confessional in Father Mancuso’s church. Going through her days in a state of complete idyllic distraction, she would wait for Mrs. Vidal to inform her that he was back in town. The two of them fell deliciously in love and remained so, even though he was not a particularly handsome man—but a very good one. Like her, a Catholic and devout, he would sometimes walk Maria home along the country road to the house where the sisters lived, the two of them singing so beautifully that birds would follow them on the road. Later, under the supervision and watchful eyes of Isabel, they’d sit on the porch and quietly speculate about a future together, the prospect both exhilarating and troubling Maria, because to remain with Henry would take her away not only from the household but from Olga and Jacqueline, to whom she felt pledged. At night she would pray, asking God what she should do. She felt many doubts, even if he had conveyed to her the beautiful promise of pursuing an artistic life by his side. And although she knew he was being kind, as her voice was not as good as his, they made plans to marry one day and commemorated this by posing for a photograph in Mrs. Vidal’s studio. With a simple Kodak Brownie camera, circa 1926, Mrs. Vidal herself, loving to keep photographs of her students and always having a soft spot for Maria and her musical sisters, took the shot—a photograph that found the twenty-year-old Maria possessing the serenity and apparent happiness of a young and pretty woman who in those moments dwelled in Paradise, light brilliant around her, the crystal flower-filled vases of Mrs. Vidal’s parlor aglow, a scene of earthly joy. A year of felicity for Maria, of too much hope and distraction, and then another of disappointment when Henry, sitting with her on the porch of the house on Abelmyer Road, told her that he would be journeying on scholarship to study voice in Berlin and that at the end of the year he would return to join her. Six months of heartsickness and longing passed, until, as such stories go, the bad news arrived: not that Henry had fallen in love with someone else but that Henry, whom the birds followed, had fallen into the depths of Lake Constance, in southern Germany, and drowned. Photographs of Maria from that time on show the very same expression she had in early youth, when the logic of the world was not clear and her eyes, gazing out timidly, seemed wary.
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Better to consider the love of Irene, the seventh of the sisters, with her most elegant name. Cherubic, good-natured, and chubby as an infant and as an adolescent (how she loved it when the butler García would show up with those bags of plantains that they could fry to crispiness in a large cast-iron pan), she had always been lavished with many sweets and foods and with sisterly affection. As she became a young woman, those beautiful features were swallowed by the moonlike roundness of her excessively fleshed-out face, and she lived for meals and was most happy to sit in her room eating one-cent sweets and spoonfuls of sugar or of honey, the idea of falling in love with a man never occurring to her except when she read magazines and would envy those young women whose boyfriends and husbands brought them chocolates. She would daydream about love, not so much for the sweet kisses and embraces of a man, or the roses that romance was said to bring, but for the boxes of dome-shaped, swirl-topped Belgian chocolates with maraschino-cherry centers, marzipan delights, chocolates with coconut centers, chocolates stuffed with citron and nuts.


Still, by the time she reached her early twenties and, plump as a sultan, she decided to find herself a man and, to do so, aspired to a more lithe form, subsisting on paltry meals and becoming, for the first time in her life, foul-tempered and unhappy. That was when her father, Nelson O’Brien, took pity on her and bought her a bicycle, an Atlas “strong enough to support the world,” and it was on this vehicle that she began to ride along the country roads for the sake of exercise (these roads during the bad times of the Depression, with their bands of the hungry and poor, often making her sad). She’d worked in those days in the movie house, often behind the candy counter, and afterward would take a long route home, and although she did so for a year, weather permitting, this exercise had very little effect, save for the thickening of certain muscles—in her thighs and legs. She was on the brink of despair when one day, crossing the bridge near Tucker’s farm, she happened to collide with another bicyclist, this bicycle, also an Atlas, conveying on its bending frame a young man as immense and porcine as herself, a fellow in a black top coat and schoolboy’s beanie cap, whose pockets, as it would turn out, were stuffed with sugar cubes and candies. Tumbling over—as in tandem they were too wide to pass each other—they had landed side by side. And while she had escaped with only a few bruises on her rump, coccyx aching for days, the fellow’s trousers were badly torn and his thick knees were bleeding.


Beside herself at having hurt the young man, Irene attended to him like a nurse, tearing from her slip two pieces of cloth, and there, kneeling before him, ministered to his wounds—and most happily so, in an idyll heightened by the clamor of the birds and the sweet springtime breeze and the smell of flowers in the air. In the sunlight (all such speculations about love—love that could only be guessed at, toyed with, enjoyed from a distance of time—were drenched with light, for love, as their mother always said, filled the heart with light) he seemed noble, and because he was so good-natured that he did not complain but thanked her instead, when they had lifted up their bent bikes, they sat for a time under a tree, more or less pleased by each other’s corpulence, as in this circumstance neither felt shame. They talked. His name was Pokapoulos, a Greek fellow, and he lived in a nearby town, some ten miles away from Cobbleton, and was the son of a butcher, and he, too, confessed that he loved to eat, though that spring afternoon he admitted to an interest in the veterinary arts and wished that, instead of chopping up animals, he could cure them. She felt touched by his tender, heavy-jowled face and by the way he looked at her. He had told her, “You’re a swell gal for not being angry at me, when it was really my fault—I shoulda stopped and let you pass”—and just then he pulled from his pockets some hard candies, which they both happily devoured, beginning the introduction to their love.


He started to visit with the family, always sidling in through the door and bringing parcels of meat with him, to her father’s delight—for Nelson O’Brien loved his steaks thick and juicy—and when he would stroll with her, or keep her company in the kitchen while she helped cook the evening’s meal, he was always attentive and complimentary to her. “My, but you look pretty today,” he would tell her, and, as in a fairy tale, made her feel so happy that she began to forget about the troubles of the world—that beggars would come to the house asking for food, their mailbox marked with a white painted X, signifying “This family will give.” When he ate with the family, tasting her cookery, his eyes would water with delight and he would look on her with nothing less than complete adoration. And though it would be hard for any of the sisters to think that Irene and this fellow were acquainted with the romance of heated embraces, they, when alone, would engage in long bouts of succulent, tongue-swallowing kisses, tongues tasting of sweets and nut breads and steak, entwined and thick with the blood of appetite and the promise of an all-devouring consummation. That would take place after three years of mealtime conviviality, during a honeymoon which they would spend in a country inn near Lake George, New York, a Swiss-style chalet known for its view of the Adirondacks and attendant waterway and for its quail-stuffed pastries and all-you-can-eat dessert buffet.


The romance, of course, was more complex than what a sister like Margarita might ascertain. It was filled with its pains and, as well, with its moment of sexual passion, hard to imagine but inevitable, the two generously layered bodies blissfully joined and moving through the thickest field of sensations, with hungry bites and long appraisals of tasty bodily morsels, with the promise of a happy future and many satisfying meals.


Nothing Was Sweeter: How the Other Side Lived


NOTHING WAS SWEETER, Margarita would recall on her days alone, than to be a young girl in the spring, nothing more pleasant than to rush down the stairs into the arms of her father when he’d come home at the end of his day’s work, or, when she was very little, to be carried along a country road on his shoulders, the work of the Lord all around them, or to sit and watch with great curiosity as he went about his business, fiddling with the accordion-like camera as he posed her and the family for a portrait or as he took photographs here and there in the countryside, certain of those jobs giving him access to the houses of the wealthy, who seemed to live in another world, with their great lawns and tennis courts and chauffeurs and wardrobe rooms and dolphin-mouthed waterspouts in the bathrooms and flush toilets! And Carrara marble statues of Apollo, English paintings on the walls, and floor-to-ceiling libraries (most impressive, a sweet papery smell of the past thick in the air)—that general atmosphere of pure and uncompromised gentility reminiscent, to her mind, of the aristocratic lives she’d read about in books. (She thought this even though she had once heard García, on a night when he was angry about not getting a raise and after having had one too many glasses of wine during a visit to the family, say crudely, “These people behave as if they don’t have assholes!”) Nelson used to take Margarita and Isabel and a few of the others along for company, and later, when she was older, he’d take Margarita along as his assistant—work that she much enjoyed, as she would then see how other people lived, from the poorest farmers, who paid her father with hens and baskets of fruit and sacks of corn and potatoes, to those of much greater means, whose hired help oftentimes let them in through the pantry and service entrance. But that was not so bad—how many times did it happen that the help, seeing the children, would call them into the kitchen and serve them feasts of pastries and sandwiches. Years later, she had to laugh remembering one occasion when she was sixteen and the plump Irene, then seven, was left alone in a kitchen on an afternoon when the pastry chefs and cooks were preparing for a banquet, the head cook or chef having made the terrible mistake of telling Irene, “Now, you can eat whatever you like, dearie.” Within an hour, Irene had managed to eat much of a leg of lamb, delicately prepared with rosemary, garlic, and a basting of honey and wine, as well as a dozen puff pastries—chocolate éclairs and cream-filled napoleons, the cook astonished and shouting: “My God, no wonder you’re such a fat leetle gurl!” and Irene confused but happily sated. On such occasions, Margarita’d get a chance to see how the other half lived, loved to sit outside on the grounds while her father prepared for his work, watching tennis games, badminton, croquet being played. Looking about, she’d love the feeling the high wrought-iron gates gave her, the long shadows of their tipped spires racing across the sloping lawns, the bursts of intermittent sunlight pouring through the private forests of the high, high trees, whose birds, it seemed to her, were especially elegant. (And through those corridors of shade she would see furtive does peeking.) Fountains such as the bell-cup Russian-style fountain that she once saw on a desolate estate near Quarryville made her feel as if she were in a dream or in another world (say, the planet Mars), for the fountain had been designed with fine-timbred bell cups which resonated in different glass-like tones—a water-driven glockenspiel, though she did not know the phrase at that time—and seemed to play without end. And she saw estates with their own private chapels and in one instance a genuine medieval garden with peacocks, who moved tranquilly, as did their masters, oblivious to the more mundane sufferings of life. But there were also occasions when death somehow lingered in the halls and she would know that in one of the myriad bedchambers, up one of the stairs and just beyond the landing, off one of the marble atriums, there would be a room with a tubercular or polio-racked child to whom no amount of money made a difference.


And there were occasions before the First World War when her father was hired for debutante parties held in grand houses with many-chandeliered rooms and he would set up his equipment in a room off the dance floor. Using floral arrangements placed on a pedestal or a table, with velvet curtains as a backdrop, he would photograph young couples, the inheritors of the earth, carefree and well-coiffed, the ladies beautiful in their silk gowns and Belle Epoque, many-layered ballroom dresses, the gents in tails, enchanted with one another’s company and the fact that their lives were so good.


There was always much food to eat and most of the time those employers were gracious and accommodating toward the photographer and his daughters; more rarely, there might be a twitty son or spoiled daughter to start an argument with Margarita or to point out that she and her father or whichever of her sisters had come along were not proper guests—however, that was more the exception.


Still, parties were parties, and her favorite, at least in memory, were the harvest balls held in Cobbleton—about that time of the year, with the trees turning and the first chills that made sleep so blessed (sisters’ rumps pressed together in their beds, wrapped in flannel gowns, feather mattresses warmed by bricks heated on the stove, for it would get very cold in the evenings), and the special clarity of the night sky with the stars shifting in position (and perhaps because it was on an autumn night when she was very little that her mother had pointed out the brilliance of the planet Saturn)—and the hayrides, organized by the Chamber of Commerce and by the Protestant churches. The sisters, on equal footing with the other girls of town, would wait their turn to take the ride from the square two miles up the road to Mayor Heinrich’s farm, where, in his barn festooned with hanging lanterns and decorated with crepe paper and cloth banners, they would have doughnuts and milk and soda pop and feast on pumpkin pies before riding back to the town hall, where a dance would take place. As usual, the timid farmboys and the sons of railroad and factory workers, hair slicked down with spit and Brilliantine and a smell of wheat sticking to their clothes, stood on one side, and on the other, the young ladies of town, seated in rows and seeming a little bored (within them, family groupings of sisters, some families having five, some twenty, as was the case with the Schneiders, with their Goldilocks hairdos and unfortunate apple-shaped faces, stout derrieres, manly gaits, and sour demeanors, the poor things), until the string band started to play and so began a program of square dancing and traditional country waltzes, the Montez O’Brien sisters, even the littlest ones, ever anxious to partake of the festivities, and waiting, waiting until they would grow impatient with the timidity of the boys and break ranks with the other girls, who already considered them too different for their own tastes, marching across the floor to initiate the proceedings—so that soon just about everybody would be dancing. And on those autumn nights, in those years before he had his success with the movie house, their father also worked at the harvest balls, taking photographs (some of them trick shots with witches brooming across the pock-faced moon in the background), and his pictures would appear in the local newspapers, and prints would be sold to the community through the offices of the Good Citizens’ Club.


By the time Margarita was approaching womanhood and the movie house had opened, her father had gotten into the habit of seeking a kind of solitude at night, saying little to the sisters—of course showing them affection, and always having the strength for the rituals of love with his wife—but as the years passed, he seemed to need more and more time alone. The evenings would often find him sitting before the fireplace with a tin mug in hand, watching the embers (clustered, feathery, snowy-gray, and crumbling like wings) of the birch and elm logs dim and glow, as if they were softly breathing, his shadow thrown immense and wavery against the walls behind him, his mind moving through clouds of manly pensiveness, and muttering to himself about the passage of time and the world amounting to as much as those ashes, everything, every living creature, turning to smoke. Although he would read the Chronicle, full of its farmers’ news and the doings of society, and from time to time give out some order, or lord over the organization of yet another nightly ritual, the pushing together of tables and the collection of chairs so that the family could dine together, he was in many ways an absent being, almost a ghost in his indifference to household affairs, which, from his point of view, always seemed the same: the daughters assisting his wife, their chitchat, and some of it in his wife’s tongue, Spanish, sounding to his ears like the forest twitter of birds in the trees, noisy, lively, melodious, and territorial.
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Margarita could remember the sweet endearments whispered in Spanish coming from her mother and father’s bedroom at night, and that her Poppy had long ago made a decision about the language of Spanish in the household—it wasn’t that hearing it annoyed him, just that he thought the daughters would be better speaking his proper kind of English. But he was not a bully and often said nothing when their mother spoke with them. Once, when Margarita was six or seven, he had called out to her, a little sadly (or drunkenly): “You, come ’ere, won’t ya?” And when she did, nervously sitting beside him on a wicker chair on the porch, he told her, touching her face and brushing aside her bangs of thick black hair, “I’d been noticin’ lately that you’re always talking in Spanish, a fine language, and that’s all right with me, but so as you don’t get confused, I want you to know that I expect you to address me always in my tongue, and that’s English, you understan’? And that’s for your own good, ’cause in this country it’s been my observation that Spanish will be of little use to you, certainly useless as far as gainful employment and one day finding yourself a husband. I won’t snap your head off if I hear you speaking it, but just remember it might hurt my feelings to think that you aren’t respecting my wishes. And one more thing, darlin’, I’ve heard you chatting away in Spanish with Isabel and Maria, which is your business and fine with me, but don’t you ever think that you’ll be pulling a fast one in terms of secrecy around me, because I spent four years down in Cuba way learning to speak that language, and even though it hasn’t any value to me now, in this country, and except to talk with your mother sometimes when she doesn’t understand some things in English, I promise you that I can understand every single little word you say—so remember that.”
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